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Abstract

Ecocentrism, or green ideology, offers a perspective on the relationships between 
human beings and nature that is radically different from the human-centred outlook 
within which democratic decision-making procedures have developed. Green ideology 
does not accept humans’ innate right to dominate other life-forms. Rather, human 
beings are considered part of nature and the various parts are seen as having value in 
their own right, irrespective of their perceived usefulness for human beings. In this 
study, I seek to formulate a ”green” democratic theory or, at least, identify the ”seeds” of 
one using ecocentrism as my point of departure. In so doing, I focus on three basic 
democratic values -  liberty, equality and participation. Although these values are 
presumed essential to all democratic theories, I argue that the interpretations are 
somewhat ”elastic” in character. Thus, the boundary between democratic norms of 
process and content is placed somewhat differently in different versions of democratic 
theory. The green contribution to democratic thought introduces human environmental 
rights and rights of the non-human biota, which in turn call for democratic representa
tion. Furthermore, eco-democracy proposes an ”environmental citizenship” that not 
only embraces environmental rights, but also citizen obligations towards the natural 
environment. I show that these eco-democratic norms have no exact equivalent within 
more traditional democratic theorising (which is represented in this study by a 
representative and a more participatory variant of democratic theory).

This study also points to a rather propitious ”breeding-ground” for the eco- 
democratic ideas among Swedish political actors at the beginning of the 1990s. 
Ecocentric interpretations of democratic core values have a position on the political 
parties’ agendas, there is an active environmental movement that propagates for these 
ideas, and there is relatively widespread recognition of eco-democratic norms within 
the Swedish public. Thus, I conclude that the elasticity of democratic core values is not 
”only” a theoretical construction, but also an aspect of contemporary Swedish 
democratic culture.

Key words: Democratic theory, political culture, ecocentrism, liberty, equality,
participation, environmental rights, environmental citizenship.
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Introduction: A Green Challenge 
to Democratic Theory and Practice

Democratic decision-making procedures, as we presently know them, have 
developed within the framework of a specific perspective on the relationship 
between human beings and nature, namely anthropocentrism, or human
centredness. According to this still dominant view, human beings control nature 
and use its resources for human purposes (Eckersley 1992, Vincent 1992).

In this worldview, the Earth is seen primarily, if not exclusively, as a collection of 
natural resources. Some of these resources are infinite; for those which are limited, 
substitutes can be created by technological society. There is an overriding faith that 
human civilization will survive. Humans will continue to dominate Nature because 
humans are above, superior to or outside the rest of Nature (Devall and Sessions 
1985,43).

Ecocentrism presents a radically different point of departure, one that sees human 
beings as part of nature, not its masters. Thus, human beings and non-human 
nature are understood to be interdependent (e.g. Devall and Sessions 1985, Taylor 
1992). Furthermore, ecocentrism not only gives human beings equal value as 
citizens but also claims that each form of life has an intrinsic value, irrespective 
of its perceived usefulness for human beings. As a consequence, ecocentrism 
prescribes moral consideration for animals, plants, mountains, meadows, rivers, 
etc.

Ecocentrism, or deep ecology ...presents the idea that humans are part of nature, not 
apart from nature, that the human place in nature is more modest, even humble, 
than under anthropocentrism. Humans will be helping some of the tendencies in 
natural processes, but humans no longer are Lord Man and Lord Woman (Devall 
1993, 18).

Neither ecocentrism nor anthropocentrism will be defended in this thesis. The 
purpose is rather to explore the implications for democracy of replacing the
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dominant human-centred view with ecocentrism. The most fundamental question 
to be considered concerns whether it is possible to formulate a ”green” 
democratic theory or, at least, identify the ”seeds” of one. Such a theory would 
combine environmental concerns with new, or modified, norms regarding 
legitimate decision-making. Green ideology is the starting-point for this process 
of theory formulation Unking basic ecocentric ideas to democratic theorising.

Much has been written about various green ideas, particularly since 1990. The 
bulk of this work is either highly philosophical, largely without empirical 
illustrations, or very empirical with few links to the philosophical ideas. In this 
study, I will contribute to the linking of ecocentric philosophical ideas to practice 
by seeking to identify a selection of green democratic (or ”eco-democratic”) 
values/norms among a group of actors in the Swedish political arena. This group 
includes political parties, the Swedish public and a number of environmental 
organisations.1

Although there is no ready-made eco-democratic theory, I anticipate that the 
”seeds” of such a theory do exist. I will identify these seeds and suggest a broad 
eco-democratic framework. Several sources of information are available for this 
endeavour. One option is to analyse largely ecocentric (deep-green) philosophical 
writings. Another alternative is to study writings that display a blend of 
ecocentrism and anthropocentrism. ”Shallow ecology” is the label that Arne 
Naess (1973) uses for this combination. Proponents of shallow ecology focus on 
the importance of the environment for the health and well-being of people. They 
worry about the environmental situation, object to overexploitation of natural 
resources and suggest political measures to deal with the problems they perceive. 
However, according to their critics (e.g. Naess 1981), these authors do not ask 
”deep” questions about ecological relationships and the origin of environmental 
problems. Therefore, the recommendations that they make do not require 
fundamental changes in advanced industrial societies.

In this thesis, the focus will be on the deep-green variant of green ideology. 
This is because I expect the challenge to democratic theorising to be particularly 
pronounced here. Most democratic theory to date has been anthropocentric in its 
basic outlook and its views on the relationship between human beings and nature 
(if it has such a view) is obviously entirely different from ecocentrism. I assume 
that the two have different views about democratic decision-making as well.

As with most ideologies, ecocentrism is heterogeneous. Some of the deep- 
green writings are largely authoritarian in character, while others are primarily

1 In this dissertation the words ”values” and ”norms” are used interchangeably.
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participatory. I intend to avoid those variants that obviously clash with 
established definitions of democracy, that is, the authoritarian ones. Theorists 
who do not accept democracy as a decision-making process above the level of 
ideology are, therefore, excluded from this study. Examples of such writers are 
Garret Hardin (1973) and William Ophuls (1977) who propose that democracy 
can be discarded, at least temporarily, in order to halt environmental deterioration 
and to create environmentally sustainable societies. The definition of a ”good” 
constitution are therefore likely to vary considerably depending on which 
”branch” of ecocentrism one examines. I have chosen to study the participatory 
variant. It is commonly identified as the predominant branch within green thought 
(Carter 1996, Porritt 1984).

I have also excluded variants of ecocentrism that also have other labels 
attached to them. Eco-feminism, for example, questions the widely accepted 
relationships between both human beings and nature and the more or less hidden 
power relationships between men and women. Thus, according to this line of 
reasoning, we must question two basic systems of norms, thus making the 
analysis considerably more complicated.

Before examining ecocentrism and its implications for democracy, it is 
essential to discuss the characteristics of democratic theory and the concept of 
democratic values. Out of the work I identify as ”democratic culture”, I extract a 
set of democratic values and explore their meaning from the point of view of 
different versions of democratic theory. In Chapter two I examine a representative 
version and a more participatory one. I then identify the green challenge to 
democratic theory in Chapter three.

Democracy and Democratic Theory

Democracy, or rule by the people, is a decision-making process with certain 
characteristics, such as free speech and universal suffrage in free and frequent 
elections. This process is the only known method for decision-making that, in 
practice, satisfies demands for political equality and popular sovereignty (Dahl 
1989). According to Robert Dahl, popular sovereignty is achieved if an 
alternative preferred by citizens is incorporated into government policy. Political 
equality, on the other hand, requires that the preferences of individual citizens are 
given equal weight in the decision-making process (Dahl 1956). A related 
argument is that, while democracy makes it possible for individuals to pursue 
their interests, democracy is expected to produce the results that the most people
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want (Dahl 1989, Graham 1986). Each of these elements of democracy rests on 
the assumption that each citizen is equally capable of deciding what is in her/his 
interest. It does not exclude the possibility that some can be more qualified to 
govern than others. However, no one person is so superior to the rest as to make 
the participation of others unnecessary in democratic decision-making (Dahl 
1989). An additional justification for the high status given to democratic 
procedures in theory and practice is that, in addition to creating political equality 
and popular sovereignty, democracy is the only method of decision-making with 
the capacity to develop the abilities of the participating citizens (Pateman 1970). 
This idea goes back to John Stuart Mill.

Conflicting interests exist in every political system, democracies included. 
Through the majority principle, it is possible to reach collective and binding 
decisions despite diverging views among the participants (Tingsten 1966). 
Inherent in the functioning of the process are the assumptions that majorities tend 
to shift and that democratic decision-making maximises the chance that the 
interests of the single individual are being met. Today’s minorities might 
successfully become majorities in due time. Therefore, all decisions are 
potentially temporary and can be accepted even by opponents (Graham 1986, 
Sartori 1987).

In short, democracy is not a procedure to decide what is right and what is 
wrong. It is a highly valued method of settling conflicts between persons with 
diverging views in a peaceful manner. Stated differently, democracy refers to 
forms of decision-making or, the good constitution which, in turn, is often 
expected to increase the chances of producing a better society. Furthermore, it is 
commonly argued that if the democratic process fails to meet the demands of the 
majority of the public, then trust in the good constitution is jeopardized.2 At 
times, democracy is defined as the good society, including ideal societal 
structures and/or decisions with a specific content. Theorists have, for instance, 
tried to link democracy to public ownership.3 The main critique against this 
standpoint is that democracy then becomes a matter of deciding what is right and 
what is wrong. Any process can then be argued to be suitable for reaching 
societal goals if it produces those policies deemed ”correct”.

2 These ideas are, for instance, discussed by Nils Elvander (1975).

3 See Alf Ross (1963) for a discussion of this subject. He mentions Friedrich von Hayek (1944) 
and Herbert Tingsten (1945) who questioned the proposed connection between socialism and 
democracy.
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A frequent criticism of green thought from supporters of established views of 
democracy relates to its preoccupation with content rather than process (e.g. 
Goodin 1992, Mills 1996). Michael Saward (1993) even criticises some green 
theorists for choosing the process of decision-making that best promotes 
environmental objectives. According to this argument, decision-making proce
dures are allowed to vary in order to meet pressing environmental concerns. This 
obviously makes it difficult to formulate a broad framework of a green 
democratic theory. According to classic definitions, democracy is a technique for 
reaching collective and binding decisions that does not guarantee any outcomes, 
whether capitalist, socialist or green.

In the thesis, I will show that what counts as the good constitution varies 
between different ”branches” of contemporary democratic theory. Thus, as I see 
it, there is no absolutely sharp dividing line between norms of democratic 
decision-making and societal ideals. Indeed, this dividing line might be even 
more blurred in green thinking. However, I seek to show that even if the point of 
departure is ecocentrism, there are linkages between the good society and the 
good constitution.

I bridge the gap perceived by critics between green ideas and contemporary 
(liberal) democratic theory in two complementary ways. First, I intend to show 
that neither green democratic ideas nor more traditional democratic theorising are 
free from value prescriptions. In Chapter two, I identify features that proponents 
of both representative and participatory democratic theory argue are supportive of 
this form of decision-making. Secondly, I argue that there is much to be gained by 
identifying and further developing green process norms. Such an elaboration is 
presented in Chapter three.

The factors that I identify as seeds of an eco-democratic theoretical framework 
are somewhat tentative. In every theoretical framework still under development, 
inconsistencies are to be expected. Such shortcomings within ecocentrism will be 
discussed and, where feasible, suggestions will be made as to how the ”grains” of 
an eco-democratic theory could be linked in a more coherent fashion. My 
ambition is modest. I primarily attempt to identify a green alternative perception 
of democratic decision-making. I will highlight the theoretical fragments, analyse 
how they originate from ecocentric thought and explore their implications for 
democratic theorising.
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Representative and Participatory Democratic Theory

A democratic theory is a coherent system of ideas about how to implement rule 
by the people. Giovanni Sartori (1987, 16) equates democratic theory with ”...the 
outlay of the project of democracy”. This project has a long tradition of successes 
and setbacks. Thus, ”...the project... largely is a feedback, an analytic reflection on 
achievements that have not been pre-planned or have not quite worked out as 
planned”. Sartori argues that the democratic project needs goals to work for and, 
consequently, each democratic theory is to some extent normative. It follows 
from this that it is possible to extract values from each variant of democratic 
theory, whether representative, participatory or green.

I subscribe to the arguments put forward by Graeme Duncan (1983) and Carole 
Pateman (1983) against the idea of a classic theory of democracy. Duncan (1983, 
6) asserts that ”...there has never been a common agreed version”. Pateman, 
however, divides theorising on democracy into two main variants: a represent
ative (e.g. Schumpeter) and a participatory version (e.g. Rousseau). This distinc
tion is used in this study.

Representative democratic theory has significant similarities with actual forms 
of government in advanced welfare societies. Its pillars are competing political 
elites and governments chosen by citizens in free and frequent elections by means 
of secret balloting. Joseph Schumpeter’s definition of democracy summarises the 
main objectives of representative democratic theory. Democracy is...”[t]hat 
institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which individuals 
acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the people’s 
vote” (Schumpeter 1943, 269).

I have selected Robert Dahl and Herbert Tingsten (1896-1973) as spokes
persons for representative democratic theory. This decision is justified both by 
their significance for democratic theorising and by the context within which they 
formulated their theoretical contributions. Tingsten’s work is a fundamental 
source for analysing representative democracy from a Swedish viewpoint. For 
more than 40 years he was devoted to the analysis of democracy and its main foe 
-  dictatorship.4 Dahl’s writings are classic statements on representative 
democracy in his own time. Dahl’s American context leads him to examine 
democracy from an angle different from Tingsten’s. The selection of Dahl is 
rewarding in yet another way. His writings on democracy cover a wide range of 
topics, thus increases the chances of identifying counter-arguments to the embryo 
of a green democratic theory.

4 See Per Ahlmark (1992).
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Advocates of participatory democratic theory criticise representative 
democratic theory and practice for not providing (more) equal opportunities for 
citizens to participate in political life, and for leaving political power in the hands 
of a few. Participatory democratic theory also extends political participation to a 
more widely defined political arena, primarily the workplace and the neighbour
hood. However, extensive citizen participation is not only advocated as the basis 
for a better implementation of rule by the people, it is also believed to foster the 
development of desired personality traits such as responsibility and solidarity. I 
have chosen the standard work from 1970 by Carole Pateman, Participation and 
Democratic Theory, as the main reference. Benjamin Barber’s book Strong 
Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age (1984) is a supplementary 
source of information.

Are the selected authors sufficient for a fair interpretation of representative and 
participatory democratic theory? Would the addition of other theorists make a 
difference? Certainly, each democratic theorist has distinct contributions of her or 
his own. Furthermore, there are numerous theorists whose inclusion in this study 
would have been equally justified as the ones just mentioned. I have selected 
authors generally seen to be part of the mainstream within their respective fields 
of democratic thought. They can therefore be expected to share the basic values 
upon which their branch of democracy theory relies. Two authors from each 
branch were selected to illustrate differences in opinion. In addition, I have 
selected authors with different empirical backgrounds, since I assume each 
theorist is influenced by the context within which she or he primarily works. 
However, the focus will be on common features rather than differences, because I 
anticipate basic democratic values to be shared by writers within the same branch 
of democratic theory. Consequently, the addition of an extra writer would not be 
expected to make a difference in terms of basic democratic values.

Somewhat simplified, the point of departure for this study is the area where 
democratic theory, political culture and studies of ideology meet. It is this 
”common area”, which I refer to as ”democratic culture”, that will be elaborated. 
In the following section I present my framework for analysis. The relationship 
between political and democratic culture is vital for setting the borders of this 
study and will also be more thoroughly explored.
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Democratic Culture: A Broad Framework for Analysis

The framework of my analysis rests on the assumption that it is possible to 
discern patterns of values/norms which form democratic cultures, just as political 
values constitute political cultures. In my efforts to clarify the relationship 
between process norms (the good constitution) and content norms (the good 
society), I focus on this relationship from an ecocentric point of view and address 
the question of what characterises ”green” ideas about the good constitution and 
the good society?

A ”democratic culture” is presumed to have a core of process related values 
that are common to different variants of democratic theory. The framework of my 
analysis is inspired by Keith Graham (1986) and William Riker (1982). Riker 
distinguishes three elements about which there is unanimity in recent literature on 
democracy: participation, liberty, and equality. Graham, on the other hand, 
focuses on the latter two values. According to widely accepted interpretations, 
participation implies values in support of voting. Rule by the people requires that 
people take part in the process by which political decisions are made. In the 
literature on democracy, voting commonly implies that (a critical mass of) 
citizens take part in an election process to select their political representatives. 
However, as Riker (1982, 5) puts it, ”...voting must be surrounded with numerous 
institutions like political parties and free speech which organise voting into 
genuine choice.”

This brings us to the second attribute of democratic culture -  the value of 
liberty -  and, as Graham (1986, 38) puts it ”...the accompaniments of 
paradigmatically civic activities...” summarised as civil and political rights 
(liberty of the person; freedom of speech; information and assembly; freedom of 
thought and conscience; the right to vote and to run for political office). Through 
elections that are free, fair and relatively frequent, the interests of participating 
citizens are manifested in the choice of political actors to represent their interests 
after the election. Thus, universal suffrage gives citizens access to the electoral 
process that controls political leaders (e.g. Tingsten 1945). Graham gives three 
reasons why these civil and political rights perform crucial functions within the 
framework of democratic theory (and practice):

First, the civil liberties are so basic, they are the key to so many other liberties, that 
unless they are secured others will be lost... Secondly, it might be argued that 
generally speaking the enjoyment of those liberties does not harm others or prevent 
them from enjoying similar liberties... But thirdly and most basically, they connect 
in a special way with rationality. If we believe it is important that people have



control of their own lives, that they formulate and realise life-plans in accordance 
with their own conceptions and decisions, then we must believe that they (we) are 
at least in principle capable of doing so sensibly and not in an irremediably stupid 
and self-defeating way (Graham 1986, 38-9).

Equality is the third and last essential element of democratic culture. The 
common definition of equality in the literature on democracy is the principle of 
one person one vote in the choice of political representatives, meaning that 
influence over democratic decision-making is equally distributed (Graham 1986). 
In Dahl’s terminology (1989), this implies that all votes are given equal value at 
the decisive stage of decision-making. In practice, however, formal equality may 
be hampered by unequal opportunities to take part in the decision-making 
process, for example those created by differences in wealth and education, but 
also more unchangeable features such as personality traits. In Chapters two and 
three, I will show that different versions of democratic theory offer different 
interpretations of democratic core values. Some of these stress the formal or legal 
provisions of equality, while others conceptualise equality in a wider social sense.

My point is that the basic concepts associated with democracy are ”elastic” in 
character. This means that the democratic core values of liberty, equality and 
participation are subject to different interpretations which may vary well beyond 
the relatively narrow liberal standpoint briefly outlined above. For instance, in the 
case of participation, representative democratic theorists primarily speak in 
favour of voting, work in political parties and informed public opinion. Each of 
these expressions of citizens’ interests is confined to a narrowly defined political 
arena. Participatory democratic theorists, on the other hand, advocate extensive 
citizen participation in a political arena that even includes the workplace as an 
essential component of democratic decision-making. In short, what is regarded as 
an aspect of the good society (or outcomes of democratic decision-making) 
according to representative democratic theory, might be included as vital 
components of the decision-making technique itself according to another line of 
democratic theorising.

My approach to the study of democratic values displays some similarities 
with Bengt-Ove Boström’s approach to democratic theorising at the end of the 
1980s. In his book Samtal om demokrati (1988) he argues that what is regarded 
as a rule of process according to one perspective on democracy, may be 
perceived as a rule of content according to another view. Thus, definitions 
concerning the form of democratic decision-making are presumed to have 
”different levels of ambition” (ibid., 32), some of which ”...refer to a state 
where citizens are allowed to defend their interests and values using particularly
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specified methods”. Another perspective, on the other hand, may ”...refer to a 
condition where citizens also can utilise these methods on equal terms” (ibid., 
33, my translation). I would say that this distinction accurately captures a main 
difference between representative and participatory democratic theory. If 
representative democratic theorists stress civil and political rights in the first 
sense suggested in the quotations above, allowing each citizen to take part in the 
formation of public opinion, to vote etc., participatory democrats also explore the 
conditions under which citizens can actually use these rights associated with 
democratic decision-making.

As noted above, in Chapter two I use four influential theorists of representative 
and participatory democracy to further illustrate my elaboration of democratic 
culture.5 These authors -  Dahl, Tingsten, Barber and Pateman -  will perform yet 
another function in the thesis. In Chapter four I will, figuratively speaking, 
confront these advocates of representative and participatory democratic theory 
with the eco-democratic seeds. What would their likely reactions be if they 
encountered the arguments of ecocentrism’s proponents? Are there any 
democratic values that remain uniquely ”green” after they are compared with the 
more traditional variants of democratic theory?

The Empirical Study of Political Values

The focus of political culture research has changed considerably over time. After 
the Second World War, factors contributing to democratic stability were 
emphasised and research subsequently concentrated on measuring political 
efficacy, information, involvement etc. The Civic Culture by Gabriel Almond and 
Sidney Verba (1963) is a much cited work in this genre (see also Lipset 1959). 
The Silent Revolution by Ronald Inglehart (1977) marks another epoch in 
political culture research. Inglehart identified a dominant dimension of Western 
political culture: materialism versus postmaterialism. Materialist values relate to 
economic growth, a stable economy, strong defence and law and order, while 
postmaterialist values indicate a non-material quality of life that, nevertheless, 
depends upon material welfare to evolve. Postmaterialism encompasses, for 
example, more influence for ordinary people in their workplaces and local

5 The variants of democratic theory I have selected to analyse are by no means exhaustive. There 
are, for example, socialist versions (e.g. Macpherson 1977). Pateman (1988) and others 
distinguish feminist contributions to democratic theory. For the purpose of this study, 
representative and participatory democratic theory are, however, considered sufficient.
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communities. As I will show, this study of democratic culture is both similar to 
and different from other now classic studies on political culture. Democratic 
stability and change are topics which still generate much interest. In this thesis, 
factors that support and legitimate democracy are specific values upon which 
democratic decision-making is based -  participation, liberty and equality. I will 
study these features as they manifest themselves in the fundamental values among 
citizens, politicians and others.

Democratic values are aspects of political culture, that is, values or norms 
reflecting and shaping both political phenomena and political roles, for example 
decision-making procedures, governmental institutions and the individual’s 
relationship to the state and public officials. Within the social sciences, there is an 
abundance of definitions of political culture (cf. van Deth and Scarbrough 1995). 
Nevertheless, it is possible to identify a handful of characteristics that summarise 
the fundamental elements in political culture research. Values are normative, 
shared and learned. They are seen as being fundamental in the sense that they are 
relatively stable and difficult to change. Furthermore, the components of political 
cultures are not randomly mixed but are presumed to come in patterns that ”make 
sense”.

Values are ultimately held by individuals. Each individual has a set of political 
values. However, the values of a single individual do not make a political culture. 
A political culture is shared, consisting of collective values (Inglehart 1990). 
Consequently, analysis of political culture is pursued at an aggregate level, by 
studying groups of individuals or even the value systems of entire countries, and 
involves a high level of abstraction (e.g. Almond and Verba 1963). A national 
political culture is influenced by many factors including a country’s history, 
religion, the state of the economy and the ethnic background of the population. 
Swedish political culture is often described as more homogeneous, more efficient, 
less emotional, more rational and more factual than other Western political 
cultures. Furthermore, Swedish political culture is commonly referred to as 
focused on negotiation and compromise (Anton 1969, Gustafsson et al. 1987, 
Rustow 1955). Even the most homogeneous national cultures host subcultures, 
for example, ones based on geography and ethnicity. Whether ”green democratic 
culture” is rooted among Swedish citizens, political parties and environmental 
organisations is an empirical question that will be explored in Chapters five, six 
and seven.

The values that make up political cultures are normative in the sense that they 
evaluate or make judgements about various parts of the political system. With this 
in mind, some researchers have suggested that values be called ”desirables” (van
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Deth and Scarbrough 1995, 22).6 The problem with this is that the term 
”desirable” could give the impression that values/norms are always positive in 
relation to political objects. This is not necessarily the case. Values could also 
support a negative view of various components of the political system. 
Nonetheless, what is clear is that values are never neutral.

Stability and change are also central topics in political culture analysis. Many 
researchers have been engaged in studying the stability of relatively successful 
political cultures. Almond and Verba’s examination of the so-called civic culture 
is an excellent example of this, whereas George Foster (1962, 16) emphasises 
change. In his words, ”[a]ll cultures are constantly changing; no culture is 
completely static.” I would argue, however, that all political culture researchers 
share certain basic assumptions about stability and change. The fundamental 
character of values implies that they are resistant to change. However, when 
change does take place, it generally happens slowly.

Change in political culture is linked to political socialisation, i.e. the process of 
political learning. Political values change due to the influence of agents such as 
the family or schools, in response to increased knowledge and experience, as a 
result of dramatic events and, of course, as a consequence of societal change in 
general (Gustafsson 1974, Jennings and Niemi 1974). Thus, the values of 
political cultures are learned through interaction with others. Socialisation 
research commonly focuses on the political learning of children and youngsters. 
The childhood years are regarded as the most formative period in life. Even so, 
most researchers consider political learning to be a process that continues even in 
adulthood. Views on the continuity of political learning are peripheral to this 
study because the empirical material does not permit the investigation of long
term change in democratic values.

Finally, the values of political cultures are not randomly mixed, but are 
presumed to come in patterns. As Foster (1962, 13) puts it ”...[a] culture is a 
logically integrated, functional sensemaking whole”. Almond and Verba’s 
parochial, subject, participant and civic cultures are illustrations of such ”sense-

6 ”Our conceptualization of values ...incorporates the idea of desirability -  that values are 
wishes or demands engaging moral considerations. This conceptual move means that, in our 
approach, values are expressed not as descriptive statements -  as responses to stimuli -  but as 
prescriptive statements” (van Deth and Scarbrough 1995,26-7).

7 Examples of this include David Easton and Jack Dennis (1969), Olof Johansson (1985) and 
Maritta Soininen (1989).
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making wholes”.8 The same is true of Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky’s five 
ways of life (1982): hierarchy, individualism, egalitarianism, fatalism and the 
hermit’s political culture.9 In this study, I will analyse ”eco-democratic” aspects 
of political culture. Already at this stage it should be noted that even though pure, 
ideal type cultures can be constructed, systems of values tend to overlap (and 
conflict) in political practice, for example, because of the different settings within 
which people conduct their lives. Thus, discrepancies between ideal types and 
existing democratic culture are to be expected.

Conceptual Relationships

Various definitions of political culture have been presented over the years. 
Almond and Verba’s approach in the 1950s, to which I have already referred, 
defined political culture in terms of fundamental values, norms and beliefs. More 
specifically, political culture refers to ”...political orientations -  attitudes toward 
the political system and its various parts, and attitudes toward the role of the self 
in the system” (Almond and Verba 1963, 13). More recently, Stephen Welch 
(1987, 484) has noted that political culture research is about ”...how people think 
and feel about their relationship to political power; how they see their role in 
politics and how they construe and evaluate the process of politics itself.” What 
these definitions have in common is that they see political culture as a set of 
abstract orientations that reflect manifest political reality. Various terms are used

8 Almond and Verba (1963) describe the civic culture as an ideal mix of parochial, subject and 
participant political cultures. Parochial culture implies absence of specialised political roles. 
Subject political culture, on the other hand, concerns the output of the political system. Its 
adherents are politically passive but can, nevertheless, be proud of, for instance, political 
authorities. Participant political culture is both input and output oriented and implies an active 
role for citizens. In the civic culture, these aspects are held to be perfectly in balance and, as 
such, this culture is presumed to foster democratic decision-making.

9 These five ways of lives are assumed to arise as a logical consequence when two equally 
fundamental dimensions -  grid and group -  are combined. According to the authors, these 
dimensions are not dependent on time, place, or unit of analysis, but rather are applicable to 
every form of social relation (Douglas and Wildavsky 1982, Thompson et al. 1990). Grid 
indicates high or low degrees of externally imposed regulations and behavioural prescriptions. 
Group, on the other hand, refers to ”...the extent to which an individual is incorporated into 
bounded units. The greater the incorporation, the more individual choice is subject to group 
determination” (Thompson et al. 1990, 5). The five cultures: hierarchy, individualism, 
egalitarianism, fatalism and the hermit’s way of life, each involves a distinct set of norms with 
regard to grid and group. This influential book on political culture analysis has been both 
celebrated and criticised (e.g. Gustafsson, Eduards and Rönnblom 1997, Selle 1991).

13



to describe these orientations. Some authors refer to values, others use the term 
attitudes or even beliefs.

I use the word ”attitude” to refer to fluid phenomena. Attitudes are opinions 
about issues on the political agenda, for example pollution, child care, 
unemployment and inflation. Values/norms, on the other hand, are more basic and 
stable. In this study, values/norms -  not attitudes -  constitute political cultures. 
This demarcation is not meant to deny the existence of a relationship between 
attitudes and values. To the contrary, mainstream political culture research argues 
that attitudes and perceptions reflect the composition of fundamental values. 
When values change, so do people’s attitudes and perceptions. There are, 
however, possible exceptions to this general assumption of causality. For 
example, transformations in the surrounding world (such as environmental 
deterioration) are likely to influence fluid phenomena such as perceptions and 
attitudes first. When the discrepancy between fundamental and more shallow 
orientations becomes significant, the inconsistency might cause the political 
culture to change (Thompson et al. 1990). Jan van Deth and Elinor Scarbrough 
(1995, 33) also see ”...no reason to opt for one-way traffic [when considering the 
relationship between values and attitudes], in whichever direction. Rather, we 
conceive the values -  attitudes axis as a reciprocal relationship”. The existence of 
a link between attitudes and values will not be studied empirically. I have 
discussed the question in order to illustrate the composition and function of 
political cultures.

In the political culture literature, authors commonly make a distinction between 
values on different levels. The values that will be studied in this thesis are 
comparatively overt and the individual is, in general, presumed able to explain 
why she or he gives them either positive or negative connotations. Examples are 
values in favour of citizen rights. Among political culture analysts, it is often 
thought possible to infer values of this kind from even more basic values, ones 
which are not always possible for the individual to explain. Examples are what 
the individual considers to be beautiful, what she or he means by justice, security, 
honour, honesty, health, happiness and salvation (Rokeach 1973). Thus, on a 
hypothetical scale of more and less basic, I focus on the less basic form of 
values.10

Political culture researchers disagree about the status of political action. The 
differences in opinion concern both the causal relationship between values and

10 Sabatier illustrates this topic in his analysis of ”belief systems” among policy elites. At the 
core of individuals’ belief systems, he locates fundamental values related to the nature of man, 
justice, and the ”[Relative priority of health, love, beauty, etc.” (Sabatier 1986,43).
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action, and the question of whether political action should be defined as a part of 
the political culture or as one of many political phenomena that political culture 
shapes and evaluates. Researchers on political culture generally presuppose some 
form of causal relationship between values and action. Certain values are often 
expected to give rise to certain types of political activity. People who feel that 
they are able to influence politics are, for instance, considered more likely than 
others to be politically active (Inglehart 1990). Michael Thompson, Richard Ellis 
and Aaron Wildavsky (1990), on the other hand, argue that values and action 
simultaneously constitute each other and that influence can go in either direction. 
Both arguments are justified.

In this study, three variants of democratic theory (representative, participatory 
and ”green”) specify my framework for political culture analysis. Democratic 
theories focus on the institutions of democracy, including political parties, 
decision-making assemblies, constitutional rules and political action through 
election procedures. As I have already argued, democratic theorising also has 
normative implications, for example norms about political participation. The 
political culture perspective, on the other hand, primarily focuses on how political 
”reality” is valued. This includes norms about political action/behaviour, though 
not political action in itself. Thus, while I refer to political action as being part of 
democratic practice I am primarily interested in fundamental norms about 
political action -  which is a matter of political culture -  both within different 
versions of democratic theory and as values held by a number of Swedish 
political actors.

Eco-democratic Values in the Swedish Political Arena

Democratic cultures are not only theoretical constructions but vital aspects of 
political life. In Chapters five to seven, I explore to what extent eco-democratic 
values are manifest among actors in the Swedish political arena in the early 
1990s. To what extent do political parties, environmental organisations and 
Swedish citizens endorse green interpretations of participation, liberty and 
equality? Value differences and similarities between these actors will also be 
explored. Among the actors to be studied, I expect to find eco-democratic values 
primarily within organisations belonging to the environmental movement. People 
holding these values are presumed to be more likely than others to join an 
organisation that deals with environmental matters. Furthermore, participation 
within the environmental movement may influence individuals’ values in a
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”green direction” (cf. Bennulf 1994). The Green Party could perhaps perform a 
similar role.

The green democratic values within Swedish political parties will be examined 
in Chapter five. The parties included in the study are those represented in the 
Swedish Parliament during the election period 1991-1994. This includes the Left 
Party, the Social Democratic Party, the Centre Party, the Liberal Party, the 
Christian Democratic Party, the Conservative Party and New Democracy. In 
addition to the parties in parliament during this election period, the Green Party 
will also be analysed. The Green Party lost political representation in 1991 but is 
clearly an important actor in an analysis devoted to studying green values in a 
political context. In addition, its role in Swedish politics has been reinforced 
during the past few years because it regained its position in parliament in 1994 
with substantial support from the electorate.11

The environmental movement’s eco-democratic values are explored in Chapter 
six. The Swedish environmental movement encompasses numerous organisations. 
I have chosen to examine a number of these groups. I have selected ones that give 
top priority to environmental concerns because I expect that the likelihood of 
finding green values (and, by extension, green democratic values) is particularly 
high in organisations with a strong focus on environmental issues. Furthermore, I 
have chosen organisations that actively try to change those aspects of society that 
they find inconsistent with their aims of environmental protection. Examples of 
organisations that I have omitted from this study are those mainly devoted to 
outdoor activities such as bird watching or hunting. My analysis of groups 
includes: Friends of the Earth Sweden (Jordens Vänner), Greenpeace Sweden 
(Föreningen Greenpeace Sverige), the Natural Step (Det Naturliga Steget), the 
River Saving Organisation (Älvräddama), the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement 
(Folkkampanjen mot kärnkraft-kärnvapen), the Swedish Environmental 
Federation (Miljöförbundet), the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation 
(Svenska Naturskyddsföreningen), the Swedish Youth Organisation for 
Environmental Studies and Conservation (Fältbiologerna), and World Wide Fund 
for Nature (Världsnaturfonden Sverige). Due to the large number of organisations 
included in the study, the analysis stresses similarities rather than differences. My 
intention is to get an overview of the ecocentric interpretations of liberty, equality 
and participation within the Swedish environmental movement and to compare 
these values with those found within political parties and the Swedish public.

11 In the 1994 national election, the Green Party obtained approximately 5 per cent of the vote 
(Gilljam and Holmberg 1995, 15).
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The qualitative content analysis of eco-democratic values that is pursued in 
Chapters five and six is based on documents from the beginning of the 1990s. 
These include party programmes, environmental programmes, member magazines 
and pamphlets. These documents give the organisations’ official views. I have 
also conducted interviews with representatives from the environmental 
organisations and with politicians at the national level who were identified as 
spokespersons on environmental issues by their parties during the relevant 
election period (see Chapter five and Appendix for a more detailed discussion of 
method and material).

In Chapter seven I explore to what extent the green seeds of democratic 
thought can be identified empirically as values among the Swedish public. Are 
people in general more or less tolerant towards eco-democratic norms than are 
politicians at the national level and spokespersons from the environmental 
movement? Which political party best captures the green democratic values 
within the Swedish public? Is there variation in adherence to these norms related 
to, for example, gender, age and education? To answer these questions, I use 
surveys financed by the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation and conducted 
within the project ”Political Culture in Democratic Welfare Societies”.12 The first 
survey dates from the spring of 1992 when a questionnaire was sent to a 
representative sample of about 2,000 individuals. In the autumn of 1994 another 
questionnaire was sent out to a similar number of people. This second survey 
repeated most of the environmental questions asked in 1992 in order to gather 
data about the stability of opinions.

Chapter eight concludes the thesis with a summary of the main findings, and a 
critical discussion of the eco-democratic framework. For example I raise the 
question whether green democratic values merely add to representative demo
cratic culture, or if any of the green ”seeds” signify a break with the liberal 
tradition? I also address the issue of how the green challenge to democratic theory 
and practice can be further elaborated within the framework of future research.

12 Those responsible for the project are Professor Gunnel Gustafsson, Associate Professor Olof 
Johansson and graduate student Carina Lundmark, Department of Political Science, Umeå 
University.
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Representative and Participatory Democratic Culture

In this study, values, as well as institutions, are regarded as important components 
of democratic theorising. In order to illustrate this point of view, I will further 
elaborate on the democratic culture approach that was introduced in Chapter one. 
Recall that according to this framework for analysis, each democratic theory is 
presumed to endorse a particular set of interpretations of participation, liberty and 
equality that has become widely associated with democratic decision-making: 
values in favour of voting, civil and political rights, and equality in terms of one 
person one vote in the choice of political representatives. Beyond this (liberal) 
interpretation of the democratic core values, variation is allowed, and indeed 
expected, between different versions of democratic theory. Consequently, 
democratic cultures can be more or less narrowly defined, meaning that aspects 
that are considered part of the good society according to proponents of one 
variant of democratic theory may be considered as preconditions for democratic 
decision-making according to advocates from another ”branch”.

Next, democratic culture will be specified from the viewpoint of representative 
and participatory democratic theory. The main questions to be considered are: 
What are the representative and participatory interpretations of liberty, equality 
and participation? How does each version of democratic theory demarcate the 
borderline between the good constitution and the good society? The analysis also 
aims at ”bridging” the often mentioned ”gap” between green thought and 
democratic theorising by showing that neither of these relatively established 
variants of democratic theory are free from value prescriptions about the ideal 
society. Before analysing the values related to liberty, equality and participation, a 
short presentation of representative and participatory democratic theory and their 
advocates is provided.
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Representative and Participatory Democratic Theory

With reference to representative and participatory democratic theory, interpreta
tions of democratic core values can, as I see it, either be derived from arguments 
based on real world examples or from utopian visions of democratic decision
making. The distinction between the ideal constitution and what is regarded as 
possible to implement is particularly evident in Robert Dahl’s writings, which 
argue in favour of representative democratic theory. On the one hand, Dahl 
presents a number of idealistic requirements that a democratic process should 
fulfil, for example, that each citizen is able to express her or his preferences, that 
everyone can add alternatives to the political agenda, and that ”...all individuals 
possess identical information about the alternatives” (Dahl 1956, 67-71). On the 
other hand, he develops a theory on polyarchy that focuses on imperfect but real 
political systems with democratic rule (Dahl 1971). This has normative implica
tions, because he describes polyarchy as the best possible form of government. 
”For polyarchy provides a broad array of human rights and liberties that no 
actually existing real world alternative to it can match” (Dahl 1989, 223). 
Giovanni Sartori (1987) supports this interpretation when he claims that even the 
most empirical of democratic theories cannot be separated from what democracy 
should be. Consequently, regardless of whether one emphasises utopia or 
polyarchy, democratic values are involved. I have decided to concentrate on the 
latter, so that democratic cultures will have their foundations in theorising about 
”real world democracy”. The purposes of this dissertation are both to theorise 
about democratic values and to study them empirically. Empirical examination is 
likely to be facilitated by focusing on values that refer to methods of decision
making that are applied in actual practice.

In what follows, representative and participatory democratic theory will be 
discussed from the viewpoint of four distinguished authors -  Robert Dahl, 
Herbert Tingsten, Benjamin Barber and Carole Pateman. The theoretical frame
works of these theorists diverge from each other, both within the branches of 
democratic theory and, of course, primarily between them. The theorists have, as I 
pointed out earlier, different empirical backgrounds that ”colour” their writings. 
Tingsten mainly considers Scandinavian democracies, while Dahl and Barber 
concentrate on the US situation with its long tradition of power-sharing between 
decision-making, executive and judicial authorities. Pateman primarily 
exemplifies her theoretical framework with references to Britain and former 
Yugoslavia. Furthermore, both representative and participatory democratic theory 
are heterogeneous. To take participatory democratic theory as an example, there

20



are different standpoints with regard to the preferred form of participation. Even 
so, the basic arguments are similar and favour extensive political involvement by 
the people. Despite internal differences, authors within the same theory are 
expected to share basic democratic values. It is my intention to decipher these 
basic values of representative and participatory democratic theory. Of course, 
when internal differences are substantial, they will be highlighted.

At the outset, I would like to point out that Pateman has distanced herself from 
participatory democratic theory since uncovering concealed power relations 
between men and women.1 She argues that these hidden assumptions apply to 
both representative and participatory democratic theory and practice, where 
informal structures of male domination hamper formal equality aspirations 
between men and women (Pateman 1988). Perhaps an argument similar to 
Pateman’s applies to the ecocentric critique of traditional democratic theorising, 
that is, that there are concealed power relationships between human beings and 
other species. The ecocentric critique of the dominant outlook on the relationship 
between human beings and the rest of nature will be explored in Chapter three. 
The structure of the present chapter follows the division of democratic culture 
into three essential components: values of liberty, equality, and participation and 
their widely recognised interpretations (civil and political rights, one person one 
vote, and voting). I will also analyse to what extent the democratic theories reveal 
other preconditions for democracy than the ones just mentioned, and/or aspects 
that they think support the development of democratic institutions and/or that 
help to sustain these institutions in practice. Unless otherwise indicated, I refer to 
Barber’s Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age (1984) and 
Pateman’s Participation and Democratic Theory (1970). The references to Dahl 
and Tingsten encompass a larger number of writings.

Liberty

According to both representative and participatory variants of democratic theory, 
there is an essential and reciprocal connection between basic citizen rights and 
democracy. Civil and political rights cannot exist without democratic decision
making procedures, and democratic procedures require these rights to function. 
As Dahl (1989) puts it, civil and political rights are part of the supreme right to

1 Her later theoretical contributions are primarily within the field of contract theory from a 
gender perspective (e.g. Pateman 1983,1988 and 1991).
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self-government. He summarises the rights that are integral to democratic 
decision-making as: the right to form and join organisations, free speech, the right 
to vote and to run for political office, the right to choose political leaders from 
among a group competing for votes, and the right to (and availability of) 
alternative sources of information (Dahl 1971). Tingsten (1945), on the other 
hand, primarily emphasises rights imperative for the formation of public opinion, 
for example, freedom of the press, freedom of speech, information, organisation 
and assembly. In short, he defines democracy as government through universal 
suffrage under political freedom. ”According to the principles of democracy, it is 
the majority that forms after a free debate that has the right to govern and to 
govern with due regard to the particular views that have emerged during the 
debate” (Tingsten 1969,149, my translation).

To secure the rights of minority groups, some restrictions on citizen rights are 
often thought to be needed in practice. For instance, Dahl (1989) refers to the US 
presidential veto that can be used to protect the basic rights of minority groups.2 
Tingsten (1941), on the other hand, refers to restrictions on the freedom of the 
press that are allowed under the Swedish constitution in times of imminent 
national danger. Furthermore, he notes that the majority is obliged to respect the 
political rights of the minority, while arguing that the inclusiveness of citizen 
rights is more difficult to decide theoretically than in practice, where the 
distinction is often more obvious, at least at the time he was writing. In most of 
the countries Tingsten refers to (in 1945 and 1969), he finds that political 
freedoms are either almost complete or entirely suppressed.3

In comparison with representative democratic theory, civil and political rights 
are less elaborated in the participatory variant of democratic theorising. 
According to Barber, this is due to the different emphasis of this variant of 
democratic theory. In his opinion, representative democrats focus on liberty and 
”men’s common apartness”, while participatory democrats such as Pateman and 
himself focus on equality, which is rooted in ”sameness” (Barber 1984,78).

The contingent status of equality in liberal democratic theory is perhaps most 
evident in the priority enjoyed by liberty in every case where values conflict. Since 
equality involves less what we owe to others than what they owe to us, it is put

2 Dahl notes that this use of the veto is not particularly frequent.

3 Boström (1988) rightly notes that the status of minority considerations is rather unclear in 
Tingsten’s writings. However, Tingsten seems to suggest that concern for minority interests is a 
precondition for democratic decision-making, one that reduces the risk of abrupt political 
changes if/when former minorities become the majority.
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aside whenever it interferes with liberty. Men, though created equal, are created not 
for  equality but for liberty and for the right to secure the safety and pleasure of the 
self. Thus, as Rawls insists, liberty is always lexically prior to equality and to all 
other goods (Barber 1984, 78).

Participatory theorists focus on their differences with representative democratic 
theory, not on aspects that are held in common. Since representative democratic 
theory is more documented than the participatory variant, and also more widely 
implemented, it is not surprising that participatory democratic theorists emphasise 
what it is that makes their theory distinct. One particularly important difference 
concerns the question of how to best implement basic citizen rights. The notion 
that civil and political rights are vital elements of participatory democratic culture 
is supported in several ways in Barber’s and Pateman’s writings. For example, 
they stress shortcomings in representative democratic theory and practice that 
prevent citizens from using these rights. In the next section, we shall see that 
participatory democratic theorists put particular emphasis on what they perceive 
as a close connection between liberty and equality, proposing that without social 
rights, defined in terms of relatively equal opportunities to participate in 
democratic decision-making, democracy cannot really exist. As Graham (1986, 
45) puts it, the conception of liberty is extended ”...far beyond mere legal 
provision for the absence of humanly imposed obstacles and includes the idea of 
the provision of all means required for liberty to be enjoyed in a given context -  
wealth, opportunity, knowledge or whatever it might be”.

Equality

Representative democratic values adequately summarise the common interpreta
tion of democratic culture with regard to equality. Equality is interpreted as one 
person, one vote in the choice of political representatives (Dahl 1989, Tingsten 
1945). More specifically, it means that votes are given equal weight at the 
decisive stage of decision-making. This view of equality rests on a basic 
understanding of human capacity, implying that each citizen is qualified to take 
part in the democratic process. This is the ”strong principle of equality” in Dahl’s 
terminology. As I pointed out in the introductory chapter, this principle does not 
exclude the possibility that some may be more qualified than others. It only
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implies that no one is so superior as to make others unnecessary in democratic 
decision-making. To the strong principle, Dahl (1989, 100) adds the 
”presumption of personal autonomy”, which means that you are the best judge of 
your own interests and ways to fulfil them. This is also known as the ”shoe- 
pinching argument”, meaning that ”...only the individual can know where the 
shoe pinches” (Graham 1986, 21). An objection to this argument is that people 
may be wrong in their judgements. However, according to Graham (ibid., 23) 
”[i]t could be maintained that individuals have, not infallible knowledge of their 
interests, but probably a better knowledge than some unknown and remote 
person in a position of great power over them. In any case, it might reasonably 
be felt that only they themselves can safely be relied upon to pursue their 
interests”.

Participatory democratic theorists take the discussion of equality several steps 
further. They argue that the pervading inequalities that exist in today’s 
representative democracies hamper the pursuit of the rights and duties connected 
with citizenship. Unless equal political rights are supplemented by relatively 
equal opportunities in a social sense, participatory democracy cannot be fully 
obtained. Thus, social equality is a precondition for participatory democracy. 
Barber (1984, 146) claims that ”[ejquality, construed exclusively in terms of 
abstract personhood or of legal and electoral equity, omits the crucial economic 
and social determinants that shape its real-life incarnation.”4 Pateman asserts that 
the formal political equality of contemporary democracies is an illusion, because 
differences in income and status create differences in education and political 
power. As such, economic and social features prevent people from using their 
civil and political rights. Pateman refers to mass surveys which provide support 
for her argument that economic and political inequalities are closely linked. For 
example, surveys by Almond and Verba (1963) show a relationship between class 
and political efficacy, implying that people who belong to underprivileged 
economic groups feel less able to participate effectively in political life.5

Social equality is also discussed within the framework of representative 
democratic theory. Ideally, ”[e]ach citizen ought to have adequate and equal 
opportunities for discovering and validating (within the time permitted by the 
need for a decision) the choice on the matter to be decided that would best serve

4 Barber’s interpretation of equality rests quite heavily on the ideas expressed in Rousseau’s 
The Social Contract (1994).

5 Pateman also uses equality arguments to justify industrial democracy. In her view, démocra
tisation of the economy means ”...abolishing the permanent distinction between ’managers’ and 
’men’...” (Pateman 1970,43).
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the citizen’s interests” (Dahl 1989, 112). It is possible to interpret this quotation 
as advocating equal economic and political resources for all citizens. Both Dahl 
(1956) and Tingsten (1945) express the view that differences in resources (such 
as wealth) lead to different opportunities to participate in politics.

The equality conveyed by universal and equal suffrage is, to some extent, fictitious. 
This is because wealth, particularly through the opportunities it provides for 
propaganda, does not just imply economic but also political power. Political free
dom is, thus, of different meaning for different groups as it can be used by the rich 
in another way than by the poor (Tingsten 1945,183-84, my translation).

In an ideal state, Dahl and Tingsten would agree on the desirability of striving to 
create equal opportunities to participate in political life. In practice, however, 
citizens cannot have equal economic and political power. Some will always be in 
a better position to obtain and evaluate information, for example, because of 
differences in experience, education, status, skill, or even personality or availa
bility of time.

It is an extreme overexaggeration to assert that political democracy is merely a 
pretence. What can justifiably be argued is only that economic differences, to some 
extent, reduce the importance of political equality (Tingsten 1945, 184, my trans
lation).

Because of constraints set by reality and trade-offs among various values, the 
optimum feasible attainment of the goal of political equality in an advanced 
democratic country would still leave significant inequalities among citizens in their 
political resources, capacities, and opportunities (Dahl 1989, 323).

Consequently, social equality is no precondition for democracy (polyarchy) 
according to representative democratic theory, but rather a possible consequence. 
Dahl and Tingsten discuss relatively equal opportunities as something that the 
majority can choose to implement through democratic decision-making, if it 
judges such measures to be desirable and feasible.
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Participation

In the case of participation, representative democratic theorists also stress the 
importance of separating democratic ideals from democratic practice (Dahl 1956, 
Tingsten 1948). Rule by the people clearly requires that people take an active part 
in political life; debating political concerns, forming organisations (including 
political parties), electing representatives, etc. Ideally, each citizen expresses her 
or his preference among the alternatives on the political agenda. However, 
turning to political practice, this ideal is discarded as unrealistic, primarily due to 
the size and complexity of contemporary democracies. To support this view, Dahl
(1982) and Tingsten (1948) refer to opinion polls that indicate that few citizens 
participate in political life. However, neither of them regards limited participation 
as a hindrance in theorising about rule by the people.6 In a polyarchy, political 
elites compete and control each other. Therefore, polyarchy does not require 
extensive participation. All that is needed is enough participation to keep the 
democratic process going. ”[T]he government of a country cannot be highly 
participatory and the average citizen cannot have much influence over it” (Dahl 
1982, 12). Tingsten (like Schumpeter 1943) even asserts that an excess of 
participation can be detrimental to democracy, mainly due to the risk of system 
overload. In light of the modest level of participation in contemporary 
democracies, Leonard Waks (1996, 134) therefore proposes that ”...[m]odem 
citizenship is as much a matter of feeling that one belongs as of participating in 
politics...”.

As its name indicates, representative democratic theory mainly emphasises 
political representation. Thus, in discussing participation, representative demo
cratic theorists focus on voting. Citizens elect officials who make political 
decisions. At the next election, citizens can hold the party (parties) and its (their) 
leaders accountable. Of course, citizens can also take part in political discussions, 
and form and work for political parties and interest groups in order to express 
their opinions. As has already been pointed out, these are some of their rights as 
citizens.

Participatory democratic theorists are critical of their representative counter
parts, arguing that basic citizen rights cannot be fully implemented without equal 
political opportunities and extensive political participation.

6 ”How many people in a Swedish community,..., participate in union meetings, party nomina
tions, elections of local party leadership? Judging by all appearances, very few; democracy does 
not demand continual activity from the majority of the people” (Tingsten 1948, 246, my trans
lation).
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...under a representative government the voter is free only on the day he casts his 
ballot... To exercise the franchise is unhappily also to renounce it. The 
representative principle steals from individuals the ultimate responsibility for their 
values, beliefs, and actions (Barber 1984, 145).7

According to Pateman, a main concern in representative democratic theory is to 
preserve the stability of Western democracies. Extensive participation is seen as 
being detrimental to this goal.8 Participatory democrats, on the other hand, 
emphasise the need for politically active citizens. Extensive participation is 
argued to be a precondition for democracy, not a burden. However, Pateman 
(1970, 69-71) makes the point that the participatory requirement excludes 
”pseudo participation”, involving activities such as simply being present when 
decisions are made, or obtaining information after decisive negotiations have 
already taken place. Thus, a precondition for democracy is ”real influence” over 
decision-making, preferably in decisions affecting the participants directly.

There are differences between Barber and Pateman regarding the desired form 
of participation. Barber focuses on the political arena in a traditional sense 
including, for example, decision-making assemblies and referenda, especially at 
the local level. He expects local political action to promote participation at other 
levels as well. Participation is defined as common action for common goals at all 
stages of public decision-making, from the setting of the agenda to implementa
tion. Also in this respect, interesting differences between participatory and 
representative democratic theory can be noted. Values concerning citizen 
control over the public agenda, i.e. raising the questions which are to be decided 
upon by means of democratic procedures, are central to both lines of democratic 
theorising. After the agenda-setting stage (which could in fact be fulfilled by 
means of voting), advocates of representative democratic theory give more or 
less exclusive responsibility to elected representatives and to the public 
administration. Barber, on the other hand, proposes active citizen involvement 
at all stages of political decision-making.

Pateman strongly criticises the conventional distinction between public and 
private. She argues that people learn democratic practice in the family or at 
school, for instance. She also sees neighbourhood assemblies as good starting-

7 The influence from Rousseau is evident in this quotation, which is an interesting 
paraphrasing of the ideas expressed in The Social Contract (1994).

8 ”...in the contemporary theory of democracy it is the participation of the minority élite that is 
crucial and the non-participation of the apathetic, ordinary man lacking in the feeling of political 
efficacy, that is regarded as the main bulwark against instability” (Pateman 1970,104).
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points for participation, because local concerns are close to citizens’ own 
experience. Pateman’s suggestions on extensive participation are, however, 
primarily connected with economic life. She considers the workplace to be a 
political arena in its own right. She even claims that industry is a superior 
institution for citizens’ training in self-government -  for learning how to manage 
”collective affairs”-  because work occupies a central position in most people’s 
lives (Pateman 1970,43).9

...industry, with its relationships of superiority and subordination, is the most
‘political’ of all areas in which ordinary individuals interact and the decisions taken
there have a great effect on the rest of their lives (Pateman 1970, 83-4).

In line with John Stuart Mill, participatory democratic theorists argue that their 
vision of democracy would foster a ”better” citizenry. For instance, Pateman 
believes that involvement in decision-making in the workplace promotes the 
”psychological qualities” that support participation, such as political efficacy and 
a sense of community.10 However, in order to obtain the highly desired 
psychological effects of participation, for example, in the workplace, ”full 
participation” at higher level of management is required. Full participation is 
defined as ”...a process where each individual member of a decision-making 
body has equal power to determine the outcome of decisions” (Pateman 1970, 
71). Pateman anticipates that the feelings of political competence arising from 
workplace democracy will spread from the economic sphere to the traditional 
political arena. This is the well-known ”escalation thesis”, meaning that activity 
in one area generates activity in other areas as well. Pateman also expects 
workplace participation to level out the economic inequalities that have plagued 
contemporary democracies and, as was pointed out previously, are seen as 
preventing people from exercising their citizen rights.

In sum, both Pateman and Barber emphasise participation in local decision
making. Anne Phillips (1991) traces these norms to John Stuart Mill. Even if Mill

9 Bart van Steenbergen (1996a) also notes the strong emphasis on workplace participation 
within participatory democratic theory. He argues that the workplace (notably not necessarily 
industry) may be ”.. .the most important integrating factor in society, especially since so many 
traditional institutions of social cohesion, like the Church and the local community, have been 
eroded in recent decades” (ibid., 5).

10 Lane Davis (1964, 40) summarises the ambitious aim of participatory democracy as ”...the 
education of an entire people to the point where their intellectual, emotional, and moral 
capacities have reached their full potential and they are joined, freely and actively in a genuine 
community”.
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never departed from the representative tradition, Phillips notes that he was an 
important source of inspiration to participatory democratic theorists. According to 
Pateman’s interpretation (1970, 30), ”...Mill argues that it is no use having 
universal suffrage and participation in national government if the individual has 
not been prepared for this participation at local level; it is at this level that he 
learns how to govern himself’. Proponents of participatory democratic theory also 
stress that participation should be continuous. Once again, Pateman quotes Mill: 
”A political act, to be done only once in a few years, and for which nothing in the 
daily habits of the citizen has prepared him, leaves his intellect and his moral 
dispositions very much as it found them” (ibid., referring to Mill 1963, 229). It 
should be noted, however, that both Pateman and Barber make the point that 
direct democracy cannot be achieved in every collective and binding decision. In 
practice, political representation is inevitable. The participatory idea is intended 
to supplement the ill-functioning system of political representation by promoting 
considerable involvement by the people.11 The result is ”strong democracy” in 
Barber’s terminology.

Its opponents criticise participatory democratic theory for recommending an 
unrealistic and obsolete form of government. To function as intended, 
participatory ideas seem to require extremely small political units such as city 
states. Both Pateman and Barber refute this criticism, asserting that participatory 
democracy is applicable to modem societies. Actual political systems will, 
however, only faintly resemble Mill’s or Rousseau’s prescribed ideal. Barber 
discusses the possibility of transforming democracy due to the increased 
”globalness” of modem society. In his opinion, advanced communication 
technology, such as interactive television, can bridge physical distance and make 
scale an elastic concept (these ideas will be further elaborated upon in Chapter 
four). Even so, the local level is especially cherished by participatory democratic 
theorists.

In Dahl’s later writings (1987 and 1989), he speaks in favour of industrial 
democracy, arguing that démocratisation of the economy will reduce political 
inequalities.12 What he calls a ”minipopulus” can also be introduced. These are 
groups of citizens who work with a set of political issues for a limited period.

11 ”Realistic strategies for change cannot be revolutionary if democracy is their object, and 
reform cannot await the razing of liberal society to the ground...” (Barber 1984, 262). “[T]he 
prudent democrat reforms by adding participatory ingredients to the constitutional formula, not 
by removing representative ingredients” (ibid., 308).

12 See also Ingvar Mattson’s review of Dahl’s book Democracy and Its Critics (Mattson 1991).
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Both of these suggestions appear to be in line with participatory democratic 
theory. Is Dahl adopting participatory values? I would argue that Dahl’s 
participatory suggestions are efforts on his part to have an open mind about the 
possibility of transformations in democracy, given the fact that change in 
democracy is likely in a changing world. A closer examination of the concept of a 
minipopulus also suggests that Dahl’s writings still support narrowly defined 
participation. After the establishment of these citizen groups, politicians in 
”ordinary” decision-making assemblies are advised to discuss their decisions with 
them. Who should make the ultimate decision if/when politicians and the 
minipopulus members disagree? As shown in the quotation below, Dahl seems to 
propose that decision-makers in traditional branches of government should 
ultimately decide, while the main purpose of the minipopulus is educative:

If decisionmakers were to disagree with a minipopulus, they would need to explain 
the reasons for their disagreement. In this way the disagreements between 
decisionmakers and a minipopulus would itself contribute further to the continuing 
process of civic teaching and learning (Dahl 1987, 206).

To summarise the analysis so far, we can note that the democratic core concepts 
of equality and participation are interpreted substantially differently in 
representative and participatory democratic theory. Representative democratic 
theory supports narrow views that are accurately summarised by the widely 
accepted definition of equality as the principle of ”one person, one vote”, with 
participation being more or less equal to voting. According to participatory 
democratic theory, on the other hand, social equality and extensive citizen 
participation in a widely defined political arena are preconditions for democracy. 
In Chapter three, the democratic core values of liberty, equality and participation 
will be examined from an ecocentric point of view.

The Good Society

Democratic theorists eagerly stress that democracy is a process for decision
making, and is not associated with the content of the process or the ideal structure 
of society (e.g. Tingsten 1969, 42). Nonetheless, their writings reveal that they 
see clear connections between the good constitution and the good society. First, 
democratic decision-making procedures are held to be hallmarks of the good 
society. Indeed, anything else would be very surprising. Secondly, the good 
society is thought to develop through democratic decision-making. Democracy is
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rule by the people, and it is assumed that that which the people decide -  their 
ideas about what is desirable -  are implemented (within the limits set by 
resources etc.). Tingsten (1945) traces these views back to Rousseau and 
Bentham who argued that democracy produces the optimum level of welfare. 
According to Dahl (1989,95),

...a democratic government provides an orderly and peaceful process by means of
which a majority of citizens can induce the government to do what they most want
it to do and to avoid doing what they most want it not to do.

Representative democratic theorists often refer confidently to the empirical 
foundations of their theory, that is, advanced welfare societies with democratic 
rule. Dahl (1989) and Tingsten (1966 and 1969) discuss several factors that, 
empirically, appear together with polyarchy. Examples are economic growth, high 
standard of living, educated citizens, low levels of unemployment, urbanisation, a 
homogeneous population, and numerous autonomous organisations in the 
economy and politics. This list clearly makes sense when discussing the situation 
in the 1960s, but is less relevant to the period since the end of the 1980s. This 
empirical background is summarised by the term ”MDP society”, that is, modem 
dynamic pluralist society (Dahl 1989, 251). Dahl notes that not all MDP countries 
are polyarchies. Polyarchies have also evolved without MDP features. 
Nevertheless, the two often appear together. He concludes that welfare societies 
foster polyarchy, for example, through the diffusion of political power.

As we have seen, social equality is not a precondition for democracy according 
to representative democratic theory. However, representative democratic theorists 
tend to agree that it is supportive of democratic decision-making, for instance, 
because it tends to reduce conflicts. In Tingsten’s opinion, wealth mitigates the 
effects of conflicting interests, and it is thanks to material wealth, peace, urbanisa
tion, social reforms and a relatively homogeneous population that Sweden and a 
few other countries have developed into what he calls harmonious democracies. 
Thus, advocates of representative democratic theory hold social equality in high 
esteem, but leave it to the majority to decide if and how to implement it.

Another factor that Dahl (1989, 263) adds to the list of things that support 
democracy is citizens whose values uphold the democratic process.13 ”A country 
with a political culture strongly favourable to polyarchy will make its way

13 Dahl (1989) stresses some additional factors that he sees as supportive of polyarchy: 
dispersion of the means of violent coercion, and that the political community is not exposed to 
intervention from countries or other foreign powers hostile to polyarchy.
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through crises that would bring about a breakdown of polyarchy in a country with 
less supportive political culture”. Dahl makes clear that polyarchy can exist 
without widespread belief in the effectiveness of democratic government, but 
argues that such a political system is likely to be relatively weak. Whether a 
supportive political culture is necessary for democracy or simply beneficial is less 
apparent in Tingsten’s writings (e.g. 1969). There are statements that can be 
interpreted either way. However, after scrutinising what is meant by a supportive 
political culture, I would argue that the difference between Dahl and Tingsten is 
illusory rather than real. Tingsten addresses the issue of a common value-system 
from a very fundamental point of view. ”[A] relative common agreement has to 
prevail in order for the system to function, that the government’s decisions has to 
be accepted, if not liked, by the vast majority” (Tingsten 1969, 92, my 
translation). Thus, the common agreement primarily concerns the process for 
decision-making itself rather than the outcome of the process, that is, the political 
decisions. When phrased in this way, Dahl would also agree that such a basic 
system of values is imperative to democratic government. Indeed, without such 
supportive values, especially among political leaders, he argues that the 
democratic process can be used to destroy itself and/or to infringe upon the 
political rights of minorities. As Bengt-Ove Boström (1988) interprets Tingsten’s 
writings, additional agreement (i.e. going beyond support for the form of 
democratic decision-making) is considered desirable.

Participatory democratic theorists have difficulty identifying successful 
empirical support for their ideas. Barber (1984, 268) refers to town meetings in 
Vermont and Massachusetts (USA), where direct democracy is employed. At the 
end of the 1960s, Pateman sought and found participatory experiments with 
workers’ councils in the former Yugoslavia.14 Neil Carter (1996) gives several 
empirical examples from the 1970s and 1980s, but there is no general realisation 
of participatory ideas about the good society, i.e. one that is built on the extensive 
involvement of the people in a broadly defined political arena.15

Following Barber and Pateman, the good society is inhabited by citizens whose 
political personalities have changed as a result of political engagement. Some 
anticipated effects of participation are knowledge about democratic procedures, 
practical learning of democratic skills and increased political efficacy.

14 This example illustrates the fact that each theoretical framework is influenced by the spirit of 
the time of its formation.

15 Pateman (1970, 105-6) defines a participatory society as ”... a society so organised that every 
individual has the opportunity directly to participate in all political spheres...”
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Participation thus amounts to civic education; it transforms selfish individuals 
into citizens capable of public judgement and decision.16 This involves 
responsibility, cooperation, solidarity and, on the whole, a better society.17 
Evidently, Barber and Pateman find civic education highly supportive of 
democratic decision-making. The ideal of a welfare society is also emphasised by 
participatory democratic theorists. Pateman, for instance, discusses the 
advantages of economic growth when she responds to criticism of participatory 
ideas. She even expects economic efficiency to increase when workers are active 
in decisions that directly affect them.

System stability is not an issue in participatory democratic theory. Once 
extensive participation is achieved, it is expected to reproduce itself 
automatically. Participatory democracy is ”...self-sustaining through the educative 
impact of the participatory process... the more individuals participate the better 
able they become to do so” (Pateman 1970, 42-3). Barber claims that even if 
people are not perfectly capable of democratic government at the outset, they 
must be given the chance to participate in it. This supports my argument that civic 
education is supportive of participatory democracy rather than a precondition for 
this form of decision-making.

Neither Dahl nor Tingsten emphasise the educational effects of participation. 
They agree that people can alter their values as a consequence of political 
participation in so far as they might, for instance, develop some measure of 
political refinement and/or a sense of responsibility for collective action. 
However, civic education is a minor aspect in representative democratic theory. 
Tingsten (1969, 153, my translation) even accuses authors who expect 
widespread civic education of having a naïve optimism. ”[Djemocracy is seen as 
a huge adult education college, producing eager, knowledgeable, passionate 
debaters but, nevertheless, tolerant idealists...”

16 Barber and Pateman find support for the educational effect of participation in Rousseau’s and, 
in particular, Mill’s writings. ”We do not learn to read or write, to ride or swim, by being merely 
told how to do it, but by doing it, so it is only by practising popular government on a limited 
scale, that the people will ever learn how to exercise it on a larger” (Pateman 1970, 31, referring 
to Mill 1963, 186). In line with Mill, Pateman and Barber stress that the educational effects of 
participation are most pronounced in local decision-making.

17 ”The major function of participation in the theory of participatory democracy is therefore an 
educative one, educative in the very widest sense, including both the psychological aspect and 
the gaining of practice in democratic skills and procedures” (Pateman 1970,42).
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Conclusions

In this chapter, I have demonstrated that the fundamental concepts associated 
with democracy are interpreted differently by different versions of democratic 
theory. Participatory democratic theory illustrates the elasticity of democratic core 
values, proposing social equality and extensive political participation as 
preconditions for what is called ”strong democracy”. Thus, participatory 
democratic culture encompasses values well beyond the common view of 
democratic core values as civil and political rights, the principle of one person 
one vote, and the act of voting. Representative democratic culture, on the other 
hand, does not specify any preconditions for democracy beyond these established 
interpretations (Table 2.1).

Table 2.1. Representative and participatory interpretations of liberty, equality and 
participation

Basic (core) values Representative (liberal) 
interpretations

Participatory interpretations

Liberty

Equality

Participation

Civil and political rights

One person, one vote in the choice 
of political representatives

Voting

Social rights

One person, one vote in the choice 
of political representatives

Extensive citizen participation

More specifically, participatory democratic theorists propose extensive citizen 
participation in political decision-making, especially at the local level, because 
voting is seen as being incapable of leading to the realisation of their ideal of the 
”true” democracy. Widespread political involvement does not, however, imply a 
repudiation of political representation. Proponents of participatory democracy 
want, rather, to supplement political representation with such things as industrial 
democracy and neighbourhood co-operatives. Turning to interpretations of 
equality, both representative and participatory democratic theorists discuss social 
equality. However desirable, it is regarded as unrealistic by Dahl and Tingsten, 
whereas for Barber and Pateman inequalities in wealth, education, information, 
etc. prevent citizens from enjoying their civil and political rights. They recognise 
difficulties in implementing social equality in practice, but nonetheless believe 
that the inequalities in modem democracies can be considerably reduced.

Civil and political rights are completely endorsed by both representative and 
participatory democratic theory and, in this respect, there are no major differences
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between them. My analysis suggests that interpretations of liberty are more 
elaborate in representative democratic theory than in the participatory variant. 
According to Barber’s interpretation, this is due to the fact that participatory 
theory gives greater weight to equality than liberty. I argue for a slightly different 
interpretation, proposing that, within participatory democratic thought, liberty 
requires equality, and therefore, these democratic core values cannot be studied 
separately. Furthermore, there is a clear tendency among participatory theorists to 
emphasise what is distinct about their theory rather than what it has in common 
with its representative counterpart.

This chapter has shown that none of these more established versions of 
democratic theory exclusively focuses on the decision-making process. Both 
representative and participatory democratic theory identify factors that are 
supportive of democratic decision-making. In other words, aspects of content -  
features concerning the societal structure at large and/or features that are 
considered benign to democratic decision-making -  are not ”only” central to 
green theorising about democracy, but are part of representative and participatory 
democratic theory as well. I have primarily discussed the supportive aspects 
related to liberty, equality and participation. For example, participatory democrats 
expect civic education to grow out of extensive participation. They also look for 
the development of personality traits such as responsibility, solidarity and a 
willingness to co-operate within a participatory community. Proponents of 
representative democratic theory also acknowledge that if citizens hold particular 
values then this is supportive of democratic decision-making. Dahl and Tingsten 
focus on political culture as a means of promoting democratic stability rather than 
as a method of increasing citizens’ political involvement, which is not a major 
objective in representative democratic theory. Among the four theorists whose 
writings have been analysed here, it is Dahl and Tingsten in particular who stress 
the empirical connection between democracy and advanced welfare societies, 
with their high levels of wealth, education and urbanisation. My next task is to 
show how green content, which is different from the ideas about the good society 
found in both representative and participatory democratic theory, can be squared 
with democratic process norms. In doing so I will analyse the ecocentric 
interpretations of liberty, equality and participation.
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3

The Seeds of a Green Democratic Theory

The Democratic Community: From a Liberal to a Green Interpretation

The discussion regarding the boundaries of the democratic community has a long 
tradition in democratic theorising. The debate concerns the problem of inclusion. 
Who is, and who should be, a citizen? It is apparent that the reigning answer to 
this question has undergone substantial change. For the ancient Greeks, 
citizenship was restricted to members of the city. Citizenship was a privilege 
obtained by birth and limited to a small group of free men (Sabine 1963). Jean- 
Jacques Rousseau, on the other hand, argued that the citizenry should embrace all 
(male) adults subject to binding and collective decisions (Eduards et al. 1983, 
Rousseau 1994). With great vigour, John Stuart Mill spoke for the inclusion of 
women in the democratic community, arguing in favour of granting them full and 
equal citizen rights. Mill, however, recognised other grounds for exclusion, 
arguing, for example, that ”...universal teaching must precede universal 
enfranchisement” (1991, 330). By this he meant that people should know how to 
read, write and to do basic arithmetic before they are allowed to take part in the 
running of the society.1 Furthermore, he stressed that the electorate should only 
consist of those who pay taxes, and only those who earn their own living, since 
those who do not ”...have every motive to be lavish, and none to economize” 
(ibid., 331). A modification of this principle is compatible with contemporary 
political practice: ”The demos must include all adult members of the association 
except transients and persons proved to be mentally defective” (Dahl 1989, 129).

The debate over the reach of the democratic community is given a new twist by 
ideas about ”green democracy”. According to ecocentrism’s proponents, and as 
Bart van Steenbergen (1996b) notes, according to some advocates from the

1 ”Justice demands, even when the suffrage does not depend on it, that the means of attaining 
these elementary acquirements should be within the reach of every person, either gratuitously, 
or at an expense not exceeding what the poorest, who earn their own living, can afford” (Mill 
1991, 330).
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environmental movement, not only humans, but also non-human species and even 
ecosystems have rights that should be considered in democratic decision-making. 
As I will show in this chapter, this idea challenges the concept of the democratic 
community, extending the interpretations of liberty, equality and participation 
well beyond more established democratic ideas. Referring to this, John Barry 
(1996, 128) calls green politics ”the politics of advocacy”, meaning that ”...it 
attempts to bring into the political realm previously excluded others. Its concern 
is such that it seeks to represent these non-citizens, protecting their interests 
where possible, or limiting negative consequences”.

The contemporary debate about a ”new environmental constituency” 
embraces not ”only” the rights and interests of human and non-human beings 
now alive, but also those of future generations of humans and non-humans, as 
well as what may be called ”non-nationals”, that is, human beings who are 
affected by political decisions that are taken outside of their own country (cf. 
Dobson 1996a, Eckersley 1996). Since two of the ”components” of this 
environmental constituency -  affected humans without citizen status, and future 
generations of human beings -  do not necessarily rest on ecocentric values but 
can also be considered from an anthropocentric point of view, these will be 
excluded from the following analysis. I will focus on exploring the implications 
for democracy of extending the democratic community to include non-human 
beings.

Of the democratic theorists discussed in Chapter two, Dahl is most willing to 
reconsider current ideas about the democratic community. In Democracy and its 
Critics (1989), he discusses the possibility of extending civil and political rights 
to children. In his opinion, the inclusion of children among the demos depends 
on whether the parent generation can represent the interests and opinions of 
youngsters. Dahl reaches an affirmative conclusion, arguing that adults are 
capable of representing (human) generations that are not yet incorporated into 
the citizenry. Indeed, this is the established approach to the democratic 
representation of children’s interests. As Robert Goodin puts it (1996, 843), 
”[t]heir parents have the vote, and we trust them to use it (at least in part) to 
protect their children’s interests as well as their own”.

Clearly, there are critical differences among categories of ”individuals” who 
currently lack citizen status. Children will become citizens, provided they live 
in democratic nations (taking for granted the existing notion of territory 
connected to citizenship). This is obviously not the case for non-human beings. 
Despite this and other differences, ecocentric theorists such as Naess present 
arguments similar to the one about children when they discuss the topic of an
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extended democratic community. ”Like our children, animals are, to a 
considerable extent, dependent on the politics of adults” (Naess 1974, 170, my 
translation). Robyn Eckersley notes that not all ecocentric thinkers agree with this 
kind of reasoning. For example, she refers to John Rodman’s argument (1977) 
that ”...it is subtly degrading to animals to include them within the human ethical 
code by analogy with ’defective humans’ (that is, humans who are not competent 
moral agents)” (Eckersley 1995,190).

Of course, children and various species can never be compared in a 
meaningful sense with regard to their position within a human society. Even so, 
there is a connection (though a weak one) between the exclusion of children, 
animals and plants from the citizenry -  they are held to be incapable of 
governing. Maturity is required to take part in political affairs. Even if some 
animals could choose between alternatives, they cannot make political claims, 
and the reason is obvious -  animals do not speak a language that human beings 
understand. Given this, what do ecocentrism’s proponents mean by non-human 
rights? What are the effects in terms of citizenship, defined as ”...the body of 
rights and duties... which goes with full membership of a society” (Dahrendorf 
1996, 13)? What are the implications for the democratic process of extending 
rights to those who can neither take part in decision-making nor in the election of 
political representatives?

There is no ready-made theory of green democracy but I assume that it is 
possible to start developing such a theory with ecocentrism as the point of 
departure. Since we are dealing with a developing line of thought, what follows is 
tentative and the space for interpretation is comparably large. Ecocentric values 
that I interpret as ”germinative” in the context of democratic decision-making are 
labelled ”seeds” in the following analysis. The study is structured around 
ecocentric interpretations of the democratic core values of liberty, equality and 
participation. I will show that the environmental rights of both humans and non
humans constitute the green interpretation of liberty. As is true for participatory 
democratic theory, ecocentric conceptions of equality are linked to liberty, 
though, as we shall see, for different reasons. Green interpretations of participa
tion are connected to an ”environmental citizenship” which rests on a broad 
understanding of the political sphere. Already at this stage it should be noted that 
environmental citizenship comprises both rights and human obligations vis-à-vis 
nature. Environmental rights are discussed under the heading of liberty, while 
interpretations of participation focus on human responsibilities towards the 
natural environment. A short presentation of ecocentrism preceeds the analysis of 
democratic values. Ecocentrism and green are used as synonymous terms.
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Ecocentrism in Essence

From an ecocentric perspective, to single out only our special attributes as the basis 
of our exclusive moral considerability is simply human chauvinism that con
veniently fails to recognize the special attributes of other life-forms: it assumes that 
what is distinctive about humans is more worthy than, rather than simply different 
from, the distinctive features of other life-forms (Eckersley 1992, 50).

Ecocentrism questions the superior position of human beings vis-à-vis nature. 
However, that human beings are considered part of nature rather than its masters 
does not deny that humans have unique abilities, for example ones that make it 
possible for us to dominate, or even manipulate nature. Naess (1981) also stresses 
our capacity to, at least partly, understand conditions for life and to feel 
compassion for other life-forms. Species egoism (”speciesism” according to Peter 
Singer’s terminology, 1977, 7) is, nonetheless, seen as inevitable. This means that 
human beings, in practice, identify more strongly with their own species than 
with other species (Naess 1989). A distinct feature of ecocentric thinking is that 
we, as human beings, recognise ourselves as one species population among many 
on this planet.

When ecocentric thinkers observe the natural environment, they see complex 
webs of ecological interdependency. Nature’s interconnectedness not only means 
that pollution and other forms of human ”intervention” have multiple and highly 
elusive ecological effects, it also casts doubt on the idea of an absolute dividing 
line between human beings and the rest of nature. If ecosystems are linked, 
everything and everyone is, in some sense, interdependent.2 Human beings are at 
top of many food-chains and are therefore more dependent upon other species 
than other species are dependent on us.3 According to Naess (1974) and his 
followers, ecological interdependency calls for a holistic view of the world, one 
that sees the natural environment as a balanced whole. Consequently, the value of 
the whole is stressed over that of single individuals, who nevertheless are 
considered important parts of the whole. This rather imprecise ecocentric 
perception of totality is used to justify respect across both species boundaries and

2 ”Humans and the rest of Nature are truly and deeply interconnected and interrelated in terms 
of their mutual long-term interests and welfare” (Sessions 1992,104).

3 Paul Taylor (1992, 107) carries this argument to extremes, arguing that ”...the well-being of 
humans is dependent upon the ecological soundness and health of many plant and animal 
communities, while their soundness and health does not in the least depend upon human well
being. Indeed, from their standpoint the very existence of humans is quite unnecessary”.
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geographical boundaries, and involves consideration for other species and human 
beings all over the globe. Eckersley (1992) notes that ecocentrism opposes all 
forms of dominance, irrespective of whether oppression is based on class, gender, 
ethnicity or species belonging.

The intrinsic value of nature is often used to distinguish human-centred and 
ecocentred views. Andrew Vincent (1992) notes that all variants of green 
ideology recognise nature’s intrinsic worth in some way. This means that the 
natural environment is assigned a value in itself, irrespective of its perceived 
usefulness for human beings.4 They disagree with regard to what parts of nature 
this intrinsic value applies, i.e. whether it primarily refers to individual organisms, 
species, or if it also embraces entire ecosystems. A hypothetical hierarchy 
regarding the intrinsic worth of different parts of nature can be identified within 
green thought. It is well illustrated in the work of authors such as Tom Regan, 
Peter Singer, Aldo Leopold, Ame Naess and Robyn Eckersley, and ranges from 
the recognition of the intrinsic value of mammals to assigning value to parts of 
nature that show little similarity with human beings.

Starting with the animal rights approach, Regan (1983) focuses on mammals. 
He argues that they have an inherent worth and the moral right to life because of 
their putative mental capacities which include the ability to have beliefs, memory 
and some kind of sense of the future. In Regan’s opinion, the inherent value of 
mammals entitles them to respect. Singer’s approach is less restrictive than 
Regan’s and focuses on animals that are able to experience pain. This shifts 
concern from mammals to so-called sentient beings, which creates severe 
difficulties of demarcation. According to his own classification, the borderline 
between sentient and non-sentient beings lies ”...somewhere between a shrimp 
and an oyster...” (Singer 1977, 179). An implication of Singer’s arguments is that 
human beings must justify their interference with nature and must not cause 
animals and other sentient beings needless suffering. Ecosystems such as forests, 
rivers, mountains and wetlands may also need protection; however, this is not due 
because of their intrinsic worth, but rather because of their instrumental value as 
habitats for sentient beings (e.g. Eckersley 1992).

Aldo Leopold (1949) is well-known for his ”land ethic”, which proposes an 
ethical holism that gives intrinsic value (and moral rights) not to individual 
organisms, but to species of animals and plants and to their habitats. According to 
this land ethic, actions should be judged on the basis of their contribution to the

4 ”The value of non-human life forms is independent of the usefulness these may have for 
narrow human purposes” (Naess 1989, 29).
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stability and even beauty of the ecological community. Leopold’s ideas have been 
criticised for leaving room for authoritarian or even fascist implications, in 
particular by implying that single individuals can be sacrificed for the benefit of 
the whole (e.g. Regan 1983). According to ecocentric theorists, on the other hand, 
intrinsic worth applies to individual living organisms as well as to species and 
biotic communities. Eckersley (1992, 61) and Warwick Fox (1995, 178) call this 
an ”autopoietic” approach. It has clear implications for the green interpretations 
of liberty and equality that will be examined later in this chapter. Eckersley 
(1995,188) defines autopoiesis as the capacity for ”self-production” which, ”...is 
essentially a definition of life-forms”, including single organisms, populations 
and ecosystems. As Eckersley (1992, 61) puts it, these ”[a]utopoietic entities... 
are deserving of moral consideration in their own right”.5 According to the 
ecocentric meaning of the term, intrinsic value indicates a value of a non
instrumental kind, meaning that ”[a]n object has intrinsic value as an end in 
itself’ (O’Neill 1993,9).

The terms ”inherent” and ”intrinsic” value are used synonymously in this 
thesis, which is not the case in all ecocentric writing. With reference to Paul 
Taylor (1992), George Sessions (1992, 100) argues that an entity has 
”...intrinsic value when humans place a value on it for its own sake”. Regan
(1983), on the other hand, states that the ”inherent value” of natural entities 
does not depend on the recognition or awareness of any other being. Even 
though I agree with Sessions that the latter standpoint comes closest to 
ecocentric standards, I accept the ideas behind ”intrinsic value” as satisfactory 
expressions of ecocentrism. Thus, when analysing this particular value in theory 
and in practice, I do not attempt to separate these two interpretations.

I will now turn to the task of showing that the ecocentric notion of a moral 
community encompassing both individual life-forms and ecosystems has far- 
reaching implications for the democratic community. In particular, the ecocentric 
interpretations of liberty, equality and participation stretch the boundaries of what 
counts as vital components of democratic decision-making far beyond both 
representative and participatory interpretations.

5 ”[T]he rights of individual organisms would need to be framed in the context of the 
requirements of larger autopoietic entities, such as ecosystems, in ways that maximise the 
opportunities for both individuals and ecosystems (on which individual organisms are 
dependent) to flourish” (Eckersley 1995,189).
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Liberty: Environmental Rights of Humans and Non-humans

According to Eckersley (1996, 214), ”...the rights discourse has provided a means 
of connecting liberalism with democracy -  morally, politically and legally...”. In 
her opinion, ecocentrism and democracy can also be linked by rights, thereby 
connecting green thought to democracy in principle rather than on instrumental 
grounds, which has frequently been criticised. Ecocentrism offers two under
standings of rights -  non-human rights that follow directly from deep-green 
thought, and human environmental rights (e.g. to a healthy living environment) 
that are also compatible with an anthropocentric viewpoint. Together, these 
rights constitute what I call a seed of an eco-democratic theory.

Human Environmental Rights

When seen from the viewpoint of representative democratic theory (and practice), 
human environmental rights have much in common with social rights of a 
traditional kind. According to this perspective, social rights are favourable results 
of democratic decision-making and include, for example, the right to a place to 
live, basic education and social services such as health care and old age pensions 
(Marshall 1964). A healthy environment could easily be added to the list of ideal 
societal conditions without creating a problem for traditional democratic 
theorising. These demands are connected to the welfare state, and they represent 
claims on the government to provide individuals with what can be described as 
features of a good life. Ecocentrism’s proponents, on the other hand, regard 
environmental rights (e.g. to clean air, water and soil and healthy food-stuffs) as 
vital components of citizenship rights.6 Thus, human environmental rights are 
preconditions for green democracy, just as social rights without environmental 
connotations are preconditions for participatory democracy.7 Social rights of a

6 ”Following Benton [1993], we can argue that the human entitlement to basic environmental 
conditions must also be postulated as a basic right existing alongside (rather than prior to or 
consequent upon) citizenship rights” (Eckersley 1995,191).

7 Eckersley (1996) points out that the actual phrasing of human environmental rights in a 
constitutional or legal context would benefit from being more precise than specifying the right to 
clean air, water and soil, thereby putting less emphasis on identifying those responsible for the 
environmental degradation. For instance, ”...an environmental bill of rights (whether embodied 
in ordinary legislation or the constitution) might declare, say, that citizens have a right to ensure 
that environmental quality is maintained in accordance with the standards set by current 
environmental laws (standards which would undergo regular public review)” (ibid., 230).
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more traditional kind are seldom discussed in the ecocentric writings I use in this 
study. Occasionally (illustrated in the quotation cited below) there are indications 
that both environmental rights and social rights in a more established sense are 
vital for eco-democracy.

The link between liberty and equality identified within participatory 
democratic theory has analogues in ecocentrism. Participatory and ecocentric 
theorists argue that formal civil and political rights are insufficient to ensure that 
individuals are able to participate equally in the democratic process as citizens. 
They argue that these rights must be supplemented by equal opportunities. 
Participatory democratic theorists stress the importance of income, status, 
education etc. Ecocentric theorists, on the other hand, primarily focus on 
environmental factors. The quotation illustrates below both the proposed link 
between human environmental rights and democracy, and the connection between 
ecocentric rights and equality, meaning that equal rights need to be supplemented 
by equal opportunities:

Such basic [environmental] rights not only enable individuals to realise their 
potential; they also enable political participation. That is, if we are to accord 
citizenship rights to all humans, then we must ensure that all humans have access to 
the social and environmental conditions that enable those rights to be exercised 
(Eckersley 1995,191).

Ecocentrism’s proponents also question the human ”right” to exploit nature that 
follows from anthropocentrism.8 For instance, Bill Devall (1993) and Naess 
(1974) propose restrictions on human land use.9 Here, a parallel can be drawn 
between restrictions on human behaviour towards the environment and the classic 
negative liberty of liberal democracy which implies non-interference, in particular 
freedom from state intervention (cf. Graham 1986, van Steenbergen 1996a). 
According to the ecocentric interpretation, human actions should, as far as 
possible, not interfere with the autonomy of other individuals, whether human or 
non-human on this point. Devall follows Naess, who argues that humans have no 
right to reduce biodiversity, ”...except to satisfy vital needs of sustenance”

8 ”Humans, in various versions of anthropocentric doctrine, have a right or even a duty to 
’develop’, control, dominate, and manage all of natural creation” (Devall 1993,18).

9 Devall (1993, 111) argues that the ownership of property does not automatically give people 
the right ”...to satisfy their whims, desires, or schemes to make a profit off the land”. He thinks 
that efforts to understand the land, its ecosystems and human impact on them, should precede 
the claiming of one’s rights in relation to the natural environment.
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(Devall 1993, 68. See also Naess 1989, 29). Naess argues that vital human needs 
can generally be satisfied without causing serious harm to the natural environ
ment, while the ”artificial desires” created within industrialised societies cannot 
be universally met (interview with Naess in Rothenberg 1993). Of course, the 
issue of what constitutes a vital human need is very controversial. In the main, 
Naess (1974) opposes excessive consumption as well as more specific examples 
of human exploitation of the natural environment, such as animal testing within 
the cosmetic and food industry.10 How such activities can be prevented is, 
however, not spelled out in his writings. Thus, the principle of a vital human need 
is very much in an abstract notion, one that is difficult to translate into practical 
proposals. Despite this, as Eckersley (1995, 180) notes, the principle of satisfying 
vital human needs ”...places the onus on humans to justify any interference...”, 
and to act in such a way as to minimise environmental harm.

In sum, when ecocentrism’s proponents consider the concept of liberty, they do 
so on the basis of a qualitatively different outlook about the relationship between 
human beings and the natural environment than the view held by theorists of 
representative and participatory democratic theory. According to the ecocentric 
argument, human environmental rights are vital to the exercise of citizenship 
rights, just as participatory democratic theorists claim an essential link between 
social rights and their conception of democracy. The differences between green 
arguments and traditional democratic theory is even greater with regard to the 
issue of the perceived rights of other beings. It is to this subject I now turn.

The Rights o f Non-humans

The ecocentric interpretation of liberty refers to both human and non-human 
environmental rights. Of the two, non-human rights follow directly from the 
ecocentric idea of extending intrinsic worth not only to individual humans and 
mammals, but also to other life-forms and even to ecosystems (e.g. Sessions 
1992). What is meant by non-human rights and what are the implications for 
democratic decision-making? In the quotation below, Naess (1981, 286-7, my 
translation) discusses the fundamental right to ”develop”:

10 Angus Taylor (1996, 250) suggests that vital human needs encompass ”...first of all, having 
adequate nutrition, clothing, and shelter and, in addition, having freedom of movement, freedom 
of association and communication, access to medical care, a basic level of education, satisfying 
work, and ample rest”. According to Taylor, this also includes ”a flourishing natural environ
ment”.
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The right of all life to develop is an uniform right and cannot be quantified. 
Particular kinds of living creatures do not have a greater right to live and develop 
than others. One species cannot fundamentally be said to have a ”greater” right than 
another.

Naess argues for a truly universal understanding of all ”living creatures” -  human 
beings and non-human beings alike -  rights to life and to develop. In principle, 
the right to life is relatively clear. The same cannot be said about the right to 
develop. The conditions for reproduction are probably minimum conditions. Over 
and above these, several possibilities are plausible, for example, self-realisation 
of some kind, which implies that each form of life has some special task or 
disposition (Sörlin 1991). Similarly, Eckersley (1996, 223) elaborates on ”...the 
freedom of human and non-human beings to unfold in their own ways and live 
according to their ’species life’...”. Does this imply that bacteria and other forms 
of life dangerous to humans should get the same protection as domestic animals 
or even as fellow human beings? Ecocentric theorists and their critics both 
recognise the absurdity of such arguments. Discrimination cannot be avoided 
(Devall and Sessions 1985).

Not even the most ardent representative of the view that all living things have an 
inherent value would argue that human beings are obliged to expose themselves to 
lice or smallpox in order thereby to save these endangered forms of life from 
extinction... Naess... [does not demand] that human beings should sacrifice their 
lives or even their health for other creatures’ sake. Animals do not have a greater 
worth than human beings (Uddenberg 1993,272, my translation).

The extension of non-human rights to both individual organisms and collectives, 
which encompasses both species and their habitats, counteracts the previously 
mentioned view that some ecocentrism seems to suggest that individuals can be 
sacrificed for the sake of a larger unit (Eckersley 1992). The benefits of this 
argument are, however, not satisfactory with regard to the possible implications 
for eco-democracy of implementing these ideas. Each animal and plant cannot be 
guaranteed a right to life and development without causing a complete collapse of 
the food-chains. Similar arguments are expressed in the animal rights/ 
environmental ethics debate. As Eugene Hargrove (1992) puts it, ecosystems 
would break down if rights were tied to non-human individuals. Thus, 
considering the hypothetical implementation of these ideas, it is difficult to see 
how inalienable rights could be extended to single non-human individuals. 
Another problem, to which we now turn, concerns the impending conflict 
between various rights.
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Conflicting interests beyond the question of whether humans should feed on 
animals are easy to imagine. Conflicts may occur between human environmental 
rights and other rights, between human environmental rights and rights of the 
non-human community, and within the non-human community itself -  even if 
ecocentrism’s proponents do not focus on this particular relationship. The 
principle of satisfying vital human needs is the identified guideline within 
ecocentrism for deciding what to do if/when human and non-human rights come 
into conflict. As we have noted, this principle implies that animals, plants and 
ecosystems should enjoy freedom from harm caused by humans, unless the 
interference is justified by the need to satisfy some vital human need. A general 
principle for human action is also proposed by Freya Mathews (1995, 2). She 
argues that human beings should minimise their impact on the natural 
environment and, ”...as far as possible simply to let things be”. When non-human 
rights come into conflict with each other as a consequence of humans upsetting 
the fragile ecological balance, then, from an ecocentric point of view, I would say 
that it is justified for human beings to ”put things right” again, at least to facilitate 
nature’s own healing capacity and to remove possible obstacles to recovery 
inflicted by humans. In practice, of course, it might not always be possible to 
determine who or what has caused problems. If, on the other hand, non-human 
rights clash as a consequence of species rivalry or the functioning of the food- 
chain, then the ecocentric recommendation is likely to be that human beings 
should not interfere.

Legal and/or Constitutional Protection o f Non-human Rights?

Even if ecocentric theorists focus on the moral rights of non-human individuals, 
species and their habitat, there are suggestions that non-human rights can also be 
incorporated into the laws and even constitutions of contemporary democracies, 
for example, through legislation that protects a specific species against human 
exploitation. Christopher Stone (1972) is a classic reference in this respect. He 
sees no reason why animals, plants and entire ecosystems cannot be given legal 
rights in light of the fact that non-speaking persons such as infants and foetuses 
have such rights in many democracies. He observes that legal rights even 
encompass entities such as nation states, churches, municipalities and corpora
tions.

Among the analysts of ecocentric thought discussed here, it is Eckersley who 
considers the moral and legal nature of environmental rights in most detail. In line 
with Stone’s arguments, she argues that the fact that non-human species cannot
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be considered moral agents does not create an insurmountable problem for the 
extension of rights beyond the human community. Eckersley (1995, 182) notes 
that, with regard to the human population, infants, mentally handicapped persons 
and persons suffering from senile dementia may not be moral agents, but are 
nonetheless deemed to be ”...worthy moral and/or legal subjects". Her point is 
that the ability to think and act rationally is not a necessary requirement for the 
holding of rights within a democratic community. However, it can be argued that 
these qualifications are essential for the holding of democratic rights, such as the 
right to vote and to run for political office. How ecocentric proponents and 
analysts of the ecocentric line of thought approach this issue will be discussed in 
the next section, which deals with ecocentric interpretations of equality.

In discussing the possibility of extending rights beyond the human race, 
Eckersley (ibid., 191) distinguishes three moral communities which create 
different situations for human beings with regard to responsibility and care -  the 
human community, the biotic community, and the mixed community which 
embraces both human beings and animals that are in some way dependent upon 
humans. The last category includes all kinds of domesticated animals -  pets, 
livestock etc. Eckersley establishes that human beings are part of all three groups, 
yet perform different roles in each. Since environmental rights within the human 
community have already been discussed, this category will not be taken up here.

With regard to the mixed community, Eckersley (ibid., 192) argues that 
domesticated animals have ”.. .the right to proper human care that is appropriate 
to the animals’ particular bodily and social requirements”. Human care of a 
relatively extensive nature is justified because we have undermined their capacity 
to look after themselves. According to Eckersley, these rights are primarily moral 
but can also be made legal. Either way, their enforcement is dependent on the 
good will of human beings to act as ”guardians”. Wild animals, on the other hand, 
are not seen as needing the same kind of recognition within human decision
making procedures, because these individuals ”...are not directly dependent on 
humans for their well-being and sustenance” (ibid.). For this category of non
humans, Eckersley primarily proposes freedom from harm inflicted by humans. 
”Humans, as morally responsible members of the biotic community therefore 
have a generalised moral obligation to ensure that animal communities are not 
jeopardised by human activity” (ibid., 192-3). Thus, the general idea is that, in 
addition to protecting humans’ right to autonomy, we have an obligation to 
safeguard the right to autonomy of other life-forms and species.

Eckersley objects to the idea of extending rights to ecosystems, primarily 
because of tremendous demarcation difficulties. ”[Wjhile it may be a relatively
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simple matter to identify individual organisms, populations and species, it is no 
easy matter to determine the boundaries of ecosystems or other collective entities 
with the degree of precision that would be required for the purposes of rights 
ascription” (Eckersley 1995, 190). Thus, due to our lack of understanding of the 
functioning of ecosystems, she argues that human beings can best exercise their 
responsibility towards these entities by working towards environmentally sustain
able human societies, for instance, through the systematic use of the pre
cautionary principle.

At this point, we should recall the argument discussed above that rights can be 
tied to single individuals of non-human life-forms only with difficulty, because it 
would cause tremendous stress on the functioning of food-chains. Thus, in 
summarising the discussion of non-human rights, it is apparent that some 
discrimination needs to be made within the biotic community. Following 
Eckersley (ibid.), the strongest forms of protection should apply to domesticated 
and farm animals. In this case, it is generally not a problem to discuss rights tied 
to single individuals. Turning to wild animals and plants, it is considerably more 
problematic to discuss rights on the level of single individuals and to an even 
greater degree of entire ecosystems. Consequently, the ecocentric idea of extend
ing rights to every living organism as well as its habitat is sustainable as an 
ideological proposition, but causes severe problems with regard to its implica
tions for democratic theorising, and perhaps especially, for democratic practice.

Demands of constitutional protection of various rights are classic in democratic 
debate. These demands have come from both sides of the Left-Right spectrum. 
Socialists have wanted to safeguard the idea of economic equality, while those on 
the Right have argued for the legal protection of property rights. A main objection 
against the constitutional protection of various rights has to do with the 
superiority of the democratic process. If other interests are superior to the right to 
self-governance, then there is no process by which to protect them (Dahl 1989). 
Boström also observes that the definitions of democracy that prescribe the results 
of decision-making make the democratic ”game” devoid of meaning. ”Who wants 
to participate in a game where the result is fixed in advance?” (1988, 34, my 
translation).

As I have shown here and in Chapter two, the indispensable components of 
democracy as a technique for decision-making, vary between different versions of 
democratic theory. Participatory and green democratic thought include pre
conditions for democracy that go well beyond those defined by representative 
democratic theory as essential to democratic decision-making. In identifying 
social and/or environmental rights as vital to democratic decision-making
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procedures, there is thus no conflict between process norms and content norms, at 
least not in this respect. In short, the elasticity concerning interpretations of 
liberty ensures that the concept of rights can be expanded without undermining 
the general principles of what democratic theory is all about.

Irrespective of the fact that opinions about what counts as the good constitution 
vary between democratic theories, ecocentrism’s adherents might have more 
convincing arguments than proponents from other ideologies about the 
advantages of giving various environmental rights constitutional status. Bill 
Devall (1993) agrees in the sense that adherents of any political ideology, and 
even religion, can, in principle, share ecocentric values regarding the relationship 
between human beings and nature. The main argument in ecocentric thought 
appears to be survival on this planet. Biospherical interdependency means that the 
future of the human race depends on the future of other species and, in general, 
on the well-being of ecosystems. Consequently, both life and democracy are at 
risk if environmental degradation is as serious and imminent as ecocentric 
adherents believe it to be. If socialist or liberal demands for economic guarantees 
are neglected, the effects are unlikely to be as devastating as if the threat to life on 
earth perceived by the greens is ignored. Planetary survival is indeed a strong 
argument, but it does not link green ideas to any particular form of political 
decision-making. As Dobson (1996b) rightly notes, the plea for survival is 
applicable to any form of government, democratic and other.

Even if ecocentric conceptions of democracy imply that human and non
human environmental rights are essential to this form of decision-making, there 
is much to be said about the discrepancy between theory and practice in this 
regard. An obligatory requirement for implementing green interpretations of 
liberty is, of course, that the majority in the legislature favours this kind of 
political change. Eckersley (1992, 59) and others recognise the need for ”...a 
general change in consciousness... involving a reorientation of our sense of 
place in the evolutionary drama...”, that is, a questioning of the anthropocentric 
outlook. Whether actors in the Swedish political arena are in favour of such 
changes will be explored in later chapters. I now turn to the ecocentric 
interpretation of equality, which has already been shown to be closely linked to 
the ecocentric conception of rights.

49



Equality: One Person, One Vote -  for Human Beings and for Nature?

In the main, equality from an ecocentric perspective refers to basic needs that 
living organisms have in common. Simplifying somewhat, life and reproduction 
require solar energy, water, oxygen, food and a habitat. In this respect, no one 
species is superior than the others. Human beings are part of complex webs of 
mutual relationships. Consequently, the survival of the human race depends on 
the stability of the ecosystems in which humans play a part alongside members of 
other species (Eckersley 1992, Naess 1974). Therefore, human beings cannot 
justify their exploitation of natural resources by reference to the superiority (in 
these senses) of the human species.

What are the consequences of the ecocentric interpretation of equality in 
terms of democratic decision-making? In the introductory chapter I summarised 
the common interpretation of equality in the democratic debate as one person, one 
vote in the choice of political representatives. Equality in this liberal sense seems 
to be accepted in ecocentric theorising. However, when advocates of ecocentrism 
discuss matters of equality, they do so on the basis of an entirely different 
conception of the democratic community. Eco-democratic theorising is not 
exclusively focused on citizens within a specific political community, but 
includes all individual organisms, species and even ecosystems. This puts the 
principle of ”one person, one vote” in a different light. In my view, the ecocentric 
equivalence to this principle can perhaps be summarised with ”one person, one 
vote for human beings, for other living organisms and ecosystems”. Such an 
interpretation is compatible with the wide ecocentric notion of the democratic 
community which rests on the recognition of nature’s intrinsic worth. Its 
consequences for democratic decision-making are, however, extensive and need 
to be discussed in more detail.

Among analysts of green thought, there are several authors who offer 
arguments in support of the democratic representation of non-human beings. For 
example, a classic democratic argument is that every individual (human being) is 
considered to have interests which, in turn, they also have the right to pursue. 
Goodin (1996) argues that this line of reasoning suggests that inherent values 
(also of nature) are strongly related with interests. As such,”...it follows from 
standard democratic theory that those [inherent] values should be politically 
represented, along with all others” (ibid., 836). Thus, if natural entities have 
inherent worth, they can also be argued to have interests, and according to 
established conceptions of democracy, interests call for equal consideration in the 
democratic decision-making process. It is unclear whether individuals of other
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species can judge what is in their best interest. In other words, is not certain that 
non-humans fulfil the well-known ”shoe-pinching argument” referred to in 
Chapter two (cf. Graham 1986, 21). However, this does not mean that they have 
no right to democratic representation. As many animal rights theorists have 
pointed out, regardless of which criteria are used to distinguish between human 
beings and animals, there will always be some animals that fulfil these criteria 
and some humans who do not (cf. Eckersley 1995, Goodin 1996).

Even if these ecocentric ideas make sense at the level of principle, they raise 
critical questions concerning democratic representation of environmental interests 
in practice. Obviously, animals and plants cannot speak for themselves in human 
decision-making procedures. Thus, they can neither protect their rights, nor 
ensure that they get a fair share of life supporting resources. How can these 
ecocentric ideas about rights and interests be incorporated into democratic 
decision-making? How can the composition of the contemporary elected 
assemblies be changed so that the interests of both the conventional electorate, 
and other perceived constituency members are given fair consideration?

Since non-human beings obviously cannot vote, the classic solution to the 
problem of interest representation -  the extension of suffrage -  is not an option.11 
The burden of interest representation (irrespective of which interests that are to be 
represented) rests entirely on human shoulders. Ways to safeguard the interests of 
other species in democratic decision-making has recently engaged many authors 
within the field of political science. For instance, Mike Mills (1996, 110) 
discusses ”...multi-member constituencies in which some of the representatives 
were expected to represent the interests of their non-human constituency 
members”. John Bumheim (1995) offers a similar solution to the problem of 
representing those who cannot participate in political life. He recommends 
choosing decision-makers by lot from a pool of people willing to consider the 
interests of other living organisms (as well as of future generations). Under the 
label of ”proxy representation” Dobson (1996a) elaborates upon these ideas in 
more detail. In so doing, he concentrates on the representation of animals and 
leaves aside the ecocentric focus on the biotic community.

A pressing problem when considering the representation of non-human beings 
(as well as of future human generations) is that these individuals can neither elect 
their own representatives, nor hold them accountable. Thus a problem, from a

11 ”Representation of nature’s interests by others who are entrusted with their care will indeed 
be required. We cannot literally enfranchise nature and let it tend its interests for itself 
politically. A direct democracy of the birds and bees and boulders is simply not on the cards” 
(Goodin 1996, 841).
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democratic point of view, is that the representatives of these constituency 
members seem to have to be appointed rather than elected. Dobson proposes ways 
in which the representation of these interests can be linked more closely to 
democratic principles. One suggestion is to let a random sample of people from 
the ”ordinary” electorate act on behalf of non-humans, in particular elect 
representatives for them.

But this raises another problem. The individuals constituting the proxy 
electorate have more than one vote. Dobson considers as many as three votes -  
one vote for present generations, one for future generations, and one for other 
species. By stretching the ecocentric idea of the democratic community somewhat 
further, even more votes are conceivable, because it may be argued that we are 
also obliged to consider the interests of future life-forms. The overlap in policy 
goals (e.g. work towards environmental sustainability) could perhaps be a reason 
for people to give up their ”ordinary” vote for the sake of a more long-term 
impact on societal development. Dobson notes that this is less likely with regard 
to the interests of other species. Furthermore, this would cause the representatives 
to, at least in part, lose influence over contemporary political practice.

Among the ecocentric theorists whose writings are analysed here, the 
institutional implications of ecocentric liberty and equality are most extensively 
discussed by Naess (1974) and Stone (1974). Stone suggests appointing some 
”Friend” or ”Guardian” to defend non-humans beings and their habitats, a 
proposal that is similar to the way that the rights and interests of mentally 
disabled persons are protected. Clearly, the legal system also needs to be 
adjusted in order to protect these non-human rights (ibid.). Naess recognises the 
possibility of a political party creating a distinct identity for itself as an institution 
representing nature. On the one hand, he suggests that a political party focusing 
on environmental goals can lead other parties to compete on environmental 
issues. On the other hand, he anticipates that a green party will have limited 
influence as long as political agendas are dominated by human-centred 
aspirations such as economic growth and mass consumption. With regard to the 
task of speaking for nature and making people active on environmental issues, 
Naess expresses greater confidence in environmental organisations than in 
political parties.

Who can represent nature or, more specifically, what qualifications are needed 
to make moral judgements for other life-forms? An answer in line with 
established conceptions of democracy would be that each person is, if not equally 
capable of representing nature, at least perfectly capable of taking part in the 
democratic process to safeguard the interests of both human and non-human
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beings. Keeping in mind their view that we have caused severe environmental 
deterioration, which might even undermine the conditions for life on earth, it is 
reasonable to ask if ecocentric adherents accept the basic ideas upon which the 
principle ”one person, one (?) vote” relies. That is, are they willing to settle for 
”just” enlarging the democratic community? An authoritarian position would be 
that those who are ”aware” of the environmental threat should govern, thereby 
increasing the chances of securing the rights of other species and ecosystems.

If we are to speak for other living organisms, we must consider what might be 
in their interest. If animals, insects and even vegetables could participate in 
political life, what goals would they like to realise? Ecological interdependency is 
likely to lead to some overlap between human and non-human needs, for example 
when particular species and their habitats are saved for the benefit of both the 
species and humankind. However, it follows from ecocentrism that non-humans 
have needs that clash significantly with the present construction of human 
societies. Since environmental deterioration is largely caused by humans, the 
overlap in wants and needs can only be partial.

As Stone pointed out at the beginning of the 1970s, human beings are capable 
of interpreting, and consequently, representing, at least the basic needs of other 
life-forms. For example, no special knowledge or empathy is required to realise 
that it is in the interest of plants to have access to water and soil in order for them 
to survive and blossom. However, trying to interpret the interests of non-humans 
above their basic needs for survival is likely to cause severe problems in practice. 
Even humans’ best intentions can be misguided due to a lack of knowledge about 
complex ecological systems and processes. Through science and experience we 
can increase our understanding of other species and maybe even uncover what 
they want. As Björn Forkman (1994) points out, there are studies that tell us what 
temperature domesticated pigs would prefer if we gave them the opportunity to 
decide. However, as Forkman argues, our ability to understand non-humans is 
primarily restricted to species that are similar to us. Forkman uses the example of 
dogs, which have a wolf heritage that leads them prefer living in packs with a 
social hierarchy.

Devall and Sessions (1985) and Naess (1974) argue that humans can never 
entirely comprehend the structures and processes of nature. Immense numbers of 
interactions take place without us being aware of them. According to Eckersley 
(1992, 28), ecocentric theorists see the environmental crisis as evidence of ”...an 
inflated sense of human self-importance and a misconceived belief in our capacity 
to fully understand biospherical processes”. Even so, they argue that each of us 
can develop a feeling for what is right from an ecological viewpoint, and that
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nature’s integrity can be defended if each person sees herself/himself as part of 
nature. Thus, there is a parallel between the idea of representing human beings 
and representing (other parts of) nature -  some may be more qualified to govern 
than others (in this case, perhaps due to a more refined empathy for other 
species), but this does not mean that some people are so superior to the rest as to 
make the participation of others unnecessary in democratic decision-making.12 
Among the ecocentric theorists analysed here, I have not found any meritocratic 
undertones suggesting that governing should be left to an ”environmental elite” 
composed of individuals with better insight into the environmental situation and 
ways to deal with it. Indeed, the suggestions presented above about how to 
represent the interests of non-human beings (e.g. proxy representation by a 
random sample of the electorate) rest on the assumption that it is possible for 
”ordinary people” to understand or, at least, feel empathy for other life-forms.13

In sum, the ecocentric interpretation of the basic principle of one person, one 
vote rests on a view of the relationships between human beings and nature that is 
entirely different from the corresponding ideas of representative and participatory 
democratic theory. Consequently, the hypothetical implementation of green 
interpretations of liberty and equality presupposes some form of environmental 
consciousness which leads people to recognise the rights and interests of other 
species and ecosystems. In this sense, the ”seeds” of eco-democracy need a 
certain ”soil” to develop, that is, some form of green political culture. Whether 
there is a ”breeding ground” for eco-democracy in a Swedish context is a topic 
that will be considered in later chapters.

The discussion of democratic representation of ”nature’s interests” makes 
clear that environmental rights also involve obligations that can only be fulfilled 
by humans, who are the only ”moral agents” (Eckersley 1996, 180). Thus, in 
order to maximise the autonomy of both humans and non-humans, restrictions 
on human behaviour towards the natural environment are inevitable. Human 
responsibility towards the natural environment can take many forms. 
Democratic representation of nature’s interest is one example. In the next 
section, human obligations with regard to the environment are further discussed

12 ’The ecosophical problems are not only inter-disciplinary but also inter-human -  they 
embrace questions where no one or everyone is an expert” (Naess 1974,46, my translation).

13 Naess (1989, 170) even speaks of the human ability to identify with other species. For 
example, he refers to the ”... human joy in the identification with the salmon on its way to its 
spawning grounds, and the sorrow felt upon the thoughtless reduction of the access to such 
important places”.
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under the label ”environmental citizenship”, a concept which also rests heavily 
on the environmental rights examined above.

Participation: Environmental Citizenship

Bart van Steenbergen (1996b) identifies three interpretations of what he labels 
ecological citizenship, two of which are helpful in the task of developing the 
broad framework of an eco-democratic theory. First, van Steenbergen touches 
upon the inclusiveness of the democratic community, arguing that the animal 
rights movement in particular challenges the established notion of inclusion by 
proposing rights for other species. In this study, we have seen that the rights of 
other species are also central to the construction of an eco-democratic theory, 
which not ”only” proposes moral rights for animals, but also for entire 
ecosystems. The concept of rights and who has them are the central questions in 
more traditional conceptions of citizenship. Steenbergen, however, also 
elaborates upon the duties connected with ecological citizenship, arguing that 
we not only have rights, but also obligations vis-à-vis nature. Thus, citizenship 
from a green point of view comprises both environmental rights and 
responsibilities.14 In what follows, I will go so far as to say that the ecocentric 
interpretation of citizenship focuses on the latter.

Ecocentric interpretations of participation extend well beyond both represent
ative and participatory democratic theory. Deep-green authors recognise the 
possibility of people participating in a traditional sense, for instance by means of 
voting, becoming members of environmental organisations, contacting political 
decision-makers and otherwise engaging in political discussions (e.g. Naess 
1989). They also commonly expect participation in local decision-making units to 
increase citizens’ environmental responsibility and, in general, to make them 
more politically active (O’Riordan 1981). However, the ecocentric contribution to 
democratic theorising concerns extended citizenship ideals, including a moral 
obligation to protect the natural environment. These moral considerations follow 
from a recognition of the intrinsic worth of other life-forms and, according to 
Taylor (1992), imply respect for nature.

14 Thirdly, van Steenbergen (1996b) discusses the possibility of extending ecological 
citizenship beyond national borders. In my view, these ideas are not central to ecocentrism, 
but I will nevertheless discuss them in Chapter four in relation to possible responses to eco- 
democratic seeds from more established variants of democratic theory.
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Our duties to respect the integrity of natural ecosystems, to preserve endangered 
species, and to avoid environmental pollution stem from the fact that these are ways 
in which we can help make it possible for wild species populations to achieve and 
maintain a healthy existence in a natural state. Such obligations are due those living 
things out of recognition of their inherent worth (Taylor 1992, 96).

Naess (1989) argues that self-realisation is not about satisfying human self- 
interest, but about seeing the self in relation to other forms of life. He argues that, 
in practice, this implies striving for anti-consumerist lifestyles that cause injustice 
either to people in other countries or to non-human beings. This very much 
resembles the lifestyle Naess lives and advocates (Rothenberg 1993).

Few ecocentric authors connect these ideas about human responsibility for 
nature with the concept of citizenship. Devall is an exception. He stresses that we 
should ”...develop habits of good citizenship on this earth” (Devall 1993,10).15 In 
this regard, he speaks in favour of the ”greening” of lifestyles, which involves 
changes in most aspects of human life including work and recreation. Altered 
consumer behaviour, recycling batteries, paper and glass, and otherwise taking 
care of one’s own household waste are parts of this process. Devall (ibid., 58) 
makes the point that, in themselves, these activities are ”light-green” in character. 
”Deep-green” (ecocentric) lifestyles, on the other hand, also involve being 
concerned about waste generated by other people and learning about and 
experiencing our interconnectedness with nature, for example, through medita
tion, art, mountain climbing and other endeavours that allow us to experience 
both wild and ”humanised” nature (Devall and Sessions 1985). In an imagined 
ecocentric society, Devall even considers the voluntary decision not to have 
children as an expression of ”plain good citizenship” (1993, 166). He gives two 
reasons for this view. First, each individual strains the natural environment and, 
secondly, ”non-parenting” leaves time available to care about some specific piece 
of land or ecosystem.

The distinction between more or less deep-green forms of action is interesting 
from a theoretical viewpoint. However, many of these lifestyle expressions of 
ecocentric values are likely to remain ideal types when we turn to the empirical 
analysis in subsequent chapters. The connection between experiencing nature 
through art and yoga even sounds somewhat naïve. Further, there are tendencies 
within ecocentric thought parallel to some of the less well grounded ideas within

15 Devall objects to the idea of world citizenship, or, as he calls it, ”planetary citizens”. ”It seems 
to me that our responsibility is to work, to dwell, to live wherever we are and to heal our 
relationship with that particular place on the earth” (Devall 1993,112-3).
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participatory democratic theory, primarily that individuals become more 
politically active through participation (though ecocentrists emphasise a different 
kind of participation) and that people improve their civic personalities as a 
consequence of political participation. This might be an acceptable theoretical 
assumption, but it would clearly benefit from empirical support. Carter (1996) 
notes that such empirical support is rarely found, perhaps due to limited research 
in this area. Some evidence in the environmental context does point in this 
direction. For example, Martin Bennulf (1994) concludes that a person who once 
has recycled her/his empty glass bottles, is more likely to make this behaviour a 
regular part of her/his life, than others who have not yet tried it.

Another objection to Devall’s reasoning, as I see it, concerns the positive 
environmental effects of non-parenting. Even if the decision not to have children 
gives them time for other responsibilities, it is far from certain that individuals 
will choose to spend this time caring for some species or ecosystems. This 
presupposes (to begin with) adherence to ecocentric values. The belief that these 
values will spread from the minority that is ”aware” of the environmental crisis 
and its causes to a majority tends to make ecocentric writings appear idealistic. 
Furthermore, the argument appears to be based on the assumption that a 
significant number of people already endorse some basic elements of green 
ideology. If this is not the case, what mechanisms would prompt people to alter 
both their values and their behaviour in relation to nature? How can ecological 
consciousness be created among predominantly human-centred individuals?

The proposed solutions to this problem concern either societal change (i.e. 
work towards environmental sustainability), or the more specific development of 
green values through the process of political socialisation. According to Devall 
(1993), Naess (1989), and Bolof Stridbeck (1993), possible agents in a ”green” 
process of socialisation are (in no particular order) indigenous peoples, eco- 
philosophers, researchers, the mass media and environmental organisations. 
Devall (1993) also gives prominence to peer groups which he calls ”ecoteams”, 
defined as small groups of people who work together and support each other in 
their efforts to change their own lifestyles in a green direction. Furthermore, he 
suggests that parents can teach their children to take responsibility for present and 
future generations of all life-forms.

Ecocentric interpretations of citizen participation evidently rest on a broad 
understanding of the political sphere. Among the ecocentric authors analysed 
here, Naess really brings matters to a head in his discussion of the political 
implications of having a cup of tea. Since the demarcation between the public and 
the private sphere is of central importance in this study, I quote Naess at length:
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All our actions, and all our thoughts, even the most private, are politically relevant.
If I use a clipped tea leaf, some sugar, and some boiling water, and I drink the 
product, I am supporting the tea and sugar prices and more indirectly I interfere in 
the works and capital conditions of the tea and sugar plantations of the developing 
countries. In order to heat the water, I may have used wood or electricity or some 
other kind of energy. And then I take part in the great controversy concerning 
energy use. I may use water from a private source or a public source, and in either 
case I participate in a myriad of politically burning questions of water supply. I 
certainly have a political influence daily in innumerable ways (Naess 1989,130).

The borderline between public and private can (and does, as I have shown) vary 
between different versions of democratic theory. However, the implications for 
people’s obligations as citizens are more problematic. Should the state oblige 
individuals to live up to their alleged responsibility towards nature? Stig-Bjöm 
Ljunggren (1990) labels this phenomenon ”home district fascism”, which implies 
restrictions on fundamental citizen rights. I would argue that Ljunggren’s 
criticism is overstated. Even if the human obligation to care for nature were 
incorporated within the framework of contemporary democracies, this would put 
similar (though qualitatively different) expectations on the individual as do 
voting, running for political office, etc. My point is that even in an eco- 
democracy, not all individuals need to be politically active, regardless of how this 
activity is defined. I will return to this topic in the concluding pages of this 
chapter, elaborating on the definition of the political sphere.

Here I would like to draw attention to the fact that both participatory and 
ecocentric theorists accept representative political systems in practice. This does 
not mean that their visions of the good constitution prescribe representative 
decision-making. Several deep-green authors aim at more participatory forms of 
democracy. Stridbeck (in an interview 1992-06-15) even expresses support for 
the ideal of direct democracy. He visualises council groups as holding mass 
meetings in order to elect representatives that can be replaced at the next meeting. 
However, Stridbeck does not wish to discuss ideal political institutions in detail 
because he thinks that the implementation of green ideas should be settled in 
political practice, not through theoretical guidelines.

Eckersley (1995 and 1996) notes support within the environmental movement 
for John Dryzek’s model of deliberative democracy (e.g. Dryzek 1995). This 
model for democratic decision-making is participatory in character and aims at 
educating the citizenry through dialogue, not just aggregating individual 
preferences. Thus, the preferences of participating individuals are presumed to be 
transformed through debate. According to proponents within the environmental 
movement, and indeed according to Dryzek, this would produce better outcomes
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with regard to the environment than do more established techniques for 
democratic decision-making. The argument is that those who take part in an 
”ideal speech situation” (in which all participants are equally able to make and 
question arguments), will come to perceive environmental sustainability as an 
important societal goal because human health and the health of ecosystems are 
linked (Dobson 1996b). Recently, these ideas have also won support among 
analysts of green thought. For instance, Goodin (1996, 845) proposes that 
”[p]articipatory democracy makes the political system more responsive to green 
values because the more others there are who have to be given an explanation, the 
more likely it is that there will be someone among them who internalizes the 
interests of nature”.

Participatory forms of democracy have been criticised for being difficult to 
implement in big democracies. The argument is that deliberative forms of 
democracy are only suited to small-scale communities, and thus probably not 
well-suited to the management of ecological problems that require global scope 
as well as long-term thinking. We recognise this criticism from the presentation 
of participatory democratic theory in Chapter two. Furthermore, Eckersley 
expresses doubt that deliberative democracy is capable of protecting non-human 
interests, at least when they are at odds with the interests of human beings. I 
would like to add that Dryzek’s model has another flaw when attempting to 
identify eco-democratic norms -  it does not rest upon ecocentric principles.

Seeds of an Eco-democratic Theory

In the introductory chapter I defined each democratic culture as having a core of 
process-oriented values concerning liberty, equality and participation. The 
common interpretation within democratic thought is summarised within repre
sentative democratic culture, according to which liberty mainly means civil and 
political rights, equality is interpreted as one person, one vote in the choice of 
political representatives, and participation is primarily seen as voting. These 
interpretations are also essential to eco-democratic theorising. The green 
challenge to more traditional views on democracy concerns interpretations 
beyond those that are articulated within the framework of representative and 
participatory democratic theory (see Table 3.1). The ecocentric conception of a 
democratic community that encompasses both human beings and other life-forms 
lead to fundamentally different interpretations of the democratic core values than 
those found in representative and participatory democratic theory. In this chapter,
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I have called attention to the notion that environmental rights and human 
obligations to care for the natural environment are crucial to ecocentric views on 
democratic decision-making.

Table 3.1. Representative, participatory and green interpretations of liberty, equality and 
participation

Basic (core) 
values

Representative (liberal) 
interpretations

Participatory
interpretations

Ecocentric
interpretations

Liberty

Equality

Participation

Civil and political 
rights.

One person, one vote in 
the choice of political 
representatives.

Voting

Social rights

One person, one vote in 
the choice of political 
representatives

Extensive citizen 
participation

Environmental rights

One person, one (?) vote 
for human beings, other 
living organisms and 
ecosystems

Environmental
citizenship

Notes: Participatory and ecocentric interpretations of democratic core values both presuppose the 
existence of basic liberal values, that is, civil and political rights, the principle of one person, one vote in 
the choice of political representatives, and the act of voting. Therefore, entries in the columns 
”Participatory interpretations” and ”Ecocentric interpretations” should be seen as additions to the 
columns that precede them. The close link between core values becomes more prominent as one moves 
to the right in the table. This means that the link is least pronounced for the representative interpretations 
and most developed for the ecocentric.

Thomas Marshall (1964) suggests that the composition of democratic rights is not 
fixed once and for all. What are now regarded as undisputed democratic rights -  
such as freedom of speech and universal suffrage -  were, at one time or another, 
highly contested. The capitalist societies of the nineteenth century mainly 
restricted citizenship to civil rights, while political rights were secondary. As 
Waks (1996, 136) puts it, ”[t]he legal rights were primarily the rights of 
individuals against government...”. In the twentieth century, the values connected 
with citizenship changed. In order for citizens to claim their freedoms, political 
influence was (and is) necessary. Nonetheless, there were serious controversies 
over the extension of political rights. In contemporary democracies, political 
rights are incorporated as equally fundamental as civil rights to the functioning of 
democracy.

At present, the status of social rights is a matter of debate in democratic theory 
and practice. Examples of social rights are rights to education, health care and old 
age pensions. From the viewpoint of the relatively well-established liberal 
interpretation of liberty, the human right to a healthy living environment might
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also belong to this category. Indeed, nowadays the right to a healthy environment 
is also incorporated within the Declaration of Human Rights (cf. Lundqvist 1997, 
336-7). The universal right to life and even the autonomy of all life-forms, on the 
other hand, are extensions of social rights. They are distinct in character and have 
varying status in democratic theorising; from matters of policy embodied in the 
content of political decisions according to representative democratic theory (if 
they are recognised at all), to essential components of the democratic decision
making process itself according to the embryo of an eco-democratic theory.

If a trend similar to the one described by Marshall were to apply to future 
constitutional practice, social rights could become incorporated as equally 
fundamental to the democratic process as civil and political rights. If democratic 
decision-making procedures continue to be used, then the next century might 
witness the rise of additional rights that will slowly win acceptance, possibly 
including the rights to life and development of other species.

Whatever form it takes, the democracy of our successors will not and cannot be the 
democracy of our predecessors. Nor should it be. For the limits and possibilities of 
democracy in a world we can already dimly foresee are certain to be radically 
unlike the limits and possibilities of democracy in any previous time or place (Dahl 
1989, 340).

Eco-democratic theorising not only offers different interpretations of rights as 
compared with representative and participatory democratic theory, but also 
different views about citizen obligations. The ecocentric view of equality, defined 
as protecting the rights and interests of non-human beings through democratic 
representation, provides one way of expressing this human obligation. However, 
expanded obligations as voters is only one aspect of the ecocentric framework. 
Environmental citizenship implies responsibility for human relationships with the 
natural environment in a much wider sense. With ecocentrism as the point of 
departure, it is possible to distinguish two components of this environmental 
citizenship, one a more active role, the other a more passive one. The more 
passive aspect implies that people should express concern not only for fellow 
human beings (which is emphasised by participatory democratic theorists), but 
also for other living beings and even for the entire biota. With regard to the active 
expression of environmental citizenship, a parallel can be drawn between 
participatory and green democratic thought in so far as both lines of democratic 
theorising presuppose extensive citizen participation in order to fulfil their 
requirements for democratic decision-making. Green and participatory propo
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nents claim that contemporary (representative) democracy is flawed, primarily 
because it leaves political power in the hands of a few. The preferred forms of 
participation differ significantly between participatory democratic theory and the 
green embryo of a democratic theory. Local self-government is frequently 
advocated by participatory democratic theorists as an alternative way of making 
decisions. Green democrats focus more on household-related activities such as 
the recycling of paper and batteries, the use of consumer power to promote 
environmentalism, etc. Ideally, environmentally benevolent behaviour should 
become an integrated part of everyday life. These values rest on premises similar 
to Barber’s and Pateman’s ideas about extensive citizen participation, and 
presupposes that individuals want to participate in political life, in this case for 
environmental reasons. Of course, this might not always be hue.

To what extent do these two components of environmental citizenship build 
upon each other? Do passive expressions of the environmental citizenship 
precede action for environmental reasons? The relationship between these 
components is not specified in ecocentric writings. However, following research 
on political culture, several interpretations might be advanced. According to 
Inglehart (1990), certain values are expected to give rise to certain forms of 
political action. For example, people who feel able to influence the political 
process are more likely than others to take an active part in political decision
making (cf. Chapter one). When applied to eco-democratic ideas, one possible 
argument is that when people are concerned about the natural environment, then 
they are likely to take an active role in protecting it. Another explanation that 
finds support among political culture theorists (e.g. Thompson, Ellis and 
Wildavsky 1990) is that values and action are constitutive of each other. 
Following the arguments of these authors, people might pursue environmentally 
benevolent behaviour even without a value system that prescribes moral 
responsibility for a wide community of life-forms. In this case, the behaviour in 
question might, for example, be the result of group pressure.

At this point in the analysis, two critical questions arise. First, are the 
environmentally benevolent activities suggested by ecocentrism’s proponents 
”political” in character? Secondly, what is ”democratic” about them? The 
borderline between the public and the private is frequently debated. It is 
possible to find support for both wide and narrow interpretations in the work of 
political scientists. Are the wide definitions inclusive enough to allow 
environmental consumer choices, etc. to be classed as forms of political 
activity?
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Bennulf (1994) defines the political sphere as collective action that gives rise 
to political decisions and/or public debate. Recycling and consumer power 
exercised for environmental goals have clearly given rise to both political 
decisions and public debate. According to this definition, ”collective action” 
appears to be the stumbling-block to calling green participation political 
participation. The proposed household-related activities can be pursued collec
tively, for example, if an environmental association organises a joint action to 
recycle household waste or to discard superfluous wrapping outside a shopping 
mall. Such collective forms of participation are, however, secondary in 
ecocentric writings. The focus is on what each individual can do in her/his daily 
life.

Highly inclusive definitions of the political sphere can be found within the 
domain of political science. Erland Sköllerhom (1994) exemplifies this with his 
study of political culture theory and his review of Jürgen Habermas’ communi
cative action. In Sköllerhom’s opinion, Habermas provides a definition of the 
political that encompasses both institutionalised action (e.g. through political 
parties) and collective/social processes of learning that give citizens the 
opportunity to public talk.16 Social learning processes are voluntary organised, 
for instance, through environmental organisations, and even if Habermas does 
not discuss the use of consumer power, Sköllerhom interprets this as a form of 
political action that is compatible with Habermas’ theoretical framework.

I see the borderline between the public and the private as being culturally 
dependent. In Chapter two I showed that representative democratic theory has a 
narrow approach to the political arena. Citizen participation equals voting, 
working for a political group, running for office, etc. Participatory democratic 
theory, on the other hand, expands the political borders to the workplace and 
neighbourhood co-operatives. The green variant of democratic thought goes 
even further to include variants of ”household participation”.17

16 Sincere public talk requires that citizens can argue for their opinions and become convinced 
by the arguments of others (Sköllerhom 1994).

17 See also Thompson, Ellis and Wildavsky (1990), who identify four ideal type political 
cultures (ways of life in their terminology) each with its own definition of what counts as 
political. For example, ”[e] gali tari ans desire to reduce the distinction between the political and 
nonpolitical. Defining the family or firm as nonpolitical or private ...is a way of concealing and 
hence perpetuating unequal power relations”. Hierarchists, on the other hand, ”...approve of 
differentiating the public and private spheres... they insist ...that politics is not for everyone and 
everyday for the rest of us, but rather reserved for a qualified and privileged few full-timers and 
for one day every four or five years. Where hierarchists draw the line between the public and 
private wUl vary, but that boundary is likely to be well defined” (ibid., 216-7).
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How are these green forms of political participation related to understandings 
of participation in the context of democracy? What makes these activities 
democratic? First, participation outside of the traditional political arena may 
function as citizenship training. According to this argument, participation in one 
political arena is expected to spread, making participation a relatively central 
aspect of the citizen’s life. Consequently, buying environmentally safer 
products, etc., will prepare people for participation within more traditional 
channels for political influence.

The second argument concerns the proposed positive effects of participation 
on citizens’ personalities. For participatory democratic theorists this is a 
question of civic learning, of making people more capable of public decision
making. Ecocentric theorists focus on the development of an environmental 
consciousness, one which is not linked to any particular technique for decision
making. Consequently, only one of these arguments provide a link between 
green interpretations of participation and democracy. This raises some doubt 
about the status of ecocentric interpretations of participation as a ”seed” of an 
eco-democratic theory. This is not to say that such a link cannot be made 
stronger. With regard to the technique of decision-making, the ”ecoteams” 
proposed by Devall (1993) could perhaps perform such a role. In Chapters five, 
six and seven, we shall return to this connection between ecocentrism and 
democracy when we explore the eco-democratic values among Swedish 
political parties, environmental organisations and the Swedish public. This 
chapter sketched an embryo of a theory of eco-democracy by elaborating on the 
green interpretations of the basic concepts of liberty, equality and participation. 
The criticism that ecocentrism is preoccupied with democratic content rather than 
procedures is demonstrated in this study as well as in others. I have argued that it 
is possible to overcome these shortcomings, both by illustrating aspects of 
content in more established democratic theories, and by developing green process 
norms. The seeds of a green democratic theory identified here are the first steps in 
such an endeavour.
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4

Scrutinising the Eco-democratic Challenge

In the following, the seeds of an eco-democratic theory will be scrutinised or even 
challenged by representative and participatory counter-arguments in order to 
explore the critique against the green embryo from more traditional versions of 
democratic theory. This is done by letting advocates of representative and 
participatory democratic theory ”respond” to the ecocentric interpretations of 
liberty, equality and participation. Hypothetically speaking, what would be the 
responses from Dahl, Tingsten, Barber and Pateman, if they encountered the 
green theoretical embryo? The analysis in Chapter two showed that environ
mental rights and responsibilities are not central to representative and partici
patory democratic theory. However, the analysis did not go as far as exploring 
whether these norms are incompatible with these versions of democratic theory. 
Do the eco-democratic seeds remain unique for ecocentrism once they have 
been considered from the point of view of these more established lines of 
democratic thought?

A main theoretical argument in this thesis is that democratic core values can be 
differently interpreted without overstepping the boundaries of democratic 
theorising. However, there is bound to come a point when the ”elasticity” no 
longer holds. The second task in this chapter is to present a ”case” that illustrates 
the difficulties of linking green thought to democratic theorising. Given the 
marked anthropocentric character of human societies and their decision-making 
procedures, a ”conflict of loyalty” is easily imagined between green norms 
(whether process or content oriented) and contemporary democratic decision
making. In practice, the conflict sometimes results in civil disobedience, for 
example, tree-hugging to prevent the building of motorways or bridges. This 
implies that some environmental goals are given priority over democratic 
procedures. How is this conflict dealt with by ecocentric theorists? Do proponents 
of more traditional democratic theory recognise such a conflict at all? If they do, 
how do they propose dealing with it?

65



Representative and Participatory Responses 
to the Ecocentric Interpretations of Liberty and Equality

As we recall from Chapter three, human environmental rights (e.g. to clean air 
and water) and the moral rights of each organism to live and ”develop” 
according to its own terms constitute the ecocentric interpretations of liberty, 
which also proved to be closely linked to the ecocentric conception of equality. 
With regard to human environmental rights, ecocentrism argues that these are to 
have similar status as the rights usually connected with citizenship. The green 
argument is that without access to a reasonably clean living environment, the 
exercise of civil and political rights is severely restricted. Furthermore, unequal 
distribution of environmental conditions is held to create political inequalities in 
a similar sense as inequalities in education, income, etc. In short, the state of the 
natural environment is held to influence people’s ability to participate in 
political life.

Human environmental rights can be endorsed from an anthropocentric 
viewpoint since the prime focus is on the welfare of human beings. Non-human 
rights, on the other hand, follow directly from deep-green ideas of the inherent 
worth of a wide range of natural entities. The rights of organisms other than 
human ones are also linked to equality, but in a different fashion than is the case 
for human environmental rights. Clearly, these ”individuals” and collectives of 
individuals cannot take part in the decision-making process themselves, nor can 
they choose political representatives. However, since each being is believed to 
have intrinsic value and a basic right to live and develop, the ecocentric 
argument is that each being is, in principle, also entitled to have its rights 
considered in democratic decision-making.

If the established interpretation of equality as a democratic core value is 
summarised by the principle of ”one person, one vote”, the embryo of an eco- 
democratic theory suggests an addition to this principle in order to include the 
rights and interests of other living organisms and ecosystems. Such a re
formulation of the classic principle raises several questions both in theory and 
practice. For instance, who should represent these interests? What institutional 
changes are deemed necessary? Within ecocentrism, as it has been defined in 
this study, there are no claims that an elite should govern because of its superior 
knowledge about the ecological situation or, perhaps, because of its more 
refined empathy towards other life-forms. This is likely to be a result of the fact 
that the study concerns the non-authoritarian branch of ecocentrism. Even so, 
tendencies towards authoritarianism would not have been completely im-
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probable, since ecocentrism’s proponents strongly object to much of the way 
contemporary societies are structured. Yet no such indications were identified. 
Rather, each person is thought capable of participating in the decision-making 
process, of acting on behalf of fellow humans and other beings. After this short 
summary of ecocentric interpretations of liberty and equality, I now turn to the 
hypothetical response to these ideas from representative and participatory 
democratic theory.

Both representative and participatory democratic theory approach the core 
value of liberty from the viewpoint of individual (human) civil, political and 
social rights within a specific territory (i.e. nation state). In a political system 
characterised by rule by the people, the expectation is that the alternative 
favoured by the largest group of people will be selected when preferences are 
aggregated into majority decisions. The democratic process is described as 
securing the common good, without suggesting that the common good could be 
applied to non-human beings. Liberty and equality across species boundaries is 
not discussed, or even mentioned, in traditional democratic theory, whether 
representative or participatory in character. These values are either not 
recognised or not held to be vital for democratic theorising.

My analysis shows that advocates of representative and participatory 
democratic theory do not discuss any of the hallmarks of ecocentrism, neither 
the interdependence between living organisms, nor nature’s intrinsic value. The 
human-centred outlook of representative and participatory democratic theory 
makes it unlikely that parts of nature can be recognised as having rights and 
interests separate from those of human beings. Indeed, the natural environment 
tends to be (almost) invisible in established democratic theorising, regardless of 
which author is studied. It is my interpretation that Dahl and Tingsten, Barber 
and Pateman share a philosophical outlook about the relationship between human 
beings and nature that, somewhat simplified, implies that humans control the 
natural environment and use it for their purposes. Tingsten, for example, traces 
the roots of modem democracy to the Enlightenment Period with its human- 
centred world-view. ”Human beings would by means of knowledge and 
perspicacity make themselves masters over nature and thereby achieve better and 
better conditions for a prosperous life on earth...” (Tingsten 1969, 11, my 
translation). Barber (1984, 112), on the other hand, refers to the poem 
”Kangaroo” by D.H. Lawrence. ”1 am part of the sun as my eye is part of me. 
That I am part of the earth my feet know perfectly...”. I consider this to express 
ecocentric rather than human-centred features, implying that human beings are 
part of nature. Barber’s conclusion, however, is entirely human-centred. He states
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that participatory democracy focuses on interdependence among human beings, 
and does not discuss other species in this context. Barber also argues that 
individual interests should be transformed into common interests. This could 
apply to the survival of humans and non-humans alike, but he does not make this 
connection.

Even if neither representative nor participatory democratic theorists seem 
particularly worried about the environmental situation, perceptions of environ
mental problems are not completely absent from these writings on democracy. 
Again taking Barber’s writings as an illustration, he uses environmental problems 
in discussing flaws of representative democracy, concluding that environmental 
problems are often unsuitable for citizens’ training at self-government. ”They [i.e. 
scientists and additional ’elites’] overwhelm the people with the least tractable 
problems of mass society -  busing, inflation, tax structures, nuclear safety, right- 
to-work legislation, industrial waste disposal, environmental protection (all of 
which the representative elites themselves have utterly failed to deal with)...” 
(Barber 1984, 154).

As I have already pointed out, civil and political rights constitute what 
representative democratic theorists regard as essential to enable the democratic 
process to function. To give other rights similar status is seen as infringing on 
people’s fundamental right to government through democratic procedures (Dahl 
1989). Thus, from the viewpoint of representative democratic theory, the 
ecocentric interpretations of liberty and equality (and participation) imply that 
features of the good society are raised to the same level as the very technique 
for decision-making. From this point of view, rights that are not held to be vital 
to democratic decision-making, for example various social rights, are simply 
regarded as aspects of content (and perhaps as part of the good society) rather 
than as part of the formal democratic mechanisms which are above ideology. 
Indeed, the superiority of democratic mechanisms is accepted by all forms of 
democratic theory discussed here, though I have shown that the actual border
line between process and content varies from one branch of democratic theory 
to another.

Participatory democratic theorists present a wider interpretation of liberty 
than their representative counterparts. Social rights are preconditions for 
participatory democracy. This means that equal opportunities are seen as being 
as vital to democracy as equal rights to participate extensively in the decision
making process. In fact, both green and participatory democratic theory display 
overlapping values concerning liberty and equality, though with different 
justifications. We recall that Barber (1984) and Pateman (1970) argue that formal
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political rights do not automatically result in equal political opportunities. 
Differences in education, income and status cause differences in political power. 
Pateman’s later theoretical contributions are largely made within contract theory 
from a gender perspective. Her argument about equality still applies, although it 
arises from a different point of departure. She argues that formal equality between 
men and women in contemporary democracies is hampered by structures of male 
domination (Pateman 1988). There is a parallel between feminism and eco- 
centrism in this respect, because ecocentrism argues that ”equality” between 
species is inhibited by both formal and informal structures of human domination. 
Just as participatory democratic theorists’ visions of democracy require equal 
political opportunities, eco-democrats argue that genuine democracy requires 
ecocentric equality.

From a human-centred perspective, equal opportunities to participate in the 
making of democratic decisions might require clean air, fresh water and healthy 
food-stuffs in addition to the participatory core objectives such as education and 
economic resources. Consequently, without going much beyond the common 
interpretation of both participatory and representative democratic theory, human 
environmental rights can be classified as social rights in a similar sense as the 
rights to health care, education and a place to live. Following this argument, 
human environmental rights are vital both for the good constitution and for a 
good life according to both participatory and green democratic theory, while 
human environmental rights are exclusively aspects of the good society 
according to representative democratic theory. However, rights beyond the 
human community are essential to democratic decision-making only according 
to the tentative framework of eco-democratic theorising. Indeed, the rights of 
other life-forms, species and ecosystems are completely un-conceptualised 
within representative and participatory democratic theory.

As I have indicated earlier, the embryo of a green democratic theory builds 
on the principle of ”one person, one vote” in the choice of political represent
atives, but adds a phrase about concern for fellow human beings, and other 
living organisms, species and their habitats. In order to achieve this, recall that 
some changes in democratic procedures are deemed necessary. Do any of these 
ideas have analogues within representative and participatory democratic theory? 
Since theorists from these more established lines of democratic thought 
obviously consider rights beyond the human community to be irrelevant to 
democratic decision-making, it does not make sense to speculate about the ways 
they would extend representation to non-humans in democratic decision
making. However, what if we asked theorists from these schools of thought to
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step outside of ”the democratic arena” and consider the ecocentric 
interpretations of liberty and equality at face value?

Assuming that representative and participatory democratic theory rest on a 
predominantly human-centred outlook, and nothing in my analysis suggests 
otherwise, it is unlikely that non-human rights and the ecocentric idea of 
considering these rights and interests in human decision-making procedures 
would be considered desirable, even as an aspect of the good society rather than 
as a component of the good constitution. From the viewpoint of more traditional 
democratic theory, I would say that it is closer at hand to extend the 
interpretations of liberty and equality to future generations of human beings 
than to represent generations of other organisms in the making of democratic 
decisions, at least when the time horizon does not go beyond the immediately 
succeeding generations. Concern for our children and grandchildren is indeed 
something inherently human and it also receives some consideration in Dahl’s 
discussion about democratic mechanisms. It was noted in Chapter three that 
Dahl (1989) reaches the conclusion that adults are capable of representing the 
interests of children.

The only parallel identified between the equality seed of an eco-democratic 
theory and more established variants of democratic theory concerns the 
emphasis on the ability of ”ordinary citizens” to take part in democratic 
decision-making. A basic assumption within each variant of democratic theory 
under investigation is that every individual human being can decide what is in 
her/his best interest. Dahl, Tingsten, Barber and Pateman all value generalist 
knowledge, and favour avoiding a dependence on experts in democratic 
decision-making.1 Experts are likely to have a certain advantage on some 
political issues, however, not those that involve moral considerations and 
choosing between short-term and long-term gains and losses. Dahl makes this 
argument when he writes:

No intellectually defensible claim can be made that policy elites (actual or 
putative) possess superior moral knowledge or more specifically superior 
knowledge of what constitutes the public good. Indeed, we have some reason for 
thinking that specialization, which is the very ground for the influence of policy 
elites, may itself impair their capacity for moral judgment. Likewise, precisely 
because the knowledge of the policy elites is specialized, their expert knowledge

1 ”Strong democracy is the politics of amateurs, where every man is compelled to encounter 
every other man without the intermediary of expertise” (Barber 1984,152).
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ordinarily provides too narrow a base for the instrumental judgments that an 
intelligent policy would require (Dahl 1989, 337).2

Clearly, the need for moral consideration in democratic decision-making is 
recognised in each of the branches of democratic thought considered here, but 
only ecocentric authors argue for moral consideration for individuals and other 
entities beyond the human race. However, the stress on generalist knowledge 
implies that i/Dahl, Tingsten, Barber and Pateman had acknowledged the rights 
of other species, etc., the people would have been thought able to elect 
representatives for the natural environment, and nature’s elected representatives 
would have been thought capable of protecting its interests.

Representative and Participatory Responses to the Idea of 
an Environmental Citizenship

Eco-democracy presupposes extended citizenship ideals, implying that people 
not only have environmental rights but also obligations, both towards fellow 
citizens and towards other life-forms, species and even ecosystems. To 
maximise the autonomy of humans and non-humans, ecocentrism’s proponents 
argue that restrictions in human behaviour towards the environment are 
inevitable. Thus, citizenship from a green viewpoint includes much more than 
membership in a particular political unit and the exercise of basic rights like 
choosing political representatives. By accepting individual responsibility 
towards nature, they argue that people all over the world can (and should) work 
for a better living environment. In consequence, the green challenge to 
democratic theorising concerns what we ought to do as citizens in a democracy, 
whose rights and interests we should protect, and perhaps also what is to be 
seen as the proper unit for democratic decision-making.

The Public and the Private

Ecocentric interpretations of citizen participation challenge both representative 
and participatory conceptions of the public sphere by introducing activities such 
as recycling, energy saving and altered consumer behaviour. However, when 
considering the distinction between public and private, there are also pro

2 In this context, ”policy elites” both include authorities and non-authoritative experts.
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nounced similarities between the embryo of an eco-democratic theory and 
participatory democratic thought. Theorists from both schools criticise 
representative democratic theory for its sharp distinction between the public and 
the private. Even when their definitions of politics are inclusive, representative 
democratic theorists mainly refer to voting when they discuss citizens’ political 
involvement. The sharp distinction between the public and the private excludes 
participation on a household basis from representative democratic theory, 
meaning that such activities are classified as private in character even when the 
intentions behind the actions are to change society at large.

When Pateman formulated her theoretical framework at the end of the 1960s, 
so-called leisure time participation, including hobbies of various kinds, was a 
debated topic. In the 1990s this type of participation might mean recycling and 
other measures taken in order to live in closer equilibrium with nature. Thus, 
there is a potential overlap between spare-time participation and environ
mentally benevolent activities that have their basis within the household. 
Pateman, however, largely dissociates herself from leisure time participation. 
Her main argument is that spare-time activities generally do not involve cooper
ation and collective decision-making, and consequently, they are not held to be 
optimally successful in developing people’s personalities. Industry, on the other 
hand, was argued to be a superior arena for citizens’ training at self-government 
(cf. Chapter two). Pateman does not specify how large the unit for decision
making needs to be to contribute to citizens’ training, but activities performed 
in the household may, at least to some extent, be the result of cooperation and 
joint decision-making.

It is easier to see that decision-making in the workplace fulfils the 
participatory democratic criteria of cooperation and collective decision-making 
more clearly than do the household-related activities suggested by ecocentric 
theorists. However, Pateman also recognises the family as an arena for citizens’ 
training, which suggests a parallel with (at least some of) the ideas behind 
environmental citizenship. Thus, participatory democratic theorists are likely 
also to applaud ecocentric interpretations of citizen participation, while 
representative democratic theorists are more likely to have an indifferent 
attitude, as long as the activities do not harm anyone or infringe upon other 
individuals’ freedom of choice.

Both green and participatory advocates believe that political participation 
improves the personalities of those who are active, yet they fail to seriously 
tackle the question of how to make people, as citizens, change their behaviour. 
Participatory democrats expect involvement in decision-making in the
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workplace and/or in local assemblies to promote the psychological qualities that 
support participation, for example political efficacy (Pateman 1970).3 We recall 
that green theorists (e.g. Naess 1974) primarily stress the relationship between 
the pursuit of environmental responsibility and the development of 
environmental consciousness. Barber also opposes consumerism in the 
materialist sense, that which Naess would call ”invented material needs”. 
According to Barber (1984, 22), ”[t]he consumer is a creature of great reason 
devoted to small ends. His cherished freedom is chained to the most banal 
need”. Barber, however, does not discuss environmentally safe(r) consumer 
choices aimed at steering production towards environmental sustainability. He 
primarily objects to the pursuit of material ends, not to its consequences for the 
natural environment.

Similarities between participatory and green thought with regard to citizen’s 
political involvement are stressed by other authors as well. For example, Carter 
(1996, 56) notes overlapping ideas concerning worker co-operatives, i.e. 
”...democratic workplace[s] characterised by small-scale production, equity, 
community, and non-exploitation of workers, consumers and, crucially, nature”. 
Workplace democracy is not a core objective for the ecocentric proponents 
whose writings are included in this study. It is my view that Carter’s analysis 
mainly applies to other variants of ecocentrism, primarily eco-socialism, eco- 
anarchism and even eco-feminism. Nonetheless, Carter shows that green 
democratic thought, to some extent, builds upon participatory democratic ideas.

The Unit fo r  Democratic Decision-making

In Chapter three I discussed van Steenbergen’s three interpretations of what 
”ecological citizenship” is about. Two of them have proven central to eco- 
democratic thought, in so far as they imply extended concepts of rights and 
obligations. The third interpretation focuses on the unit of democratic 
government, challenging the established notion of citizenship that is intimately 
associated with the nation state. ”Earth citizenship”, in van Steenbergen’s 
terminology (1996b), proposes that the conception of citizenship should 
encompass the entire globe with all its inhabitants. So far, the discussion about 
the democratic community and citizenship ideals from an ecocentric point of 
view has been confined to democratically governed nation states because the 
state has proven to be central to the ecocentric authors included in this study.

3 See Chapter two for an elaborate discussion on this topic.
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An intriguing question is whether democratic procedures operating within 
nation states are sufficient for eco-democratic theorising? Do advocates of 
representative and participatory democratic theory somehow deal with the 
implications for democracy of the increased ”globalisation” of modem 
societies?

A widespread agreement has been noted among ecocentric theorists (and 
among analysts of this line of thought) that the potential implementation of eco- 
democratic norms, at least at the outset, has to take place within the established 
institutions of liberal democracy -  institutions which have evolved since the 
anthropocentric outlook about human beings and nature became dominant (e.g. 
Devall 1993 and Eckersley 1996). Consequently, ecocentric suggestions about 
how to implement the ideas of extended citizen responsibilities seldom extend 
beyond the national arena, despite the recognition of an individual 
responsibility for global environmental and social problems. As the analysis in 
Chapter three showed, this does not imply that established democratic procedures 
need no modifications from an ecocentric point of view. Following the ideas of 
holism and solidarity beyond the borders of nation states, democratic 
representation of ”non-nationals” appears to be compatible with ecocentric 
norms, that is, these norms seem to allow democratic representation to be 
extended to people and other living beings who reside outside of the 
democratically governed nation state.

Recently, much has been written on the topic of the democratic representation 
both of future generations and affected foreigners, though generally not within 
the field of ecocentrism. For example, when Dobson (1996a) considers the 
possibility of extending democratic representation to non-nationals, he argues that 
their direct representation within national parliaments is highly unlikely in 
practice. According to both Dobson and Dahl, indirect representation of the 
interests of affected foreigners (or indeed of any other constituency members) -  
for example, that people in a country where environmentally dangerous activity 
takes place claim to represent affected individuals elsewhere -  is not an option 
either. The main objection against this proposal is that non-nationals cannot hold 
decision-makers accountable for their actions, thereby violating one of the basic 
principles upon which democracy rests. As Dahl puts it (1989, 296), ”...it would 
be foolish to contend that the moral sentiments of the full citizens are a sufficient 
guarantee that the interests of persons outside a country will be adequately taken 
into account in political decisions”.

Dobson (1996a) sees transnational parliaments as an option, provided that 
representation is based on nationality rather than ideological factors. Citizens
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from different countries would have the chance to judge the performance of their 
elected representatives on a regular basis, thereby contributing to the effective 
representation of their interests. This kind of institution is argued to be 
particularly suitable for the management of those environmental issues where the 
source of emission as well as the locations of the fall-out is relatively clear. Note 
also that it is only applicable to states governed by democratic principles (Dobson 
1996a).

Some of the proponents of representative and participatory democratic theory 
discussed here consider the possibility of transforming democracy due to the 
increased ”globalness” of modem society and the fact that problems extend far 
beyond national jurisdictions, thereby challenging the notion of nation states as 
the proper units for democratic government. ”A country’s economic life, 
physical environment, national security, and survival are highly, and probably 
increasingly, dependent on actors and actions that are outside the country’s 
boundaries and not directly subject to its government” (Dahl 1989, 319). Dahl is 
particularly concerned with transnational economic actors whose activities 
national governments have difficulties controlling. In his opinion, issues 
involving global interdependency should be managed through international and 
transnational authority structures for political decision-making. The authority of 
the UN or the EU could, for instance, be extended without increasing the 
distance between citizens and their representatives (Dahl 1982). Advanced 
technology can ”...ensure that information about the political agenda, 
appropriate in level and form, and accurately reflecting the best knowledge 
available, is easily and universally accessible to all citizens...” (Dahl 1989, 338). 
Even if there is no specific focus on environmental problems with a global 
range, this discussion can be applied to the management of such concerns. 
Barber (1984) also argues that advanced communication technology, such as 
interactive television, can bridge physical distance and make scale an elastic 
concept. Despite this, however, the local level is especially cherished by 
participatory democratic theorists. It is even possible to interpret Barber as 
opposing transnational arrangements since self-government at this level 
becomes highly abstract. ”As with telescopes, the higher the level of 
magnification, the dimmer the vision: as the compass of the public enlarges, our 
capacity to see publicly is diminished” (ibid., 229). In a passage in her book 
Participation and Democratic Theory (1970), Pateman states that political 
involvement makes citizens more able to comprehend remote issues. Her 
argument does not, however, extend beyond the national framework, and thus
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does not raise the possibility of considering the interests of non-nationals in 
democratic decision-making.

In sum, when discussing problems ranging beyond the authority of the nation 
state, the discussion in representative and participatory democratic theory 
primarily concerns the scale of democratic government, including the question 
of how to overcome the problem of transmitting information about the political 
agenda. Consequently, each line of democratic thought presents arguments 
about the potential extension of the democratic community beyond the borders 
of single nation states. Representative and participatory democratic theory offer 
more elaborate discussions regarding the possible development of transnational 
decision-making structures than does the tentative version of an eco-democratic 
theory.

Up to now, the analysis has focused on ecocentrism’s contribution to 
democratic theorising, using the ”elasticity” in democratic core values to 
illustrate green interpretations of liberty, equality and participation. At this 
stage, a question that must be addressed is what happens when the ”elastic 
band” ruptures. In other words, does there come a point when ecocentric 
proponents give priority to the environmental outcome of democratic decision
making at the expense of the decision-making process itself? In order to 
illustrate such an instance, I will refer to the use of civil disobedience to defend 
some threatened part of the natural environment.

When Environmental Concern is Given Priority over Democratic 
Procedures -  the Case of Civil Disobedience

According to ecocentrism’s proponents, irreversibility is an aspect of many 
environmental problems. Species are threatened by extinction and human beings 
are even held to be in the process of disrupting the very foundations upon which 
life rests. As Devall (1993, 16) puts it, ”[v]ast parts of the web of life are dying 
due to human interventions in natural processes”. Perceptions of irreversible 
environmental threat lead to strong feelings of commitment and a moral urge to 
stop human exploitation of the natural environment before it is too late. Thus, the

4 ”The ordinary man might still be more interested in things nearer home, but the existence of 
a participatory society would mean that he was better able to assess the performance of 
representatives at the national level, better equipped to take decisions of national scope when 
the opportunity arose to do so, and better able to weigh up the impact of decisions taken by 
national representatives on his own life and immediate surroundings” (Pateman 1970, 110).
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perceptions of irreversibility does not imply the development of a deterministic 
stance. For some species it is already too late, but if we act now, it is considered 
possible to halt and even reverse ecological deterioration. Human beings 
therefore hold the key to survival on this planet (Eckersley 1992, Naess 1974).5

Democracy is a decision-making technique that does not guarantee the 
outcomes of political decisions. What if the democratic process produces 
decisions with irrevocable environmental consequences? Whether a decision is 
”bad” or unjust is, of course, a matter of perception. A majority can, and do, 
prefer parking spaces over rare lichens or mosses. However, when ecological 
damage is done, there might be no way to undo it, even if the majority were to 
change their minds. The rare lichens or mosses could be gone forever.

Political decisions aimed at sustainable relationships between human beings 
and nature imply major changes in the present structure of the economy and in 
people’s lifestyles. Widespread public support for such transformations is likely 
to take time to attain, unless perhaps we suddenly face an ecological holocaust. 
Following classic democratic principles, the implementation of ecocentric goals 
requires that citizens and their elected representatives share at least some of the 
ecocentric norms. In practice, this is not always the case. If the risk of ecological 
destruction is not recognised by the public and/or elected representatives, people 
holding an ecocentric view face conflicting loyalties. Is it legitimate to prevent 
the implementation of majority decisions when confronted with an irreversible 
environmental threat?

According to John Rawls (1971), citizens have a duty to comply with laws 
emanating from ”a reasonably just” constitution, i.e. the decision-making 
procedures of imperfect but realistic forms of democratic government. At times, 
the obligation to obey comes into conflict with other basic obligations. Rawls 
argues that these ”other” obligations follow from perceptions of extensive 
injustice, and that these clashes between fundamental duties can cause individuals 
to resort to unlawful political protest. Civil disobedience is defined as ”...a public, 
nonviolent, conscientious yet political act contrary to law usually done with the 
aim of bringing about a change in the law or policies of the government” (ibid.,

5 Environmental irreversibility can be a matter of degree over a very long time period. Extinct 
species clearly cannot be brought back to life, but old forests and wetlands can re-emerge, 
provided they are given favourable conditions and time (perhaps centuries) for reconstruction. In 
practice, the distinction between irreversible and reversible environmental damage is often 
blurred. Reversible problems can escalate beyond repair, while threats of irrevocable damage 
can be averted, leaving problems of a more manageable character. The advancement of 
technology also influences our judgements as to the type of problems with which we are able to 
deal.
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364). This unlawful political activity is usually carried out by a minority 
protesting against some majority decision that the group in question considers to 
be so unjust as to legitimate protests that go beyond what is allowed from a legal 
point of view. Thus, civil disobedience implies appealing to the majority’s sense 
of justice.

In sum, according to Rawls, civil disobedience could be justified within a 
democracy if the activists act in public and from a moral conviction of what is 
right (in this case, to avert environmental destruction), and if established channels 
for political influence have been tried but found unsatisfactory as a means of 
appealing to the majority’s sense of justice. Other conditions following from 
Rawls are the non-violent and legally responsible character of civil disobedience. 
This demonstrates that the activists do not aim at overthrowing democratic 
government, but rather seek to protest against some specific decision or activity 
that has come into serious conflict with their perceptions of justice. ”The law is 
broken, but fidelity to law is expressed by the public and nonviolent nature of the 
act, by the willingness to accept the legal consequences of one’s conduct” (Rawls 
1971,366).

Efforts to change majority opinion through civil disobedience are not always 
successful. When efforts to rescue endangered species or priceless land fail, the 
minority who speak on behalf of the interests of ”nature” has several options. One 
is to accept failure and perhaps devote attention to other environmental problems. 
Alternatively, it is conceivable that the minority could continue to protest, for 
example, through demonstrations, newspaper articles and public meetings. It can 
also happen that the conflict escalates. Taken to an extreme, violent protests can 
follow. In this case, the activity is no longer civil disobedience. The use of force 
against people in order to protest against a political decision or a law far exceeds 
the limits of what is democratically acceptable.

Within ecocentrism, there is a difficult balancing act between democratic 
norms and tolerance towards civil disobedience in the face of irreversible 
environmental danger. Devall, Naess, Sessions and Stridbeck all discuss the use 
of civil disobedience to prevent irrevocable environmental damage. With 
reference to Mahatma Gandhi, Naess (1989) argues that efforts to protect the 
environment can and should be pursued without breaking the law. However, he 
does not oppose illegal environmental actions, provided that they are non-violent. 
Devall (1993) states that civil disobedience is sometimes felt to be a necessary 
form of action for environmentally concerned people, for example to prevent the 
chopping down of an ancient forest. He emphasises, however, that in a long-term 
perspective other measures are needed to achieve environmental goals, primarily
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to make people aware of the fact that human beings are ”co-dependent” with 
other species. In short, if ”ordinary” channels of political influence do not protect 
what is of value in ecological systems, loyalty towards democratic procedures 
comes into conflict with the loyalty towards nature. On such occasions, 
ecocentrism’s proponents accept non-violent civil disobedience as the last option 
available to change the majority’s opinion. Thus, for a specific occasion, it can be 
acceptable to engage in a form of protest that goes beyond present democratic 
procedures.

Ecocentric adherents do not accept violence against people to promote 
environmental goals. What about the use of force against material objects such as 
military targets and power-plants? Brian Doherty (1996) argues that non
violence is an important component of green ideology, however, he identifies 
some disagreement among the greens with regard to material damage to save the 
natural environment. One group that uses such methods is Earth First! which is a 
radical environmental group operating in the US and elsewhere. It has become 
known for its refusal to accept political compromise when environmental values 
are at stake. The justification for sabotage to promote environmental goals is 
usually that other ways of stopping ongoing environmental deterioration are 
much too slow. The quotation below seems to suggest an indulgent view towards 
material damage, at least in the case of Devall and Sessions:

Placing one’s own life at risk, such as sitting in front of bulldozers or police cars at 
a demonstration to protest destruction of the rain forest, may be illegal but not 
violent. And spontaneous acts such as the decommissioning of a power generator 
or bulldozer may dramatize the continuing destraction of a special ecosystem 
(Devall and Sessions 1985, 201).

Other theorists are more restrictive. Again following the ideas of Gandhi, Naess 
(1961) opposes the use of force, both against living creatures and against material 
objects. Several ecophilosophers live according to their teachings in this respect. 
Naess and Stridbeck have themselves taken part in unlawful (but non-damaging) 
actions to try to stop irreversible environmental threats. Stridbeck has literally 
embraced trees to prevent the construction of a road (Gunnarsson 1993). In his 
Ph.D. thesis (1993), he also refers to sit-ins. Naess participated in actions to 
protect unexploited rivers in Norway (Stridbeck 1993). References to political 
practice remind us that ecocentrism is an ideology, one that suggests strategies for 
reaching the goal of a society in balance with nature. If (or when) ecocentric 
principles are somehow incorporated into the constitutional framework of 
contemporary democracies, decisions causing irreversible environmental damage
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become undemocratic as well as immoral. There are established channels to deal 
with undemocratic decisions (primarily through the constitutional courts), and 
civil disobedience will not be required, at least not in an ecocentric ideal society.

As with all ideologies, ecocentrism focuses on the construction of society 
rather than on techniques for decision-making. Since the analysis in Chapter 
three pointed to the existence of an essential link between ecocentrism and 
democracy, this focus on the good society is not considered problematic in the 
attempt to formulate what may be regarded as the building blocks of an eco- 
democratic theory. However, the analysis in this chapter shows that there are 
occasions when ecocentric writers find it justifiable to give priority to ”green 
content” at the expense of democratic decision-making procedures. This is 
clearly a problem from the viewpoint of eco-democratic theorising. However, it 
should be noted that ecocentric ideas about the good society are not only, or 
even primarily, a cause of conflict in efforts to link ecocentrism to democratic 
theorising. As with representative and participatory democratic theory, the 
embryo of an eco-democratic theory also suggests that outcomes of democratic 
decision-making (aspects of content) foster the stability and the functioning of 
this particular conception of the democratic process. The outcome in question is 
summarised by the overall societal goal of environmental sustainability.

The term ”environmental sustainability” is extremely vague and can be 
interpreted in numerous ways. In public debate, environmental sustainability and 
sustainable development are usually taken to mean that human activities should 
work within nature’s limited resources (e.g. Brown 1991), and that an appropriate 
stock of ”natural capital” should be maintained over time.6 The meaning of 
environmental sustainability is also confused among the ecocentric writings that 
have been analysed here, but it is my interpretation that, from an ecocentric 
perspective, environmental sustainability can be seen both as a precondition for 
eco-democracy and as supportive of this form of decision-making. First, it can be 
argued that sustainability is vital for future life on earth and, without life, 
democracy (or anything else) clearly has no future. In this sense, though, 
sustainability is essential to any form of decision-making, and therefore this is a 
rather weak way of tying democracy and sustainability together. A stronger case 
can be made for the argument that environmental sustainability is supportive of 
eco-democracy in much the same way as representative and participatory

6 Sustainability does not imply that human societies can survive indefinitely. ”Instead, a 
sustainable society is a society arranged in such a way that the tendency to sustainable use of the 
environment is inherent to it, in much the same way as the tendency to unsustainability seems 
inherent to the capitalistic order” (Achterberg 1996,172).
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democratic theorists see economic growth, stable prices, etc. as reducing conflicts 
which, in turn, foster democratic decision-making. Ecocentric advocates tend to 
describe economic growth as a phenomenon which is commonly not sustainable, 
but rather hazardous to the natural environment (e.g. Naess 1974). When natural 
resources become scarce, conflicts between human beings are likely to escalate 
which, in turn, is seen as being detrimental to democracy.

The discussion in this section has shown that even when decisions with 
environmentally ”bad” effects are ”democratic”, i.e. outcomes of democratic 
decision-making, they can be perceived as immoral or unethical. In such a case, 
individuals face a conflict between loyalty towards nature and loyalty towards the 
democratic process. How is this conflict between democratic content and process 
dealt with by representative and participatory democratic theorists?

Civil Disobedience from the Viewpoint o f Representative and Participatory 
Democratic Theory

The democratic process can function as intended and still, from time to time, 
produce outcomes that citizens consider to be bad. As Rawls suggests (1971, 
354), ”...majorities (or coalitions of minorities) are bound to make mistakes, if 
not from a lack of knowledge and judgment, then as a result of narrow and self- 
interested views”. Imagine a situation when an ”important interest”, for instance 
an urgent environmental concern, is neglected by the majority (or coalitions of 
minorities) through democratic decision-making. What can be done according 
to representative and participatory democratic theory? One of the selected 
proponents of representative democratic theory -  Robert Dahl -  discusses four 
options (1989, 177f):7 a) regime change, i.e. replace democracy with another 
form of government, b) improve the democratic process, for example through 
legislation or altered voting procedures, c) correct the mistake by using other 
institutions within the political system (Dahl refers to the US Supreme Court), 
and d) continue as before. The choice clearly depends on the situation. With one 
exception, Dahl does not recommend any of the strategies. In his opinion, 
regime change is out of question. When collective decisions are made, some 
interests will always lose. However, when applying majority decision-making 
procedures, ”...on each occasion when a decision is made the interests of more 
individuals will be met than not...” (Graham 1986, 29). Thus, an advantage

7 Dahl uses as an example when the majority restricts freedom of speech.
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with the democratic process is that it maximises interests. Furthermore, 
majorities can also change over time (Dahl 1989).8

Representative democratic theorists do not consider it legitimate to break 
laws to raise public opinion, irrespective of what issues that are at stake. 
Tingsten (1969) stresses that being a democrat implies a constant readiness to 
forego one’s ideological preferences (e.g. of a conservative, liberal or socialist 
character) if these preferences ever conflict with democratic decision-making 
procedures (cf. Boström 1988). If one recognises democracy as better than other 
forms of government, it is rational to obey the laws and rules of a democratic 
state. However, Dahl and Tingsten also express the belief that democratic 
decision-making will produce the best feasible outcomes, at least in the long 
run. For Barber and Pateman, participation is the universal remedy. In a 
participatory society, citizens gain maximum control over their lives and their 
environment. Barber (1984, 192) anticipates that there will always be minorities 
who reluctantly accept democratic decisions even in a political system 
characterised by extensive participation. He argues that dissenters should have 
the opportunity to ”...voice their postelectoral regrets in a public place where it 
will be heard...”, but he does not accept the legitimacy of protesting that 
extends beyond legal channels for public debate. ”He [the dissenter] means thus 
not to change the decision this time, for it has been taken, but to bear witness to 
another point of view (and thereby to keep the issue on the public agenda)” 
(ibid.).

In one of her later contributions to democratic theorising, Pateman (1985) 
presents tolerant views about civil disobedience. She argues that this form of 
political protest can also be justified on grounds that do not appeal to the 
majority’s sense of justice, which is one of the main arguments in Rawls’s 
approach to the topic. In her opinion, the liberal theory of democracy rests on the 
principle of consent, a consent that she finds highly problematic since it is an 
intellectual supposition (based on the notion of the social contract) rather than a 
”real” agreement. According to Pateman, political obligation needs to be created

8 Graham (1986, 29) rightly notes that there are problems with this argument of shifting 
majorities. ”For an individual who is in a permanent minority, and indeed for one who is in a 
minority more than on average, the mathematics of majority rule has negative appeal. In this 
connexion two actual cases often cited are those of blacks in the United States and Catholics 
in Northern Ireland, who, it is said, constitute permanent minorities with shared interests and 
are in just that position.”

82



continuously by the citizens themselves.9 In agreeing with this argument, Doherty 
(1996, 50) argues that it is possible to interpret civil disobedience as ”...a 
potentially legitimate expression of active citizenship...”. When phrased in this 
way, the defence of civil disobedience can embrace a wide variety of events. The 
examples of justified civil disobedience that Rawls gives involve perceived 
violations of minority rights. As Pateman (1985, 79) correctly notes, he does not 
propose civil disobedience ”...in cases of wider social injustice because these 
matters are too difficult to evaluate”. The protection of non-human species and 
ecosystems is likely to fall within this category of wider social injustice, making 
the arguments less usable for the advocates of ecocentrism.

When discussing democracy in practice, Dahl recognises that people may 
have moral reasons for opposing decisions reached through democratic 
procedures. Consequently, in ”real world situations”, citizens’ loyalty towards 
democratic procedures is sometimes confronted with other loyalties. Individual 
judgements on such occasions can result in compliance with the law, but also in 
civil disobedience. Dahl approaches this problem from a personal viewpoint, 
but without reference to environmental protection. If interests clash, he 
concludes that the individual must judge between the competing alternatives.

But is one morally bound to obey every law passed by the democratic process? I 
do not believe that in choosing the democratic process, and by implication its 
essential requirements, I am thereby bound to obey every law properly enacted by 
means of that process. In a diverse society in which I find myself in a minority on 
some issues, a majority (even a qualified majority) might enact a law requiring 
me to do or refrain from doing something that violated my most profound moral 
commitments. I would then be faced by a conflict among my obligations. To act 
responsibly, I would need to consider the alternatives and their consequences and 
weigh as best I could the consequences of obeying or disobeying, including the 
effects on respect for law. Although the problem of civil disobedience is complex 
and requires more attention than I am prepared to give it here, in a situation of 
this kind it might well be reasonable for me to choose to disobey the law (Dahl 
1989, 49-50).

In conclusion, civil disobedience is exceptional in each of the analysed variants 
of democratic theory, but ecocentric theorists give this form of political action 
considerably more weight in their writings than do the authors from 
representative and participatory democratic theory. The urge to plead for the

9 Pateman (1985,58) establishes that the willingness to accept legal punishment for breaking the 
law distinguishes those who pursue civil disobedience from ”revolutionaries and criminals”.
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majority’s sense of justice is presumably very pressing for those who perceive 
an immediate and irrevocable threat that may even undermine life on earth. 
Perceptions of this kind are not found in representative or participatory 
democratic theory. The main threat according to these versions of democratic 
theory is various forms of tyranny (e.g. Ahlmark 1992). This threat can be as 
immediate and equally dramatic as environmental collapse, but civil 
disobedience is generally not the response to danger of this kind.

Conclusions

The perceived need among ecocentric theorists to justify civil disobedience to 
protect the natural environment illustrates the problems of bringing green process 
and content together. The arguments by Rawls and others offer some justification 
for illegal political protests, but definitely no link between this behaviour and 
democratic decision-making procedures. An acceptance of civil disobedience 
suggests that there are occasions when environmental outcomes are considered 
more important than ways to secure them, i.e. the decision-making processes that 
are used to reach desired environmental goals.

Representative and participatory democratic theorists do not elaborate on the 
potentially irrevocable character of political issues. In a democracy, the majority 
should have the right to alter policy decisions and the structure of society 
according to its judgements (Tingsten 1945). Thus, citizens have the option to 
change society’s direction through their political representatives. Barber (1984) 
argues that flexibility is greater within participatory democracy than within 
representative government, because in the former a large part of the citizenry is 
active in the creation of their common future. Representative and participatory 
democratic theorists are certainly aware of the fact that events and 
governmental decisions can have irreversible consequences. However, I would 
say that their anthropocentrism -  indeed all anthropocentrism -  has an 
optimistic touch, meaning that as a human-centred outlook with a great faith in 
human capacity, there is a tendency to ”sift out” irreversible danger. This 
argument is in line with political culture research, for example as it is presented 
by Douglas and Wildavsky (1982) and Thompson and colleagues (1990). 
According to this field of analysis, political culture is presumed to function as a 
filter when people perceive objects in the surrounding world. Risk perception is 
one example. According to Douglas and Wildavsky, no one can understand and 
feel concern for every societal problem. To prevent mental overload, our filters
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serve to limit the number of phenomena we worry about.10 In the light of such a 
filtering process, those with anthropocentric values may be encouraged to 
believe that human beings are largely in control of the surrounding world and 
that problems arising from modem living can be taken care of, for example 
through economic growth and technological development. Since progress is the 
anticipated condition, environmental irreversibility is likely to be left out of 
representative and participatory democratic theorising.

The green challenge to the way we think about democracy manifests itself in 
alternative yet tentative norms of democratic process that are linked to an 
outlook about the relationship between human beings and nature that is 
radically different from the perspective within which more established 
conceptions of democracy have developed. After comparing eco-democratic 
norms with more traditional variants of democratic theory, I conclude that the 
seeds of an eco-democratic theory are distinct for this line of thought in the 
sense that only ecocentric thinkers propose rights beyond the human community 
and the citizen obligations towards the natural environment that follow from 
them.

Even if the interpretations of liberty, equality and participation are distinct for 
ecocentric theorising about democracy, a certain overlap has been identified 
between green and participatory ideas. Both participatory and eco-democratic 
theorising present interpretations of citizenship that extend well beyond the 
views of representative democratic theory. First, their contribution concerns 
active citizen participation in a broadly defined political arena. The values 
identified within the embryo of an eco-democratic theory are, however, even 
more inclusive with regard to the public sphere than is the case for participatory 
democratic theory. Secondly, both participatory and green theorists give equal 
opportunities to participate in politics the same status as (their conceptions of) 
equal rights.

10 According to researchers on political culture, people’s fundamental values are also presumed 
to be active in the evaluation of the causes of recognised problems and the likely effects of the 
action taken to deal with them. Objects can also be reinforced when they are interpreted on the 
basis of the political culture. A relatively small increase in pollution is, for instance, perceived as 
a very serious problem for people who wish to live in balance with nature. Ivars Jegers and Mats 
Lindgren (1992) argue that people have the capacity to invent perceptions that match their 
cultural characteristics.
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*

How does the green challenge to democratic core values manifest itself in the 
Swedish political arena? In the following empirical analysis, I will explore the 
extent to which ecocentric interpretations of liberty, equality and participation can 
be found among actors who are central to democratic decision-making in its 
established sense. In Chapter five, eco-democratic features are explored within 
Swedish political parties. In Chapter six, the focus is on the environmental 
movement as represented by nine environmental organisations. I will analyse the 
eco-democratic values of Swedish citizens in Chapter seven. To what degree do 
these actors support the environmental rights of humans and non-humans and 
extended citizenship ideals, thus implying individual responsibility for human 
relationships with the natural environment?

Even in the following analysis, civil disobedience illustrates the problems of 
linking eco-democratic values to democratic procedures. I will explore whether 
political parties, environmental organisations and the Swedish public accept 
arguments to justify this behaviour when confronted with an environmental 
threat, or whether departures from democratic principles are discouraged.
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5

Green Democratic Values 
in the Swedish Parliamentary Arena

The Growth -  Ecology Dimension

In this chapter, the intention is to explore whether green democratic values have 
empirical analogues in the Swedish parliamentary arena, examining whether it 
is possible to find links between ecocentrism and democracy not only in theory, 
but also in practice. Analyses of values with an ”environmental label” in the 
Swedish political context usually focus on what is called the growth -  ecology 
dimension. As I intend to show in the following pages, this dimension is also 
helpful for the purposes of this study, but only up to a certain point.

In Sweden, the dominant line of political conflict relates to the ideological 
left-right dimension, which summarises opinions about the degree of state 
influence over the economy as well as issues regarding redistribution of the 
society’s resources at large. This dimension is well-established, both 
theoretically and empirically. In the aftermath of the debate over nuclear power 
in the 1970s and 80s, another line of political conflict has been identified, both 
in theory and in practice, that does not follow the traditional left-right pattern. 
The growth -  ecology dimension of Swedish politics encompasses opinions 
about industrialisation and its effects. On the growth side of the dimension, 
there is great confidence in economic growth, large-scale technology and 
centralisation. This also includes positive views about nuclear power. On the 
ecological side, people value small-scale societies in harmony with nature and 
using renewable sources of energy.1 As Vedung (1991a, 184, my translation) 
notes, these ideas are not part of the left-right dimension since ”.. .the issues do 
not relate to distribution of power and welfare between those who have and 
those who have not. Instead, the issues concern what form of welfare everyone

1 See, for instance, Martin Bennulf (1994), Bennulf and Lisbeth Johnsson (1993), Mikael 
Gilljam and Sören Holmberg (1990), and Evert Vedung (1991a and b). Johan Hedrén (1994) 
criticises the advocates of this dimension for not developing a set of uniform criteria for growth 
versus ecology.
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should have, and to what extent”. In the beginning of the 1990s, Vedung 
located three political parties on the ecological side of the continuum -  the 
Centre, Left and Green Parties.2

The growth side of the dimension is, in the main, anthropocentric in 
character, implying that natural resources can (and should) be used for human 
purposes. Furthermore, it emphasises human capacity as reflected in advanced 
technology and increased material wealth. The ecological standpoint, on the 
other hand, implies suspicion of economic development and large-scale 
technology. Material growth exploits limited natural resources, hurts vulnerable 
ecosystems and even causes irreparable ecological damage (cf. Vedung 1991a 
and b). These are certainly aspects of some interpretations of ecocentrism but 
they do not capture ecocentrism’s more subtle meaning. Thus, the growth -  
ecology dimension offers a general overview of Swedish political parties’ 
positions in an environmental context, but it is my view that the growth -  
ecology dimension does not fully capture the fundamental ideological 
framework that is the foundation of green interpretations of equality, liberty and 
participation. A number of values concerning the relationship between human 
beings and nature are missing. As I showed in Chapter three, ecocentrism 
implies the intrinsic worth of nature and the conviction that human beings are 
part of a comprehensive web of ecological relationships. In this study, the 
political parties’ position on anthropocentrism versus ecocentrism offers a basis 
for the analysis of green democratic values. Thus, I treat the parties’ positions 
on the growth -  ecology dimension as a general starting-point, as a way of 
relating this study to what other researchers have found in analyses of 
environmental ideas in a Swedish context.

Bennulf (1994) presents findings from the end of the 1980s when politicians 
in the Swedish parliament and a selection of voters were asked to locate the 
parties along the growth -  ecology dimension. Both electors and elected found 
the Green Party to be the greenest, followed by the Left, Centre and Christian 
Democratic Parties in somewhat varying order. Politicians made clear 
distinctions within this cluster of parties, while party differences were less 
pronounced for the voters. For instance, voters judged the Social Democratic 
and Liberal Parties to be about equally green, while politicians located the 
Social Democratic Party on the ecology side of the dimension and the Liberal 
Party as growth oriented. The Conservative Party was perceived as the most 
growth oriented party, both by voters and their elected representatives (ibid.). In

2 The Christian Democratic Party was not included in his study.
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the aftermath of the 1994 election, Bennulf (1995, 116) reflected upon the 
election period 1991-1994, arguing that ”[a]lmost all parties, except the Greens 
and to some extent the Left Party and the non-socialist Centre Party (agrarian 
party), related strongly to the growth position, seeing economic growth as the 
solution to all problems, including environmental ones”.

My analysis of party documents from the early 1990s (party programmes, 
environmental programmes, election manifestos, etc.) and interviews with 
parties’ spokespersons on environmental issues suggest that Swedish political 
parties see the main cause of environmental difficulties as economic growth 
taken to the extreme, including the over-exploitation of finite natural resources. 
Political parties favour environmental sustainability, which implies a 
harmonisation between the economy and nature. Societies should function 
within the framework of what is ”ecologically possible”, meeting today’s needs 
without restricting the opportunities available for future (human) generations. 
Ecologically closed systems of human impact on the environment are the ideal 
for future development. These rather lofty ideas about a society in harmony with 
nature are supported by more specific recommendations such as legislation and 
economic control measures. These general positions are shared by all the 
political parties.

Party programmes and interviews suggest that the Green, Left and Centre 
Parties are more restrictive than the other parties on the issue of economic 
growth. According to the Green and the Left Parties, increased material 
consumption in Sweden is no longer desirable.3 Present and future welfare 
policies should focus on quality rather than quantity, including adjustments to 
less resource-demanding lifestyles.4 Karl-Göran Algotsson (1996) notes that the 
Centre Party’s position regarding the relationship between economic growth 
and a good environment is somewhat unclear. I agree with this interpretation, 
particularly if the Centre Party is compared to the Green and the Left Parties.

3 ”The Left Party asserts, for the first time, that increased material consumption in Sweden is not 
desirable. The Left Party can dare to say this because it is well known that our policy, ever since 
the party was founded, has been that there should be a redistribution of wealth from the rich to 
the poor” (brochure 1993,5, my translation). ”We can use the earth’s resources more effectively 
than today..., but we cannot escape the fact that increased material welfare and economic growth 
lead to a faster depletion of the earth’s resources, environmental deterioration and, in the end, 
reduced biological production, which is the real prerequisite for life” (the Green Party’s party 
programme 1993,11, my translation).

4 ”Economic growth must be directed away from the production of goods which threatens the 
environment to the production of education, caring services and culture” (the Left Party’s party 
programme 1993,7, my translation).
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However, there are statements in the Centre Party programmes that indicate a 
restrictive stance towards economic growth, for example that short-term 
economic goals should be subordinated to environmental concerns. A socially 
and environmentally controlled market economy is a societal goal, one that 
stresses sustainability at the expense of increased material production and 
consumption (party programme 1990). Environmental sustainability is 
sometimes, though generally not, referred to in an ecocentric sense that 
encompasses concern for both humans and non-humans.

On the ”faith in growth” side of the scale, which essentially puts great trust in 
economic growth (as well as in advanced technology and centralisation), are the 
Social Democratic, Liberal and Conservative Parties as well as New 
Democracy. For these parties, ”sustainable growth” appropriately describes 
their ideas on the relationship between the economy and ecology. It means that 
they want to combine economic growth and environmental improvements.5 
They even argue that economic growth and technological advancement are 
essential for wealth and a good society, including the management of 
environmental problems. An important restriction is that growth should not 
harm future social progress. A major issue is, therefore, to identify nature’s 
limits in a long-term perspective. Clearly, this is an anthropocentric way of 
looking at the relationship between human beings and nature. The quotations 
below illustrate a striking similarity between the Social Democratic and the 
Conservative Parties on the issue of sustainable growth.

Without economic growth we cannot deal with environmental problems. 
However, it must be real growth, not growth created through the consumption of 
finite natural resources and deterioration of the environment and people’s health 
(the Social Democratic Party’s party programme 1993, 34, my translation).

Without economic growth our ability to safeguard a good environment, the weak 
and the vulnerable, and our position as a leading industrial country are 
weakened... Economic and technical development must take place in forms that 
eliminate ruthless exploitation and cause as little environmental damage as 
possible (the Conservative Party’s action programme 1993, 22 and 67, my 
translation).6

5 Algotsson (1996) reaches similar conclusions when analysing the political parties’ position 
on, for instance, economic policy. See also Loftsson et al. (1993).

6 See also the Social Democratic and the Conservative Parties’ election manifestos (1991) and 
the Liberal Party’s party programme (1990).
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The Christian Democratic Party is not as growth oriented as the Social 
Democratic, Liberal, Conservative Parties and New Democracy. However, 
neither is it as restrictive towards economic growth as the Green and the Left 
Parties. Algotsson (1996) points at similarities between the Christian 
Democratic Party and the Centre Party, both of which try to avoid 
acknowledging the potential conflict between environmental concerns and 
economic growth. My analysis suggests that this vagueness is even more 
pronounced in the Christian Democratic Party’s programmes than in documents 
from the Centre Party, at least at the beginning of the 1990s.

All Swedish political parties are optimistic regarding the possibility of 
dealing with environmental problems by applying technical solutions. Thus, 
great confidence in advanced technology is not necessarily related to opinions 
about economic growth, at least not with regard to the environmental issue area. 
As Algotsson notes, the main difference between the parties concerns what 
forms of technology they put their faith in. In line with the standards set by the 
growth -  ecology dimension, large-scale technical solutions are stressed more 
by those parties that favour ”centralisation” -  i.e. the Left, Social Democratic, 
Liberal and Conservative Parties as well as New Democracy (ibid.). 
Reservations concerning the role of advanced technology in making society 
function in a more environmental sustainable way are expressed in terms of ”it 
depends on how it is being used”. For example, the Centre party opposes what 
is called ”the philosophy of repairs”, which emphasises controlling 
environmentally dangerous activities rather than constructing a society in which 
environmental problems do not arise (party programme 1990, 25).

In Centre Party programmes it is argued that ”[a] decentralised society will 
develop a living pattem which provides the prerequisites for a perfectly 
satisfactory environment. It builds on individuals’ own efforts and willingness to 
take personal responsibility in co-operation with others” (party programme 1990, 
25, my translation). Decentralisation is also linked to the environmental 
aspirations of the Green and the Christian Democratic Parties (Algotsson 1996). 
However, it is not always clear what is meant by decentralisation. In connection 
to the Centre Party quotation above, the party argues that every household should 
have access to facilities for recycling household waste. Elsewhere, we find more 
conventional policy suggestions such as giving people the opportunity to actually 
take part in local political decision-making and decision-making at work. Thus, 
giving people more power in their local community is presumed to foster 
environmentally sustainable societal development. This suggests that (more)
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responsible use of nature’s resources would occur if people were given the 
opportunity to take an active part in the development of society. Part of this 
argument is that decentralisation brings people closer to their natural 
environment which, in turn, is believed to foster an increased understanding of 
the structures and processes of nature. This understanding is expected to make 
people more willing to support preservation of the natural environment (see also 
Loftsson et al. 1993, 25). The causal relationship implied here can be 
questioned. The individual’s responsibility for the natural environment will be 
further explored later in this chapter.

To what extent does a ”ranking” of Swedish political parties regarding 
ecocentric values match the findings of, for example, Algotsson (1996), Bennulf 
(1994) and Vedung (1991a and b) concerning the growth -  ecology dimension? 
The issue of ecocentrism versus anthropocentrism is rarely commented upon in 
the academic literature on political parties. Hedrén (1994) is the main exception 
with regard to Swedish politics, and his analytical contributions are of 
significant interest in what follows.

Ecocentrism versus Anthropocentrism

One of the theoretical assumptions in this dissertation is that green democratic 
”seeds” come from an ideological ”plant” which is characterised by an 
appreciation of ecological interdependency and the intrinsic value of nature. I 
now turn to an exploration of whether, and to what extent, these basic 
ecocentric values are endorsed by Swedish political parties. The following 
analysis focuses on the Green, Left, Centre and Christian Democratic Parties 
because they have the strongest green tendencies with regard to the growth -  
ecology dimension and, therefore, are most likely to adhere to the fundamental 
values of green ideology.

Ecocentric values concerning the relationship between human beings and 
nature can be found in programmes and interviews from each of the four parties. 
The Christian Democratic Party primarily articulates indirect expressions of 
ecological interdependency, for example that pollution damages both peoples’ 
health and the natural environment. In beautiful and even lyrical terms, the 
Centre, Green and the Left Parties commonly describe human beings as part of, 
and dependent upon, ecological systems rather than as nature’s ”crowning 
glory”. Therefore, they argue that we must strive to live in harmony with nature.
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The human being is a biological creature. She is part of the ecosystem’s vigorous 
but fragile web. When the human being breaks this connected whole of life, she 
also harms herself (the Centre Party’s party programme 1990, 18, my translation).

Human beings are part of nature. We are dependent on nature’s resources, its 
richness of species and its different ecological cycles (the Left Party’s party 
programme 1993,17, my translation).

Human beings must live within ecological limits, respecting the intrinsic value of 
animals and nature (the Left Party’s election manifesto 1991, my translation).

The rules of the game state that everything is interconnected and that human 
beings are vulnerable parts of a sensitive ecological system. Each species and 
each part of the ecological system has an intrinsic value regardless of its direct, 
observable use for human beings. Every time we humans break the rules of the 
game, it rebounds on us in the form of environmental deterioration, reduced 
prosperity and worsened living conditions (the Green Party’s party programme 
1993, 3, my translation).

The above quotations from the Left and the Green Parties capture the essence of 
ecocentrism, connecting ecological interdependency with nature’s intrinsic 
value, which is independent of the value that we, as human beings, assign to it. 
Concerning the quotation from the Green Party above, Hedrén (1994, 68, my 
translation) comments on the diffuse phrasing ”...regardless of its direct, 
observable use for human beings...”, which weakens its ecocentric status. In 
addition, the subsequent sentence in the quotation is obviously human-centred 
in character, stressing the negative effects of environmental deterioration on the 
human population. However, based on what this party says elsewhere in party 
documents of various kind, neither Hedrén nor I call into question the Party’s 
ecocentric stance.

The inherent value of nature is seldom explicit, either in programmes or 
interviews. Among the interviewees, only one Green Party representative 
stresses this particular value. Political parties primarily emphasise the need to 
show respect and concern for nature, which is clearly not the same as giving 
nature an intrinsic worth. Each of the four parties stresses the need to preserve 
ecological diversity, though often without giving either anthropocentric or 
ecocentric reasons.7 Human-centred justifications for environmental sustaina

7 See, for instance, the Green Party’s election manifesto (1991) and the Left Party’s environ
mental programme (1993).
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bility dominate the Centre Party’s party programme (1990, 3). For instance, ”[b]y 
creating a good environment, we provide the conditions for lasting human 
welfare” (my translation, emphasis added). Furthermore, in the Party’s 
environmental programme (1991) it is argued that (non-human) genetic variety is 
a great asset in the development of medicine, industry and agriculture.

In the Green Party’s party programme (1993) and the Left Party’s 
environmental programme (1993) -  just to give some examples -  it is argued 
that it is impossible to put an economic value on species. Nevertheless, to tackle 
the environmental crisis, the Green, Left, Centre and Christian Democratic 
Parties recommend including environmental costs in economic calculations 
(environmental and party programmes).8 The justifications for doing so are 
primarily human-centred, emphasising that natural resources are valuable to us. 
However, as I noted earlier, there are at least tendencies towards the recognition 
of the inherent worth of nature, particularly in the Green and the Left Parties.9

Even if basic ecocentric values have empirical reality in so far as they are 
discussed in party documents, they are overshadowed by human-centred norms 
in programmes from each of the parties analysed. The management of problems, 
environmental and other, is primarily justified in terms of the interests and 
needs of human beings. Programmes and interviews emphasise the unique 
features of humans, for example that we can show compassion for living beings 
and correct environmental malfunctions by using technical innovations. The 
Christian Democratic Party stresses humankind’s unique position in God’s 
creation (party programme 1993, 9). This party even opposes what it calls 
extreme ecocentrism.10 For example, the idea that human beings are simply one 
creature among many is held to be a threat to human dignity. In this regard, the 
Christian Democratic Party clearly departs from the ecocentric values held by 
the Centre, Green and the Left Parties. In comparison, ecocentric values are 
most thoroughly woven into the Green Party’s documents.

In his study of Swedish environmental discourse, Hedrén (1994) also reaches 
the conclusion that nature is generally described as being valuable for

8 This suggestion is frequently expressed by most parties in Swedish politics. See, for example, 
the Liberal Party’s party programme (1990).

9 The Centre Party primarily speaks about animals, plants and insects as ”...indispensable 
parts of our surroundings and of the earth’s ecological system” (party programme 1990, 31, 
my translation). This is obviously not the same as extending inherent worth to natural entities.

10 In the Liberal Party’s environmental programme (1991), this is called green fundamentalism. 
Similar ideas are also expressed in the Conservative Party’s action programme (1993).
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something important to us as human beings, rather than as being valuable in 
itself. Previously, I noted the party documents’ lack of references to the inherent 
worth of nature, except documents from the Green and Left Parties. Hedrén 
takes this discussion even further, suggesting a general lack of ethical 
considerations within the environmental discourse. In his opinion, both ethics 
and aesthetics are overshadowed by economic considerations. He also notes the 
human-centredness of Swedish political parties, for instance in his discussion of 
technical metaphors in party programmes. ”Nature appears as a thing, a 
machine, which means that man is placed in the position of an engineer in 
relation to it...” (Hedrén 1993, 14, my translation). The objectification of nature 
is expressed in multiple ways. For example, politicians on the agricultural 
committee tend to define environmental problems as defects in the functioning 
of nature, a disrupted balance that humans must correct. As a consequence, an 
important task for various experts is to discover environmental problems 
(Hedrén 1994). Related to this, one should also note the perceived importance 
of finding out the limits of what nature can tolerate, which I have mentioned 
several occasions in this chapter.

The largely human-centred character of Swedish politics is by no means 
surprising. Even many ecocentric thinkers, for example Naess (1974), 
emphasise that human beings, in practice, have greater obligations towards 
individuals of our own species than towards individuals of others. Human 
actions are therefore bound to be expressions of human interests to a greater or 
lesser extent. Thus, at least in practice, we inevitably deal with degrees of 
human-centredness.11

The Approach of the Study

The following discussion is structured around the seeds of a green democratic 
theory, which were identified through my analysis of ecocentrism in Chapter 
three and summarised in Table 3.1. The first two seeds are extensions of the

11 The human-centred character of political life is also unmistakable in Bemt Aardal’s analysis 
of Norwegian political parties (1993). The justifications for environmental concern in the 
Norwegian parliamentary arena are very similar to the ones that I have identified in the Swedish 
context. For example, Norwegian parties stress recreation interests, agriculture and a general 
concern for future (human) generations, while natural resources are described in terms of their 
usefulness for human beings. Whether ecocentric values are present within Norwegian political 
parties cannot be inferred from Aardal’s analysis.
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concepts of liberty and equality. Here, the green contribution to democratic 
thought introduces human environmental rights and the rights of the non-human 
biota. As these are rights, they call for democratic representation. These green 
interpretations of equality have (almost) no analogue within Swedish political 
parties. Thus, instead of giving these values a separate section in the following 
analysis, they will be presented in discussions of related topics, primarily the 
rights of non-human beings.

”Environmental citizenship” not only embraces environmental rights, but also 
a responsibility for human relationships with nature and, as pointed out earlier 
”..an obligation to ’do one’s bit’ in the collective enterprise of achieving 
sustainability” (Barry 1996, 126). Among ecocentric advocates, the
recommended forms of action are often everyday tasks, including purchasing 
environmentally safer products and recycling household waste (Devall and 
Sessions 1985, Naess 1974). Clearly, human responsibility for the natural 
environment can also take other expressions, for example by voting for political 
parties that represent nature’s interests (assuming such parties exist). Devall 
(1993) also speaks of neighbourhood groups, or what he calls ecoteams, 
indicating the importance of strong initiatives from the public in ecocentric 
practices of democratic governance. Citizen obligations towards the natural 
environment is the third ecocentric contribution to democratic reasoning that 
will be discussed in this chapter.

Values in favour of civil disobedience in the face of irreversible environ
mental damage usefully illustrate the problem of linking green ideas to 
democratic theorising. If the ordinary channels for political influence do not 
provide satisfactory results, loyalty towards democratic procedures comes in 
conflict with loyalty towards nature. Civil disobedience is a radical form of 
political protest used when certain content requirements are not met through the 
legislation process. It was clear from Chapter four that ecocentric thinkers 
regard civil disobedience as a last resort. When other methods have failed, civil 
disobedience can be used to change the majority’s opinion, with the proviso that 
the action must be non-violent and that activists accept legal punishment.

Method and Material

The empirical material used to analyse the degree to which Swedish political 
parties endorse democratic values of an ecocentric kind include party 
documents and interviews with twelve politicians at national level who have 
been assigned, formally or informally, responsibility for environmental issues in
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party politics. These different types of material complement each other because 
they produce data of varying depth. Party programmes of various kinds present 
official views and cover a broad range of subjects in a fairly brief manner, while 
interviews allow for a more profound analysis of a smaller number of subjects. 
The party documents have been read with an eye towards green democratic 
values defined as environmental rights of humans and non-humans, the 
ecocentric idea of giving a wide range of beings democratic representation, and 
extended citizen obligations.

The analysis of green democratic values within Swedish political parties 
focuses on the election period of 1991-1994. I will analyse those political 
parties that were represented in the Swedish parliament during this election 
period. These are the Left (former Communist) Party, the Social Democratic 
Party, the Centre (Agrarian) Party, the Liberal Party, the Christian Democratic 
Party, the Conservative Party and New Democracy. In addition to the 
parliamentary parties, I also analyse the Green Party, which entered the Riksdag 
in the ”environmental election” 1988, lost its seats in 1991 and regained them in 
the 1994 election.12 Due to the ”green character” of the values studied here, a 
party with an explicit green label is seen as particularly relevant to study. I 
anticipate that eco-democratic values will be relatively well developed in the 
environmental movement, of which the Green Party can be argued to be a part. 
Indeed, one of the objectives behind the formation of the Swedish Green Party 
was to give the environmental movement a ”branch” into the parliament (e.g. 
Bennulf 1994, 62). Not only do I expect to find a more extensive environmental 
discussion in its party programmes, but I have also considered it justifiable to 
interview a somewhat larger number of representatives from this party. The 
Green Party distinguishes itself from the other parties because each Green Party 
politician has a responsibility for environmental matters. The selection of 
interviewees has been extended to include not only those who were party 
leaders (or ”spokespersons” as the Green Party calls them) at the time of the 
study, but also two former spokespersons who are the Party’s most visible 
representatives in the media.

The content analysis of ecocentric interpretations of liberty, equality and 
participation is based on party documents from the beginning of the 1990s (up 
to the spring 1994), including party programmes, environmental policy 
programmes, election manifestos, brochures and pamphlets (see the list of

12 Martin Brandorf, Peter Esaiasson and Niclas Håkansson’s analysis of election manifestos 
and party leader debates (1994, 13) shows that ”the environment” was the most important 
single issue among Swedish political parties in the electoral debate in 1988.
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references for a full presentation). The main emphasis is on environmental 
programmes and party programmes. The Green and Social Democratic Parties 
and New Democracy did not have a specific environmental programme for this 
election period, but each of them has a party programme from 1993. My 
analysis of them is primarily based on these. The Left, Centre, Liberal and 
Christian Democratic Parties have both a party programme and an 
environmental programme from the early 1990s. In fact, the Left Party 
presented two environmental programmes (1991 and 1993). The Conservative 
Party has an environmental programme from 1990 and a relatively old 
ideological programme from 1978. For this party, I also study what they call 
their action programme from 1993. This material provides the official views of 
the parties.

Interviews are considered a supplementary source of information. Interviews 
were conducted with one or more politicians from each party. Interviewees were 
individuals considered to be the spokesperson(s) on environmental issues for 
her/his party. With the exception of the Green Party, Swedish political parties 
give only a few people at the national level the formal or informal task of 
dealing with environmental issues. The selection of politicians to interview was 
therefore relatively uncomplicated. I have also employed a kind of ”mapping” to 
improve the representativeness of interviewees. At the end of each interview, I 
asked whether the respondent considered herself/himself to be representative for 
her/his political party concerning the subjects of our discussion. If the answer was 
negative or hesitant, the respondents were asked for additional names. This 
approach led me to interview additional politicians from the Green and the 
Christian Democratic Parties.13

Interviews were held between January and June 1992 and were generally 
carried out at the respondent’s place of work. Most interviews were conducted 
in person, although three were done over the telephone. The difference in 
methods was due to considerations of time and communication costs. For 
example, interviewees were sometimes located across vast geographical 
distances. Interviews conducted over the phone are obviously fast and 
inexpensive. A frequent objection against their use is that telephone 
interviewing omits information that is not transmitted verbally, such as smiles, 
nods, gestures and other signals communicated body language (Krag Jacobsen

13 A heavy work-load prevented Ericsson (the Christian Democratic Party) from taking part in 
the first round of interviews. His party colleague Staaf took his place. To get a representative 
impression of this party on environmental issues, Staaf advised me to talk to Ericsson as well. 
The follow-up interview was conducted in May 1993.
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1993). However, because I do not analyse this type of more subtle data, 
telephone interviews provide sufficient information for my purposes.14

It is my experience that personal interviews allow more time for conversation 
than telephone interviews. This can be argued to increase the likelihood of 
developing an informal and relaxed atmosphere for the interview. I found that, 
irrespective of the interview method used, introductory discussions were mainly 
limited to my presentation of myself and my work. Time to chat came at the end 
of the interview. Consequently, more or less time for conversation of a personal 
kind did not affect the results on democratic values.

A tape recorder was used to document the interviews. An obvious advantage 
of taping is that the entire interview is documented, so the researcher can 
concentrate on the flow of the conversation and to formulate follow-up 
questions. I agree with Pål Repstad (1993) that detailed documentation is 
particularly important when a study is aimed at measuring values and feelings 
rather than ”facts and figures”. According to Jan Krag Jacobsen (1993), 
recording also avoids the potential confusion created by the fact that the 
researcher does not write down things that she/he considers unimportant -  
though the interviewee might not agree! A shortcoming with tape recording 
interviews is that it can make the respondent nervous (Repstad 1993). The 
respondents that I interviewed are accustomed to media contacts and work as 
creators of public opinion, which clearly minimises this risk.15

The interviewees quoted in this and other chapters have all given me 
permission to quote them.161 translated all quotations from Swedish to English. 
They are included in the text for the purpose of illustrating how I have judged 
and interpreted the interview material, and party documents. The interview 
questions (which were not shown to the respondents until the interviews 
actually took place) are presented in full in the Appendix.

14 Krag Jacobsen (1993) also notes positive effects of using the telephone for interview 
purposes. Since the respondent gets no visual impressions from the researcher and research 
surroundings, the interviewee creates her/his own image of the setting. Thus, no visual 
impression ”interferes” with the dialogue.

15 None of the politicians refused when I asked if they would allow tape-recording of the 
interview.

16 Within a month of the interview, a written transcript was sent to the interviewee for her/his 
response. Several politicians took the opportunity to add information and/or to make minor 
corrections in the text. In the beginning of 1995, politicians also got the opportunity to 
respond to a previous version of this chapter.
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The content analysis presented in this study is qualitative in character. This 
choice is justified by the subtle character of what is being investigated. Values 
are not easily quantified, and when they are reflected in texts such as party 
programmes, it is critical to evaluate the context within which they are 
presented. Moreover, with regard to quantitative approaches, there are clearly 
no guarantees that the importance of a value is reflected in how often it appears 
in a text. Despite these considerations, quantitative techniques do offer 
alternative ways of ”grouping” -  in this case grouping political parties with 
regard to their ”degree of green-ness”. When exploring how much ”room” 
political parties devote to the environmental issue area in their party 
programmes (including perceptions of environmental problems, possible causes 
and suggested strategies to handle the difficulties), I have found pronounced 
similarities between classifications produced by a qualitative approach and a 
quantitative one. A modest quantitative content analysis of party programmes 
was done during the 1991-1994 election period. I counted the number of lines 
and pages that each party devoted to environmental matters. The results suggest 
that Swedish political parties fall into one of three categories (Lundmark 1995). 
The Green, Centre and Left Parties give the most room to environmental issues. 
The Green Party devotes approximately 29 per cent of its party programme 
(1993) to the environment, which is more than any other party. In the first third 
of the Centre Party’s party programme (1990), the figure for environmental 
content is about 40 per cent. Looking at the entire document, roughly 17 per 
cent of the contents has connections to environmental matters. About 15 per 
cent of the Left Party’s party programme has an environmental theme. The 
second grouping of parties includes the Christian, Social Democratic and 
Liberal Parties. New Democracy and the Conservative Parties form the third 
category. Only a few per cent of the statements in their party programmes have 
to do with the environment (ibid., 69).

Liberty and Equality: 
Human Environmental Rights and the Rights of Non-humans

Ecocentric advocates suggest an extended concept of rights that encompasses 
the right of human beings to a healthy living environment and the right of each 
life-form to live and evolve according to its own prerequisites (e.g. Naess 
1974). Of these two components, I consider the rights of non-humans to 
emanate directly from ecocentrism, since they rely on a belief in ecocentric
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equality norms and the intrinsic value of nature, regardless of how useful and 
pleasing human beings find it. Human environmental rights concern the 
freedoms of human beings and therefore combine ecocentrism and human
centredness. Do Swedish political parties support these rights and, if they do, 
are these rights held to be essential to democratic decision-making?

My analysis suggests that the Green and the Left Parties have ecocentric 
values on rights, both with regard to human environmental rights and the rights 
of other organisms. Starting with the rights of humans, these political parties 
assert that each generation has the moral right to enjoy the richness of nature. 
This implies restrictions on the way present generations relate to the natural 
environment to ensure that we do not use up natural resources, make species 
extinct etc., thereby limiting the choices of our children and grandchildren. As 
we turn to ecocentric interpretations of participation, we shall see that this 
particular position is widely shared among Swedish political parties. The Green 
and the Left Parties also argue in their programmes that human beings are 
entitled to live in an environment that is not dangerous for their health. The 
Green Party even favours giving this right constitutional status.

Our fundamental rights and freedoms are described in our constitution. The 
Green Party considers above all that one basic right is missing, namely the right 
to a healthy living environment, i.e. the right to breathe fresh air, drink pure water 
and access to a natural environment free from pollution and noise (the Green 
Party’s party programme 1993,46, my translation).

This statement could be interpreted as a desire to give human environmental 
rights the same status as the other rights usually connected with citizenship. 
However, the Swedish constitution also contains prescriptive statements that are 
not legally binding. For example, it is confirmed that the welfare of the 
individual should guide public activities (RF 1:2). Individuals’ welfare is 
further specified as the right to work, a place to live, social security, education, 
equality between men and women, and a good living environment, which can be 
interpreted as encompassing both indoor and outdoor environment. Thus, a 
clean and healthy natural environment is indirectly part of the ”ought sentences” 
of the Swedish constitution. These elements are desirable outcomes of 
democratic decision-making rather than parts of the decision-making process 
itself.17

17 Restrictions on human behaviour towards nature are expressed in several ways in Swedish 
environmental legislation, for example, some specific ecosystems are protected against ex
ploitation. See, for instance, the legislation on natural resources (”naturresurslagen”, e.g. 2:6).
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Turning to rights of non-humans, the Left Party’s environmental programme 
from 1991 expresses the idea that all species are entitled to inhabit the earth. 
The rights of animals and plants imply restrictions in our relationships with the 
natural environment, meaning that we must not act in ways that lead to the 
extinction of species. The emphasis in the party programme (1993) is on animal 
rights, in particular opposing painful experiments on animals because they are 
sentient beings entitled to a good life. Indeed, these ideas bear some 
resemblance to the ones proposed by animal rights theorists (cf. Chapter three). 
Animal rights are not elaborated upon in a constitutional sense, nor otherwise 
connected with democratic decision-making. Thus, the Left Party largely 
recognises the moral rights of non-humans, primarily animals.

In comparison with the Left Party, the Green Party takes the discussion of
non-human rights closer to the ecocentric ideal type. For example, the Green

18Party declares that each species is entitled to exist on its own terms. Indeed, 
this party embraces the entire spectrum of natural entities that ecocentric 
theorists consider worthy of human consideration and protection. To protect the 
rights of animals, plants and ecosystems in practice, the Green Party suggests 
giving national parks and non-exploited rivers and river sections constitutional 
protection. This would mean that political decisions with important environ
mental implications would have to be made by two consecutive governments 
with an intervening national election (brochure 1991 and party programme 
1993). Another suggestion is to give non-profit associations the opportunity to 
represent the natural environment when politicians plan activities involving 
large-scale environmental exploitation (ibid.). This is one of the few statements 
by Swedish political parties that concern the ecocentric idea of representing 
non-humans in political decision-making. However, the Green Party does not 
mention the problem that this creates from the point of view of democratic 
theory: nature’s representatives have to be appointed rather than elected by 
those who have the interests (cf. Bumheim 1995 and Dobson 1996a).

18 ’The Green Party wants all species, races or sub-species to be guaranteed long-term survival 
under natural conditions in viable numbers within their natural habitats” (party programme 
1993,27, my translation). When considering non-human rights, the Swedish Green Party gives 
a more ecocentric impression than its British counterpart. Mills’ (1996) analysis of the British 
Green Party’s manifesto from 1992 reveals no explicit statements of non-human rights based 
on the intrinsic value of other species and ecosystems.
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For the Christian and the Social Democratic Parties, environmental rights 
primarily encompass human rights to clean air and water.19 In the Social 
Democratic party programme (1993), it is argued that everybody is entitled to 
outdoor recreation within the boundaries set by laws to ensure environmental 
protection. This party classifies a good environment as a social right that is 
linked to regional development policy. People are entitled to employment, a 
place to live, a good environment, etc., irrespective of where they reside. The 
Christian Democratic Party raises the question that I posed in Chapter three -  
who should speak for ”nature” in political decision-making? In its 
environmental programme (1991) this party suggests that the authorities at 
municipal, county and national levels who currently work with environmental 
issues should also represent environmental interests in negotiations preceding 
decisions with predictable environmental consequences. A parallel is drawn 
between this suggestion and the negotiations concerning the right of 
participation in decision-making in the workplace. The Christian Democratic 
Party also proposes an ombudsman for the environment to deal with complaints 
from citizens who think that political decisions are in conflict with ”the 
ecological laws” (ibid., 26). When considering these arguments, the Christian 
Democratic Party seems to jump to eco-democratic conclusions, speaking for 
the political representation of nature’s interests without elaborating upon the 
non-human rights that logically precede such a representation. From the 
analysis of party documents and interviews, it is not clear whether such rights 
are endorsed by the Christian Democratic Party and merely taken for granted in 
the presentation of the party’s ideas, or if this indicates a conflict within the 
party with regard to how ”deep-green” it should be. Here, we can recall the 
previously mentioned critique of what was called ”extreme ecocentrism”, 
meaning that this party opposes the idea that human beings are more or less 
equal with other living organisms.

In its documents, the Centre Party points out that human environmental rights 
do not only imply that human beings are entitled to clean air and a job that is 
not hazardous to one’s health, but that they also imply obligations to preserve 
biodiversity in vital ecosystems and to use natural resources wisely.20 Phrased

19 ”Access to fresh air, clean water, healthy foods and an undamaged natural environment are 
self-evident components of human rights...” (the Christian Democratic Party’s environmental 
programme 1991,4, my translation).

20 ”Everyone has the right to live in a good environment. A good environment requires clean air 
and water, healthy forests and lakes. Human beings have no right to break the ecological cycle” 
(the Centre Party’s party programme 1990,23, my translation).
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differently, human beings have an obligation not to disrupt ecological 
dependencies (party programme 1990). Furthermore, it is argued that human 
beings living in advanced industrial societies have no right to ”...exploit poor 
countries and future generations to maintain their own material standard” (ibid., 
79, my translation). The Centre Party even describes environmental problems as 
posing a threat to human health, freedom and democracy. ”Few things limit the 
individual’s freedom to create and shape the life he or she wants as much as 
failing health and a destroyed environment. The concept of freedom must, 
therefore, be broadened so that these are included” (environmental programme 
1988, 3, my translation). This statement seems to suggest an essential link 
between human environmental rights and democratic procedures. However, 
there are also statements that suggest otherwise, for example, the Centre Party 
representative I interviewed argues that human environmental rights are so 
important that they should have the same status as the United Nation’s 
Declaration on Human Rights, implying that they set a standard for the content 
of national legislation rather than create an essential link between these rights 
and the legislation process itself.

The Conservative and the Liberal Parties approach human environmental 
rights from the viewpoint of individual ownership. It is argued that property 
rights are linked to environmental protection in various ways. The Conservative 
Party declares that an owner can be held economically responsible for environ
mental deterioration, and that he or she can claim economic compensation if 
concern for the environment causes land use restrictions (action programme 
1993). The Liberal Party also discusses potential conflicts between human 
environmental rights and property rights. According to this party, human beings 
are entitled to use and develop natural resources, but these rights do not permit 
ecological impoverishment (environmental programme 1991 and election 
manifesto 1991). As the previous discussion has shown, such restrictions on 
human relationships with nature are common among Swedish political parties 
and will be further discussed when we turn to ecocentric interpretations of 
participation. Non-socialist parties also discuss the importance of individual 
ownership for environmental protection, meaning that the ownership of 
property leads to responsible use of natural resources. This view is particularly 
clear in Conservative and Centre Party documents. New Democracy does not 
define clean air, water, etc. as human rights, but as ”self-evident wants” which 
must be combined with ”economic reality” (party programme 1993, 16).

In sum, Swedish political parties primarily endorse human environmental 
rights, which is largely an anthropocentric standpoint. A frequently mentioned
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example of this is the Swedish right of access to private land which is not in 
direct proximity to someone’s house or garden. My analysis suggests that, at the 
beginning of the 1990s, only the Green and the Left Parties held ecocentric 
values in this respect, though they linked them to the good society rather than 
the good constitution. The Christian Democratic Party shows tendencies in the 
same direction. Most political parties emphasise that human environmental 
rights are linked to responsible behaviour in our relationships with the natural 
environment. I will discuss this further as I now turn to a discussion of the 
concept of participation.

Participation: Environmental Citizenship

Swedish political parties advocate an active citizen role in environmental issues, 
indicating adherence to the ecocentric idea that each individual has a 
responsibility for her/his relationship with the natural environment. These 
obligations are commonly defined in terms of day to day efforts to protect the 
natural environment. Human-centred justifications for environmentally be
nevolent actions dominate party documents. As human beings we have a duty to 
hold our environmental inheritance in trust for our children and grandchildren 
whom, as was mentioned in the previous discussion of rights, are also entitled 
to enjoy a healthy environment. In party programmes from, in particular, the 
Conservative, Liberal and Christian Democratic Parties, these ideas are 
commonly expressed in terms of ”stewardship” (see also Loftsson 1993). Below 
I quote some of the most illustrative statements.

Every worker must take responsibility for the output from production and its 
effects on the environment. Every consumer must accept his/her responsibility for 
what happens with ’what is left over’ -  waste products and rubbish (the Left 
Party’s environmental programme 1993,10, my translation).

A successful environmental policy requires that every citizen... accepts his/her 
responsibility for a good environment and for economising with natural resources 
(the Social Democratic Party’s party programme 1993,54, my translation).21

The idea of stewardship places considerable demands on the individual’s 
involvement and cooperation. There are few areas in which it is so vital as in

21 See also the brochure ”Krusbarsboken” (1991).
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relation to the environment. No one can escape his/her responsibility for our 
common inheritance by referring to others (the Liberal Party’s environmental 
programme 1991, 3, my translation).

Human beings have an individual and a collective responsibility to look after and 
not use up finite resources and natural assets (the Christian Democratic Party’s 
party programme 1993, 75, my translation).

The individual’s responsibility for the environment must be increased. A liberal 
stance on the environment gives the individual a basic responsibility. It is not 
sufficient to argue that environmental problems have to be solved by others, the 
state or economic interests (the Conservative Party’s action programme 1993, 68, 
my translation).22

During interviews with politicians from the respective parties, I asked what 
people can do for the environment. Each politician spoke in favour of altered 
consumer behaviour and/or recycling of household waste, saving energy and 
similar activities. As a Green Party advocate says (my translation), ”it should be 
a self-evident part of our daily life to take tomorrow into account, but this is 
something we have lost track of in our Western civilisation. We can consume 
more wisely: vegetables that have not been treated with pesticides, unbleached 
paper and environmentally friendly dish-washing liquid and soap powder. We 
can also use our cars less and take a train instead of fly. Taken together, many 
small measures are very important.” These and similar activities are discussed 
in varying detail in most of the party documents I analysed. For instance, the 
Christian Democratic Party’s environmental programme (1991) has an instruc
tive appendix of nine pages on what we can do for the environment in our daily 
lives. In its party programme (1993), it also proposes that housing should be 
designed to facilitate recycling of household waste. New Democracy, which did 
not display ecocentric values on environmental rights, also advocates various 
household related activities to protect the environment (party programme 1993).

Non-socialist parties have particular faith in consumers’ ability to influence 
production in a market economy. A Christian Democrat I interviewed provided 
a good summary of this standpoint (my translation): ”If the customer acts 
correctly in a market economy, then he or she has a great deal of influence. 
Production by firms that have invested in environmentally friendly techniques is 
stimulated through demand. In this way, incentives are also created for other

22 As I pointed out previously, the Centre Party connects increased citizen responsibility for the 
environment to the decentralisation of political decision-making.
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firms to follow the same good example. The ideal is that consumers have such a 
strong environmental awareness that firms know that they must produce 
environmentally friendly goods”. Even if consumer power is emphasised most 
by non-socialist parties, parties within the socialist block and the Green Party 
also recognise this strategy as a way to improve the environment. For example, 
the Social Democratic Party advocates a system of marking products that 
enables the environmentally conscious consumer to choose less environ
mentally damaging products (information leaflet 1991). The Left and the Green 
Parties state that people acting as environmentally aware consumers are 
important in the process of transforming society in an environmentally 
sustainable direction (party programmes 1993). Clearly, the consumer is a 
single individual who chooses a particular behaviour, for example, vis-à-vis the 
natural environment. However, it is also evident from the party programmes that 
consumers are regarded as a collective that influences the production process.

Interviewees from most political parties stress that individuals are not on 
their own in this process of extending citizen responsibilities to encompass the 
natural environment. When speaking for the use of consumer power, less 
environmentally dangerous forms of transportation etc., politicians commonly 
emphasise the relationship between individuals and the state. If society is not 
constructed in such a way as to facilitate ”environmentally friendly” behaviour, 
it is argued that it is unfair to impose the whole burden of responsibility for 
environmental problem management on the individual. Politicians and state 
authorities must accept their share of the responsibility and make it possible for 
people to conduct their lives in accordance with the idea of sustainable 
development. In line with their ideological commitments, representatives from 
parties to the left of the ideological spectrum are most prone to emphasise what 
the state should do for the environment. This is also true for Green Party 
representatives. For Liberals, Conservatives and Christian Democrats, the 
initiative lies with the individual, which is in keeping with the idea of 
stewardship.

Purchasing environmentally safe(r) products is an example of the ”obligation 
component” of environmental citizenship. The question is whether consumer 
choices of this kind and recycling paper and glass are ”green enough” as 
measured by the ecocentric standards presented in Chapter three? For the 
political parties, activities that promote environmental protection or improve
ment are expressions of the ”active” element of environmental citizenship, 
because they suggest ways to implement increased environmental responsibility 
in practice. Devall (1993) argues that ecocentric lifestyles also involve being
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concerned about other people’s waste and, for lack of a better term, the 
”passive” part of environmental citizenship that involves a deep sensitivity 
towards nature and acknowledging ecological interdependency (cf. Naess in 
Rothenberg 1993). In my opinion, it is not realistic to expect complete corre
spondence between green theory and practice. It is, nevertheless, interesting to 
investigate whether these deep-green values are at all represented in the 
Swedish political arena.

An embryo of such sensitivity towards nature can be identified in party 
programmes and interviews. For instance, the Centre Party speaks of respect for 
nature and humility with regard to each life form (party programme 1990). The 
general argument is that increased environmental consciousness (however 
poorly specified) must precede change towards more protective treatment of the 
natural environment. If ecocentric theorists are more specific about what 
constitutes these deep-green values, party documents and environmental 
spokespersons give more elaborate answers to questions about how to 
accomplish the change in attitude necessary for stimulating citizens’ environ
mental responsibility. Environmental information can, for instance, be trans
mitted through the mass media, the educational system, through consumer 
organisations, study circles and environmental activities for children. The 
family is commonly described as another crucial agent in this particular process 
of socialisation.

Among the political parties analysed, I interpret the Green and the Left 
Parties as being closest to the ecocentric standard of deep sensitivity with 
nature. ”In order to survive as a species on the earth, mankind must develop an 
ecological understanding. It is not sufficient just to know about nature’s laws, we 
must also understand and respect them” (the Green Party’s party programme 
1993, 49, my translation). In the Left Party’s environmental programme (1991) 
and in the Green Party’s party programme (1993), I identified an argument that 
is also common among ecocentric thinkers -  that experiencing the ”wonders of 
nature” generates both environmental knowledge and a commitment to protect
ing species and ecosystems.

In its party programme (1993), the Green Party presents an idea of extended 
citizenship with no parallel among the other political parties. It suggests that 
national service should be transformed into a service increasingly without a 
military association. Regiments could, for example, be used for environmental 
purposes. Personnel could monitor the environmental situation, look after 
national parks and assist in responding to international environmental 
catastrophes. Ljunggren argues (1990) that this strong state control measure is
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one of the main instruments suggested by the Green Party to mobilise the 
general public to take part in the transformation towards an environmentally 
sustainable society. It shares several problems with other proposals linked to the 
public sector, in particular financing. It also implies a significant interference in 
the lives of individuals’ which, as Ljunggren points out, does not correspond 
well with the Green Party’s emphasis on freedom of choice and local green 
initiatives.

In sum, my analysis suggests that there is unanimity among Swedish political 
parties that people have a responsibility for the natural environment. The 
actions that the parties support are relatively easy to undertake, for instance, 
using public transport and recycling paper and glass. The Green Party takes the 
discussion several steps further by suggesting environmental rather than 
military service for young men and women. Even if one can question the 
compulsory character of this instrument, it is nonetheless an institutionalised 
expression of environmental citizenship. Since this party also recognises the 
need for deep sensitivity towards nature, I classify this party as holding 
ecocentric values on participation. The Left Party has ecocentric tendencies in 
this respect.

Civil Disobedience

In Chapter three I concluded that the legitimacy of civil disobedience from an 
ecocentric viewpoint is linked to perceptions of irreversible environmental 
danger. Thus, civil disobedience is a radical strategy to prevent irreparable 
environmental damage when ”ordinary” procedures for political influence do 
not provide satisfactory results. Do these values have empirical analogues? The 
data show that Swedish political parties often describe environmental 
degradation as having irrevocable effects.

Few damages are so difficult to repair as those which harm the natural environ
ment. It is not possible to recreate a marsh that has been drained, an overgrown 
meadow cannot get its flowers back because they are no longer found in the area 
and an extinct species is lost forever (the Conservative Party’s environmental 
programme 1990,43, my translation).

Most of the politicians interviewed emphasise that if environmental degradation 
is not halted, humanity is headed for a serious ecological crisis. Green, Centre 
and Liberal Party representatives as well as one of the two Christian Democrats 
interviewed, give top priority to peace and environmental issues on the grounds
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that they involve basic conditions for human life. If and when the environmental 
crisis will be so severe as to threaten life on earth is, of course, impossible to 
predict. However, when survival is at stake, other considerations seem less 
significant.

The threat to biological diversity must be regarded as one of the two or three 
[issues] at the top of the list [of urgent future issues] simply because it is 
irrevocable... If we undermine the prerequisites for a good life in an environment 
which is sustainable, then it does not matter what else we decide on 
(spokesperson from the Green Party, my translation).

Mankind’s survival is given priority over all other important issues relating to the 
future. Naturally, survival includes an environment which does not damage our 
life and health (Centre Party representative, my translation).

The environmental issue is a fundamental prerequisite for mankind’s continued 
existence... Without an acceptable way of dealing with the environmental issue, it 
is meaningless to improve, for example, child care and care for the elderly 
(Liberal respondent, my translation).

Politicians who do not fear that environmental degradation will bring life on 
earth to an end nevertheless stress that environmental problems can escalate 
beyond repair, at least in a local or regional context. Party programmes 
generally reflect a concern for environmental irreversibility in some sense. For 
instance, most programmes describe the extinction of species as a serious 
problem. The Christian, Centre and Green Parties’ party programmes (1990 and 
1993) even assert that environmental problems threaten the survival of 
mankind. New Democracy is the only party whose programmes do not express a 
concern over environmental irreversibility (1991 and 1993). This suggests a 
strong faith in the human capacity for problem management.23 This was 
confirmed in the interview with the New Democracy spokesperson. He argued 
that human beings will be able to avert environmental disaster before it 
becomes imminent.

The analysis in Chapter four showed that ecocentric theorists find non
violent unlawful political behaviour to be justified if activists act from a moral

23 In comparison with the other political parties, New Democracy presents the most positive 
views on the Swedish environmental situation. ”The most important specific emission sources 
have, with few exceptions, been dealt with in Sweden. The degree of cleansing is very high and 
the cost of marginal improvement would be very expensive” (party programme 1993, 16, my 
translation).
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conviction of what is right (in this case, to avert environmental destruction), if 
they plead to the majority’s sense of justice, and if the established channels for 
political influence have been tried but have proven unsatisfactory. Furthermore, 
legitimisation of civil disobedience requires that activists are prepared to accept 
legal punishment for their actions. Politicians, on the other hand, have accepted 
to work within the rules set by democratic decision-making. This is likely to 
restrict their tolerance of civil disobedience.

In general, party programmes do not comment on unlawful political protests. 
The programmes from the Left and the Green Parties are exceptions (1993). The 
Green Party suggests that when people try to avert imminent environmental 
danger, their action should be classified as an act of self-defence.24 Civil dis
obedience is not explicitly mentioned in this context. However, the discussion 
of the implications for the legal system of legitimising non-violent activities to 
prevent environmental damage indicates that civil disobedience is the activity 
that the Green Party has in mind. The justification is made explicit in Green 
Party documents -  human beings need the natural environment to survive. The 
Left Party does not connect civil disobedience to the protection of a particular 
interest, environmental or other. It is stated rather that unlawful behaviour can 
be justified when politicians have not paid enough attention to public opinion, 
or when people consider political decisions to be highly immoral (party 
programme 1993). Thus, for the Left Party I conclude that the identified value 
has the ecocentric form, but no distinct colour!

Civil disobedience by ordinary people which is directed at insufficiently sensitive
politicians or against highly immoral political decisions can be necessary and
justifiable (the Left Party’s party programme 1993, 5, my translation).

Each of the Green Party representatives interviewed accepts occasional 
violations of the law in order to protest against environmental exploitation with 
irrevocable consequences. Several Green Party politicians have engaged in civil 
disobedience themselves as a way of raising public opinion. In the case of the 
construction of a bridge connecting Sweden and Denmark between the cities of 
Malmö and Copenhagen, some spokespersons find civil disobedience to be

24 ’The Green Party considers that the regulations concerning self-defence in Swedish law 
should be supplemented with a ruling that a person trying to stop an on-going or a threatened 
intrusion in an environmentally sensitive area is acting in self-defence. However, this principle 
of self-defence does not legitimise violence against people, animals or someone else’s property” 
(party programme 1993,47, my translation).
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necessary from an ecological point of view. One of them even considers the 
acceptance of unlawful political behaviour as one of democracy’s merits. ”The 
whole working class movement is built up around extra-parliamentary actions. 
Nearly every social reform has begun with civil disobedience, unlawful strikes 
and so on”. Another Green Party interviewee underscores that each individual 
must follow his/her own conscience concerning illegal methods. ”If you feel 
that a decision is so crazy that the only reasonable thing to do is to break the 
law, then as an individual you should do so”. As a political representative, she 
does not recommend breaking the law, but emphasises changing a law if it leads 
to civil disobedience. ”It is the law that is wrong if people are forced to break 
it” (my translations).

A third interviewee from the Green Party expects civil disobedience to 
become more frequent in the future. The driving force is an escalating and more 
obvious environmental threat. In his opinion, civil disobedience is best when 
people act, despite risk of punishment, to protest against something that 
threatens life. Thus, civil disobedience is an expression of intense concern for 
the natural environment which leads people to engage in political protest 
beyond what is sanctioned by law. However, this spokesperson from the Green 
Party emphasises that violence against any form of life is never legitimate. All 
these opinions about civil disobedience within the Green Party correspond well 
with the ideas articulated by ecocentrism’s proponents.

The fourth Green Party respondent that I interviewed also points out that 
there are limits to civil disobedience in so far as one must not harm property or 
injure people. However, if environmental degradation continues, damage to 
material things could become acceptable in the future in order to achieve more 
rapid change. These ideas resemble those of Devall and Sessions (1985) 
presented in Chapter three. However, it should be noted that justifying material 
damage to defend the environment is rarely done, either by ecocentric theorists 
or, especially, political party representatives. However, according to the fourth 
Green Party respondent just mentioned, even certain personal injuries will pre
sumably come to be regarded as legitimate, at least in really critical situations. 
Germany during the Second World War is taken as an example. ”It was clearly 
unlawful to ’kill a few nazis’, but with hindsight we can understand the strong 
feelings that lay behind such deeds” (my translation). This point of view finds 
no analogue in the ecocentric writings that are analysed in this study.

The Left Party representative accepts occasional violations of the law to 
protect the natural environment. The choice of conduct depends on the 
situation. ”A society’s laws and regulations are not static, a once and for all
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time given system, but rather a system which is in a state of continual change”. 
One of the Christian Democrats interviewed finds it difficult to decide whether 
it is right or wrong to break laws to defend the environment. ”From an 
emotional point of view I have sympathy for those who do not wholly follow 
the law, ... as long as they do not endanger life or limb”. Another Christian 
Democrat I interviewed argued that it is not justifiable to break laws to defend 
the environment. ”We have a parliamentary democracy and a legislation to 
follow. If we do not like the laws then they can be changed by passing new 
legislation. This alone will give long-term results” (my translations).

Politicians from the Social Democratic, Centre, Liberal, Conservative Parties 
and New Democracy are opposed to civil disobedience, even in the face of 
irreversible environmental threats. They argue that it is necessary to support the 
democratic ”rules of the game”. They accept and encourage unconventional 
political action as long as it is legal. People can demonstrate against laws but 
they should not break them. If a particular law is rejected by large groups of 
citizens, it can be replaced. Thus, the ”right” type of conduct is to change laws, 
not to break them.

Laws should not be broken, rather the point is to never give up. By trying again 
and again one can, perhaps, finally bring about a change in the law (Social 
Democrat, my translation).

We must not deviate from the principle of the mie of law. To break the law is 
wrong. The only right thing to do is to change it (Centre Party politician, my 
translation).

Obviously, I cannot support anything which is illegal. We must be able to take for 
granted that those laws that we have actually apply in reality (Liberal politician, 
my translation).

People giving expression to what they believe is certainly admirable, but not if it 
occurs via illegal actions. By using such methods there is a considerable risk that 
we do more harm than good (Conservative, my translation).

I think that people must be allowed to show their dissatisfaction. But I do not 
want them to resort to methods that are outside the boundaries of the law. In that 
case, one should demonstrate against the law. That is allowed (New Democrat, 
my translation).

Some political representatives who dissociate themselves from unlawful 
methods for political protest, nevertheless recognise that violation of the law is
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often minor when people engage in civil disobedience. For example, the Centre 
Party representative argues that ”...to climb up a chimney involves, above all, a 
personal risk rather than a serious crime” (my translation). He also notes that 
civil disobedience is not necessarily linked to the defence of environmental 
interests, but is a particular form of protest activity.

In sum, most of the political parties and their environmental spokespersons 
oppose civil disobedience as a means of appealing to the majority’s sense of 
justice, even when the action takes place in response to irreparable 
environmental damage. Acceptance of civil disobedience to protect the natural 
environment primarily applies to the Green Party, both according to documents 
and interviews. Indeed, this party expresses values on civil disobedience that 
are similar to those identified within green ideology. In its party programme, the 
Left Party also accepts civil disobedience, but without necessarily connecting 
this form of protest behaviour to environmental protection. Clearly, however, 
environmental protection is important given this Party’s rather distinct set of 
green values.

Conclusions

In summarising the analysis of eco-democratic values among Swedish political 
parties, one conclusion is that the Green Party comes closest to the ecocentric 
”ideal type”, displaying a striking similarity with ecocentrism with regard to the 
interpretations of, in particular, liberty and participation. However, a crucial 
discrepancy has been noted -  the values displayed by the Green Party, and 
indeed by the other Swedish political parties are primarily connected to the 
good society, not to the good constitution.

Human environmental rights are expressed in a matter-of-fact way by 
Swedish political parties. The human right to a good living environment is 
considered to be similar to other social rights, for instance, the rights to 
education and health care.25 The Green Party is the main exception, proposing 
constitutional protection of the rights to clean air, water, etc. Furthermore, we 
can note the lack of debate among Swedish political parties concerning the 
implementation of human environmental rights. Indeed, there is support for

25 That human environmental rights are considered to be one among many social rights is 
particularly well expressed in the Centre Party’s party programme (1990, 34, my translation). 
”All people have the right to a good local environment, freedom from air pollution and 
freedom from waiting lists for housing, care services, etc.”.
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Eckersley’s statement that ”[r]ights now form part of ordinary language and a 
central part of the discourse of Realpolitik, providing a ’court of appeal’ in 
which the justice of actions or proposed actions may be judged” (Eckersley 
1995,174). Non-human rights are only advocated by the Green and Left Parties, 
however there are no indications that these rights are considered essential to 
their conceptions of the democratic process.

The analysis in this chapter shows complete unanimity among Swedish 
political parties regarding the desirability of an active citizen role in the 
protection of the natural environment. The examples of how such an active role 
can be manifest are, however, ”shallow” in character (to use the terminology of 
Arne Naess), that is, they encompass responsibility for the individual’s own 
effect on the biota. People are encouraged to minimise pollution and waste 
production, for example by acting as environmentally conscious consumers. 
This ”market-thinking” about the environment is adopted even by parties on the 
ideological left of Swedish politics. The analysis suggests that the Green and 
Left Parties come closest to ecocentric standards even in this regard. It is argued 
that by experiencing the ”wonders” of nature, people will increase their 
understanding of the natural environment and develop a sense of obligation to 
protect it. The Green Party also suggests relatively far-reaching measures about 
how to implement environmental citizenship in practice, primarily by 
suggesting environmental rather than military service, both for women and men. 
Even in this case, Swedish political parties show no efforts to link this environ
mental responsibility to the democratic process of decision-making.

One of the eco-democratic seeds remains almost unrecognised by Swedish 
political parties -  the idea of extending the principle of ”one person, one vote” 
to encompass democratic representation for non-humans. Only the Green and 
Christian Democratic Parties suggest ways to represent the non-human 
community in political decision-making. However, recall that the Christian 
Democratic Party does not elaborate upon the ecocentric idea of non-human 
rights. Without the recognition of non-human rights, it is not clear what forms 
the basis for this party’s seemingly green interpretations of equality.

Under certain circumstances, the Green and the Left Parties accept civil 
disobedience as being legitimate, for example to protect the natural 
environment. All other parties officially (and mostly also in interviews) oppose 
this particular form of protest behaviour. Here, I would like to stress that values 
in favour of civil disobedience have no impact on the classification of parties 
with regard to their eco-democratic values. The empirical results on this topic
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rather illustrate how far the political actors are prepared to go to protect what is 
regarded as environmentally valuable.

When comparing the ”grouping” of political parties along the growth -  
ecology dimension, and what has been found in the analysis of eco-democratic 
values, the Centre Party is the deviant case. It is clearly among the four greenest 
parties when considering its location on the growth -  ecology dimension. 
However, it does not distinguish itself as having ecocentric interpretations of 
liberty, equality and participation. This result is surprising since the Centre 
Party is commonly singled out as a forerunner in Swedish environmental 
politics (e.g. Jamison et al. 1990 and Loftsson et al. 1993).

An important finding is that ecocentric interpretations of fundamental 
democratic values can ”exist” within a largely human-centred political arena. 
Anthropocentrism is without doubt the dominant perspective. However, several 
of the political parties express rather far-reaching ecocentric values and also 
manage to integrate these ideas (or perhaps to disregard the inconsistencies) 
within a predominantly anthropocentric ideological framework.
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6

The Swedish Environmental Movement 
and its Eco-democratic Values

Among the political actors whose values are analysed in this thesis, there are 
reasons to expect that those within the Swedish environmental movement have 
particularly elaborate eco-democratic values. This includes values in favour of 
environmental rights and obligations and the ecocentric addition to the principle 
of one person, one vote -  concern for other life-forms and ecosystems. 
Individuals holding these values are presumed to be more likely than others to 
join an organisation that works for environmental goals. It is also possible that 
membership/participation within the environmental movement influences 
people’s values so that they become more pronouncedly ”green”. It follows 
from these assumptions that it should be possible to identify a relatively well 
developed ecocentric ideological framework within the Swedish environmental 
movement, one that encompasses values of nature’s intrinsic worth and the idea 
that the natural environment consists of webs of relationships of which humans 
are a part. For political parties, only fragments of such a framework could be 
found. After a short presentation of the environmental organisations to be 
examined I explore their fundamental outlook on human beings and nature as 
expressed in the recognition of ecological interdependency and nature’s 
inherent worth. Thereafter, I analyse the green interpretations of liberty, 
equality and participation. I expect to find values closer to the ecocentric ideal 
type than was the case for Swedish political parties. Values in favour of the 
democratic representation of various parts of nature are discussed in relation to 
other core values, when they are identified within the Swedish environmental 
movement.
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The Swedish Environmental Movement

As in many other countries, the first environmental organisations in Sweden 
focused on nature conservation. This is well illustrated by the founding of the 
Swedish Society for Nature Conservation in 1909, an organisation which still 
works for the preservation of various species and habitats, though the scope of 
its focus has widened over the years. It was not, however, until the 1960s, after 
the publication of Rachel Carson’s influential book Silent Spring (1962), that 
the Swedish environmental movement got its breakthrough. The debate 
primarily concerned the use of mercury in the forest industry which involved 
health hazards for fish and birds, as well as for human beings. Environmental 
problems were primarily discussed as negative ”side effects” of production, and 
were generally thought to be manageable through the use of advanced 
technology. Thus, in the early days of the Swedish environmental movement, 
the main concern was to identify nature’s limits. The ”dominant paradigm of 
development” was not questioned until about a decade later, at a time when the 
movement became more activist oriented, for example engaging in protests at 
rivers (e.g. the Vindel River) to prevent further exploitation and fighting to save 
the elm trees in the centre of Stockholm (Jamison et al. 1990, 21).

The Swedish environmental movement now includes multiple organisations. 
However, according to Andrew Jamison, Ron Eyerman and Jacqueline Cramer 
(1990), the movement has had difficulties developing an identity of its own 
because environmental issues are promoted by multiple actors, including 
political parties and even the Swedish State, which has a long tradition of 
managing environmental problems.1 Another reason for the fragmented 
character of the Swedish environmental movement, according to these authors, 
was the defeat of the anti-nuclear line in the referendum on nuclear energy in 
1980, a defeat from which the organisations involved were slow to recover 
from. Summarising the character of the movement in the end of the 1980s, that 
is, a few years prior to my study, Jamison and colleagues argue that it was 
primarily concerned with ”information dissemination” rather than its previous 
focus on ”knowledge generation” -  that is, gathering facts about the Swedish 
environmental situation (ibid., 58). They argue that this transformation was

1 ”Sweden was... the first country to establish an environmental protection agency, the first to 
pass comprehensive environmental protection legislation, and one of the most active in 
supporting research programmes in environmental science and technology” (Jamison et al. 
1990,14).
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largely due to the more visible character of the environmental problems under 
debate.

In order to study green democratic values within the Swedish environmental 
movement, it is clearly necessary to limit the number of organisations to be 
analysed to a manageable few, though without losing sight of the breadth of the 
movement. I have selected nine associations to study. They have different sizes, 
aims and methods. What they have in common is that they give top priority to 
environmental concerns. The environmental focus of the nine organisations is 
sometimes broad, sometimes narrower. Some associations fight pollution, while 
others work against the destructive capacity of nuclear power. Still others 
specialise in the preservation of ecosystems, for instance, those connected to 
unexploited rivers. A short presentation of the organisations to be studied is 
provided in Table 6.1 below. Examples of organisations excluded from the 
study are those mainly engaged in outdoor life, fishing or hunting.2

2 When organisations have widely known abbreviations of their names, these short versions are 
used in the text. Since the Swedish Youth Organisation for Environmental Studies and Con
servation has a very long English name and lacks an established abbreviation, I will refer to it as 
”the Field Biologists” which is a direct translation of the Swedish name.
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Table 6.1 A selection of environmental organisations

Organisation Members
1994

Examples of main objectives

Friends of the Earth 
Sweden, FOE (Jordens 
Vänner)

ca. 700 Sustainable use of natural resources, socially and 
environmentally responsible consuming.3

Greenpeace Sweden 
(Föreningen Greenpeace 
Sverige)

ca. 100,000
supporting
members

To raise public opinion about environmentally 
hazardous activities such as nuclear waste and 
various kinds of pollution.4

The Natural Step 
(Det Naturliga Steget)

The organisation strives for consensus between societal actors 
about the main environmental problems, their causes and basic 
measures that are needed to reach environmental sustainability.5

The River Saving Organi
sation (Älvräddama)

An umbrella organisation that unites about 40 local river saving 
organisations. The aim is to protect unexploited rivers.6

The Swedish Anti- 
nuclear Movement (Folk- 
kampanjen mot kärnkraft- 
kärnvapen)

ca. 2,700 The termination of nuclear power for civil and 
military purposes. Environmental sustainability 
is the societal goal, using renewable sources of 
energy.7

The Swedish Environ
mental Federation 
(Miljöförbundet)

ca. 1,400 To fight issues that contribute to environmental 
deterioration, e.g. nuclear power and needless 
wrappings.8

The Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation 
(Svenska Naturskydds
föreningen)

ca. 200,000 To save species and their habitats, to pursue 
campaigns against pollution and to promote 
environmentally safer consumption.9

The Swedish Youth 
Organisation for Environ
mental Studies and Con
servation (Fältbiologerna)

ca. 4,000 To teach the young how nature ”works” and to 
alert public opinion to environmentally danger
ous activities such as nuclear power and ex
tended use of water energy.10

World Wide Fund for 
Nature, WWF (Världs- 
naturfonden Sverige)

ca. 170,000
supporting
members

To preserve biological diversity, to fight 
pollution and waste of natural resources, both 
nationally and globally.11

3 Member magazine 4/92 and information from the Friends of Earth office, September 1997.
4 Member magazine 2/84 and 4/92, and information from the Greenpeace office, September 1996.
5 Robèrt (1992).
6 Leaflet ”Älvräddama” and information from Anna Bäckman (August 1994) who is active in the 
River Saving Organisation in Kalix.
7 Member magazine 1/92 and information from the office, January 1998.
8 Member magazine 5/92 and information from the office, September 1997. Since April 1995, the 
Swedish Environmental Federation and the Swedish branch of FOE have been united. Because 
the merger occurred after my investigation, it does not affect this study. The union nevertheless 
suggests that these organisations have similar aims and methods, thus making close cooperation 
possible. About two years after the merger, the new organisation had about 2,500 members 
(information from the office).
9 Member magazine 5/92 and information from the office (August 1994).
10 Klöfver (1992) and information from the office, September 1996.
11 Member magazine 1/92. The term ”supporting members” include those who give financial aid 
to the organisation on a regular basis (information from the office, May 1994).
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The Sources ofinformation

The material upon which this study is based is similar to the material used in the 
political party analysis in Chapter five. I have conducted interviews with twelve 
representatives from the nine selected organisations. The questions asked in 
these interviews are the same ones asked of the politicians (see Appendix). 
However, the main source of information is various documents from the 
respective environmental organisations. I have analysed member magazines, 
brochures and pamphlets from the beginning of the 1990s. These documents do 
not provide enough information about democratic values to permit an analysis 
of environmental organisations as extensive as the one about political parties. 
Party programmes include information about societal matters of all kinds, 
including environmental concerns, values related to the political system in 
general and the decision-making process. Member magazines and brochures 
from environmental organisations essentially address the environmental 
situation and strategies to deal with perceived problems. Environmental citizen
ship and similar values of interest here are rarely mentioned. Because of this 
lack of information it is not possible to compare the eco-democratic values of, 
for example, Greenpeace with the values expressed by Friends of the Earth.

Another factor that hampers the comparison of environmental organisations 
is that the member magazines have different characters. For instance, the River 
Saving Organisation, the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation and WWF 
commonly present articles that discuss ecosystems and/or endangered species. 
Friends of the Earth primarily stresses the social consequences of environmental 
deterioration, while the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement focuses on the dangers 
connected to nuclear power and includes statistics and references to 
governmental decisions. Each organisation provides information about its own 
campaign work and various actions. For some associations (e.g. the Field 
Biologists and the Swedish Environmental Federation) this tends to dominate 
their magazines. Because of the limits set by the material at hand, I do not rank 
the respective organisations with regard to their ”degree of green-ness”. Instead, 
I analyse the eco-democratic values within the environmental movement by 
focusing on values that the selected organisations largely share.

A common strategy for analysing member magazines is to focus on editorials. 
For example, this is Helena Klöfver’s approach in her study (1992) of the Field 
Biologists. In searching for green democratic values, however, this method is 
not satisfactory. In most member magazines, the editorial is brief and restricted 
to topics that are presently on the organisation’s agenda. To get a broad view of
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the associations’ ideas, I have chosen to analyse (at least) the entire volume of 
each magazine. I examined the 1992 volumes because this was the year that I 
conduced most of the interviews. The information from member magazines is 
supplemented by leaflets and brochures.

The representatives I interviewed were present and/or former chairpersons, 
board members, project leaders, managing directors or persons responsible for 
campaign work. As was the case for the selection of politicians, a form of 
”mapping” was applied. To obtain a more nuanced view of the organisation in 
question, and even of the Swedish environmental movement at large, inter
viewees were asked to suggest additional names of people to interview. This 
approach resulted in a larger number of interviews conducted with spokes
persons from Greenpeace, the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement and the 
Swedish Environmental Federation. This procedure also lead me to increase the 
number of environmental organisations I looked at -  also including the River 
Saving Organisation.

Interviews were conducted between January and June 1992, with the 
exception of the interview done with a spokesperson from the River Saving 
Organisation, which was included at a later stage in the field-work process. The 
supplementary interview was conducted in the summer of 1993 (see Appendix). 
Six interviews were conducted in person; another six were conducted over the 
telephone. Within a month of the interviews, a written transcript was sent to the 
interviewee for comments. In the autumn of 1997, the interviewees also got the 
opportunity to see their quotations in context and were given an opportunity to 
respond to a previous version of this chapter. Spokespersons gave me their 
permission to quote them in the text.

Ecocentrism versus Anthropocentrism

The human-centredness that distinguishes political parties is also characteristic 
of the environmental movement. Within both groups of actors, human beings 
are at the centre of attention. Consequently, an important driving force behind 
the efforts to save the natural environment is to ensure a good life for present 
and future human generations. ”The overriding problem is to provide for human 
beings, to give them education, medical treatment, food, housing and a life with 
dignity” (WWF’s member magazine 3/92, 12, my translation).12 The emphasis

12 See also the member magazine from Friends of the Earth (e.g. 3/92) and ”Levande älvar 
eller vattenkraft”, which is a brochure from the River Saving Organisation.
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on human beings is expected. As ecocentric theorists argue, some form of 
”species egoism” is inescapable, which means that we as human beings put the 
well-being of our own species first. Both political parties and environmental 
organisations give dual justifications for the saving of species and ecosystems. 
On the one hand, we must not deprive future human generations of basic human 
needs and the joy that comes from experiencing ”the wonders of nature”. Even a 
species that we do not immediately perceive as useful may become useful in the 
future, for example as food or medicine. On the other hand, animals and plants 
have an inherent worth, irrespective of their usefulness for human beings.

Organisations within the environmental movement sometimes question the 
prevailing anthropocentric outlook on the relationships between human beings 
and nature. This was not the case for the ”greenest” parties in the Swedish 
political arena at the time of investigation. For instance, the Natural Step 
(brochure 1989) notes that our sense of power over nature has now struck back 
at us in the form of extensive environmental devastation. The Field Biologists 
criticise the practice of taking out patents on life-forms: ”What was previously 
reserved for the gods, has now been taken over by human beings” (member 
magazine 2/92, 14, my translation). Behind these statements we can identify a 
belief that human beings have overstepped the ”proper” limits in their conduct 
towards nature.

In Chapter three, I distinguished two main characteristics of ecocentrism -  
ecological interconnectedness and the intrinsic value of nature. To what extent 
are these values endorsed within the Swedish environmental movement?

Ecological interconnectedness is well recognised. Human beings are 
described as part of nature. As an example, the Field Biologists speak about 
human beings ”and other animals” (4/92, 19). In its member magazine (3/92, 7), 
even ants are described as loyal, generous, equal and loving and, consequently, 
we have a lot to learn from them! Ecological interconnectedness means that 
when we inflict harm upon nature, we ultimately hurt ourselves. These views 
are primarily expressed in discussions about saving species and ecosystems. It 
is argued that species need each other and a habitat to survive, and that 
environmental problems affect both us and other species. Examples of how 
these values on ecological interconnectedness are expressed are provided 
below. We can note a striking similarity between the organisations in this 
respect. Moreover, the arguments used by the environmental movement and the 
Left and the Green Parties (Chapter five) are also very similar.
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We are as interwoven with nature’s food-chains as the worms, the guillemots and 
the seals (member magazine 1/91, 14 from the Swedish Environmental 
Federation, my translation).

All of us are a part of nature -  and, at the same time, the part that influences 
nature the most (WWF’s brochure ”Världsnaturfonden: En presentation...”, my 
translation).

In all essentials, down to the very last molecule, we are constructed in the same 
way as other mammals. Accordingly, we are very closely related and, in a 
biological sense, human beings are not superior to their fellow-creatures on Earth. 
We human beings are not the Lords of nature. We are not even nature’s keepers.
In a biological sense, we are ourselves a part of nature, just like the otters and the 
seals. And if in a few decades these species have come under threat of extinction 
due to our toxic substances injurious to the environment, then we are threatened 
as well (Robèrt 1992,45, founder of the Natural Step, my translation).

The intrinsic value of nature is seldom discussed in documents from the 
environmental movement. In fact, the Green and the Left Parties are 
considerably more explicit in this respect than is the case for most of the 
organisations examined here. This could mean that (at least some of the) 
political parties are closer to the ecocentric ideal type than environmental 
organisations. Another interpretation is that the intrinsic value of nature is so 
evident within the environmental movement that it is taken for granted, and 
therefore discussion of it is seen as superfluous. For example, it could be argued 
that a belief in the inherent value of nature lies behind much of the 
organisations’ work to save threatened parts of the natural environment. After 
reading a large number of documents from the organisations, I lean towards the 
second interpretation. However, as has been previously noted, species and 
ecosystems can be protected both for the benefit of humans and non-humans. 
Among the environmental organisations examined in this study, WWF is most 
explicit about the intrinsic value of nature.

Our virgin rivers are priceless from an international point of view. How can one 
put a price tag on the river’s intrinsic value, its unique soul and essence? (WWF’s 
member magazine 3/91, 2, my translation).

[eco-tourism is seen as creating a situation in which] Important environmental 
areas with an unique fauna and flora will not only have an intrinsic biological 
value, but also an economic value in competition with other interests (WWF’s 
member magazine 3/92, 12, my translation).
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In sum, the environmental movement gives a relatively homogeneous 
impression concerning basic ecocentric values. The same cannot be said about 
political parties. Thus, the dividing line regarding ecocentrism and anthro- 
pocentrism does not strictly follow the actors’ roles in the political arena. The 
similarity in value orientations is obvious if one compares the values within the 
environmental movement with the values displayed by the Green and Left 
Parties. In fact, the analysis suggests that the Left and the Green Parties are 
somewhat closer to the ecocentric ideal with regard to the inherent value of 
nature than are most organisations within the environmental movement. In what 
follows, I will explore whether this result holds when we examine environ
mental rights and obligations.

Liberty and Equality: 
Human Environmental Rights and the Rights of Non-humans

Environmental rights are discussed within the Swedish environmental 
movement, but not as frequently and in as pronounced a fashion as might have 
been expected from their focus on environmental concerns. In documents such 
as member magazines, newsletters, brochures and leaflets, human environ
mental rights are seldom referred to and non-human rights are even more rarely 
mentioned.

As was the case for Swedish political parties, environmental organisations 
primarily stress human environmental rights, for example, that human beings 
have the right to a clean and healthy living environment. The Swedish right of 
access to private land is also commonly stressed.13 These human environmental 
rights are generally discussed in relation to social rights of a more traditional 
kind. In documents from 1992, the debate is frequently linked to the 
environmental conference that took place in Rio during the summer. For 
example, WWF refers to the Rio declaration, according to which all human 
beings ”...have the right to a healthy and productive life in harmony with 
nature” (member magazine 3/92, 7, my translation). The Swedish 
Environmental Federation’s magazine concentrates on the environmental 
movement’s meeting in Rio, whose final document states that everybody has the 
right to a job, a place to live, education and a healthy and sustainable living

13 This right is advocated, for instance, in the programme from the Natural Step (1989) and the 
member magazines from the Field Biologists (2/92) and WWF (1/92).
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environment (member magazine 6/92). The interviewee from the Field 
Biologists states that ”...the opportunity to live in environmentally friendly ways 
should be included as a human right” (my translation) in, for instance, UN 
declarations.14 However, I found no evidence that these rights were seen as 
essential to democratic decision-making. That is, according to the Swedish 
environmental organisations I analysed, human environmental rights are 
identified as aspects of the good society rather than as aspects of democratic 
decision-making.15

Among the organisations, WWF distinguishes itself as having pronounced 
ecocentric values on non-human rights, arguing that each species is entitled to 
live on this planet and that every animal, fish or plant performs vital functions 
within complicated ecosystems. Non-human rights of this kind imply 
restrictions on human activities (member magazine, issues 1 and 2/92). ”From an 
entirely ethical point of view, we do not have the right to condemn other species 
to extinction. If some human activity threatens the existence of an entire 
species, then the human activity must give way” (interviewee from WWF, my 
translation). Advocates from the Field Biologists also argue that each species 
has the right to exist. This is discussed, for example, in the context of cutting 
down the rainforest (member magazine 1/92).

The interviewee from the Natural Step recognises the possibility of giving 
non-human rights constitutional protection. Moreover, once established, to 
change such a law would require two parliamentary decisions with an 
intermediate national election. ”In this way the right to life on Earth can be 
placed on par with traditional political rights and freedoms” (my translation). 
This statement is exceptional both within the environmental movement and 
among Swedish political parties in the beginning of the 1990s, in so far as it 
proposes an essential link between non-human rights and democratic decision
making.

14 Similar ideas are expressed in the member magazines from the Swedish Environmental 
Federation (6/92) and the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (5/91).

15 Political parties to the right of the ideological spectrum (primarily the Liberal and the 
Conservative Parties) commonly argue that private ownership fosters environmental 
responsibility and the sound use of natural resources (Chapter five). This standpoint is rare in 
documents from the environmental movement. Articles that seek inspiration in Indian wisdom 
are comparably more common. According to this line of thought, human beings do not own 
nature but borrow it from their children and/or from nature itself (cf. the River Saving 
Organisation’s member magazine (2/92) and the WWF brochure ”Köp inte deras liv!”).
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A main difference between, in particular, the Green and Christian Democratic 
Parties on the one hand, and organisations within the environmental movement 
on the other, concerns interpretations of equality, in particular the 
representation of non-humans in political decision-making. The Christian 
Democratic Party suggests that authorities at all levels in society that currently 
work with environmental issues should also represent nature. Suggestions of 
this kind are almost completely absent from the material produced by the 
environmental movement during the period of investigation. Greenpeace is the 
main exception. According to one of the interviewees, the organisation does not 
go so far as to propagate in favour of the rights of other species. However, non
humans have interests that should be considered when political decisions are 
made. Greenpeace has assigned itself the role of speaking for nature in its 
lobbying efforts, which are aimed at making politicians realise the importance 
of environmental goals. Advocates from the Natural Step also express the idea 
that human beings should speak for nature, for example, that ”...lawyers could 
take up nature’s cause...” (Robèrt 1992, 32, my translation).16 It should be noted 
that none of these suggestions relates to the democratic representation of these 
environmental constituency members, for instance by elaborating the idea of an 
electorate within the ”ordinary” electorate whose members could hold the proxy 
representatives of nature accountable (cf. Dobson 1996a).

In conclusion, values with regard to human environmental rights are similar 
within the environmental movement and Swedish political parties. These rights 
are commonly referred to in a similar sense as the right to education and health 
care, that is, as social rights of traditional kind. There is almost total agreement 
that human beings are entitled to a good living environment. The value 
differences primarily concern the rights of other species. Explicit values in 
favour of non-human rights are rare within both the environmental movement 
and within political parties. In this case, the Green and Left Parties are similar 
to the Field Biologists, the Natural Step and WWF. Each of these organisations 
endorses the idea of extending the concept of rights beyond the human 
community. However, none of these organisations comes close to the standards 
set by ecocentric theorists on matters such as the meaning of these rights, the

16 ”From the perspective of the cell, much of the confusion in the environmental debate seems 
fairly unnecessary, since we all have reason to care for our fundamental living conditions. To be 
sure, human beings have different values, but it is not possible to discuss politics, convenience 
or economics with our cells. The cells only take notice of fundamental living conditions. 
Therefore, we all should be able to plead the living cell’s cause, regardless of what values we 
have in other respects” (Robèrt 1992,45, my translation).
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specific ”parts” of the non-human community that should enjoy them, and 
implications for democratic procedures.

Participation: Environmental Citizenship

In my analysis of documents and interviews from the environmental movement, 
I have identified values in favour of a rather extensive personal responsibility 
for the natural environment. Each of the organisations analysed stresses what 
people can (and should) do for the environment in their everyday lives. Indeed, 
this was also true for Swedish political parties. The saying ”many a little makes 
a mickle” is quite appropriate to describe the prevailing values in this regard.17

Every individual human being has an obvious responsibility, even a duty, to 
contribute to a better environment (Greenpeace representative, my translation).

We must all do our share to reduce the threat to our living environment and 
biological diversity. ...a seemingly small act can be very important if many 
pursue it simultaneously (member magazine from the Swedish Society for Nature 
Conservation 5/92, 13, my translation).

Every human being must alter his/her behaviour in every way -  partly as an 
individual, partly as a participant in the workforce, in the municipality or rural 
district, and as a citizen in his/her country -  if this planet’s resources are to last 
for future generations as well (WWF’s member magazine 4/91, 3, my 
translation).

[The Natural Step’s campaigns aim at] making people feel that what I do, in my 
household, in my everyday life, means something, because others contribute in 
similar ways and, taken together, the result is very important (spokesperson from 
the Natural Step, my translation).

”The Tom Thumb mentality”18, the belief that the individual’s own activity 
makes no difference, is described as a major enemy of the environmental

17 The interviewee from the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation argues that pollution is 
often caused by numerous small emissions. Therefore, many solutions to environmental prob
lems are in the hands of single individuals. A spokesperson from the Swedish Environmental 
Federation stresses that ”[i]t is important that we all can feel that we actually can do something 
for the environment”. The respondent from WWF states that ”one person makes a difference. No 
measure is too simple...” (my translations).

18 This term is used in documents from the Natural Step.
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movement. This is because environmental improvements are seen as requiring 
the active involvement of the masses. As for Swedish political parties, 
environmental organisations prescribe consumer power as an outstanding 
instrument for ordinary people in their efforts to protect the natural environ
ment. What is not purchased will not be produced.19 The Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation has a widely acknowledged campaign called ”Handla 
miljövänligt” that encourages people to be environmentally conscious when 
they do their shopping, for example, by choosing ecologically cultivated food
stuffs and avoiding redundant wrapping. In so doing, the organisation offers an 
environmental marking of products (”Bra Miljöval”) that fulfils the 
requirements set up by the organisation.20 The Field Biologists, the Swedish 
Society for Nature Conservation and WWF also encourage people to boycott 
certain products (e.g. detergents) that are particularly harmful to the natural 
environment.21 A few organisations even suggest socially conscious consumer 
behaviour, for instance, boycotting multinational companies whose production 
is harmful from a social viewpoint. This strategy is particularly pronounced 
within Friends of the Earth, and it launched a campaign in favour of food 
produced without animal industries or involvement by multinational corpora
tions (member magazine 4/92). Boycotting was not a measure advocated by any 
of the political parties analysed in Chapter five.

Changing the way we dispose of waste is another popular expression of 
environmental responsibility within the environmental movement. Recycling of, 
for example, paper and glass dominates.22 These activities are relatively easy to 
do since people often have access to containers for glass, batteries, etc. in their 
neighbourhoods. There are also various places where paper products are 
collected for recycling, both in neighbourhoods and sometimes also at the 
workplace. Worm composting of household waste is warmly recommended by

19 Member magazines from the Field Biologists (e.g. 5/92), Friends of the Earth (e.g. 2/92), the 
Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement (e.g. 3/92) and WWF (e.g. 1/92). Consumer power is seldom 
discussed in documents from the Swedish Environmental Federation.

20 Member magazine, issues 1,2,3 and 6/92.

21 Member magazines from the Field Biologists (e.g. 5/92), the Swedish Society for Nature 
Conservation (e.g. 3 and 4/92) and WWF (e.g. 1/92).

22 Multiple references could be given on this topic. Some examples are: ”Det är klart att det går” 
(brochure from the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement), the member magazine from the Swedish 
Environmental Federation (e.g. 5/92), and the WWF brochure ”Vad i hela världen kan jag 
göra?”.

129



several of the analysed organisations. For example, magazines from the Field 
Biologists encourage composting as well as returning empty milk cartons to the 
producer (e.g. 6/92).23 The Swedish Environmental Federation encourages its 
members to follow these examples, though acknowledging that worm 
composting clearly requires stronger motivation from consumers than does 
recycling of glass and paper (member magazine 2-3/92). Changing our modes 
of transportation is also held to have large positive effects on the environmental 
situation, provided that many simultaneously change their habits.24

The environmental movement also favours participation via ”ordinary” 
channels for political influence such as working within an environmental 
organisation or a political party, taking part in demonstrations, signing petitions 
and calling on ministers. Campaign work commonly aims at influencing the 
government to protect species and ecosystems through legislation, decrees, 
prohibitions and international agreements.25 If politicians and political party 
documents primarily focus on activity in the parliamentary arena, Swedish 
environmental organisations stress cooperation within the environmental 
movement.26 Obviously, this is an expression of their views about the role that 
environmental organisations perform within the political system.

The environmental movement’s arguments in favour of environmental 
obligations, do not imply that the individual alone has a heavy burden of 
environmental responsibility. Ideally, multiple constellations of actors should be 
involved in the process of moving towards environmental sustainability. Thus, 
on this point their views are similar to those of political parties. Documents and 
interviews commonly express the need for governmental measures to protect the 
environment, for example through taxes and legislation. Societies in the 
Western world are built on mass consumption and it is often argued that it is

23 This was before empty milk cartons could be recycled together with other paper products.

24 Most organisations’ magazines suggest changing our means of transportation. Most 
interviewees mentioned this as well.

25 For examples see the member magazines from the River Saving Organisation (e.g. 1/92) 
WWF (e.g. 2/92) and the editorials of the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation’s member 
magazine during 1992.

26 There are multiple expressions of the perceived importance of environmental organisations in 
the transformation process towards environmental sustainability, both nationally and on a global 
scale. SEED (Solidarity for Ecology, Equality and Development) is often referred to by the 
organisations I analysed. It is a network of environmental, peace and solidarity movements that 
was formed prior to the UNCED meeting in Rio.
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difficult for people to use their consumer power for political goals like 
environmental protection. To give just one example, shops offer a variety of 
environmentally harmful products and it is hard for the consumer to sort out the 
environmentally safer alternatives. In this case, political decision-makers should 
make it easier for people to lead environmentally conscious lives by providing 
consumer information and marking the environmentally acceptable goods. 
Another common argument is that the State should ensure that environmentally 
beneficial investments are made in the infrastructure, for instance in 
transportation, energy use, and recycling.27

The State has to provide the guiding principles [for the work towards 
environmental sustainability], while a large part of the actual environmental 
commitment has to come from all of us (interviewee from the Swedish Society 
for Nature Conservation, my translation).

Unless the state also gives priority to the transformation towards an 
environmentally friendlier society, it is very difficult for citizens to bring about 
change (interviewee from the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement, my translation).

The above discussion gives the impression that there is near unanimity within 
the environmental movement on the question of people’s responsibility for the 
natural environment. Values regarding environmental obligations are indeed 
largely shared, but there are differences as well. In fact, each of the 
organisations I analysed has its own mix of values about who should be 
responsible for environmental problem management. Some organisations are 
closer than others to an ideal type ecocentric standpoint. This is not the place to 
provide a classification, or ranking, of environmental organisations based on 
their degree of ”green-ness” with regard to the democratic core values. I will, 
nevertheless, give some examples of some differences among them. The 
Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement, Greenpeace and the Natural Step can be 
usefully discussed in this regard.

Energy saving is the focus of the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement. This is a 
form of consumer behaviour that can express both an economic interest and/or a 
personal obligation towards nature. By changing to less energy-consuming light 
bulbs and showers, by installing better insulating material in homes etc., each

27 The emphasis on governmental action is very pronounced within Greenpeace (e.g. member 
magazine 1/92), the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement (e.g. the brochure ”Det är klart att det 
går”), the Swedish Environmental Federation (e.g. member magazine 9/91 and 2-3/92) and the 
Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (e.g. member magazine 2/92).
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person can do her/his share for the natural environment. However, the main 
focus of this organisation is not on what individuals should do in the home for 
the environment. Most important for the anti-nuclear organisation is to persuade 
the Swedish government to implement a phasing-out of nuclear energy. The 
organisation agitates for political decisions in favour of alternative sources of 
energy and more effective energy usage. Actions frequently turn into requests 
directed towards the government and/or responsible ministers (member 
magazine, issues 3 and 4/92).

The Natural Step does not focus on individual environmental contributions in 
the household either, even if this is held to be vital. The organisation stresses 
instead what people can do using their professional knowledge. The aim is to 
create consensus among societal actors on the need for sustainable develop
ment, thus overcoming what is described as an exaggerated polarisation in the 
environmental debate. More specifically, the Natural Step believes that it is 
possible to reach agreement about the main environmental problems, their 
causes and basic measures needed to deal with them. Networking is used to 
unite people from various sectors around this societal goal, including 
researchers, farmers, teachers, artists, business leaders and people from the 
environmental movement (interviewee from the Natural Step).

Greenpeace has been criticised for being ”elitist” because of its hierarchical 
structure and supporting members who lack influence over the organisation’s 
internal decision-making. A similar criticism applies to World Wide Fund for 
Nature, whose members do not take part in the organisation’s decision-making. 
Those working for Greenpeace stress that they represent the interests of nature, 
future human generations and even members who finance the activities, despite 
their lack of influence. The hierarchical structure is justified on the grounds that 
quick action is necessary to surprise those who are the target of a protest action 
(member magazine 3/92). According to one of the interviewees, the local 
network of Greenpeace is subordinate to international campaigns. However, the 
organisation’s goal is to create a more balanced situation. The ”Greenkids” 
project is one illustration of this. It consists of 1,000-1,400 Swedish school 
classes at the intermediate level that apply Greenpeace’s measures on small- 
scale, that is, where they live. They investigate local pollution, question 
authorities and bring issues to the attention of the public. As is true for the main 
organisation, the aim of Greenkids is to influence political decision-making 
(ibid.).

When studying Greenpeace and the other environmental organisations, it is 
important to distinguish the internal structure of the organisation from its values
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about citizen’s responsibility towards nature. My analysis of documents and 
interviews with Greenpeace’s leadership shows that there are no essential 
differences between its values on environmental citizenship and those of the 
other organisations. The main discrepancy is Greenpeace’s focus on political 
influence in a rather traditional sense, rather than on consumer power and 
recycling of household waste. For example Greenpeace members are 
encouraged to write letters of protest to ministers, business leaders and other 
decision-makers. Activities based in the household are, however, also 
encouraged in both the member magazine and the ”Greenkids” magazine (1/92) 
which, for example, urges children to make compost and to collect paper for 
recycling.

Do the selected environmental organisations recognise at all the ”passive” 
element of environmental citizenship, meaning that people’s responsibility for 
the environment also encompasses altered values -  identifying and 
sympathising with nature? Detailed discussions of this point of view are not 
common, but they are much more frequent and well developed within the 
environmental movement than they are in the political parties. For example, in 
the member magazine from the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (1/92, 
19, my translation), an author referred to in a book review argues that... ”[i]f we 
are to understand what we are all about; what we are, the conditions for our 
existence and the continued existence of our societies, we must emotionally -  
vegetatively and lovingly? -  try to enter into the other species, animals and 
plants, which have so much more experience than we do”.

Within the environmental movement, there are suggestions that the ”active” 
component of environmental citizenship builds upon what has been called the 
”passive” component. The argument is that if we develop strong feelings for 
nature, then this will lead us to protest against environmentally harmful 
activities. The Field Biologists’ magazine commonly describes outdoor 
activities as exquisite experiences that increase people’s knowledge about 
species and ecosystems (e.g. member magazine 2 and 4/92). As a consequence of 
this increased knowledge, we will care about nature and react and protest if 
something or someone hurts it. Several organisations have information 
programmes directed to schools, encouraging children and young people to 
learn more about the natural environment and to take part in the saving of 
species and ecosystems. Friends of the Earth support environmental education

28 The Field Biologists also educate their members through excursions, camps, courses and study 
circles. School informants are employed to spread information about this organisation and its 
work (member magazine 3/92).
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in developing countries with the aim of re-establishing a close connection 
between people and nature (member magazine 4/91 and 2/92). Most of these 
ideas are not articulated by Swedish political parties. The Green and the Left 
Parties are the main exceptions.

In sum, ecocentric values about individual responsibility towards the natural 
environment are widely shared among actors in the Swedish political arena. A 
considerable overlap is noted between the values within the environmental 
movement and the Green and the Left Parties, primarily with regard to the 
diffuse idea of developing a ”feeling” towards nature based on identification 
and care. Some environmental organisations extend their arguments beyond 
those articulated by these two parties, for example supporting boycotts of 
environmentally dangerous products.

Civil Disobedience

As I pointed out in Chapter four, ecocentric theorists link tolerance of civil 
disobedience to perceptions of the irreversibility of environmental damage. This 
view is also very widespread within the environmental movement, much more 
so than within the political parties. Understandings of environmental danger are 
highly dramatic within the environmental movement. Each of the interviewees 
argued that it is necessary to act immediately to address environmental 
problems, before it is too late. They noted that while we spoke, environmental 
devastation continued, ecosystems collapsed and species disappeared before we 
even knew of their existence. Thus, environmental action can no longer be 
postponed. To wait is to risk making species extinct, destroying fragile 
ecosystems and killing ourselves in the process. Even if all hazardous activities 
are stopped right now, it will still take a long time for nature to recover. Some

29damage can never be corrected. It is clear that there is something apocalyptic

29 ”We must take into account that, in certain areas, the changes in the soil’s fundamental 
biological and chemical processes have come to such a crossroad that they can never be 
restored” (the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation’s member magazine 6/92, 21, my 
translation). ”The all-pervading changes in animal and plant life that take place when a 
hydroelectric power station is built cannot be undone. Not even if the power station were to be 
demolished could nature return to its original state” (brochure from the River Saving 
Organisation, ”Levande älvar eller vattenkraft”, my translation). ”A hydroelectric power station 
makes indelible and deep wounds in the landscape and all the natural life in the river is lost...” 
(brochure ”Vad gör han i vattnet?” from the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement, p 11, my transla
tion).
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about environmental perceptions within the environmental movement: if we do 
not change course immediately, we are heading straight for the abyss because 
the earth cannot tolerate human exploitation in its present forms. Thus, human 
beings are believed to hold the key to recovery.

If we lose control over the large issues related to survival [including environ
mental issues], everything else becomes meaningless (interviewee from the River 
Saving Organisation, my translation).

There is a pronounced risk that the existence of human beings, as a species, will 
be a rather short episode in the history of the Earth. If we continue as before, we 
will probably make ourselves extinct (spokesperson from WWF, my translation).

In the interviews, I asked whether it is legitimate to break laws to defend nature. 
All of those I spoke with from the environmental movement accepted the 
occasional use of this strategy. Some of them emphasised that they spoke from a 
personal viewpoint, indicating that their organisation does not sanction the use 
of civil disobedience to protect nature. For example, the interviewee from WWF 
stresses that the organisation cannot condone unlawful political behaviour and 
retain their credibility. From a personal point of view, he understands those 
who, out of desperation or resignation, chain themselves to trees in order to stop 
environmental exploitation, especially if they have tried democratic procedures 
without success. However, even if environmental organisations do not 
encourage their members to pursue civil disobedience, the organisations cannot 
forbid them from engaging in that form of action that they consider to be 
appropriate. However, civil disobedience must always be initiated by single 
individuals, for instance from those who live near a threatened location. That it 
is up to each individual to judge when law-breaking activities are legitimate is a 
value that is widely shared among the interviewees. This is not discussed in any 
detail by politicians or by ecocentric theorists such as Naess (1989) and Devall 
and Sessions (1985). Presumably, such considerations are more pressing for 
those who work for green ideas but lack direct access to political decision
making assemblies. They must choose among strategies to save the environment 
based on an evaluation of their potential consequences.

Another common argument within the environmental movement is that law- 
breaking activities for environmental purposes are only legitimate when no
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other strategy for political influence seems to work.30 Spokespersons from the 
Field Biologists, Friends of the Earth, the River Saving Organisation, the 
Swedish Environmental Federation and the Swedish Society for Nature 
Conservation report that they evaluate the functioning of democratic procedures 
before they support protest activities. If democratic procedures have not been 
followed by the other side, it is considered more acceptable to endorse illegal 
protests.31 Furthermore, they argue that those who break the law to protect the 
environment are convinced that they are protesting against something that is 
unjust, even if it is supported by the law. Finally, spokespersons note that 
activists who violate the law should accept the legal punishment.32 We recall 
from Chapter four that these restrictions are in line with Rawls’s criteria on civil 
disobedience.

What unlawful activities are accepted within the environmental movement? 
In the interviews, I mentioned factory chimney climbing and ”tree-hugging”, 
both activities that were frequently debated in the media at the time of the 
investigation. None of the respondents objected to these strategies.33 Several 
spokespersons argued that hugging trees, forming human chains at river sides or 
around ecologically valuable pieces of land, or otherwise using one’s own body 
to protect threatened parts of the environment are understandable and mild 
forms of civil disobedience that often arise spontaneously from a personal 
commitment (e.g. interviewee from the Swedish Society for Nature 
Conservation). To literally hug trees is ”...a heartfelt human way of protesting

30 Brochures from the Swedish Environmental Federation: ”Rensa luften” and ”Upptäck 
Miljöförbundet”.

31 ”If it is shown that a decision has been manipulated in every possible way, then it is 
understandable that [protest] methods are used that, even from my point of view, go beyond the 
normal rules of the game” (interviewee from the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, my 
translation). The spokesperson from Friends of the Earth argues that it is more justifiable to 
break the law to defend the interests of the environment in states that are less legitimate from a 
democratic viewpoint than, for example, Sweden. Stopping traffic to arouse opinion in 
environmental issues can, however, be accepted even in our country, because the harm this 
causes is not particularly great for the individual (ibid.).

32 Interviewees from the River Saving Organisation, the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement and 
the Swedish Environmental Federation.

33 The spokesperson from the Natural Step has a different opinion about civil disobedience than 
the other interviewees. He argues that this kind of political protest is no longer called for because 
a sufficiently large number of decision-makers now are sensitive to what he calls ”constructive 
and positive ideas” about how to achieve environmental sustainability. Thus, civil disobedience 
has had its day.
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against something that one considers to be wrong” (spokesperson from 
Greenpeace, my translation). The analysis of documents shows that the form of 
civil disobedience most frequently mentioned by these organisations is blocking 
environmental exploitation. Apart from tree-hugging this also includes blocking 
traffic. Civil disobedience of this kind seldom requires special training and, 
according to interviewees, mainly involves minor violations of Swedish law -  
in particular disturbing law and order and/or disobeying orders from an official. 
The aim of such actions is often to protest against the implementation of a 
specific policy such as the construction of a road or a bridge.

The acceptance of civil disobedience in principle does not imply that all 
measures of civil disobedience to protect the natural environment are accepted 
as legitimate. Interview data indicate that interviewees believe that there comes 
a time when the ends cease to justify the means. Respondents are united in their 
belief that life cannot be defended by taking or harming life. For example, 
interviewees from the Field Biologists and WWF stress that injuring other 
persons can never be a legitimate way to promote environmental goals. A more 
controversial issue is whether material damage is justified as a method of 
influencing environmental public opinion. About half of the interviewees 
unconditionally oppose such methods.34 The other spokespersons also oppose 
sabotage to defend the environment. However, they argue that the choice of 
strategy depends on the situation. In extreme situations they have some under
standing for people who resort to material damage, even if they, themselves, do 
not believe in this strategy.35

The Field Biologists, Greenpeace and the Swedish Environmental Federation 
distinguish themselves from the other selected organisations by discussing

34 A spokesperson from the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement uses the so-called Ploughshare 
Movement’s methods as illustrations. ”It serves no purpose to break cannons to pieces since the 
whole system is flawed. For example, one does not smash the Volvo lorries that carry the 
cannons” (my translation).

35 One of the interviewees from the Swedish Environmental Federation tells the story of a 
village in Iceland whose inhabitants opposed a pool construction project by blowing it up. Since 
the villagers were united in their experience of severe injustice from an outside actor, he thinks 
they acted rightly. However, he emphasises that actions such as this often do more harm than 
good.
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unlawful political measures in official documents.36 Pelle Eckerman (1989) 
argues that Greenpeace activists literally act as bodyguards for threatened 
species or ecosystems by using their own bodies to stop environmentally 
hazardous activities and/or to protect endangered species directly. Those who 
work for Greenpeace stress the symbolic expression of these actions and 
emphasise that each action is carefully planned in order not to expose the 
activists to danger. Visible manifestations of industrialism such as factories and 
nuclear power plants are common targets for their activities. Hoisting banners 
on factory chimneys and monuments are part of their repertoire, as is blocking 
environmentally dangerous transports with rubber boats or steel boxes on 
railways (member magazine, issues 1 and 2/92). Gartvall, the managing director 
of Greenpeace at the time of the investigation, argues that unconventional 
instruments in the borderline area of what is legal are necessary to raise public 
opinion on urgent environmental issues. Occasional violations of the law are 
unfortunate, but in her view, not particularly severe. ”In relation to the actions, 
we are sometimes accused of being violators of the law. At the same time, 
incomprehensibly serious crimes against the environment continue to be 
entirely legal”.37 It is also argued that laws sometimes conflict with what people 
consider to be right from a moral point of view. In such situations, those who 
work for Greenpeace choose between different methods and accept the 
consequences of possible violations of the law (interviewee). Others who have 
analysed Greenpeace stress that the organisation does not use violence, neither 
against people nor material objects. Eckerman (1989) notes that Greenpeace 
stands for peace, both between humans and between humans and the 
environment, i.e. a green peace.

The Swedish Environmental Federation organises activities involving civil 
disobedience on a fairly regular basis. Peaceful civil disobedience is even 
described as an instrument to improve democracy as long as the activists accept 
the legal consequences of their actions.38 For example, it is argued that the fight

36 The magazine from the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (e.g. 2/92) reports about 
activists who hugged trees to stop road construction. Since the action was not organised or even 
supported by the organisation, I do not include it in the following discussion. In the member 
magazines from Friends of the Earth (1/92) and the Swedish Anti-nuclear Movement (2 and 
4/92) there are reports about courses in civil disobedience and its legal consequences. These 
organisations do not arrange the courses but they advertise that they are available for those who 
are interested.

37 The annual report (1991) in member magazine 3/92, my translation.

38 Member magazine 6/92 and brochure ”Hälften bort!”.
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for the survival of the elm-trees in central Stockholm (May 1971) contributed to 
the development of the Swedish conception of justice (member magazine 1/92). 
The federation was a driving force behind tree-hugging activities in the 
beginning of the 1990s, aimed primarily at trying to stop road construction. 
Traffic in cities is another target of this organisation’s work. To protest against 
it, activists block traffic for about 15 minutes while informing the drivers about 
the dangers of exhaust fumes and entertaining (or annoying!) them with theatre, 
music and dance.39 These events are described as educational, both for those 
who are active and for those who receive the message (leaflet ”Rensa luften”). In 
comparison with tree-hugging, advocates from the Swedish Environmental 
Federation note that road blocks have not yet received the same recognition 
from the public. This is perhaps unsurprising because the action is not limited to 
blocking machines at a road construction site, but includes all motorists, for 
example those on their way to work. The organisation’s magazine (e.g. 1/92) 
explains that its intention is to make ordinary people approve of these actions as 
well, for instance, through information campaigns.

The Field Biologists’ magazine usually includes articles that report the result 
of unconventional and sometimes illegal actions that its members have engaged 
in to raise environmental public opinion. Examples are blocking traffic, hoisting 
banners on visible places, tree-hugging, ”robbing” hamburger restaurants of 
their garbage and tossing paper doves containing messages urging MPs to save 
the remaining virgin forests during plenary meetings of the Swedish Parliament 
(member magazine, issues 3 and 6/92). The magazine also provides vivid reports 
from trials of activists charged with disturbing law and order and/or refusing to 
obey orders from the police. During these trials, some activists have claimed the 
right of self-defence, arguing that they are protecting the health of human 
beings and other species -  an argument also used by the Green Party. In the 
words of one activist, ”[i]t is a matter of survival, and the traffic blockades are 
efforts to raise debate when other attempts have failed” (member magazine 
2/92, 7, my translation). In a brochure directed to environmentally interested 
Swedish youth, the organisation even encourages youngsters to pursue mild 
forms of civil disobedience and gives examples of what actions can be taken 
and what the legal consequences might be. Since this is highly unusual within

39 The organisation has a fund that gives financial aid to members who have been fined for civil 
disobedience for taking part in street blocking action or some other illegal activity (member 
magazine 2-3/92).
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the environmental movement and lacks an equivalent within the political 
parties, a relatively lengthy quotation seems appropriate.

Sit-ins can be carried out in many ways, but the most common is simply to sit in 
the way and stop whatever one wishes to protest against. ... Sit-ins are often 
illegal. If you have limited the length for the action, for example to half an hour, 
the police often do not intervene. If they plan to do so, they will let you know 
first. [However,]... Do not even throw a cone at somebody you protest against. Be 
nice to everyone! (brochure ”Miljöblaskan: Levande Framtid”, my translation).

In her licentiate essay, Klöfver (1992) identifies two ideal type members of the 
Field Biologists. One has a specific environmental interest, for example 
increasing her/his knowledge of birds, butterflies or frogs. The other ideal type 
member has a more general environmental interest that is supplemented by an 
urge to know more about society and its ongoing exploitation of natural 
resources. Of these ideal types, Klöfver’s empirical data show that people 
belonging to the latter group are more likely to resort to activities involving 
civil disobedience.

In sum, the opinions about civil disobedience vary considerably among 
Greenpeace on the one hand, and the Field Biologists and the Swedish 
Environmental Federation on the other. Greenpeace pursues grand actions that 
demand extensive planning, both by a large staff of biologists, chemists, etc., 
and by the activists themselves who need to prepare extensively before the 
actual event takes place. The other associations organise actions that mostly do 
not require any special abilities, thereby encouraging broad participation from 
the public. Both ideological and more pragmatic reasons may explain this 
difference. Among the latter, financial resources are likely to be of vital 
importance. Greenpeace, for instance, has a stronger financial position than the 
Field Biologists and the Swedish Environmental Federation. Consequently, 
Greenpeace can engage in more comprehensive campaign work and carry out 
scientific research to support their sometimes very dramatic actions (member 
magazine 3/92). Most of the analysed organisations are limited by what their 
members and activists are willing to participate in.

Only a few political parties and environmental organisations speak in favour 
of civil disobedience in their official documents. Among the political parties, 
this applies to the ”greenest” ones, i.e. the Green and the Left Parties. This 
might also be the case for environmental organisations, but the material does 
not permit such a classification. The most striking value difference between the 
analysed environmental organisations and the Green and Left Parties with
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regard to civil disobedience concerns the conviction that it is up to the single 
individual to decide what forms of political protest are justified to protect the 
natural environment. This idea is considerably more developed within the 
environmental movement than within political parties. However, the most 
radical statements on civil disobedience, for example that unlawful political 
protests are necessary from an ecological viewpoint and that civil disobedience 
is one of democracy’s merits, are advocated by a few Green Party politicians 
and by some spokespersons from environmental organisations.

Conclusions

With regard to ecocentric interpretations of liberty, I present a sliding scale 
ranging from human-centred environmental rights (rights of access to private 
land and rights to a clean living environment) to non-human rights (animal 
rights and rights of plants and ecosystems). The empirical analyses in this 
chapter and in Chapter five show that both political parties and environmental 
organisations focus on human environmental rights. There are no major 
differences in how these rights are conceived. However, in comparison with 
ecocentric theorists, these rights are poorly specified and linked to the ideal 
society rather than to the ideal constitution. The rights of non-humans are 
recognised within the environmental movement but not to the degree I expected 
prior to the analysis.

In general, political party programmes are considerably more explicit about 
the values being analysed than are documents from the environmental 
movement. My view after reading at least one volume of the member 
magazines, etc. from each environmental organisation is similar to Anna-Lisa 
Lindén’s argument (1994). She notes that these documents primarily deal with 
the environment in a biological sense, discussing biodiversity and how to 
maintain the balance within fragile ecosystems. These writings do not cover the 
wide range of political issues that are incorporated into political party 
programmes. However, the interviews I conducted with politicians from the 
Green and the Left Parties and with spokespersons from the environmental 
movement also reveal few differences, thus corroborates the finding that there 
are no essential differences between these actors with regard to ecocentric 
interpretations of fundamental democratic values.

For both political parties and environmental organisations, this study 
identifies a connection between the interpretations of liberty and equality.
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However, compared to the environmental movement, the Green and the Left 
Parties are more explicit and inventive regarding the implications for 
democratic decision-making of both environmental rights and the ecocentric 
idea of incorporating the rights and interests of non-human beings in democratic 
decision-making.

Values regarding environmental obligations are well elaborated in both the 
environmental movement and most of the Swedish political parties. 
Programmes and magazines offer multiple suggestions about what people can 
and should do in their daily lives to protect the natural environment. People are 
encouraged to save energy, buy environmentally safer products, use public 
means of transportation and give financial aid to various environmental 
projects. Environmental organisations commonly stress that it is not enough to 
simply buy environmentally safer detergents etc., but that it is also a matter of 
adopting environmentally benevolent lifestyles. Everyone can make some 
difference in the process towards environmental sustainability. A few 
organisations take the discussion somewhat further, for example by advocating 
worm composting and boycotting environmentally dangerous products. 
Furthermore, in comparison with the Green and the Left Parties, environmental 
organisations display more deep-green values with regard to the 
”psychological” aspects of environmental citizenship, including identifying 
with nature and experiencing ecological interconnectedness.

The mix of conventional and unconventional forms of political action is an 
important aspect of eco-democratic theorising. It suggests that the motivations 
behind actions are more important than what people actually do to protect the 
environment. Eco-democratic values prescribe individual responsibility for 
human relationships with the natural environment. Thus, each person can and 
should do her/his share to protect the environment. It is my interpretation that 
this applies both to activities within the household and to more conventional 
political activities. Consequently, I regard contacting politicians on an 
environmental issue to be as equally ”green” as recycling one’s household 
waste.

The analysis of organisations in the environmental movement suggests that 
there are instances in which some environmental interest is given priority over 
the decision-making procedure. Environmental organisations and the Green 
Party, use arguments about irreversible ecological danger to justify civil 
disobedience to protest against environmental exploitation. Political parties in 
general oppose such methods. The different roles performed in the political 
arena might partly explain this value difference. Environmental organisations
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aim at influencing political decision-making, and to do so, they are presumed to 
establishing channels for political influence, including meetings, lawful 
demonstrations, articles in the mass media, petitions and, to some extent, 
participation in the Swedish system of consultation. When these instruments 
have been used, unsuccessfully, perceptions of environmental damage beyond 
repair sometimes lead actors to engage in illegal political protest. None of the 
analysed environmental organisations expand the traditional definition of what 
counts as civil disobedience, for instance they accept the legal penalties of non
violent protests (e.g. Rawls 1971).

Prior to the analysis, I gave some reasons why one might expect more 
pronounced eco-democratic values within the environmental movement than in 
political parties. First, it was argued that people holding eco-democratic values 
would find the environmental movement particularly attractive since it works 
exclusively with environmental issues. Second, it seemed possible that 
membership/participation within the environmental movement could influence 
people’s values so that they become more markedly ”green”. Contrary to prior 
expectations, the environmental organisations analysed do not display 
exceptional eco-democratic values. Instead, the similarities in values between 
the environmental movement and the Green and Left Parties are overwhelming. 
Thus, with regard to ecocentric interpretations of liberty, equality and 
participation, the results of this investigation suggest that these political parties 
are closer to the environmental movement than to other parties in the Swedish 
parliamentary arena.40 Indeed, the reasons given for expecting particularly 
elaborate eco-democratic values within the Swedish environmental movement 
could also apply to the Green Party and even the Left Party, which stresses its 
profile as red and green. In the next chapter, I will be able to continue exploring 
the connection between ecocentric values and political party affiliation, this 
time through an investigation of the values of the Swedish public.

40 Similarities in opinion between the environmental movement and ”the greenest” of the 
Swedish political parties have also been identified by Algotsson (1996), primarily on the basis 
of an analysis of the debate over energy policy in the beginning of the 1990s. When 
comparing attitudes concerning, for instance, nuclear power and alternative sources of energy, 
he notes considerable similarities between the standpoints presented by the Swedish Society 
for Nature Conservation and the Green and Left Parties and, to some extent, the Centre Party.
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7

Fragments of a Green Democratic Culture

Is there agreement between political parties in parliament and the Swedish 
citizenry concerning green democratic values? Does the Swedish public include 
the right to a good living environment among basic democratic rights? What 
about rights beyond the human community? Do ecocentric norms prescribing 
individual responsibility towards the natural environment strike a chord with 
the public? In this chapter, I will offer answers to these questions, as well as 
explore whether Swedes tolerate occasional violations of the law to protest 
against perceived environmental destruction. I do so by referring to mass survey 
data from 1992 and 1994. Both surveys were constructed and carried out within 
the project ”Political Culture in Democratic Welfare Societies” at the Depart
ment of Political Science, Umeå University.1 Respondents were randomly 
selected from the Swedish population.

The two surveys offer a form of test-retest that makes it possible to examine 
the reliability of the material. The first survey dates from the spring of 1992 
when a questionnaire was sent to an unrestricted random sample of about 2,000 
individuals (18-75 year olds). In the autumn of 1994, another questionnaire was 
sent out to a similar number of people. This second survey repeated most of the 
environmental questions asked in 1992, thus providing some information about 
the stability in opinions within the Swedish public. Stability is imperative when 
attempting to analyse values rather than attitudes. In keeping with the scholarly 
debate on political culture, I assume that people’s values are stable and 
therefore do not change much over a period of a few years, unless perhaps in 
response to dramatic societal events.

Sixty-five per cent of the sample responded to the questionnaire in 1992. The 
corresponding figure for the 1994 survey was sixty per cent. Follow-ups were 
used to increase the response rates. For instance, the questionnaire from 1994 
was sent out at the end of October. Responses were received between the 2nd

1 Responsible for this project are Professor Gunnel Gustafsson, Associate Professor Olof 
Johansson and graduate student Carina Lundmark.
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and the 30th of November. Within the first ten days, about 61 per cent of the 
surveys had been filled in and returned. Two reminder letters were sent to those 
who had not yet responded. This resulted in two ”peaks” of replies amounting 
to approximately 17 and 22 per cent of responses.2

About five per cent of each of the two samples gave reasons for not 
participating in the survey. Some were unable to fill in the questionnaire due to 
illness, while others did hot have sufficient knowledge of the Swedish language. 
Others had moved without forwarding their mail. About two per cent refused to 
co-operate. Circumstances of this kind are, of course, expected. Analysis 
revealed no signs of systematic bias with regard to the age and gender of the 
respondents. Comparing the proportion of men and women among the 
respondents, as well as their age, with the Swedish population at large, the 
discrepancy amounts to some three percentage points or less. These results 
compare favourably to, for instance, the Swedish SOM-investigations (e.g. 
Rönström 1996).3

To get an idea of the dominant orientations of the group of people who, for 
whatever reason, chose not to participate in the survey, early responses from 
respondents in the 1994 sample were compared with responses received after 
two follow-ups. With one exception (reported willingness to contact a politician 
on an environmental issue), this comparison does not reveal any statistically 
significant differences in opinion (at the five per cent level of significance) with 
regard to the relatively large number of ”green indicators” referred to in this 
chapter. This could suggest that the procedure failed to reach the group of 
people who are reluctant to participate in the survey. However, in the light of 
the findings that suggest no bias with regard to the social background of the 
respondents, the samples can reasonably be regarded as representative of the 
Swedish population.

In order to maximise the likelihood of obtaining reliable results from the 
mass surveys, I constructed several indicators to study the green orientations 
identified (in theory) in Chapters three and four. The indicators are also 
designed to throw light upon different levels of support/opposition. Apart from 
the questions with an ”environmental label”, most of which will be analysed 
here, the respondents were also asked questions designed to tap other aspects of

2 One of the reminder letters enclosed a copy of the questionnaire.

3 SOM stands for society, opinion and mass media. The SOM-investigations are recurring 
Swedish public opinion surveys in which individuals are asked their views on a variety of matters, 
both political and non-political.
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Swedish political culture, such as the left-right dimension, materialism versus 
postmaterialism, and the role of women in politics and in Swedish society at 
large. The questionnaire from 1992 included 39 questions, the second 54. A 
large number of subquestions were also asked.4

To some extent, it is feasible to compare the results obtained in this study 
with the findings of other research based on mass survey data on the Swedish 
public at approximately the same time. However, this other work focuses 
primarily on environmental attitudes, for example perceptions of threats to the 
natural environment (e.g. Bennulf 1996, Bennulf and Gilljam 1991). As I have 
indicated earlier, this study is designed to go beyond presumably fluid 
environmental attitudes, by focusing on a set of fundamental values. The 
analysis primarily concerns environmental rights and responsibilities. It is not 
possible for me to examine ecocentric interpretations of equality among the 
Swedish public because relevant questions were not included in the surveys.5 
As in previous chapters, civil disobedience illustrates the conflict between 
democratic norms of process and green norms of content.

Liberty: Human Environmental Rights and the Rights of Non-humans

Chapters five and six indicated that human environmental rights are widely 
acknowledged both by Swedish political parties and environmental organisa
tions. In party programmes from the beginning of the 1990s, it was commonly 
stated that each generation is entitled to enjoy a good living environment. 
Frequently mentioned environmental rights include the rights to clean air and

4 For most of the survey questions analysed in this study, only a few per cent of the 
respondents failed to respond. In some instances, however, the proportion who ”skipped” a 
specific question reaches 7-8 per cent. This makes it more difficult to analyse these questions 
than the others. This lower response rate primarily concerns questions tapping the 
respondents’ willingness to consider acting for environmental purposes.

5 In theory, we recall that ecocentric equality offers a different view of the classic principle of 
one person, one vote, by adding concern for nature. Hanna Kjellgren’s analysis (1996) of 
people’s opinion towards various control mechanisms in the environmental issue area gives 
some insight into how this may be interpreted in political practice -  for example by suggesting 
that people’s opportunities to represent nature’s interests before court be increased. Even if the 
Swedish public is less enthusiastic about this instrument than, for example, information and 
environmental taxes, it is, nevertheless, assigned importance as a method to improve the 
environment (ibid.).
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water, and also the traditional Swedish right of access to private land. The main 
difference between actors in the Swedish political arena and eco-democratic 
standards as defined in Chapter three, is that according to the latter, human (and 
non-human) environmental rights are essential components of democratic 
decision-making. The political parties and environmental organisations, on the 
other hand, generally regard these rights as desirable outcomes of the demo
cratic process.

The survey responses upon which this study rely suggest that Swedish public 
opinion is also firmly in favour of human environmental rights. In 1994, a 
representative sample of the public was asked to give its views on the proposed 
right to clean air, water and healthy food-stuffs. As can be seen from Table 7.1, 
as many as 91 per cent of randomly selected respondents completely agreed 
with this statement. Some 6 per cent agreed with hesitation.6 If people were also 
asked to choose between different values, to judge the outcome of potential 
conflicts between rights, or even to see environmental rights in relation to 
interests such as employment, health care, macroeconomic stability etc., then 
they might be likely to modify their point of view. The data primarily suggest 
that most people see a clean living environment as an important aspect of a 
good life. Thus, in the mid 1990s there is near unanimity within the Swedish 
population, with their elected representatives and among organisations in the 
environmental movement that the basic human rights should embrace the right 
to a clean living environment.

Table 7.1 Recognition of human environmental rights (per cent, 1994)

Proposal Agree Agree with Disagree Do not know Per cent
completely hesitation (N)

Human rights encompass 91 6 2 1 100
the right to clean air, water (1,147)
and healthy food-stuffs

Acceptance of human environmental rights is not necessarily an ecocentric 
standpoint and is perfectly compatible with anthropocentrism. Non-human 
rights, on the other hand, follow from the deep-green idea of nature’s intrinsic 
worth. Recall that theorists such as Naess (1974) and Devall and Sessions

6 If nothing else is indicated, the category ”agree with hesitation” represents a merger of those 
who ”partly agreed” with the proposal in question, and those who ”agreed with hesitation”.
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(1985) specify non-human rights as the fundamental right to live and develop, 
including the right to basic resources to sustain life. With regard to ecocentrism, 
I hypothesise that human environmental rights are, in practice, more widely 
endorsed than the rights of other life-forms and ecosystems. This rests on the 
assumption that some form of ”speciesism”, in the sense of ranking some 
species higher than others, is inevitable (Chapter three). Thus, it should be 
easier for people to recognise various human freedoms, than to endorse the 
rights of other species. In addition, I expect that it is easier for people to extend 
rights to, and indeed to have ethical concern for, species that are similar to 
humans (e.g. mammals) than to species that are very different (e.g. fish, plants 
or insects). This hypothesis was supported by the analysis of political parties 
and environmental organisations in previous chapters. Each political party 
recognised human environmental rights in some form, while only the Green and 
the Left Parties officially advocated the rights of other species. We recall that 
the Left Party focused on the moral rights of animals. Non-human rights also 
have a subordinate position within the Swedish environmental movement, 
according to both official documents such as member magazines, and to 
representatives from nine environmental organisations.

Survey data from 1994 suggest that the Swedish public is ”greener” in this 
respect than most of their political representatives. Table 7.2 shows that the 
percentage of people who completely agreed with the statement that animals 
and plants have rights to life and reproduction was as high as the proportion 
who supported the idea of environmental rights within the human community. 
As many as 90 per cent of the respondents found non-human rights entirely 
acceptable. An additional 8 per cent agreed with hesitation. From an ecocentric 
viewpoint, these figures are remarkably high since the statement in question 
includes both the rights of animals and plants. The latter are of course 
genuinely different from us and, as such, are not natural choices for inclusion in 
an enlarged moral community. The inclusion of vegetables in the discussion of 
rights did not seem to bother the great majority of those who responded to the 
questionnaire in 1994. The granting of both animals and plants the right to life 
and development is an advanced expression of green values. Ecocentric 
theorists go even further, also proposing that ecosystems such as rivers, 
meadows, wetlands and mountains have rights. These members of a potential
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”environmental constituency” were not included in the mass surveys upon 
which this study relies.7

Table 7.2 Recognition of non-human rights (per cent, 1994)

Proposal Agree
completely

Agree with 
hesitation

Disagree Do not know Per cent
........................ (N)......

Also animals and plants 
have rights, e.g. to life and 
development

90 8 1 1 100 
(1,138)

Support for ecocentric interpretations of liberty has also been found in other 
countries. Sharon Witherspoon (1996, 63) refers to a survey from 1993 
involving five countries in Western Europe (Germany, Great Britain, Ireland, 
Italy and the Netherlands). In the survey between 20 and 40 per cent of the 
respondents agreed that ”animals should have the same moral rights that human 
beings do”. She notes that this did not prevent people from arguing that it is 
acceptable to conduct experiments on animals for human medical purposes. Her 
conclusion is that people are concerned about the welfare of animals rather than 
their rights ”...in the strong sense of the term”. I would like to add that 
acceptance of the use of animals for medical testing indicates the dominance of 
anthropocentrism, which is not unexpected. However, the findings nevertheless 
suggest that the public in several West European countries might recognise the 
possibility of extending moral rights to non-humans. Indeed, such rights can be 
manifest in the protection of the welfare of non-human beings.

Ecocentrism versus Anthropocentrism

The results that suggest that the Swedish public has relatively pronounced 
ecocentric interpretations of liberty are further reinforced by data on values that, 
from a theoretical point of view, are the foundations of ecocentric liberty. I am 
referring to respondents’ basic outlook on the relationship between human

7 Since almost everybody who took part in the 1994 survey recognised both human 
environmental rights and the rights of non-humans to life and development, there is little point 
in analysing possible variation in adherence to these rights due to differences in age, gender 
etc. Olof Johansson (1995) has argued along the same lines when analysing similar types of 
data.
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beings and nature. In 1992 and 1994 respondents were asked to consider a list 
of options about how they thought one could justify that Sweden invests 
considerable sums of money to protect the natural environment. One of the five 
options stated that this is justifiable because animals and the rest of the natural 
environment have a value in themselves. Respondents were only allowed to 
choose one of the five options. Looking at the data in Table 7.3, we find that 
two justifications for extensive environmental investments dominate. Roughly 
the same number of respondents chose the options to improve people’s health 
and well-being, and nature’s intrinsic worth. As many as about 45 per cent of 
respondents chose to justify environmental spending by recourse to the 
ecocentric argument. About the same proportion gave priority to people’s health 
and well-being. Short-term employment and long-term economic growth did not 
get much support in comparison to these non-materialist items. This result is 
remarkable at a time when an overwhelming majority of the Swedish public 
(about 70 per cent) stressed economic considerations and employment as the 
most important societal issues (Bennulf and Jarlbro 1995, 196).

Table 7.3 Justifications to environmental investments (per cent)

Justifications to environmental investments in Sweden 1992 1994

It increases the number of job opportunities in the short run 1 2
It improves people’s health and well-being 42 44
It ensures long-term economic growth 7 7
Animals and the natural environment have a value in themselves 45 43
Open alternative 5 4
Per cent 100 100
N 1,264 1,105

Notes: In the questionnaires, the question was phrased as follows: ”What do you think can justify the 
fact that, in Sweden, considerable sums of money have been invested in protecting the natural 
environment?” Exactly the same question was asked in both 1992 and 1994. The small discrepancies 
between 1992 and 1994 are not statistically significant at the five per cent level.

What aspects of the respondents’ social background influence how people 
justify environmental investments? In order to answer this question, the variable 
measuring justifications for environmental investments has been cross-tabulated 
with a number of variables in order to examine their explanatory power. These 
include political party affiliation, gender, age, education, income and the 
respondents’ residential area, that is, whether they live in a rural area or in a
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more urban surrounding. Table 7.4 shows the effects of the predictor variables 
on the five options for justifying environmental investments. Consider, for 
instance, the second row in the table where we find the justifications of 
environmental investments among persons affiliated with the political right. To 
take the column expressing preferences for the option ”it improves people’s 
health and well-being” as an example, non-socialist adherents are under
represented by 1.5 percentage points (compared with the average). This 
particular deviation from the average is, however, not statistically significant at 
the five per cent level. Coefficients for which the 95 per cent confidence 
interval does not contain zero are marked with an asterisk. Thus, with regard to 
the option of improving people’s health and well-being we can note that 
socialist sympathisers were over-represented by almost five percentage points, 
and that the difference in comparison with the average is statistically significant 
at the five per cent level. In sum, the effect of particular characteristics related 
to the respondents social background (or political party affiliation) are 
presented in the table with all other characteristics being controlled for. For 
example, the effect of gender is shown after the effects of party affiliation, age, 
education, income and region have been taken into consideration.

8 The percentages in Tables 7.4, 7.6-7, 7.9, 7.12, 7.15 and 7.17 were calculated excluding the 
category ”no answer”. That is, those who failed to provide one or more ”answers” to the 
relevant indicators are omitted from the crosstabulation. The analysis is thus based on ”valid” 
cases only. In total, the excluded observations amount to about 12 per cent of the sample in 
1994. When the average percentages in these tables are compared with the percentages in 
tables in which all available observations have been included (compare, for instance, Table 
7.4 with Table 7.3), it reveals that this has little influences to the results. The research design 
that I use is called ANOTA (ANalysis Of TAbles). It allows the researcher to investigate the 
possibility of relationships between nominal variables.
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The analysis of ecocentric values within political parties revealed that 
nature’s intrinsic worth was primarily stressed by the Green and the Left Parties. 
With regard to the electorate, the analysis does not reveal such differences 
between sympathisers from either the Green Party or any of the established 
blocs in Swedish politics. In fact, political party affiliation did not seem to have 
much influence on respondents’ choices with regard to justifications for 
environmental investments.9

Table 7.4 Justifications to environmental investments and the respondents’ social 
background (per cent 1994, N 1,031)

Group Job
opportunities

People’s
health

Economic
growth

Nature’s 
inherent worth

Other Per cent

Average 1.0 42.1 6.3 42.5 8.1 100

Party Non-Socialist 0.0 -1.5 1.9 2.2 -2.6* 100
Socialist 0.1 4.9* -1.2 -3.2 -0.6 100
Green Party 0.7 -10.4 0.3 -4.2 13.6* 100
Other -0.6 -6.9 -1.7 5.6 3.7 100

Gender Male -0.3 -0.1 0.9 -0.7 0.3 100
Female 0.3 0.1 -0.9 0.8 -0.3 100

Age 18-30 0.4 -17.4* -1.1 16.1* 2.1 100
31-64 0.1 3.1* 0.5 -3.4* -0.3 100
65-75 -1.4 18.0* -0.5 -13.7* -2.4 100

Education Low 0.4 2.8 -0.6 -1.5 -1.1 100
Medium -0.4 0.9 0.8 0.3 -1.6 100
High -0.2 -3.3 -0.6 0.0 4.2* 100
Other 2.4* -3.0 -1.2 3.9 -2.0 100

Income Low -0.1 -1.7 2.3 2.2 -2.7* 100
Medium 0.8 -1.8 -2.2 1.5 1.6 100
High -0.7 3.1 0.0 -3.3 0.9 100

Residential Rural 0.5 -2.3 0.2 1.3 0.2 100
area Med. sized towns 0.3 -5.5 2.5 -1.8 4.5* 100

Large towns -0.6 -1.8 -0.7 4.6 -1.4 100
Metropol, areas 0.0 5.3* -0.7 -3.6 -1.0 100

Notes: * indicates that the deviation from the average is statistically significant at the five per cent 
level.

9 A relatively large proportion of those who identify with the Green Party chose the open 
alternative. When examining the questionnaires in closer detail one finds that those who 
selected the open alternative often did not explain what they meant. Of those who did explain, 
some justified environmental investments by the need to preserve the natural environment for 
future human generations. Some respondents selected two options, mostly the second and the 
fourth in Table 7.4.
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Turning to the relationship between the respondents’ social background and the 
recognition of the inherent worth of nature, there is no evidence in the empirical 
material from 1994 that gender, education, income or region have any impact on 
this particular orientation.10 Age, on the other hand, plays a role.11 Young 
respondents were markedly more likely than older ones to justify environmental 
investments with reference to nature’s intrinsic value. In 1994, slightly less than 
60 per cent of those aged 30 or less chose this option. The corresponding figure 
for 31-64 year olds is just below 40 per cent, while approximately 29 per cent of 
those over the age of 65 selected the ecocentric proposition. The differences 
between the age groups are substantial (and statistically significant at the five 
per cent level). Consequently, the available data strongly suggest that support 
for the ecocentric standpoint decreases in higher age groups. Research on 
political socialisation suggests that young people are more likely than older 
people to absorb new phenomena and adjust to societal change. As Inglehart 
(1990, 19) puts it, ”...when basic cultural change does occur, it will take place 
more readily among younger groups (where it does not need to overcome the 
resistance of inconsistent early learning) than among older ones...”. Environ
mental issues were high on the political agenda at the end of the 1980s. In the

10 ”High education” means university or college education, while ”low education” refers to 
nine-year compulsory school. The ”medium” category includes those with a high-school 
degree. The respondents’ incomes were only investigated in the 1994 survey. The question 
was somewhat complicated, asking for the total income after taxes for the respondent’s 
household. Low-income earners refer to those families whose disposable income was below 
13,000 SEK per month, while high-income earners encompass those with wages over 19,000 
SEK. I also refer to a middle category (13,000-18,999 SEK). The categorisation is based on 
the mean disposable income for families in 1993, which was 159,400 SEK, or 13,283/month 
(Statistical Yearbook of Sweden "96, 202). In addition, a rather crude categorisation has been 
made that divides Sweden into regions according to population. The biggest cities and their 
surroundings constitute the first category, ”metropolitan areas”, encompassing Stockholm, 
Göteborg and Malmö. In this category, adjacent postal code areas are also included, for 
example in the case of Stockholm -  Haninge, Huddinge, Järfälla and Nacka. The second 
category includes municipalities with 100,000-149,999 inhabitants according to the National 
Registration of 1990: Uppsala, Linköping, Örebro, Västerås, Norrköping, Jönköping, 
Helsingborg, Borås and adjacent postcode areas. In the analysis this group is referred to as 
”large towns”. The third category encompasses middle range communities, starting with 
Umeå, which had a population of 94,912 in 1990, and ending with Boden, with 30,495 
inhabitants. This category is referred to as ”medium sized towns”. Rural areas comprise the 
fourth category.

11 In order to examine discrepancies by age, the sample has been divided into three age 
categories: the young (18-30), the middle-aged (31-64), and the old (65-75).
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Swedish context, 1988 was a significant year, the one when the Green Party 
first entered Parliament. The environmental debate concerned issues like algae 
blooming and the health condition of seals in the Baltic sea. In light of this, it is 
not surprising to find that green values were particularly pronounced within 
younger age groups in the mid 1990s. As can be seen from Table 7.4, the 
reversed age pattern applies to the exclusively anthropocentric option of 
improving people’s health and well-being, an option which also proved to be 
particularly attractive to socialist sympathisers, and to those living in the big 
cities of Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö (metropolitan areas).

With regard to people’s views of the intrinsic value of nature, Anders Jeffner 
and Nils Uddenberg (1994) and Carl Reinhold Bråkenhielm (1994) report 
similar findings in their analysis of outlooks on life within the Swedish public 
(see also Uddenberg 1995). In 1987 they interviewed a random sample of about 
400 Swedes. Jeffner and his colleagues asked whether people should show 
greater respect for human beings than for other species. A majority opposed 
this, claiming that one should not show greater respect towards humans than 
towards other beings. To avoid the possibility that the responses were due to the 
wording of the question, they reformulated it in a similar investigation 
conducted later and including approximately 500 individuals. At that time, 
respondents chose between two positions. As Bråkenhielm explained them 
(1994, 83, my translation):

A. The human being has a higher value than any other living thing. Animals have 
a lower value than human beings.

B. Animals and human beings have equal worth.

The result was the same. As many as 66 per cent of the respondents chose the 
second statement, that animals and human beings have equal value in a moral 
sense (ibid.). Respondents commonly justified their choice on the grounds that 
human beings are one species among many others, all of which are part of the 
ecological system (Uddenberg 1995, 26). In the beginning of the 1990s, these 
findings prompted a group of researchers to conduct an extended analysis of 
Swedes’ outlooks on life and especially their views on the relationship between 
human beings and the natural environment. The new project was carried out by 
Torbjörn Fagerström, Anders Jeffner and Nils Uddenberg, and involved
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analysis of survey data as well as interviews.12 Their results also suggest that 
the ecocentric recognition of non-human rights has some empirical ideological 
foundation among the Swedish public. In the questionnaire, people were asked 
to consider the situation of the white-tailed eagle which was saved from the 
threat of extinction in Sweden due to successful measures for their rescue 
financed largely by the state. Respondents were asked what could justify this 
type of public expenditure, for example, because eagles have the right to live, 
because they are beautiful and interesting, and/or because they could be 
important with regard to the long-term survival of mankind. As many as 88 per 
cent of the respondents agreed with the first (ecocentric) alternative. Both of the 
human-centred options received significantly less support (73 and 55 per cent 
respectively, Uddenberg 1995, 31). Another finding that is clearly relevant to 
my work, is that about 78 per cent of the public felt that ”[hjumans and other 
living beings have equal worth and the same right to live”. Furthermore, some 
95 per cent argued that ”[hjuman beings have no right to destroy the 
possibilities for survival of plants and animals” (ibid., 32-3, my translations). 
Thus, Fagerström, Jeffner and Uddenberg’s results strengthen the findings of 
this study, which is that a large proportion of the Swedish public acknowledges 
the intrinsic value of other living organisms, as well as non-human rights.

We can now conclude that when they are not required to consider the 
practical implications of supporting environmental rights, for example gains and 
losses vis-à-vis other rights or even interests, Swedes recognise both human and 
non-human environmental rights. How should these proposed rights be 
protected? In the 1994 survey, efforts were made to measure support for one of 
several possible methods for securing environmental rights -  constitutional 
protection. This particular instrument was chosen because constitutional 
measures are often associated with other basic rights, ones which are more 
familiar to us than are human environmental rights, not to mention non-human 
rights to life and reproduction. Another reason for choosing constitutional 
protection of environmental rights is because it was identified in Chapter three 
as one aspect of the eco-democratic framework.

12 The interviews (26 in total) were conducted in the winter of 1993-94 and included men and 
women of different ages and with different social backgrounds. The respondents were chosen 
to represent three groups: farmers, members of the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, 
and members of two large trade unions (Metall and Statsanställdas Förbund). Survey data 
from a 1994 questionnaire sent to a representative sample of about 1,500 individuals living in 
Sweden was also used (Uddenberg 1995,169).
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Constitutional protection of environmental rights might constitute a link 
between ecocentric interpretations of liberty and democratic decision-making, 
but this is not necessarily the case. First, not all constitutions are democratic, 
even if we, in this particular case, are dealing with a democratic constitution. 
Secondly, not everything that is included in a democratic constitutional frame
work is essentially linked to democratic procedures. As I have pointed out 
elsewhere, the Swedish constitution not only specifies rights that are vital to the 
decision-making process, but also contains some prescriptive statements about 
the structure of society. In addition, there is an important pragmatic caveat in 
the empirical study of (green) democratic values. For people to judge the 
consequences for the democratic process of giving constitutional protection to 
environmental rights requires a relatively sophisticated understanding of the 
democratic ”rules of the game”. Specific information about how the public 
perceives the decision-making process is not available here. Efforts to obtain 
such information are likely to be best served by a qualitative research design.

Table 7.5 Constitutional protection of environmental rights (per cent, 1994)

Proposals Agree
completely

Agree with 
hesitation

Disagree Do not 
know

Per cent 
(N)

Environmental rights for human 
beings [to clean air, water and 
healthy food-stuffs] should be 
given constitutional protection

71 19 3 7 100
(1,136)

Rights [to life and development] 
for animals and plants should be 
given constitutional protection

62 24 6 8 100
(1,132)

The percentage of people who completely agreed with the idea of giving 
constitutional protection to environmental rights is considerably smaller than 
the proportion who agreed with statements that simply propose the existence of 
such (moral) rights. Nonetheless, 71 per cent of respondents fully approved of 
the idea of giving human environmental rights constitutional protection, while 
62 per cent agreed with regard to the rights of animals and plants (Table 7.5). 
The percentage that agreed with hesitation varied between 19 and 24, depending 
on which rights and for whom/what were being discussed. The increased 
ambivalence as compared with the results in Tables 7.1 and 7.2 might be due to 
uncertainty about the instrument proposed to safeguard the rights in question. 
That is, there may be some uncertainty as to whether constitutional protection is 
the best option available. Another possible explanation could be that when
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people are asked to consider the policy implications of their statements of 
principle, they are not prepared to make the necessary sacrifices, even when the 
”sacrifice” is only an additional clause in the constitution.

If the results presented (in Tables 7.1 and 7.2) had shown that people find it 
more difficult to extend rights to animals and plants than to human beings, then 
the reduction in support as we move from human to non-human rights would 
have supported the hypothesis of ”species egoism” which, by extension, implies 
that it should be easier for people to widen the concept of rights to encompass 
species that are similar to us, than to include species that are markedly different. 
However, since the difference in recognition of human and non-human environ
mental rights is not statistically significant (at the five per cent level), this 
interpretation is less likely. Perhaps the reduced support can be explained by 
concerns about whether we, as human beings, have a role at all in protecting the 
rights of other species. Recall that even among ecocentric theorists, there is a 
debate about the form and extent of human responsibility towards the natural 
environment.

The analysis in Chapter five revealed substantially different views among 
political parties concerning constitutional protection of both human environ
mental rights and the rights of other beings. As can be seen from Tables 7.6-7.7, 
political party affiliation is also important when analysing these ideas within the 
electorate. Controlling for respondents’ gender, age, education, income and 
residential area, the probability of agreeing completely with the proposals for 
constitutional protection of environmental rights is the highest among Green 
Party sympathisers (91 and 77 per cent), and the lowest for those on the political 
right (61 and 52 per cent). Those on the left took a ”greener” stance than people 
on the political right with regard to constitutional protection for both human 
environmental rights and non-human rights. With the exception of the New 
Democratic Party, data on left-right affiliation do not permit discrimination 
between the parties within each bloc.13 The distinction between the traditional 
blocs in Swedish politics is not particularly useful in an analysis of the level of 
agreement between political parties in parliament and citizens with regard to

13 In 1992, the question was phrased as follows: ”Do you like the non-socialist or the socialist 
political parties?”. The wording was slightly different in the questionnaire from 1994: ”In the 
main, do you have your sympathies with the non-socialist or the socialist political parties?”. 
The response categories were the same in both questionnaires: ”a) mainly non-socialist 
(Centre, Liberal, Christian Democratic and Conservative Parties), b) mainly socialist (Social 
Democratic and Left Parties), c) the Green Party, d) New Democracy, e) other party, f) do not 
know, g) do not want to answer.”
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green democratic values. The analysis in Chapter five showed that the ”green 
ranking” of political parties does not follow the left-right dimension in Swedish 
politics. Other than the Green Party, the ”greenest” parties in terms of eco- 
democratic values are the Left and the Christian Democratic Parties, that is, one 
party from each of the blocs.14 In this case, further breakdown of parties within 
the socialist bloc would have proved particularly interesting because the Left 
Party, according to its environmental programme from 1991 and its party 
programme from 1993, favours the universal right to life, but does not elaborate 
on the potential constitutional implications of this position.

Table 7.6 Constitutional protection of human environmental rights and the 
respondents’ social background (per cent 1994, N 1,031)

Group Agree
completely

Agree
with hesitation

Disagree Do not know Per cent

Average 69.4 19.4 3.1 8.1 100

Party Non-Socialist -8.2* 6.6* 2.7* -1.1 100
Socialist 4.3* -3.2* -2.0* 0.9 100
Green Party 21.9* -12.5* -2.7 -6.8 100
Other 0.4 -3.3 -0.1 3.0 100

Gender Male -3.1* 2.1 1.1* -0.1 100
Female 3.1* -2.2 -1.1* 0.1 100

Age 18-30 1.8 -1.7 -1.4 1.3 100
31-64 -1.9 1.4 0.8 -0.4 100
65-75 5.7 -3.8 -1.2 -0.6 100

Education Low 1.4 -2.8 -1.2 2.6 100
Medium 0.4 -0.6 -0.3 0.5 100
High -2.0 3.2 0.9 -2.1 100
Other 0.0 1.4 3.5 -5.0 100

Income Low -3.2 2.0 0.6 0.5 100
Medium 3.7 -3.3 -0.3 -0.1 100
High -0.6 1.3 -0.3 -0.3 100

Residential Rural -0.6 4.4* -1.6 -2.1 100
area Medium sized towns 4.6 -2.8 -0.9 -0.9 100

Large towns 0.2 -2.2 0.9 1.1 100
Metropolitan areas -1.6 -0.2 0.9 1.0 100

Notes: * indicates that the deviation from the average is statistically significant at the five per cent 
level.

14 The Green Party often claims to be independent of the left-right dimension. However, 
research suggests that the party has leftist orientations on several issues (e.g. Algotsson 1996).
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Table 7.7 Constitutional protection of non-human rights and the respondents’ social 
background (per cent 1994, N 1,031)

Group Agree
completely

Agree
with hesitation

Disagree Do not know Per cent

Average 60.6 24.2 5.5 9.6 100

Party Non-Socialist -8.5* 6.4* 2.5* -0.4 100
Socialist 5.1* -3.3* -1.5 -0.3 100
Green Party 16.2* -4.7 -3.8 -7.6* 100
Other 0.9 -5.5 -0.6 5.1* 100

Gender Male -2.1 1.1 1.8* -0.8 100
Female 2.1 -1.1 -1.8* 0.8 100

Age 18-30 3.6 -2.2 0.1 -1.4 100
31-64 -1.9 1.0 0.5 0.4 100
65-75 2.7 -0.6 -2.8 0.7 100

Education Low 8.0* -8.6* -2.2 2.8 100
Medium -1.5 2.5 -1.3 0.3 100
High -7.6* 5.6* 4.1* -2.2 100
Other 12.4* -8.2 0.1 -4.3 100

Income Low -2.5 1.1 0.0 1.4 100
Medium 3.7 -2.4 -0.7 -0.7 100
High -1.3 1.2 0.6 -0.6 100

Residential Rural 0.6 1.4 -1.1 -0.8 100
area Medium sized towns 5.1 -1.5 -0.7 -2.9 100

Large towns -1.8 0.0 -0.1 1.9 100
Metropolitan areas -1.2 -0.3 1.1 0.4 100

Notes: * indicates that the deviation from the average is statistically significant at the five per cent 
level.

The data suggest that gender and education also influence the respondents’ 
positions on the constitutional protection of environmental rights. Women are 
more likely than men to agree completely with the statement that humans have a 
right to clean air, water, etc. With regard to non-human rights, on the other 
hand, gender differences are only statistically significant for those who disagree 
with the proposal, that is, men are more likely than women to oppose this idea. 
Education also influences respondents’ views in this particular case. People 
with high formal education are far more reluctant than the less educated to fully 
support this measure to safeguard non-human rights (Table 7.7). Perhaps this 
can be interpreted as an expression of knowledge about the social structure. 
That is, their knowledge makes the well educated more inclined to question the 
appropriateness of safeguarding environmental rights by means of constitutional
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protection. As Angus Campbell and colleagues (1960) point out, it might also 
be that the better educated are more critical of sweeping statements in 
questionnaires than are those with lower formal education!

To summarise the importance of background variables for respondents’ views 
about the constitutional protection of non-human rights, as many as 85 per cent 
of those who identify with the Green Party and have low formal education 
agreed completely with the statement presented in Table 7.7 (60.6 + 16.2 + 8.0 
= 84.8 per cent). At the other extreme, we find the highly educated with 
political affiliation on the right, among whom about 45 per cent fully agreed 
with the proposition (60.6 - 7.6 - 8.5 = 44.5 per cent).

Bennulf (1994) shows that people with low income tend to have more 
ecological attitudes than high-income earners, suggesting that those who are 
better off have had greater chances to pursue mass-consumption lifestyles than 
people with low income. Furthermore, high-income earners may be more opposed 
to environmental taxes and fees that could be interpreted as restricting their 
private discretion in economic matters (ibid.). Even if the green values that I 
analyse in this study are not directly associated with economic considerations I 
also find some support for the above mentioned pattem. An examination of 
bivariate relationships between support for constitutional protection of environ
mental rights and family income reveals a statistically significant difference (at 
the five per cent level) meaning that people with low income are more likely to 
agree completely with these particular statements than are high income earners 
(data not shown here).15 However, when controlling for the other background 
variables, including education and gender this relationship disappears. Thus, 
Tables 7.6-7.7 show no statistically significant differences based on respondents’ 
family income.

Eco-democratic values do not only imply an extended concept of rights, but 
also human obligations for the natural environment -  both as citizens and as 
inhabitants of planet Earth. Following ecocentric theorists, this responsibility 
primarily manifests itself as making environmentally sound actions vital aspects 
of everyday life. How does the Swedish public respond to these ideas? How far- 
reaching do people perceive their duties towards nature to be? In what ways 
does it affect their everyday lives? Do people feel that their efforts to protect the 
natural environment make a difference?

15 With regard to values in favour of human environmental rights, the reported difference is only 
significant between those with ”medium” high income and those with high income (data not 
displayed here).
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Participation: Environmental Citizenship

The survey data from 1992 and 1994 suggest that Swedes view environmental 
responsibility as being of direct personal relevance. People were asked to 
respond to the following optimistic statement about what individuals can do for 
the environment: ”People like myself can do a lot to improve the natural 
environment in Sweden”. As Table 7.8 shows, a large majority of respondents 
agreed, either completely or with hesitation. Only some 4-5 per cent felt that 
they could not do much in this regard.

Table 7.8 Perceived environmental efficacy (per cent)

People like myself can do a lot to improve the natural 
environment in Sweden

1992 1994 Change

Agree completely 31 27 *

Agree with hesitation 62 65
Disagree 5 4
D o not know 2 4 *

Per cent 100 100
N (1,278) (1,154)

Notes: * indicates that the change in percentage points between 1992 and 1994 is statistically 
significant at the five per cent level.

As a broad generalisation compared to socialist sympathisers and, especially, 
people on the right, those who sympathised with the Green Party were more 
convinced about their potential for individual environmental contribution 
(Table 7.9). These differences are statistically significant at the five per cent 
level. Green Party adherents topped the list in 1994, with about 41 per cent 
agreeing fully with the statement.

Somewhat surprisingly, the data presented in Table 7.9 do not suggest a 
relationship between high formal education and feelings of political efficacy, as 
has often been reported elsewhere (e.g. Listhaug 1995). However, Table 7.9 
indicates that when education, region and political party affiliation are held 
constant, gender, age and income have an impact on the respondents’ perceived 
environmental efficacy. The figures suggest that men with low income are 
particularly inclined to disagree with the statement that ”people like me can do a 
lot to improve the natural environment in Sweden” (Table 7.9). Furthermore, 
there are striking differences between the age groups. The youngest are much 
more likely than the oldest to rank high on perceived environmental efficacy.
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The differences between these age groups amount to about 15 percentage 
points. From the available data, we cannot, however, determine whether this is 
an expression of what Inglehart (1990) calls an intergenerational shift, or if the 
age-related differences are due to life cycle (ageing) effects. In order to explore 
this further, long time series data are clearly called for.16

Table 7.9 Perceived environmental efficacy and the respondents’ social background 
(percent, N 1,031)

Group Agree
completely

Partly agree Agree 
with doubt

Disagree Do not know Per cent

Average 27.4 44.7 19.4 4.5 4.1 100

Party Non-Socialist -4.1* 3.4 1.6 -0.4 -0.5 100
Socialist 3.5* -3.9* 0.5 -0.3 0.1 100
Green Party 13.6* -2.5 -8.0 -2.0 -1.2 100
Other -5.4 3.8 -2.9 2.8 1.7 100

Gender Male -2.2 -2.3 2.1 2.2* 0.2 100
Female 2.2 2.3 -2.1 -2.2* -0.2 100

Age 18-30 6.3* -4.2 -0.4 -1.1 -0.6 100
31-64 -0.7 0.8 0.6 -0.1 -0.5
65.75 -8.6* 4.2 -2.0 2.6 3.7* 100

Education Low -3.2 1.3 -2.6 0.6 3.9* 100
Medium 0.4 -0.6 1.5 -0.1 -1.2 100
High 1.3 1.0 1.2 -1.1 -2.3* 100
Other 4.4 -5.0 -6.1 3.4 3.3 100

Income Low -1.1 -2.5 -0.7 2.3* 1.9 100
Medium 2.6 0.1 0.6 -2.5* -0.9 100
High -1.4 2.0 0.1 0.2 -0.8 100

Residential Rural 1.4 0.5 -0.1 -1.1 -0.7 100
area Med.sized towns 0.1 -1.1 0.5 1.1 -0.6 100

Large towns -1.8 4.6 -0.6 -0.2 -2.0 100
Metropol.areas 0.3 -3.4 0.3 0.5 2.3* 100

Notes: * indicates that the deviation from the average is statistically significant at the five per cent 
level.

16 The ”do not know” option in Table 7.9 also reveals interesting differences with regard to 
the predictor variables of age, education and residential area. According to the available data, 
it is especially those over the age of 65 who live in large Swedish cities and have low formal 
education who have trouble making up their mind about their ability to influence the environ
ment.
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There are several possible explanations for why some people believe that they 
can do little to improve the environment. People who expressed doubt con
cerning the proposal in Tables 7.8 and 7.9 could reasonably argue that a single 
person has limited influence over the process of environmental improvement. 
One individual can only do a fairly small part of the work. Thus, to agree with 
some hesitation to this statement might, in fact, reflect a realistic assessment of 
what one individual can do by herself/himself. This does not necessarily mean 
that such limited contributions are considered unimportant.

Another possible explanation as to why a large proportion of respondents 
expressed some hesitation regarding their environmental contribution could be 
that they feel unable to influence decision-making processes, either in general, 
and/or in particular with regard to environmental problem management. The 
available survey data give some support to the latter interpretation. As can be 
seen from Table 7.10, some 15-17 per cent of respondents strongly felt that 
environmental problems (unspecified) are so complicated that people in general 
cannot understand them. Adding together those who either fully agreed or 
agreed with hesitation, over 70 per cent believe environmental problems to be 
too complicated for people to understand.

Table 7.10 Perceived environmental complexity (per cent)

Environmental problems are so complicated that people normally 
cannot understand them

1992 1994

Agree completely 17 15
Agree with hesitation 57 56
Disagree 23 25
Do not know 3 4
Per cent 100 100
N (1,280) (1,147)

Notes: All differences between 1992 and 1994 are statistically indistinguishable (at the five per cent 
level of significance).

That those who identify with either the Green Party or with the socialist bloc 
believe environmental problems to be less complicated than do people on the 
right could be one explanation for the finding that Green Party advocates and 
socialist sympathisers were confident in their own potential to improve the 
natural environment in Sweden. However, the data on perceived environmental 
complexity do not support this interpretation. The differences among those with
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different political party preferences are statistically insignificant at a five per 
cent level (data not presented here).17

The potential for implementing green interpretations of participation depends 
on people manifesting their environmental responsibility, for example by 
pursuing environmentally sound life-styles. Ecocentric theorists such as Devall 
and Sessions (1985) describe recycling of household waste and altered 
consumer behaviour as parts of this process. I have already argued that it is not 
simply the activity per se that distinguishes persons holding green values, but 
what motivates their behaviour. Consequently, environmental responsibility 
carried out within the household is not the only action that should be classified 
as ”green” in character. Active expressions of environmental citizenship can 
also take other, more conventional, forms. Following this argument, contacting 
politicians on an environmental issue and working within a political party with 
the aim of protecting the natural environment are also considered expressions of 
environmental responsibility.

In 1994 people were asked what they themselves could consider doing to 
protect the natural environment. This measures norms about good behaviour in 
relation to the natural environment, something which I have defined as an 
aspect of green democratic culture. Respondents were given a list of options to 
choose from, included environmentally conscious consumer choices, recycling 
of household waste, contacting the mass media and working for environmental 
issues within a political party (see Table 7.11 for a full presentation of the 
available alternatives). People responded ”yes” or ”no” to a mix of conventional 
political activities and actions that are more unconventional and/or specific to 
the issue of the environment. Only the affirmative answers are presented in the 
table below.

17 The statistical analysis suggests that the least educated, as well as those with a low 
disposable income were most likely to perceive environmental problems as ”...so complicated 
that people normally cannot understand them”. In 1994, as many as 43 per cent of those with 
high formal education disagreed with the proposal. The corresponding figure for those with 
nine-year compulsory school was only some 13 per cent. Gender also has some importance for 
perceptions of environmental complexity, however, only with regard to the category ”agree 
completely”. In this respect, women are less likely than men to say that environmental 
problems are too complicated to understand (data not shown here).
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Table 7.11 Norms about environmental behaviour (per cent, 1994)

What would you consider doing yourself to protect the environment? Yes N

Buy environmentally safe products 99 (1,152)
Recycle household waste 95 (1,143)
Use public means of transport 66 (1,113)
Contact a civil servant on the environmental issue area 59 (1,079)
Take part in an environmental demonstration 47 (1,091)
Join an environmental organisation 43 (1,090)
Contact the mass media on an environmental issue 41 (1,086)
Contact a politician on an environmental issue 40 (1,092)
Work within an environmental organisation 24 (1,078)
Hug trees or otherwise prevent environmentally hazardous activities 21 (1,075)
Work with environmental issues within a political party 18 (1,091)

Notes: ”No” responses are excluded from the table. No ”do not know” alternative was available.

Table 7.11 makes it quite clear that the activities that most people were 
prepared to undertake to protect the environment were based in the household. 
Almost everyone who took part in the survey in 1994 declared themselves 
willing to buy environmentally safe products, while about 95 per cent said that 
they could recycle their household garbage. In a SIFO investigation from 1989, 
people were also asked whether they would consider sorting their household 
waste for environmental reasons.18 At that time, 84 per cent of the public gave 
affirmative answers (Lindén 1994, 58). The data sets upon which the present 
study relies suggest that five years later this figure had increased by about ten 
percentage points. Within this category of people, we find those who might 
consider doing these environmentally benevolent actions on a not-so-regular 
basis, as well as those who take their environmental commitment very 
seriously.19 Thus, the figures on hypothetical environmental action should be 
seen in relation to what people say that they actually do. According to Bennulf 
and Gilljam (1991, 93), the average Swede claims to do 3.7 out of ten mentioned 
activities for environmental purposes ”always or very often”. For example, in

18 SIFO (”Svenska institutet för opinionsundersökningar”) is a Swedish institute that has 
carried out investigations of public opinion on a regular basis since the 1950s.

19 In the SIFO investigation, the Swedish public was also requested to consider how often they 
thought about buying environmentally friendly products when they did their shopping. About 
54 per cent of the respondents answered that they thought about this always, or almost always. 
About 40 per cent of the public seldom thought about environmental considerations when 
shopping, while only 6 per cent claimed that they had never thought about this (Lindén 1994, 
58).
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1994, about 30 per cent of the public said that they buy environmentally safe 
products ”always or very often” (Bennulf and Jarlbro 1995, 199). Other 
activities that people often claim to do for the environment are to recycle paper, 
glass and batteries (ibid.).

When not asked to specify how regularly they were prepared to use public 
means of transport or whether doing so involved sacrifices as compared with 
their normal means of transportation, 66 per cent of respondents in 1994 
declared themselves willing to do so for environmental purposes (Table 7.11). 
Bennulf and Gilljam (1991, 92) suggest that some 45 per cent of Swedes claim 
that they actually refrain from taking the car to work or to school for 
environmental reasons, and that they do this ”always or very often”. The use of 
public transportation is an activity that involves more obvious sacrifice, e.g. in 
terms of convenience, than purchasing environmentally safer products, 
recycling paper, bottles, etc. According to the 1994 survey, the activities that 
the fewest would consider doing in order to protect the environment were to 
work within a political party or an environmental organisation, both of which 
are activities that make substantial demands on the individual’s time. Similar 
results are also documented in other Western European countries. In her 
analysis of environmental public opinion in Germany, Great Britain, Ireland, 
Italy and the Netherlands, Witherspoon (1996, 47) notes that ”...once we start 
posing questions in a way that makes the cost of ‘going green’ more explicit, 
levels of ‘environmentalism’ plummet...”. One of the examples in her 
investigation concerns support for increased taxes on petrol, which proved to be 
quite low in all of the countries.

The analysis in Chapter five showed that Swedish political parties were keen 
to stress the importance of individual environmental responsibility in their 
platforms and programmes. The Green and the Left Parties expressed slightly 
more pronounced green values in this respect, but the other parties were not far 
”behind”. In 1994, this was not true of the electorate. With regard to opinions 
about some forms of environmental action -  for example to use public means of 
transport, to join an environmental organisation, and to take part in an 
environmental demonstration -  there are significant differences which are 
linked to political party affiliation. The pattern is consistent, irrespective of 
which form of environmental behaviour is being analysed. Those who identify 
with the Green Party report themselves most willing to act for environmental 
protection, followed by socialist sympathisers, then those oriented to the
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political right (Table 7.12).20 In fact, the differences are quite striking. With 
regard to joining an environmental organisation, the difference is a full 49 
percentage points between Green Party adherents and people affiliated with the 
non-socialist bloc. Great differences are also noted in people’s responses to the 
question of whether they would consider working within an environmental 
organisation. Both of these options are either directly or indirectly connected to 
the environmental movement, of which the Green Party can be argued to be a 
part.

These results are largely in line with what others have found in analyses of 
what people actually say that they do to protect the environment. For example, 
Bennulf and Johnsson (1993) show that people who support parties that are 
known for their environmental concerns (primarily the Green, Left and Christian 
Democratic parties) are more likely than others to act for environmental purposes. 
Those who identify with either the Conservative Party or New Democracy, on the 
other hand, are least prone to act for the environment (Bennulf and Selin 1994). 
Once again, it is worth noting that the question about political party affiliation in 
the surveys discussed here groups respondents with rather different party 
identification into the categories socialist and non-socialist bloc. Therefore, 
within the respective blocs, variation with regard to norms about environmental 
behaviour is to be expected.

Bennulf (1994 and 1996) and Lindén (1994) have found that Swedish women 
are slightly more concerned than men about environmental matters, as measured 
by reported willingness to act for environmental purposes. Lars Häll (1994) 
demonstrates that women in general and, particularly younger women, show 
greater affinity with the environmental movement than men. This investigation 
also suggests that support for certain types of environmental behaviour is more 
widespread among women than among men. For instance, women are more 
prone than men to consider joining an environmental organisation or 
participating in a demonstration (Table 7.12). However, the form of activity 
being analysed seems to be of importance here. Explorations of the effects of 
gender on other expressions of environmental responsibility, such as contacting 
a politician, a civil servant or the mass media on an environmental issue, reveal

20 Some exceptions to this general pattem have been noted. For instance, political party 
affiliation did not influence the reported willingness to contact a politician on an environ
mental issue. Similarly, adherence to either of the established blocs in Swedish politics did not 
affect people’s readiness to contact a civil servant. In this case, however, Green Party 
sympathisers were heavily over-represented among those who considered doing this for 
environmental purposes (data not shown here).
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no statistically significant differences (at the five per cent level, data not pre
sented here).

Table 7.12 Norms about environmental behaviour and the respondents’ social 
background (per cent 1994, N 1,031)

Group Use public means of 
transport 

Yes

Join an environmental 
organisation 

Yes

Join and environmental 
demonstration 

Yes

Average 65.1 42.4 47.1

Party Non-Socialist -10.4* -9.3* -15.8*
Socialist 8.5* 5.2* 11.2*
Green Party 7.0 39.6* 21.4*
Other -0.5 -6.6 0.3

Gender Male -6.6* -3.2* -4.5*
Female 6.7* 3.2* 4.6*

Age 18-30 7.3* 9.9* 1.3
31-64 -2.7* -0.6 1.7
65-75 -0.7 -15.7* -10.9*

Education Low -3.3 -7.7* -9.3*
Medium -2.6 -3.0 -1.0
High 8.0* 10.5* 9.3*
Other -2.6 6.9 3.6

Income Low 1.5 3.4 3.3
Medium 2.5 -0.9 1.4
High -3.5 -2.1 -4.1

Residential Rural -7.7* 1.6 1.8
area Med.sized towns 2.7 4.3 -2.5

Large towns -1.6 -0.7 -3.9
Metropol.areas 5.5* -2.4 2.7

Notes: ”No” responses are excluded from the table. * indicates that the deviation from the average is 
statistically significant at the five per cent level.

Differences between the age groups are also relatively clear, indicating that the 
youngest are more willing to take an active environmental responsibility than 
those over the age of 65 (Table 7.12).21 This result is also consistent with what 
others have found in studies of reported political participation in Western 
Europe, both in the 1990s and in the early post-war years. However, Richard

21 An exception to this relatively consistent pattem concerns reported willingness to contact 
the mass media. In this case, age did not play a role (data not displayed here).
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Topf (1995, 70-71) uses longitudinal data covering a time span of about 30 
years to show that this commonly identified difference between young and old 
has diminished considerably over time. This is not a consequence of young 
people becoming less active in politics, but is primarily explained by the fact 
that older age groups in Western Europe are becoming more politically active, 
thereby reducing the differences between age groups.

It should be noted, however, that Topfs results concern the reported 
performance of respondents with regard to a list of political activities, such as 
signing a petition and joining a lawful demonstration, rather than norms about 
environmental behaviour, which is the focus here. With regard to acting for 
environmental purposes in a Swedish context, older people are sometimes found 
to be more active than the young (e.g. Bennulf and Selin 1994). In this case, the 
types of activities mentioned in the questionnaires are likely to be of utmost 
importance. From the data presented here, we can conclude that those over the 
age of 65 are underrepresented among those who report themselves willing to 
demonstrate for environmental purposes and/or to join an environmental 
organisation. Bennulf (1996, 162) presents similar findings with regard to the 
latter.

In the scholarly debate, high education is often seen as promoting political 
competence and feelings of political efficacy which, in turn, stimulates political 
action (e.g. Listhaug 1995). In his study Topf notes that the young and the 
better educated are commonly argued to constitute the driving force behind the 
”participatory revolution” that occurred in the aftermath of the late 1960s. 
Topfs results show that the importance of this predictor of political activism 
has decreased substantially over time (1995, 70). Whether this is the case in 
Sweden cannot be inferred from the available data. However, we can see that, 
for every item mentioned in Table 7.12, high education increases the likelihood 
of finding positive norms about environmental behaviour by about ten 
percentage points.22

The data used in this study also shows that residential area has proved to be 
of interest for explaining norms about the use of public transportation. Those 
living in the countryside or within relatively small communities are much less

22 The value differences due to the respondents’ education are even more pronounced when 
considering the reported willingness to contact various actors on an environmental issue 
(politicians, civil servants, and/or the mass media). In these instances, high education boosts 
the chances of finding positive standpoints with 12-14 percentage points (data not shown 
here).
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likely to express a willingness to use public means of transportation than those 
living in metropolitan areas, that is, in Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö. This 
clearly reflects the availability of public transportation and, thus, the cost of 
using them (see also Bennulf and Gilljam 1991).

In sum, the data in Table 7.12 suggest that Swedes display a noticeable 
willingness to pursue environmentally friendly activities. Even those who are 
least prone to take an active environmental responsibility, that is, men over the 
age of 65 who have a low level of education and sympathise with the non
socialist bloc, about seven per cent of them claim that they would consider 
joining an environmental demonstration (47.1 - 4.5 - 10.9 - 9.3 - 15.8 = 6.6 per 
cent).

People’s pronounced willingness to undertake environmentally friendly 
activities does not imply that the Swedish population gives individuals 
undivided responsibility for environmental problem management. Both in 1992 
and 1994, people were asked whether it should be the government’s 
responsibility to take active steps to protect the natural environment. In 1994, as 
many as 82 per cent of respondents definitely thought that the government has 
an obligation to manage environmental problems (data not displayed here).23 In 
comparison with other issue areas, this figure is high by Swedish standards. 
Besides environmental protection, the respondents considered a list of issues 
including provide a job for everyone who wants one, keep prices under control, 
protect private ownership, provide health care for the sick and a decent standard 
of living for the old and the unemployed. Support for the statement that the 
government should take active steps to protect the natural environment was 
exceeded only by support for providing health care for the sick and a decent 
standard of living for the old (in 1994, 88-89 per cent of those consulted agreed 
entirely with these proposals). In general, support for governmental action was 
considerably lower, approximately 40-50 per cent. For example, in 1994 some

23 As expected, there were pronounced differences between socialist and non-socialist 
sympathisers with regard to governmental responsibility, with people identifying with the 
Green Party commonly revealing leftist orientations. This result is similar to what Bennulf 
(1990) found when he analysed the opinions of a selection of Green Party voters in the 1988 
national election. On the question of protecting the natural environment, my data suggest that 
Green Party adherents were even more in favour of governmental problem management than 
those with a socialist outlook. As many as 97 per cent of those who sympathise with the Green 
Party agreed completely with the statement that the government should take responsibility for 
protecting the natural environment (data not displayed here). According to Kjellgren (1996), 
this is likely to be explained by the importance that the Green Party assigns to environmental 
issues.
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45 per cent of the population strongly supported the idea that the government 
should keep prices under control (data not shown here).

In conclusion, the Swedish public does not simply (and probably not even 
primarily) assign responsibility for human relationships with the natural 
environment to individuals. The data discussed here reveal both a commitment 
to environmental citizenship ideas and perceived governmental responsibility. 
With regard to ecocentric interpretations of participation ”in practice” rather 
than in theory, all sorts of actors are likely to be singled out as having an 
obligation to care for the natural environment. Chapter five illustrated the 
political parties’ focus on their own role in the transformation towards environ
mental sustainability. In Chapter six, environmental organisations presented 
similar views regarding their role.

Civil Disobedience

In a society where material growth is highly valued, sometimes at the expense 
of ecological considerations, there are people who find democratic procedures 
too slow, or perhaps even inadequate, when environmental values are at stake. 
During the past decades we have witnessed numerous occasions when civil 
disobedience or even violent protests have been used to protect the natural 
environment. Civil disobedience implies the breaking of laws that have been 
reached through democratic procedures. Even so, it is often not a general 
rejection of the democratic process, but of some specific outcome. According to 
Rawls (1971), the non-violent and legally responsible character of this 
behaviour demonstrates acceptance of the political system. Furthermore, the 
activists seek to appeal to the majority’s sense of justice.

The analysis in previous chapters showed markedly different views regarding 
civil disobedience among actors in the Swedish political arena. The Green and 
the Left Parties and the bulk of the environmental organisations expressed high 
tolerance towards this form of political protest, and used similar arguments to 
those of ecocentric theorists in defending it. The Social Democratic, Centre, 
Liberal, Christian, Conservative and New Democratic Party, on the other hand, 
did not see any justifications for illegal actions to promote environmental 
protection. This position is similar to the one adopted by representative and 
participatory democratic theorists, which is that citizens have an obligation to 
obey the laws and decisions reached through democratic procedures. When
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political decisions are not approved of by the people, the ”proper conduct” is to 
change the law in question, not to break other laws in a display of opposition.

In 1992 and 1994 a relatively large proportion of the Swedish public 
expressed reservations concerning compliance with the law. About a fifth 
reported that they consider the moral implications of a particular law before 
deciding whether it is legitimate to obey it (data not shown here).24 Does the 
Swedish public agree that environmental concerns justify occasional violations 
of the law? The surveys suggest an affirmative answer to this question. 
Approximately 19 per cent of the public found that ”tree-hugging” and similar 
activities are needed to influence decisions on important environmental issues. 
Some 56-60 per cent of the respondents agreed with hesitation (Table 7.13).

Table 7.13 ”Tree-hugging” as an instrument for political influence (per cent)

Tree-hugging and protest marches are needed to influence 
important environmental decisions

1992 1994 Change

Agree completely 19 19
Agree with reservation 60 56 *
Disagree 17 17
Do not know 4 8 *
Per cent 100 100
N (1,269) (1,148)

Notes-. * indicates that the change in values between 1992 and 1994 is statistically significant at the 
five per cent level.

The statement ”political methods such as tree-hugging and protest marches are 
needed in order to influence decisions in important environmental matters” does 
not make explicit that these activities may actually imply breaking the law. In 
interpreting the results reported in Table 7.13 we cannot exclude the possibility 
that respondents may have approved of unconventional forms of political 
protest not realising that it might be illegal to, for example, literally hold on to 
trees in order to prevent road construction. Violations of the law in this case 
primarily involve disturbing law and order (e.g. blocking vehicles) and/or

24 In 1994 about 22 per cent of the public disagreed with the statement ”the law should always 
be obeyed even if a particular law is morally wrong”. Respondents’ position along the 
traditional left-right dimension did not affect their view. Green Party adherents, on the other 
hand, commonly recognise moral reasons for not obeying the law. The difference between 
Green Party sympathisers and people identifying with either the socialist or non-socialist bloc 
amounted to about 20 percentage points, a disparity well beyond the margin of error (at the 
five per cent level of significance, data not displayed here).
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disobeying orders from an official (i.e. neglecting to leave on a policeman’s 
order).

In both 1992 and 1994 respondents were asked whether it can be legitimate 
to break laws to defend the natural environment (see Table 7.14). Three 
alternative responses clarify degree of tolerance towards this protest behaviour: 
(1) yes, illegal activities can be legitimate to defend the environment, but only 
as a last resort, (2) yes, it is an effective instrument to get decision-makers’ 
attention, and (3) no, laws are to be obeyed. We recognise the first argument 
from some proponents of ecocentrism. It rests on the idea that established 
channels for political influence have been tried but have proven unsatisfactory 
in terms of influencing the majority’s sense of environmental justice (Chapter 
four). The second standpoint accepts civil disobedience as a political instrument 
for regular use, thus reflecting increased tolerance towards illegal protests. The 
third option is in line with representative and participatory democratic theory.

Table 7.14 Legitimatisation of civil disobedience (per cent)

Can it sometimes be legitimate to break the law to defend the 
environment?

1992 1994 Change

Yes, but only as a last resort 54 58 *
Yes, it is an effective instrument to get the decision-makers’ 24 18 *
attention
No, laws are to be obeyed 22 24
Per cent 100 100
N (1,277) (1,152)

Notes: * indicates that the value change between 1992 and 1994 is statistically significant at the five 
per cent level.

A majority of the Swedish public -  approximately 54-58 per cent -  did not 
object to the use of illegal measures, provided that they are seen as a last resort, 
that is, when nothing else seems to work to save some threatened part of the 
natural environment (Table 7.14). Thus, when the exceptional character of this 
measure for political influence is stressed, there is widespread tolerance for it 
within the Swedish population. In addition, there are no statistically significant 
differences in opinion related to respondents’ party political sympathies (Table 
7.15). With regard to the most tolerant standpoint towards civil disobedience -  
implying that it is an effective instrument to attract decision-makers’ attention -  
those on the political right are significantly less supportive of this instrument
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for political influence than are Socialist and Green Party sympathisers.25 If we 
randomly select a person affiliated with the Green Party, the probability that she 
or he finds civil disobedience to be an effective instrument to get decision
makers’ attention is about 29 per cent in 1994. The corresponding figure for 
those with a rightist outlook is approximately 11 per cent. These results were 
obtained once the effects of gender, age, education, income and residential area 
had been controlled for. People on the political right are also most inclined to 
stress that laws should be obeyed.

Along with party sympathies, differences in age, education and residential 
area clearly underlie differences in opinion towards civil disobedience. 
According to the available data, it is particularly non-socialist sympathisers 
over the age of 65 with low education who claim that laws should be obeyed 
(Table 7.15). Those who accept civil disobedience as last resort are commonly 
better educated and reside in rural areas. The most radical opinion is particularly 
advocated in high density areas, that is, in towns (and their immediate 
surroundings) with 100,000-149,999 inhabitants.

25 Kjellgren (1996, 171-2) also concludes that Swedes who identify either with the Green or 
the Left Party find civil disobedience to be a more effective instrument to improve the 
environmental situation than do those who sympathise with the Conservative, Liberal or 
Christian Democratic Parties in particular. Kjellgren’s analysis also suggests that women are 
more inclined to support this instrument of political influence than are men. This result is not, 
however, supported here.
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Table 7.15 Legitimatisation of civil disobedience and the respondents’ social 
background (per cent 1994, N 1,031)

Group A last resort An effective 
instrument

Laws are to be 
obeyed

Per cent

Average 58.1 17.9 24.0 100

Party Non-Socialist 1.4 -7.1* 5.7* 100
Socialist -0.8 3.2* -2.4 100
Green Party -0.9 11.4* -10.5 100
Other -0.9 5.2 -4.2 100

Gender Male -2.5 0.4 2.1 100
Female 2.6 -0.4 -2.1 100

Age 18-30 2.0 0.8 -2.8 100
31-64 2.4 0.8 -3.2* 100
65-75 -15.4* -5.3 20.7* 100

Education Low -6.7* 1.1 5.6* 100
Medium 0.7 0.3 -1.0 100
High 6.1* -3.4 -2.6 100
Other -4.9 8.4 -3.5 100

Income Low -1.7 1.8 -0.1 100
Medium -0.1 -1.4 1.5 100
High 1.5 -0.2 -1.3 100

Residential Rural 6.3* -4.5* -1.8 100
area Med.sized towns 4.2 -2.4 -1.8 100

Large towns -2.4 4.5* -2.1 100
Metropol.areas -4.4* 0.8 3.6 100

Notes: * indicates that the deviation from the average is statistically significant at the five per cent 
level.

Does the relatively widespread acceptance of civil disobedience imply that 
people report that they themselves could (or should) take part in unlawful 
activities to protect some threatened part of the natural environment? In the 
1994 survey, respondents were asked to judge whether they would consider 
participating in tree-hugging or would otherwise use their own bodies to 
prevent environmentally hazardous activities (see Table 7.11). As many as 21 
per cent of the respondents gave an affirmative answer. Differences in opinion 
correlated closely with the respondents’ political party sympathies. About 45 
per cent of those affiliated with the Green Party reported that they were willing 
to use these unconventional and sometimes illegal forms of protest to prevent 
environmentally dangerous activities. The corresponding figures for socialist 
and non-socialist sympathisers were 25 and 12 per cent respectively (data not
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shown here).26 Clearly, these responses might refer to all sorts of activities, from 
actions of a NIMBY character (”Not In My Back Yard”) to political protests of 
a more general kind. Furthermore, there is an obvious discrepancy between 
words and deeds in this respect. Acting clearly involves all sorts of sacrifice and 
potential trouble that is often disregarded when people express abstract support 
for particular behaviour.

Acceptance of civil disobedience suggests that legal political measures are 
not perceived as sufficiently robust to protect the natural environment. Thus, the 
presented findings indicate some dissatisfaction with the performance of the 
political system, either in general and/or with regard to the management of some 
specific environmental matter. How deep is this dissatisfaction about the 
management of environmental problems? That the majority of respondents 
accepted unlawful political protests only as a last resort suggests that the 
dissatisfaction is relatively minor. This interpretation is supported by data about 
peoples’ views of the possibility of dealing with environmental problems within 
today’s political system (Tables 7.16).

Table 7.16 The political system’s perceived ability to deal with environmental 
problems (per cent)

How do you judge the ability o f the current political system to 
deal with environmental problems?

1992 1994 Change

The political system works well even for dealing with 
environmental problems

13 16 *

The political system needs some minor changes 55 62 *
The political system has to be changed completely 32 22 *
Per cent 100 100
N (1,259) (1,138)

Notes: In 1992 and 1994 the exact wording of the question was: How do you judge the ability of the 
current political system to deal with environmental problems? The possible responses were: a) the 
political system works well even when it comes to dealing with environmental problems, b) the political 
system works well on the whole, but needs some minor changes and, c) if environmental problems are to 
be solved, the political system has to be changed completely. * indicates that the value change between 
1992 and 1994 is statistically significant at the five per cent level.

The available evidence suggests that the Swedish public believes that only 
minor changes in the political system are required in order to deal with environ
mental problems. The proportion of people who held this opinion increased

26 The reported differences between the blocs and in relation to Green Party supporters are 
statistically significant at the five per cent level.
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between 1992 and 1994. In the terminology of Naess (1973), this position is 
”shallow” in character. That is, it includes people who, from an ecocentric 
viewpoint, do not ask fundamental questions about the origin of environmental 
problems. As a result, their views about the origins do not challenge the 
economic, political and/or social structure of advanced industrial societies. The 
conviction that the political system has to be completely changed in order to 
deal with environmental difficulties has declined. Nonetheless, in 1994 about 
22 per cent of the public spoke in favour of radical changes in the political 
system to overcome the environmental problems (Table 7.16). This option is 
inclusive enough to include both people who hold eco-democratic values and 
”environmental fundamentalists” who accept the abolition of democracy (more 
or less temporarily) to reach environmental sustainability. The relatively high 
adherence to this strategy suggests that people interpreted this statement rather 
mildly, perhaps encompassing constitutional protection of non-human rights or 
decentralised political decision-making.

When analysing trust in the political system in general and in politicians in 
particular, Ola Listhaug suggests that ”...shifts in the political and ideological 
leanings of incumbent governments can influence support levels” (1995, 278). 
Thus ”.. .we expect voters who are politically close to the incumbent party to be 
more trusting than those aligned with the losing side” (ibid., 279). The 
expressions of political trust that form the basis of Listhaug’s analysis are 
markedly different from the political system’s perceived ability to deal with 
environmental problems.27 Nonetheless, the argument may have some relevance 
here because it suggests that views about the ability of the political system to 
deal with problems are, to some extent, dependent on which political party (or 
parties) are presently ”in charge”. The results in Tables 7.16 and 7.17 display 
public opinion under two governments, one from the non-socialist bloc, the 
other a Social Democratic government which had been recently elected when 
the October 1994 questionnaire was sent out. At first sight, the findings on 
political party affiliation do not support the above interpretation. In 1994, 
people on the right were more likely to argue that the political system works 
well (which, basically, is a status quo solution), including with regard to

27 The items upon which Listhaug (1995, 296) bases his interpretation of political trust were 
the following (and refer to the Swedish election studies): ”The parties are only interested in 
people’s votes not in their opinions” and ”Those people that are in the Riksdag and run things 
don’t pay much attention to what ordinary people think”.
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managing environmental difficulties (Table 7.17). Socialist sympathisers, on the 
other hand, favoured for minor reforms.

In interpreting these findings, problems stressed by Listhaug about how to 
measure incumbency shift should be kept in mind. Is the party (parties) that 
loses the election to be counted as in or out of government? On the one hand, 
this party (parties) has obviously had a considerable influence over politics 
during a longer or shorter time span, thereby suggesting that when people with 
rightist orientations preferred a status quo solution in 1994, they may have 
referred to the political system’s ability to manage environmental problems 
during the past election period, when the government was of the right. Another 
interpretation is equally plausible: ”...voters who see their party winning an 
election might anticipate that government will become more receptive to their 
policy positions...” (Listhaug 1995, 279). From the available data, we cannot 
come to any firm conclusions as to which of these interpretations is better or 
which ”parts” of the political system respondents are pleased or displeased with.

With these caveats in mind, we once again turn to the findings from the 
Swedish electoral arena. After controlling for the influence of variables 
associated with social background, as many as half of Green Party adherents 
argued that, in order to manage environmental problems, the political system 
has to be changed completely. Those who give ”other” as their political party 
affiliation -  rather than socialist, non-socialist or green -  also agree that large 
changes in the political system are necessary to overcome environmental 
difficulties. Both in the case of these ”other” party sympathisers and proponents 
of the Green Party, it is tempting to speculate that they are generally dissatisfied 
with the way politics is carried out. With regard to the Green Party, this could 
perhaps stem from what Naess would call the asking of fundamental questions 
about the societal structure, in this case from the perspective of a party whose 
chances of becoming the governing party, or even part of a governing coalition, 
could be judged to be relatively small, at least the beginning of the 1990s.

There is considerable variation in the views of different age groups with 
regard to the political system’s ability to cope with environmental challenges. 
The oldest are the most likely to argue that the political system works well, 
while the youngest are most likely to say that the political system has to be 
fundamentally transformed, perhaps indicating some dissatisfaction with
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”established” or ”old” ways of conducting politics.28 Apart from age, 
respondents’ social backgrounds do not seem to have much influence on their 
views about the performance of the political system with regard to the 
management of environmental problems.

Table 7.17 The political system’s perceived ability to deal with environmental
problems and the respondents’ social background (per cent 1994, N 1,031)

Group It works well It needs minor changes It has to be changed 
completely

Per cent

Average 15.5 62.3 22.2 100

Party Non-Socialist 4.4* -0.1 -4.3* 100
Socialist -2.3 7.0* -4.7* 100
Green Party -2.4 -25.3* 27.6* 100
Other -4.2 -11.3* 15.6* 100

Gender Male 1.3 -3.1* 1.7 100
Female -1.4 3.1* -1.7 100

Age 18-30 -6.6* -1.3 7.9* 100
31-64 0.4 0.9 -1.3 100
65-75 10.3* -1.6 -8.6* 100

Education Low -3.7 5.8 -2.1 100
Medium 2.7* -5.5* 2.8 100
High -0.2 4.9 -4.8* 100
Other -4.6 -3.8 8.4 100

Income Low 2.6 -5.4* 2.8 100
Medium -2.5 3.8 -1.4 100
High 0.0 1.1 -1.2 100

Residential Rural -1.3 -0.3 1.6 100
area Med.sized towns 1.4 4.5 -6.0 100

Large towns -0.6 3.0 -2.3 100
Metropol.areas 0.8 -3.9 3.1 100

Notes: * indicates that the deviation from the average is statistically significant at the five per cent 
level.

28 Summing the effects of party affiliation and respondents’ social background on the most 
radical option in Table 7.17, reveals that young people with Green Party identification are 
most likely to argue that the political system has to be changed completely in order to manage 
environmental problems (57.7 per cent). Those who are most reluctant to change the political 
system are pensioners with high education (8.8 per cent). Support for either of the established 
blocks in Swedish politics has about equally strong influence on opinions about the political 
system’s perceived ability to deal with environmental problems.
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Conclusions

The analysis in this chapter shows that a great majority of the Swedish public 
recognises both human environmental rights and the rights to life and develop
ment of other species. From the data presented here, we also get some insights 
into people’s willingness to make an effort to ”improve” the natural environ
ment by examining their answers to the question of whether they, themselves, 
are prepared to engage in a number of specific activities for environmental 
purposes. Their sense of environmental obligation is, for instance, reflected in 
their readiness to pursue environmentally conscious consumer choices and to 
recycle household waste. Not surprisingly, however, most people do not want to 
fundamentally change their lifestyles.

People sympathising with the Green Party generally come closer to the 
ecocentric standards than those who identify themselves as sympathising with 
one of the established blocs in Swedish politics. Green Party adherents are most 
likely to support constitutional protection of various environmental rights. They 
are also the most willing to act for environmental protection, even when this 
involves tree-hugging or other actions to hinder environmentally hazardous 
activities. With regard to the ”degree of green-ness” of those who sympathise 
with either of the established blocs, the data suggest that those with a leftist 
outlook are slightly ”greener” than those oriented to the political right. For 
instance, this is the case with regard to support for the constitutional protection 
of environmental rights.

Respondents’ social backgrounds do not have much influence on their views 
about green interpretations of liberty and participation (and, indirectly, of 
ecocentric interpretations of equality). The similarities between different social 
groups are striking, while the main exceptions identified concern age and 
gender. Support for nature’s intrinsic value is most widespread among those 
under the age of 30. The young are also the most optimistic regarding their own 
potential to make an environmental contribution. They argue that they are both 
capable of doing much to improve the environmental situation in Sweden and 
willing to act for environmental reasons, for example by using public means of 
transportation and joining an environmental organisation. Women are slightly 
”greener” than men on the issue of constitutional protection of human environ
mental rights and in their reported willingness to engage in what can be labelled 
”environmentally friendly” activities. Region, income and education, on the 
other hand, proved to be of little importance in this respect. In short, the data
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suggest that an individual holding green democratic values is likely to be a 
young woman with Green Party sympathies.

Whether the identified fragments of ecocentric interpretations of liberty and 
participation among the Swedish population will contribute to the strengthening 
of the societal goal of environmental sustainability (so often referred to in 
political party programmes) remains to be seen. For example, we do not yet 
know if people will find ways to manifest their perceived obligations towards 
the natural environment, or whether there will be calls for altered decision
making procedures that are in line with eco-democratic principles.29

29 The data on civil disobedience and the perceived ability of the political system to manage 
environmental issues provide some insights into how far people are prepared to go in order to 
elevate environmental issues. According to the results presented in this study, the Swedish 
public regards civil disobedience as a kind of safety-valve to use when something of value in 
ecological systems is at risk, and other forms of political action have proven unsuccessful in 
efforts to protect it. Furthermore, a majority of the public expresses faith in the political 
system’s ability to deal with environmental problems and thus suggest only minor changes in 
it.
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8

Some Concluding Remarks

What this Thesis is About

What would be the consequences for democratic theory of replacing the domi
nant human-centred view with ecocentrism? This was the question posed at the 
beginning of the study, which has been devoted to the somewhat ambitious task 
of formulating a broad framework of a green democratic theory by using 
ecocentrism (green ideology) as the point of departure. Ecocentrism offers a 
perspective on the relationship between human beings and nature that is 
radically different from the human-centred, or anthropocentric, outlook within 
which democratic decision-making procedures have developed. Green ideology 
does not give humans innate rights to dominate other forms of life. Rather, 
human beings are considered part of nature and the various parts (animals, 
plants, ecosystems) are seen as having value in themselves, irrespective of their 
perceived usefulness for human beings.

The efforts to link ecocentrism to democratic theorising have involved two 
complementary tasks. First, I demonstrated that even more traditional versions 
of democratic theory are built on ideas about the characteristics of a good 
society. The next step in my analysis was to identify green process norms which 
link green thought to democracy at the level of principle. Thus, the focus in this 
study is not primarily what should be accomplished from an environmental 
point of view, but how such changes could be decided upon.

Proponents of both representative and participatory democratic theory 
assume that certain outcomes of democratic decision-making are supportive of 
democratic procedures. Hence, value prescriptions are part and parcel of 
relatively established variants of democratic theory, both representative and 
participatory. For instance, participatory democratic theorists argue that 
participation in democratic decision-making develops the personalities of 
participating individuals, thus increasing their capacity for decision-making in 
the public arena, and fostering characteristics such as solidarity and 
responsibility (Barber 1984 and Pateman 1970). In short, participatory
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democratic theorists expect that political participation will transform the 
individual, making her or him a better citizen, more capable of participating and 
more eager to do so. Representative democratic theorists, on the other hand, 
present arguments in favour of a supportive political culture, in the sense that 
certain orientations within the citizenry may strengthen the functioning of rule 
by the people (Dahl 1989 and Tingsten 1969). These findings suggest that the 
critique against green thought’s ”preoccupation” with content rather than 
process (cf. Goodin 1992 and Saward 1993) applies, at least to some extent, to 
more traditional forms of democratic theory as well. It may, however, be argued 
that the borderline between process and content is more blurred in eco- 
democratic theorising than in the representative and participatory variants.

That the demarcation line between democratic norms of process and content 
runs somewhat differently in different versions of democratic theory is 
illustrated by my in-depth analysis of three basic concepts associated with 
democracy -  liberty, equality and participation. According to Graham (1986) 
and Riker (1982), these core values are at the heart of all democratic theory. I 
argue, however, that the basic concepts associated with democracy are ”elastic” 
in character. This means that different conceptions of the decision-making 
process may be classified as democratic in character, provided that they build 
upon certain essential interpretations of liberty, equality and participation. 
These essential components of democratic theory are defined as civil and 
political rights (e.g. freedom of speech, information and assembly; the right to 
vote and the right to run for political office), the principle of one person, one 
vote in the choice of political representatives, and voting in periodic elections.

These ”lowest common denominators” of democratic theory adequately 
summarise the fundamental elements of representative democratic theory, while 
-  as I have shown -  participatory and green democratic theorising extend their 
meaning further. Does this mean that eco-democratic norms can simply be 
added to the established liberal democratic tradition, or do any of the green 
”seeds” signify a break with this tradition? That which is specific about the 
green interpretations of liberty, equality and participation will be briefly 
summarised below, where I examine the ”embryo” of an eco-democratic theory. 
Not only does this embryo add to the ongoing theoretical debate about the 
meaning of democracy, my empirical study also shows that the green theoretical 
fragments can be applied in practice. Thus, it is worthwhile to try to bridge the 
perceived ”gap” between ecocentrism and democracy both in theory and among 
actors in the Swedish political arena in the late twentieth century.
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Towards an Eco-democratic Theory

The main ”ingredient” of an eco-democratic theory is a new type of equality 
that encompasses animals, plants and eco-systems as well as, of course, human 
beings. The rationale for this extension is the belief in a fundamental and 
mutual dependency between human beings and other living organisms. 
However, it is worth noting that humans, because of their position at the top of 
many food-chains, are more dependent on animals and plants than vice versa. 
Specific green interpretations of rights and obligations follow from the 
ecocentric view of equality. The discussion of rights offers a green perspective 
on traditional conceptions of liberty. This includes not only human environ
mental rights, but also the rights of other life-forms. Green interpretations of 
participation are linked to both liberty and equality. Here I introduce the 
concept of ”environmental citizenship”, which combines human environmental 
rights with obligations towards the natural environment.

According to both green and participatory democratic theory, formally equal 
citizen rights are necessary but not sufficient for democracy. The argument is 
similar in these two variants of democratic thought, suggesting that equal rights 
ought to be supplemented with equal opportunities. Social equality is presented 
as an additional precondition for democracy, one that gives people a relatively 
equal chance of fully using their formal citizen rights. Proponents of 
representative democratic theory, on the other hand, regard social equality as 
something that can be implemented through the institutions of democracy if 
such policies are considered desirable by the majority.

Despite the above mentioned similarities, eco-democratic theorising offers a 
somewhat different approach to the discussion of social rights than does 
participatory democratic theory. The latter focuses on the social backgrounds of 
people (their education, income, access to information, etc.). Eco-democracy, on 
the other hand, implies a focus on human environmental rights to clean air, 
water and healthy food-stuffs. Without a reasonably clean living environment, 
the exercise of civil and political rights is believed to be seriously limited. 
Hence, just as participatory democratic theory argues that wealth and education 
influence people’s capacity to take part in political life, eco-democrats argue 
that the state of the natural environment influences people’s ability to 
participate in democratic decision-making. The consequence of eco-democratic 
reasoning is that human environmental rights are given similar status in 
democratic decision-making as are civil and political rights.
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According to representative democratic theory, the democratic process is 
designed to make rational and autonomous individuals equal. As Eckersley puts 
it (1995, 181), ”[a]mong the cluster of ideas that make up the liberal democratic 
tradition is the idea of the universal and equal worth of each individual, an idea 
that underpins the principle of one person one vote”. Thus, the liberal tradition 
extends equal worth to each human being regardless of whether the individual 
lives in a democratically governed nation state or not. These ideas are expressed 
in the 1948 Declaration on Human Rights and are embodied in the civil, 
political and social rights in contemporary democracies.

It is my interpretation that the eco-democratic framework is compatible with 
both the dominant view of citizen rights and a broader understanding of those 
individuals who have intrinsic worth and therefore deserve recognition. The 
ecocentric debate is, in fact, somewhat similar to the distinction between citizen 
rights and universal human rights drawn above. Notably, the former is discussed 
with a focus on the rights of individual citizens, an emphasis that fits rather 
nicely into the liberal tradition. However, with regard to the discussion of 
rights, the main difference between eco-democratic theorising and more 
traditional democratic thought relates to the specific green notion of what con
stitutes the democratic community, in particular eco-democracy’s introduction 
of the rights of non-human beings.

Universal rights of non-humans (primarily to live and to ”develop” according 
to their own terms) constitute the second ”component” of ecocentric inter
pretations of liberty. It is also closely connected with views on equality. Here, 
the focus is no longer exclusively on individuals, but also embraces collectives 
such as species and ecosystems. As I pointed out earlier, it follows from 
ecocentric principles that each living organism, as well as larger units such as 
ecosystems, have inherent worth. This justifies the recognition of rights of 
groups of individuals. Broadening in this way the view of who and what is 
entitled to have rights has significant consequences for democratic decision
making. The established interpretation of equality is summarised by the 
principle of ”one person, one vote” in the process by which political 
representatives are selected. Eco-democracy requires that the rights and 
interests of non-humans are also explicitly considered during this process of 
choosing representatives. Some analysts of green thought have explored the 
implications of these ideas. For example, Dobson (1996a) argues that an 
extension of the democratic community to encompass species other than our 
own involves a crucial deviation from basic democratic principles because 
indirect representation of non-human beings is the only option available. There
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is no escaping the fact that various parts of nature cannot take an active part in 
human decision-making procedures. Consequently, it is simply not possible to 
achieve an exact deep-green equivalent to ”rule by the people”. Nevertheless, as 
Dobson and others (e.g. Bumheim 1995) have suggested, there may be ways to 
bring these ideas closer to democratic principles. For instance, decision-makers 
might be randomly selected from a pool of people who are willing to consider 
the interests of non-humans.

Ecocentric interpretations of citizen participation challenge the narrow, 
formal conception of the public sphere that characterises representative 
democratic theory. In the latter branch of democratic theory, attention is focused 
on government in its formal sense, including political parties, the public 
administration and the individual’s relationship with these entities. Eco- 
democratic theorising suggests a shift in focus from government to governance, 
emphasising collective action organised from ”below” -  that is, from the people 
themselves -  and expresses joint responsibility for the natural environment. 
According to ecocentric views of participation, people have responsibility not 
only towards fellow citizens, but also towards nature. To maximise the 
autonomy of both humans and non-humans, restrictions on human behaviour 
towards the natural environment are held to be inevitable. Such obligations 
towards nature can take numerous expressions. The obligation that follows from 
ecocentric equality has to do with the representation of non-humans in 
democratic decision-making procedures. Thus, concern for nature may be 
expressed by means of voting, provided that nature’s interests are represented 
by the eligible parties and/or candidates. Human responsibility for nature can 
also be manifested in people’s everyday lives, for example by energy saving 
measures, purchasing environmentally safer products, and recycling household 
waste. The fact that ecocentric theorists such as Devall (1993) stress 
participation of the latter type could, perhaps, be explained by the limits for 
action set by the human-centred character of contemporary decision-making 
procedures.

Apart from voting, ecocentric suggestions on environmentally benevolent 
activities might seem rather loosely linked to democratic decision-making. 
Within participatory democratic theory, I have identified an argument that is 
also useful from the viewpoint of eco-democratic theorising, though it is a 
rather weak one. What I have in mind is the presumed educational impact of 
being active. Pateman (1970) suggests that even forms of participation that have 
no direct bearing on democratic procedures may stimulate people’s capacity to 
express their preferences through voting, and even their interest in running for
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political office. Even if participatory democratic theory primarily extends 
citizens’ political involvement to the workplace and the neighbourhood (which 
also implies a focus on collective action, informal networking etc.), it 
presupposes that democratic practice can also be learned in the family or at 
school. This could, perhaps, include the household-related activities advocated 
by ecocentric theorists. Consequently, ecocentric and participatory inter
pretations of citizen participation are similar in their criticism of a formal, 
individualistic notion of the public sphere.

To illuminate the green challenge to democratic theory, I have particularly 
stressed what is special, or even unique, about this line of democratic thought. 
The main impression, however, is that ecocentric and participatory 
interpretations of democratic core values are so closely connected with more 
established interpretations, that examining only what is ”purely green” (or 
participatory) about them in terms of democratic decision-making is somewhat 
difficult. For example, making the human right to a healthy living environment 
an essential prerequisite for democratic decision-making makes no sense unless 
humans also have traditional civil and political rights. Thus, eco-democratic 
principles have a strong foundation in liberal democratic theorising. To use 
another metaphor, the seeds of an eco-democratic theory seem to originate from 
the ”fruits” of the liberal democratic ”tree”.

ifard Questions, Soft Answers

My efforts to synthesise what has been written regarding the connection 
between ecocentrism and democracy in the form of a tentative framework of a 
green democratic theory has been pursued in a rather traditional fashion. The 
theoretical ”seeds” have, assuredly, been sought in what can be called an 
ecocentric soil. However, traditional ”tools” have been used to ”cultivate” this 
soil. More specifically, the framework for analysis has its origin in a tradition 
that has shaped both representative and participatory democratic theory. The 
concepts of liberty, equality and participation have fascinated democratic 
theorists for centuries and, as I show in this study, these concepts (as well as the 
established liberal interpretations) also are very attractive to those whose 
position in the democratic debate is ”green” in character. To what extent are the 
questions raised in this study influenced by the undeniably human-centred 
discourse of democratic theorising? Would the ecocentric authors who 
contribute to this discussion of democratic core values be happy with the eco- 
democratic framework presented in this thesis?
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Presumably, the whole enterprise of developing a green democratic theory is, 
to some extent, an expression of a human-centred outlook. Every attempt to 
discuss human decision-making is bound to have significant human-centred 
features, even if the democratic process is structured to benefit both humans and 
other species and their habitats. Consequently, the embryo of an eco-democratic 
theory also has a built-in structure of power that advantages human beings. 
However, eco-democratic theorising presents a markedly different view on this 
power relationship as compared with more traditional theories of democracy. 
According to the latter, human beings are superior to nature. There is no 
indication that these theories acknowledge that other living organisms might 
have rights, even less that these rights should somehow be connected with 
democratic procedures. Human beings are the only moral subjects in eco- 
democratic theorising as well, but for ecocentrism’s proponents, this structure 
of power is a necessary evil. Moreover, the fact that only humans (read adults) 
are moral subjects/reasoning agents is not seen as giving them a monopoly on 
the right to respect. The various parts of nature obviously cannot speak for 
themselves when human beings make decisions, democratically or otherwise. 
According to eco-democratic theorising, humans must therefore undertake this 
task.

I suggest that the ecocentric interpretations of liberty, equality and 
participation summarised above constitute seeds of an eco-democratic theory. 
The term ”seeds” is chosen to signify the present state of theory, that it is in an 
initial stage rather than representing a fully developed theoretical framework. 
The study focuses on what is ”there” in terms of democratic theorising, rather 
than on what is ”missing”. For example, this framework of an eco-democratic 
theory offers a relatively clear-cut definition of the term ”democracy”, as well 
as an acceptable justification for the superiority of democratic procedures as 
compared with other forms of decision-making, stressing that it gives each 
individual the opportunity to represent not only their own interests, but also the 
interests of non-human beings and their habitats.1 Moreover, as with any other 
democratic theory, eco-democratic theorising includes views on decision
making rules, specifying rights that ”...follow deductively from the equality 
assumption and the responsive rule definition” (Saward 1996, 83). Both human

1 Following Saward (1996, 81), the only convincing justification for a political system 
concerns the ”...rightness of the many...”. Even if individuals (or groups of individuals) 
possess superior knowledge about the process of decision-making, ”...the ethical substance of 
state policies and actions is not something about which they [politicians, administrators, 
political philosophers etc.] can claim rightly an analogous superior knowledge”.
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environmental rights and the rights of non-humans follow from the ecocentric 
recognition of the intrinsic worth of all living organisms. However, citizen 
status is not (and cannot be) granted to each being. Human environmental 
rights, on the other hand, are universal. From an eco-democratic point of view, 
these rights create conditions for the full exercise of civil and political rights.

A question that has not been addressed is whether these seeds of an eco- 
democratic theory are exhaustive, or if additional grains need to be added in the 
process of theory formation. There certainly may be other seeds. At this point, 
however, a more pressing task for those engaged in green democratic theory 
formation is to elaborate upon the links between the identified seeds. For 
instance, the universal rights to live and develop are commonly expressed in 
very general terms in ecocentric writings, offering a moral standard for legal 
recognition in a national context. With regard to both how to bring these almost 
all-embracing rights into the rather narrow context of mechanisms for 
democratic decision-making and the possibility of implementing them in 
practice, eco-democratic theorising is in its infancy. Ecocentric theorists 
themselves are not particularly concerned about these matters. The institutional 
implications of eco-democratic values are also weakly specified among Swedish 
political actors. Analysing these institutional implications of eco-democratic 
norms is, in my opinion, essential in the process of further developing an eco- 
democratic theory.

An extended analysis of eco-democratic norms would also benefit from a 
wider discussion of democratic representation of those who are affected by 
political decisions with negative environmental effects but who cannot 
influence them, primarily ”non-nationals” and future generations of both 
humans and other species. Because these issues cannot be identified as growing 
directly out of ecocentric principles, they were excluded from this study. 
Nevertheless, an extension of the democratic community to encompass them 
seems compatible with ecocentric ideas about equality across geographical and 
species boundaries. The issue of democratic representation of those humans 
who are affected by decisions taken in a country where they lack citizen status 
also raises questions about the appropriate unit of democratic decision-making. 
Is the nation state a suitable unit for the implementation of green ideas about 
democratic decision-making? Authors from the more traditional branches of 
democratic theory have taken a greater interest in this debate than ecocentrism’s 
advocates. In the light of environmental problems that do not respect national 
borders and the ecocentric recognition of the rights of other species, it is worth 
considering whether ecocentrism’s proponents have better arguments than
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advocates from more established democratic theory to question the prominent 
role of the nation state, in both democratic theory and practice.

Green Democratic Values in the Swedish Political Arena

Democratic theorising of a more traditional kind has evolved in tandem with 
empirical developments. For instance, when representative democratic theorists 
discuss political participation, the situation in contemporary democracies is 
commonly referred to in order to substantiate theoretical arguments. Since green 
democratic ideas have not (yet) been implemented, eco-democratic thinkers 
have not had the opportunity to establish such an interplay between theory and 
practice, other than playing into the hands of their critics by propagating for the 
societal goal of environmental sustainability rather than for a specifically green 
democratic process of decision-making. My empirical study suggests fragments 
of an eco-democratic culture, at least among some groups in the Swedish 
political arena. Thus, in the process of further developing eco-democratic 
theorising, a closer interplay between theory and practice may be possible. 
Whether or not eco-democratic theorising will progress parallel with empirical 
developments (as has been the case for representative democratic theorising) is, 
of course, difficult to say.

Even if eco-democratic norms are widely recognised among Swedish political 
actors, the specific green interpretations of liberty, equality and participation are 
seldom explicitly linked to democratic decision-making procedures. For 
instance, human environmental rights are relatively frequently discussed -  by 
both political parties and environmental organisations -  in a way that is 
consistent with what ecocentric authors have in mind, that is, by discussing the 
right to a healthy natural environment. However, these rights are commonly 
seen as outcomes of democratic decision-making, not as vital aspects of the 
democratic process itself. Furthermore, environmentally benevolent activities 
are advocated by all actors studied here, but primarily as a means of reaching 
the societal goal of environmental sustainability, not as an essential component 
of democratic decision-making. Thus, the identified link between ecocentrism 
and democracy is considerably stronger in theory than in practice.

Furthermore, the conflict between ecocentrism and democratic process norms 
is well illustrated by actors in the Swedish political arena. The empirical data 
from the Swedish public, environmental organisations and the Green Party (and, 
to some extent, the Left Party) suggest that civil disobedience is perceived as a
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last resort and primarily in the face of irreparable environmental damage. 
Ecocentric theorists themselves also express understanding for unlawful 
political protest (e.g. Naess 1989). From an ecocentric point of view, frustration 
over the human-centred character of decision-making procedures and society at 
large is understandable. This may, in turn, give rise to conflicting loyalties 
between democracy and the natural environment. The phenomenon of civil 
disobedience to protect threatened parts of nature illustrates an occasion when 
the elastic band that connects ecocentrism with democracy definitely breaks.

Nevertheless, this study points to a rather propitious ”breeding-ground” for 
eco-democratic ideas among Swedish political actors. Ecocentric interpretations 
of democratic core values have a position on the political parties’ agendas, there 
is an active environmental movement that propagates for these ideas, and a 
relatively widespread recognition of green democratic values within the 
Swedish public. Thus, the elasticity of democratic core values is not ”only” a 
theoretical construction, but also an aspect of contemporary Swedish 
democratic culture. Even if the actors analysed here can be ranked with respect 
to their ”degree of green-ness”, the overwhelming impression is that the values 
identified are strikingly green. Even so, there seem to be variations in how 
easily green democratic norms ”take root” in practice. The idea of representing 
the interests of various parts of nature in democratic decision-making has, for 
instance, little or no analogue in the Swedish political arena. On the other hand, 
and as I pointed out earlier, human environmental rights are widely 
acknowledged, though the ecocentric notion of rights beyond the human 
community is seldom recognised. Green interpretations of citizen participation 
-  that individuals should pursue environmentally benevolent actions on a 
regular basis, thus contributing to the saving of nature’s resources -  appear to 
be the easiest for predominantly anthropocentric actors to endorse. Notably, 
most of the suggested forms of action can be justified both from ecocentric and 
anthropocentric viewpoints.

Even if there is a widespread recognition of eco-democratic values among 
Swedish political actors, these values obviously ”exist” within a predominantly 
human-centred outlook, both in general and when focusing on the mechanisms 
for decision-making. It is interesting to note that the actors I examined do not 
seem to experience any conflict between ecocentrism and anthropocentrism, 
despite the fact that these perspectives have markedly different convictions 
about the proper relationship between human beings and the natural 
environment. On the contrary, this study points to all sorts of mixed values, 
suggesting that the two positions are somehow compatible. A predominantly
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anthropocentric outlook was anticipated. However, it is remarkable that, for 
instance, each of the political parties manages to integrate some fragments of 
both the fundamental features of ecocentrism as an ideology and eco-democratic 
norms into their largely human-centred systems of beliefs.

When summing up the results of this study, it is clear that the question posed 
in the introductory chapter -  exploring the consequences for democracy of 
replacing the dominant human-centred view with ecocentrism -  needs to be 
slightly re-formulated. Both the theoretical and the empirical investigations 
suggest that ”pure” ecocentrism is not attainable via human decision-making 
procedures. However, even with a somewhat more lenient interpretation of what 
ecocentrism is all about, this perspective clearly adds to our understanding of 
the mechanisms for democratic decision-making. Thus, irrespective of whether 
the ecocentric perspective on democratic decision-making is realisable, it may 
stimulate debate about rule by the people. This study illustrates, both 
theoretically and empirically, that what is considered to be a vital aspect of the 
democratic decision-making process is not settled once and for all, but is a 
subject of contention both over time and between advocates of different 
”democratic cultures”. The identified eco-democratic norms provide us with the 
opportunity to re-examine the traditional ways of conceptualising democratic 
decision-making procedures. As such, eco-democratic ideas may perform a vital 
role in the on-going debate about the ”essence” of democracy, its virtues, 
shortcomings and challenges.
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Appendix

The analysis in Chapters five and six is based on various official documents and 
interviews with 24 spokespersons from Swedish political parties and environ
mental organisations. The interview questions are presented at the end of this 
Appendix. Since the green theoretical framework evolved as the research 
process progressed, the questions encompass topics that I do not analyse in this 
thesis, for example the relationship between politicians and environmental 
”experts”. Furthermore, the interview questions do not capture all the aspects of 
the eco-democratic framework. The main shortcoming concerns the lack of 
questions dealing with human environmental rights and the rights of animals, 
plants and ecosystems. This lack of information is, however, compensated for 
by various documents which include discussions of these topics (cf. Chapters 
five and six).

The interviews are considered to provide sufficient information on the topics 
of citizens’ responsibility for the natural environment and tolerance towards 
civil disobedience in the face of irreparable environmental damage. Values on 
environmental citizenship are also well integrated into the parties’ programmes 
and member magazines from the environmental movement. Civil disobedience 
is hardly ever discussed in party documents. Here, interviews provide essential 
information. With regard to perceptions of the environmental situation and 
strategies for problem management, the interview data can easily be compared 
with the official views presented in party documents, member magazines and 
other official documents.
The test interviews carried out prior to the study suggested that questions on 

democracy should not be knowledge-oriented, that is, phrased in a way that 
could be interpreted as an attempt by the researcher to expose shallow or 
”incorrect” interpretations about this highly valued form of decision-making. As 
a consequence, the questions on democracy are deliberately inclusive, such as 
”How do you think democracy works in Sweden?” and ”Is there anything about 
democracy that you think needs to be changed?”. The interviews with 
politicians and representatives from the Swedish environmental movement have 
a low degree of standardisation. Although the questions are the same for each 
interviewee, the order in which they were presented was allowed to vary.

During the interviews, politicians and representatives from the environmental 
movement were asked to give their personal views. Phrasings such as ”What do 
you think about the environmental situation?” are justified in order to create an
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informal and relaxed setting for the interview, thus increasing the chances of 
getting information that goes beyond the official views of the parties and 
environmental organisations. The answers obtained should not, however, be 
interpreted as the interviewees’ personal opinions. Both in a letter of introduc
tion and at the beginning of the interview, it was emphasised that these persons 
were being interviewed as environmental spokespersons for their respective 
political party or environmental organisation.

The interview questions

This interview concerns your attitude to environmental issues and how you 
assess society’s ability to solve environmental problems [follow up questions 
asked if needed].

1. How do you regard today's society? Would you describe it as environment- 
ally friendly and ecologically aware?

2. What is your view of the relationship between economic growth and concern 
for the environment?
- Can we expect an increasing material standard at the same time as the environment 
improves, or at least does not deteriorate?
- How can we influence those who still believe in the ”throw away” society?

3. What is the relationship between technical development and concern for the 
environment?
- Is it likely that technology will be used in ”the right way”?

4. Can you try to describe your attitude to the environmental issue and how 
important it is for you?
- How does the environmental question relate to other important future issues? Is the 
environment most important or is another question equally or perhaps more 
important?
- Can the environmental question be even more important than the political system 
we have today?
- Do you consider that the environmental problem can be so serious that life on 
Earth can be in danger? Does this threat to survival already apply to our (my) 
generation?

5. What comprises the threat to the environment in your view?
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- How do you view the global/local problems? [Which alternative is selected 
depends on what has emerged so far].
- Have you any ideas on how we can influence the way in which the global issues 
are dealt with?
- XX is an example of an environmental problem that it can be too late to do some
thing about. What is your view of the irreversible environmental problems?
[The question is omitted if irreversibility has not been mentioned].

6. In what ways can an ordinary citizen have a positive influence on the 
environment?
-What about outside the household/politics? How can citizens exert an influence?
- Do you think that citizens are sufficiently active, e.g. in politics, the household, in 
society in general?

7. Where do you think the ”engine” for change should (and can) lie in the case 
of environmental issues in general? Should the driving force lie with the 
state, e.g. with the help of laws and regulations or with citizens, e.g. in the 
workplace or at home?

8. Let us assume that a democratic decision is taken which you consider to have 
very serious consequences for the environment. What would you do in such a 
situation?
- If the decision is, nevertheless, carried out, what would you do? Would you try to 
prevent the decision in some way?
- Does an environmental issue ever justify sabotage and damage to property?
Injuries to people as well?
- Do you think that your efforts would have an effect?

9. How do you view the possibilities of dealing with environmental problems 
within the present political system?
- Is it OK to compromise and negotiate on all environmental issues? If no, which 
environmental issues should we not compromise on?
- Can it be justifiable to occasionally break the law to protect the environment?
- How do you view more unconventional political measures such as tree-hugging 
and the types of activities carried out by Greenpeace?
- Does it matter for the way environmental problems are dealt with which 
party/parties hold power? [Include follow up]

10. Environmental issues are sometimes said to be very complicated. Do you 
agree? Are people in general able to understand the environmental 
problems? Does that also apply to politicians?

11. How much confidence do you have in experts? Does it matter whether they
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are independent or attached to the state administration, the universities or 
industry?
- Does it matter what sort of education the experts have, e.g. if they are 
technicians, biologists or social scientists?
- If politicians and experts are divided over an important environmental issue, 
whose opinions ought to weigh most in decision-making?
- Do you think that politicians and experts make different assessments of risks? 
Over which type of issues [global or irreversible]?
- Many argue that we have too little information on possible environmental 
damage and that we should, therefore, wait until we have got better information 
before we do anything. What is your opinion?

12. How did you become active in the environmental problem?

13. Have any people in particular influenced your decision to start working for 
the environment?

14. In which environmental organisation(s) are you a member?

15. Do you actively participate in the organisation's (organisations') 
activities?

16. Are you or have you been actively involved in another sort of organisation, 
e.g. a political party, a union or something similar?

17. What is your occupation?

18. Can you give me a rough picture of the type of education you have had?

19. How do you obtain knowledge of environmental issues?

*

20. How do you think democracy works in Sweden? Is there anything about 
democracy that you think needs to be changed, if so, what?

21. Can you describe your ideal society from an environmental point of view?

206






