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ABSTRACT

This thesis addresses a recurrent question of our time — whether democracy can
secure environmental sustainability — by drawing on literatures in the normative
theory of democracy, social choice theory and environmental politics. | propose a
basic, yet substantial organising principle, the ‘dilemma of green democracy’, which
maps out the possibility of realising green outcomes under democratic constraints.
Interdisciplinary ideas from neighbouring disciplines are also imported for the
purpose of studying the design of good environmental-democratic institutions. The
analytical framework is an integrated one, comprising formal choice theory and
normative democratic theory.

The first part of the thesis focuses on the possibility of environmental-
democratic institutions. Chapter 1 introduces the dilemma of green democracy — a
conflict between three plausible desiderata for environmental democracy — and
suggests several proposals for avoiding the dilemma. It concludes that, as long as the
dilemma is resolved, it is logically possible to construct environmental-democratic
institutions. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 assess the desirability of the different proposals in
terms of procedure and outcome. The general conclusion is that whether these
proposals are desirable depends on a number of conditions and/or contextual factors.

The second part of the thesis examines the substantive issues in designing
environmental-democratic institutions. Chapter 5 discusses how the discursive
dilemma in social choice theory and the normative ends of deliberation constrain the
inputs of such institutions. Chapter 6 demonstrates how the concept of distributed
cognition, drawn from cognitive/computer science, reconciles the tension between
technocracy and democracy. Chapter 7 suggests how the theory of cognitive
dissonance, drawn from psychology, challenges the epistemic performance of
practicable (environmental-) deliberative-democratic institutions.

The overall conclusion is two-fold. First, democracy can, at least in principle,
secure environmental sustainability, provided that the dilemma of green democracy
is resolved. Second, interdisciplinary ideas are useful for designing good democratic
institutions for collective environmental decision-making. This conclusion has
implications not only for intellectual enquiry, but also for institutional design in

practice.
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PREFACE

This thesis addresses a recurrent question of our time: can democracy secure
environmental sustainability? The question is relevant insofar as we value both
democracy and the environment; the question is pressing since democratic decisions
can sometimes be detrimental to the environment — a problem we are all too familiar
with. The seven chapters of this thesis approach this issue from the perspective of
political theory. | will argue that, subject to certain constraints, it is possible for
democracy to secure environmental sustainability. In particular, I will draw on
interdisciplinary ideas to suggest that we can construct desirable democratic
institutions for collective environmental decision-making.

The first chapter opens up the discussion with a key argument of the thesis, i.e.,
that of the ‘dilemma of green democracy’. This dilemma posits that there is no
logical or unconditional relationship between democratic decisions and
environmental sustainability. More specifically, three plausible conditions for
collective environmental decision-making — robustness to pluralism, consensus
preservation and green outcomes — are mutually inconsistent, meaning that they
cannot be satisfied simultaneously.” To construct a logically possible environmental-
democratic institution, it is necessary that we avoid the dilemma by relaxing at least
one of the conditions. | identify a number of escape routes from the dilemma, and
introduce each proposal by drawing on literatures from democratic/political theory
and empirical examples in environmental politics. Overall, the dilemma of green
democracy serves as an organising principle for the subsequent chapters in Part I,
where these proposals will be examined in detail.

In Chapter 2, | focus on two proposals according to which the input
requirement on a democratic procedure (robustness to pluralism) is relaxed, namely
exogenous and endogenous domain restrictions (also known as ‘eco-filtering’ and
‘eco-transformation’, respectively). I discuss, from the perspectives of procedure and
outcome, whether both proposals are desirable in terms of democratic inclusiveness
and the generation of green outcomes. | find that both proposals produce green
collective decisions only if we ensure that green opinions are available in the first

place. Besides, eco-transformation is more inclusive than eco-filtering, and the

! This dilemma mirrors the ‘democratic trilemma’ introduced by List (2011c). See Chapter 1 for
details.
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inclusiveness of the former depends on the aggregation procedure used, as well as on
the type of decision agenda in question.

Chapter 3 proceeds to examine five proposals according to which the
responsiveness requirement on a democratic procedure (consensus preservation) is
relaxed. These proposals include eco-authoritarianism, eco-technocracy, eco-
libertarianism, substantive environmental rights and procedural environmental rights.
| assess, from the perspectives of procedure and outcome, whether these proposals
are normatively desirable in terms of equality in democratic responsiveness and the
generation of green outcomes. In addition, | ask whether they are practically feasible
in the real world. 1 conclude that, from the angle of participation, eco-
authoritarianism, eco-technocracy and eco-libertarianism are less democratic than
substantive and procedural environmental rights, whereas from the angle of
producing green outcomes, eco-authoritarianism and substantive environmental
rights are more attractive. As for the practical feasibility of these proposals, this
depends on a number of contextual factors.

In Chapter 4, | discuss the remaining two proposals, according to which the
output requirement on a democratic procedure (green outcomes) is relaxed, i.e.,
pragmatic (green) democracy and probabilistic green democracy. | first evaluate,
from the perspective of procedure, whether both proposals are desirable in terms of
democratic inclusiveness and equality in democratic responsiveness. Then, | assess,
from the perspective of outcome, whether these are desirable on the basis of the
celebrated Condorcet jury theorem. | find that whether both proposals are
procedurally appealing depends much on circumstances, and that whether they
generate green or correct decisions depends on whether certain conditions of the
Condorcet jury theorem are fulfilled.

Part | concludes that democracy can, at least in principle, secure environmental
sustainability, provided that the dilemma of green democracy is resolved. So,
environmental-democratic institutions are logically possible. This constitutes a
concrete foundation for looking into how we can design good environmental-
democratic institutions, which is explored in Part 1l of the thesis. All three chapters
in Part Il address some substantive issues of institutional design inspired by ideas
drawn from social choice theory and other disciplines outside political theory.

In Chapter 5, | discuss how the normative ends of deliberation and the
discursive dilemma constrain the input condition of (environmental-) deliberative-

12



democratic institutions. In particular, | consider a theoretical challenge, called the
‘discursive dilemma’, for democratic institutions with deliberation and post-
deliberation aggregation, or ‘deliberation-then-aggregation’ (DTA) institutions. I
offer a critique of the normative ends of deliberation proposed by Dryzek and
Niemeyer (2006/2007), i.e., meta-consensus and inter-subjective rationality, which
specify when deliberation should terminate and proceed to aggregation. | argue that
the two deliberative ends pave the way for the discursive dilemma in the post-
deliberation aggregation, and that this can produce unstable collective decisions on
agendas with multiple interconnected propositions. Having said this, the problem can
be avoided if we redefine the notion of meta-consensus in a more stringent manner,
which would, however, further constrain the diversity of admissible inputs for post-
deliberation aggregation.

In the remaining two chapters, | consider some ideas from cognitive/computer
science and psychology and demonstrate how these offer insights into designing
desirable environmental-democratic institutions. In Chapter 6, | discuss how we may
make use of the concept of distributed cognition in order to reconcile the perennial
tension between two prominent positions in collective environmental decision-
making, namely technocracy and democracy. | show that this reconciliation is
possible by means of modifying the responsiveness condition of a democratic
institution such that its decision mechanism is a kind of ‘distributed premise-based
procedure’. Such a modified (DTA) institution, or Specialist Environmental
Democracy (SED), is an example of a good environmental-democratic institution
which balances epistemic performance and procedural fairness, i.e., the two
desiderata emphasised by technocracy and democracy, respectively.

Chapter 7 focuses on the output condition of (environmental-) deliberative-
democratic institutions and discusses how the theory of cognitive dissonance is
relevant to designing these institutions. | show that cognitive dissonance can
undermine the epistemic quality of deliberative decisions if individuals are required
to decide whether or not to adjust their behaviour. Such a problem can easily arise
for DTA institutions employing Goodin’s (2003) ‘internal-reflective’ deliberation
followed immediately by aggregation. This reveals the tension between several
desiderata for a good (environmental-) deliberative-democratic institution, and hence
the necessary trade-offs we have to make in order to design practicable democratic
institutions for collective (environmental) decision-making.

13



Input Condition: Input Condition: Discursive
- -» Relaxing Robustness to Pluralism = ¥ Dilemma and Deliberative Ends * -
(Chapter 2) (Chapter 5)
Responsiveness Condition: Responsiveness Condition:
- -» Relaxing Consensus Preservation - - Distributed Cognition and ‘Technocratic- [« -
(Chapter 3) Democratic’ Divide (Chapter 6)
Output Condition: Output Condition: Cognitive
= —p Relaxing Green Outcomes I - 9| Dissonance and Deliberative-democratic |4 -
(Chapter 4) Institutions (Chapter 7)

Figure 0.1: Overview of the thesis

Figure 0.1 shows the overall structure of this thesis. As mentioned, Chapter 1
outlines the dilemma of green democracy — a key argument of the thesis and the
organising principle for the subsequent chapters in Part I. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 can be
seen as stand-alone chapters, since they examine the normative desirability (and
practical applicability) of different proposals in which various conditions are relaxed.
However, they are in some sense connected, because they all demonstrate how it is
possible to construct environmental-democratic institutions. The three chapters in
Part 1l are also connected to the previous chapters. The arguments of all three
chapters are based on the assumption that the condition of green outcomes is relaxed
from the dilemma of green democracy, as discussed in Chapters 1 and 4. Moreover,
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 are related to Chapters 2, 3 and 4, respectively, in the sense that
they focus on similar requirements on a democratic institution (i.e., input,
responsiveness and output, respectively). At the same time, Chapters 5, 6 and 7 are
also independent chapters, since they deal with stand-alone issues concerning the

substantive design of environmental-democratic institutions.
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CHAPTER 1

A DILEMMA OF GREEN DEMOCRACY

Any customer can have a car painted any colour that he wants so long as
it is black.
— Henry Ford?

Can democratic decision-making secure environmental sustainability? This question
matters because of the importance we attach to both democracy and environmental
protection. An influential view from green political theory holds that democracy is
good for the environment. Following a relatively brief period in the 1970s in which
the opposite view was prominent (e.g., Hardin, 1968; Heilbroner, 1974; Ophuls,
1977), “today we find almost no one who identifies their own [green political] theory
as anti-democratic” (Meyer, 2006, p. 783). Since the 1980s, a new idea, ‘green
democracy’, or its variants such as ‘environmental democracy’, ‘ecological
democracy’ and ‘biocracy’, has emerged to capture the purported positive
relationship between democracy and the environment (e.g., Paehlke, 1995; Dobson,
1996a; Eckersley, 1996; Jacobs, 1997; Dryzek, 2000; Ball, 2006).

Green democracy is intended to be the marriage of democracy and
environmentalism and, if successful, provides a strong justification for relying on
democratic decision-making to protect the environment, and even for trying to
address some of the world’s environmental problems through democratisation. But is
green democracy a plausible idea? And how exactly should we understand the
relationship between democracy and environmental sustainability?

In this chapter, | want to draw attention to some basic, yet under-appreciated
conceptual difficulties in linking democratic decisions with green outcomes. | argue
that, if there is any relationship at all between the two, it is not a logical and
unconditional one, but at most a contingent and highly conditional one, which relies
on a number of additional constraints and assumptions that cannot be supposed to

apply in general. Acknowledging these difficulties, | suggest, enables us to come to a

2 This remark was made about the Model T in 1909. See Ford (1922), My Life and Work, pp. 71-72.
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better understanding of what green democrats must show in order to defend and
substantiate their view, and more importantly, in what ways we can secure
environmental sustainability through democratic decision-making.’

Although | use some simple axiomatic arguments to highlight a dilemma of
green democracy, the contribution of this chapter lies not so much in these arguments
— indeed, | have chosen the simplest arguments in order to make my point — but
rather in their use to map out, and critically review, the recent debate on green
democracy. This in turn illustrates the necessary trade-offs in designing democratic
institutions for environmental decision-making more generally. The present
enterprise of mapping out the logical space of possible positions on green democracy

follows the template of the ‘democratic trilemma’, as introduced by List (2011c).

1.1 Origin of the problem

The idea of green democracy goes back to the 1970s, when a list of environmental
phenomena such as pollution, exhaustion of natural resources and overpopulation
were first perceived as problems at the collective level. A triggering point was the
‘limit to growth’ thesis introduced by the Club of Rome in 1972. This thesis contends
that the exponential growth of economic activities will bring about environmental
costs that the Earth can soon no longer bear, and that hitting this ceiling is a recipe
for global disaster. As a response, there emerged a discourse — survivalism — which
attempted to stop humans from taking the fast track to devastation (Dryzek, 2005). It
insisted that democratic decision-making systems lack the required incentive
structure for anyone to voluntarily submit to measures that will tackle the
environmental crisis (Dobson, 2007). Instead, an authoritarian system devised by
experts and professionals that imposed strong and drastic governmental control on
human activities would be the only effective way out (Heilbroner, 1974; Ophuls,
1977, see also the discussion in Section 1.4).

Green democracy disagrees with the authoritarian position based on

survivalism.* As environmental concerns became more influential in shaping the

% As | shall discuss in the next section, previous controversies over green democracy focus mainly on
the tension between democratic means and environmental ends, as well as on which of these should
prevail in case of conflict. This overlooks the possibility of reconciling the tension in some alternative
way to simply a hard choice between democratic means and environmental ends.
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political agenda from the 1980s, there emerged a more optimistic view of resolving
the ‘tragedy’ through democracy. Various social movements on environmental issues
which began to take hold in real-world democratic states opened up an opportunity
for political parties to dedicate themselves to the environment. These green political
parties developed gradually, from national to regional and local levels (Eckersley,
2006). They upheld similar political principles, which could often be generalised
within the ‘four pillars’ of green politics, namely ecological responsibility, grassroots
democracy, social justice and non-violence.’

Among these pillars, ecological responsibility is the declared goal of these
political parties. On the other hand, grassroots democracy can be considered a means
of pursuing the goal of ecological responsibility. The real-world attempt of green
politics to tie ecological responsibility to (grassroots) democracy provides an
excellent context for the idea of green democracy to flourish within green political
theory.

Ecological responsibility can be understood as founded on the principle of
environmental sustainability (or sustainable development). The principle suggests
that, if the environment is to sustain over time, then development in human society —
economic, social or political — has to be constrained (Carter, 2007). Generally
speaking, such constraint requires that any development which meets the needs of the
present humans should not undermine the possibility for future generations to satisfy
their own needs.® The specific requirements of the constraint depend on the
substantive interpretation of environmental sustainability which remains essentially

contestable.” Having said that, the principle spells out a general concern of the green,

* An opposing view to survivalism was the Promethean response. This views the environmental
situations far more optimistically than survivalism, contending that humans are able to offer solutions
to various environmental problems through the development of technologies and social organisations
in markets. For more detailed discussion, see Simon and Kahn (1998); Easterbrook (1998); Ehrlich
and Ehrlich (1998); Dryzek (2005), pp. 51-72.

> The ‘four pillars’ were set out by the 1983 political programme of the German Green party, Die
Griinen.

® This represents a broad definition of sustainable development from the Brundtland Report in 1987
which has, since then, been widely accepted: “Humanity has the ability to make development
sustainable — to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 8).

" For example, Baker (2006) identifies four different forms of sustainable development which can be
arranged in a ‘ladder’ — with the ideal model at the top, the pollution control approach at the bottom,
and the strong and the weak conceptions of sustainable development in between. Each rung of the
‘ladder’ is associated with different political scenarios, policy implications as well as philosophical
beliefs. See also Carter (2007), pp. 213-216.
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which is to ensure a certain quality of the environment for a certain period of time
into the future.

Taking environmental sustainability as a starting point, green democracy can
be regarded as a predominantly normative idea which seeks to establish a link
between green concerns and democracy, the latter being a classic concept in
normative political theory (e.g., Doberty and de Geus, 1996). Some recent research
has also expanded the discussion of green democracy to cover enquiries into how this
could be realised in the empirical arena (e.g., Mason, 1999; Mitchell, 2006a, 2006b).?
If these projects are successful, they will not only demonstrate the practicability of
green democracy, but also provide reassurance that we need not sacrifice democracy
in exchange for an effective solution to the environmental crisis. In other words,
contrary to what survivalists believe, there is no conflict between democracy and

environmental sustainability, and “you can have your cake and eat it”.

The means-ends debate

The idea of green democracy is, however, not without controversy. It is not difficult
to imagine a situation where democracy fails to deliver outcomes which are pro-
environmental. Carter (2007) gives us a straightforward example: on the one hand,
“most experts agree that climate change prevention requires tough restrictions in car
use and high petrol taxes”. On the other hand, it is possible, or even likely, that
“governments are reluctant to implement such unpopular policies because an angry
electorate might vote them out of office” (Carter, 2007, pp. 53-54). In what way, then,
can we substantiate the idea of green democracy?

Goodin (1992) offers a classic critique of the connection between the means of
(grassroots) democracy and the ends of environmentalism. He contrasts two strands
of green political theory, i.e., green theory of value and green theory of agency. The
former represents a unified moral position of the greens which “tells us what things
are of value and why”, whereas the latter “advises on how to go about pursuing those
[green] values” (Goodin, 1992, p. 15). Broadly conceived, environmentalism and
democracy are examples of, respectively, a green theory of value and a green theory

of agency.

8 On the theory side, there are also discussions about the sites of its application which include civil
society (Dryzek, 2000; 2003), the state (Eckersley, 2004), outside the state (Luke, 1999), as well as
the global level (Holden, 2002).

19



More generally, while theories of value focus on the values themselves as well
as on the outcomes, theories of agency concern actions, choices and the mechanisms
which produce these actions and choices (Goodin, 1992, p. 115). Goodin contends
that the two theories should be regarded as separate since they are not only logically
separable but also supported by genuinely different arguments (Goodin, 1992, p.
119). If two theories are independent in this manner, it is hard to ensure that the
means based on one would in fact serve the ends specified by the other (Goodin,
1992, p. 168). By the same token, the relationship between democracy and

environmentalism is problematic because:

“To advocate democracy is to advocate procedures, to advocate
environmentalism is to advocate substantive outcomes: what guarantee
can we have that the former procedures will yield the latter sorts of
outcomes?” (Goodin, 1992, p. 168)

Saward (1993) also highlights a similar tension. He asserts that:

“[G]reen democracy seeks to define and enact a broad conception of the
good to which individuals must conform. If democracy is understood as
responsive rule ..., meaning that rulers are responsive to the felt wishes
of (a majority of) citizens, then there is a natural compatibility ... which
does not obtain between ecologism and democracy.” (pp. 68-69)

As a result, “[1]f governments, to be democratic, must respond to the felt wishes of a
majority of citizens, then greens have little comeback if a majority does not want
green outcomes” (Saward, 1996, p. 93). This echoes the speculation, as in Carter’s
(2007) example above, that government is reluctant to implement unpopular policy
in order to achieve pro-environmental objective