
Green	—	What	Does	It	Mean?	
entral	 to	 any	 discussion	 of	 the	 future	 of	 the	 Green	 Party	 is	 the	 basic	 question	 of	 what	
Greens	are	actually	about.	To	some	extent,	that	question	is	answered	by	the	Green	Party’s	

constitution.	However,	there	is	now	a	more	general	question	about	the	very	nature	of	Green	
politics,	 not	 least	 its	 relationship	 to	 the	 conventional	 left-right	 classification	 of	 the	 political	
spectrum.	 Current	 debates	 inside	 the	 party	 often	 reflect	 a	 degree	 of	 uncertainty	 about	 the	
very	essence	of	the	Green	worldview	and	the	raison	d’être	of	the	party.	

Part	 of	 the	 confusion	 may	 have	 originated	 with	 the	 rise	 of	 Die	 Grünen,	 whose	
breakthrough	 in	 Germany	 encouraged	 the	 Ecology	 Party	 to	 change	 its	 name	 to	 Green.	 Die	
Grünen’s	 famous	 four	 pillars	 did	 include	 ‘ecology’	 but	 two	of	 the	 others,	 ‘social	 justice’	 and	
‘grassroots	 democracy’,	 begged	 questions	 about	 how	 they	 could	 be	 sustainably	 integrated	
with	a	coherent	politics	of	the	sustainable	common	good.		

Another	long	lasting	source	of	further	confusion	has	been	the	split	between	so-called	
‘Realos’	 and	 ‘Fundis’	 (realists	 versus	 fundamentalists).	 In	 the	 reality	 the	 realists	 looked	 for	
incremental	 reforms	within	 the	 existing	 socio-economic	 order	 (a	 bit	 like	 the	 socialist	 Fabian	
Society)	 while	 the	 Fundamentalists	 were	 more	 about	 radical	 anti-capitalism	 than	 deeply	
ecological.	

The	 coalitions	 that	 have	 emerged	 in	
recent	years	in	countries	such	as	the	Netherlands	
and	 Finland	 also	 clouded	 matters	 (‘Green-Left’	
alliances	 and	 ‘Rainbow’	 coalitions).	 In	 the	 UK,	 it	
frequently	seems	that	Green	Politics	is	some	sort	
of	 radical	 social	 democracy	 or	 militant	
humanitarianism.	 Certainly	 this	 dominant	
discourse	 has	 had	 a	 decidedly	 anthropocentric	
orientation	 while	 the	 basis	 critique	 of	
‘growthism’,	 let	 alone	 anthropocentrism,	 has	
been	 marginalised	 as	 Green	 Party	 demands	
focussed	 on	 calls	 for	 more	 public	 spending	 and	
greater	 state	 intervention.	 The	 influence	 of	
‘Identity	 Politics’	 very	 much	 threatens	 to	 shred	
even	further	the	greenery	of	Green	Party	politics.	

Perhaps	a	bit	of	history	might	be	in	order.	
The	Green	Party	has	its	roots	in	a	desire	of	a	few	
individuals	 to	 break	 free	 from	 the	 left-right	
spectrum	 and	 embrace	 the	 lessons	 of	 the	 ‘Limits	 to	 Growth’	 Report	 and	 the	 ‘Blueprint	 for	
Survival’.	 Indeed	 a	 specific	 driver	 was	 an	 article	 by	 Paul	 Ehrlich	 on	 the	 threat	 from	
overpopulation	 (an	 issue	 about	 which	 there	 is	 now	 deafening	 silence	 and	 sometimes	
downright	denial	in	some	‘green’	circles	as	if	numbers	do	not	count).1		

Such	concerns	led	first	to	People!	Then	came	its	transformation	into	the	Ecology	Party,	
its	name	 suggestive	of	 the	 ‘ecopolitical’	 basis	of	 the	party.	 It	was	 followed	 in	due	 course	by	

																																																													
1	https://mahb.stanford.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2014/02/2010_Ryerson_TheMultiplierofEverythingElse_PostCarbonReaderSeries.pdf	How	this	
developed	in	the	USA	in	particular	is	charted	here:	http://www.agoregon.org/files/RetreatfromStabilization.pdf	See	
also:	See also: 
https://www.populationmatters.org/16bn-7-3bn-2100-new-un-projections-say-possible/;	
http://www.ugapress.org/index.php/books/life_on_the_brink/; https://www.populationmatters.org/nobel-scientists-
cite-overpopulation-and-environmental-destruction-as-greatest-threats-facing-humanity/	Also	watch:	 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0qewnc74Wqg	
Especially	gone	‘awol’	in	most	Green	analysis	these	days	is	the	PAT	(the	multiplicative	interaction	of	human	
numbers,	per	capita	consumption	and	technology.	See,	for	example:	http://www.int-
res.com/articles/esep2014/14/e014p011.pdf		
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rebranding	as	the	Green	Party	to	try	and	ride	the	wave	 launched	by	Die	Grünen	 in	Germany	
(their	slogan	was	of	course:	"We	are	neither	left	nor	right,	we	are	in	front.") 

Overall,	 it	 is	 quite	 clear	 that	 the	Green	 tradition	 transcended	 left-right	 conventions,	
though,	of	course,	it	also	and	quite	rightly	borrowed	from	both	and	from	many	other	sources	
(the	worldviews	of	tribal	people	were	one	source	of	inspiration).	2	However, It	is	the	essence	of	
a	political	current	that	counts,	not	particular	bits	and	pieces	it	might	share	with	others.	There	
are	elements	in	Green	thinking	that	are	really	distinctive,	ones	that	ought	to	guide	the	Green	
Party	in	developing	its	policies	and	strategy.		

So,	it	is	quite	facile	to	think	that	ideas	such	as	‘social	liberalism’,	‘equality’,	‘justice’	or	
‘empowerment’	can	simply	be	grafted	onto	the	main	body	of	Green	thought.	In	some	ways,	for	
example,	 former	 Conservative	 Prime	 Minister	 David	 Cameron	 could	 be	 said	 to	 be	 a	 ‘social	
liberal’	 (and	 an	 economic	 one,	 giving	 big	 business	 a	 freer	 hand).	 Social	 liberalism	 might	
plausibly	 be	 spun	 as	 a	 rationale	 for	 empowering	 consumers	 to	 have	 whatever	 they	 want.	
Daniel	Ben-Ami’s	vision	of	“Ferraris	for	All”	is	in	one	way	quite	‘equal’,	fair’	and	‘just’	but	it	is	
far	from	Green.	All	such	ideas	have	to	be	sifted	to	see	if	they	can	add	good	grist	to	the	green	
mill. 

In	teasing	out	the	Green	worldview,	it	is	important	to	stress	that	it	is	not	a	‘totalising’	
ideology.	 It	 does	 not	 seek	 to	 cover,	 let	 alone	 explain,	 everything.	 There	will	 be	 a	 good	 few	
issues	on	which	Greens	have	no	particular	stance.	Nor	do	Greens	offer	cures	for	every	evil.	In	a	
sustainable	 society,	 there	will	 still	be	 jealousies,	 rivalries,	 conflicting	priorities,	 sheer	bloody-
mindedness	and	so	forth,	all	in	need	of	(fully)	democratic	political	institutions	to	achieve	some	
sort	of	fair	compromise.	There	will	be	an	even	greater	need	for	a	mass	of	‘little	platoons’,	small	
local	and	 independent	civil	 society	bodies,	 reducing	 the	need	 for	an	overlarge	and	 therefore	
undemocratic	and	indeed	menacing	central	state.	

Yes,	Greens	do	offer	a	vision	of	not	only	a	safer	but	also	more	satisfying	way	of	living	
than	the	status	quo.	Furthermore,	Green	thinking	can	still	yield	some	insights	on	a	surprising	
number	 of	 matters,	 from	 literature	 to	 social	 work.3 	Yet	 it	 remains	 deeply	 suspicious	 of	
worldviews	that	presume	to	explain	every	event	in	history,	each	movement	of	the	economy	or	
why	 people	 behave	 the	 way	 they	 do.	 Moreover,	 ‘total’	 theories	 do	 have	 a	 nasty	 habit	 of	
producing	totalitarian	politics.	That	is	not	the	Green	way.	

Nor	do	Greens	have	some	Giant	Blueprint	for	some	future	Utopia,	though	it	is	already	
possible	to	point	to	exciting	exemplars	of	a	better	way	in	various	parts	of	the	world	(some	are	
listed	 in	 Part	 4).	 It	 is	 more	 a	 matter	 of,	 as	Warren	 Johnson	 “muddling”	 through,4	trying	 to	
reduce	suffering	and	despoliation	where	possible.	Big	Plans	tend	to	backfire	big	time.		

Yet	the	green	worldview	has	strong	conservative	(ie	conserving)	elements	and	stresses	
caution	about	revolutionary	changes,	not	 least	their	propensity	to	backfire.	Here	 is	a	terrible	
paradox	 for	 Greens.	 Society	 now	 face	 so	 many	 serious	 threats,	 some	 threatening	 the	 very	
future	of	any	civilised	living,	that	really	radical,	big	and	fast	changes	are	necessary.	There	is	no	
easy	resolution	of	that	paradox.	At	least	we	can	be	clearer	about	what	it	means	to	be	‘Green’.	

Unlike	other	parties,	Greens	recognise	that	the	multiple	crises	society	face	are	about	
our	basic	values	and	culture,	not	just	this	economic	policy	or	that	technological	development.	
Greens	have	a	distinctive	take	on	most	aspects	of	‘everyday’	living,	from	the	food	we	eat	and	
the	clothes	we	wear	to	the	jobs	we	do,	how	we	travel	about	and	the	use	of	our	leisure	time.	It	
is	 not	 just	 about	 the	 right	 mix	 of	 public	 and	 private	 ownership,	 more	 refined	 ‘cost-benefit	
																																																													
2	This	debt	is	well	documented	here:	http://www.edwardgoldsmith.org/books/the-way-an-ecological-worldview/	
Goldsmith	was	an	influential	figure	in	the	party’s	early	days,	though	shamefully	vilified	by	many	on	the	Left	
(http://www.edwardgoldsmith.org/24/my-answer/	)	
3	Here	is	my	little	attempt	on	film	analysis:	https://sandyirvineblog.files.wordpress.com/2016/05/green-screen-
ecology-of-the-movies.pdf		
4	https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/warren-johnson-2/muddling-toward-frugality-2/.	It	might	be	noted	
that	Johnson	was	probably	the	first	person	to	provide	a	green	take	on	the	idea	of	a	citizens	income.	See	his	essay	
here:	
https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/Economic_growth_vs_the_environment.html?id=o1dWAAAAMAAJ&redir
_esc=y		More	recently	he	followed	up	the	idea	in	open	letter	to	the	then	President	Obama:	
https://ukiahcommunityblog.wordpress.com/2010/07/30/warren-johnson-letter-to-obama/		



analysis,	 improved	 ways	 to	 measure	 the	 economy,	 raised	 productivity,	 or	 some	 extra	
‘quantitative	easing’.	 It	 is	not	about	making	things	more	‘efficient’	or	 just	sharing	out	current	
economic	spoils	more	fairly.	

The	 very	 name	 of	 the	 first	 national	 Green	 Party,	 New	 Zealand’s	Values	 Party,	 itself	
suggested	that	Green	politics	 is	about	what	we	think	 is	 inherently	 important	and	worthy.	All	
the	time,	then,	Greens	need	to	be	seeking	to	‘reframe’	matters,	encouraging	different	ways	of	
perceiving,	valuing,	and	doings.	Obviously	successful	election	campaigns	are	vitally	 important	
but	the	fundamental	strategy	must	be	one	of	helping	to	change	consciousness	across	society.	

In	a	sense,	bodies	such	as	the	Green	Party	can	be	the	transmission	belt	between	that	
overall	 vision,	 to	 which	 all	 sorts	 of	 independent	 thinkers,	 writers,	 researchers	 and	 others	
contribute,	 and	 the	 development	 of	 related	 policies	 that	 can	 be	 taken	 to	 the	 public	 in	 the	
course	of	electoral	and	other	campaigning.	But	a	coherent	platform	of	values	and	goals	must	
underpin	those	policies	or	else	campaigning	can	but	lose	its	focus	and	policies	their	thread.	

	
	

	
	
	
	

	



The	core	elements	of	‘Green-ness’	include:	
	
• Limits	to	growth	and	steady-state	economics,		
The	 'liberal'	 John	Stuart	Mill	 pioneered	 the	 idea	of	 the	 steady-state	economy	 in	1848	at	 the	
same	 time	 'red'	 Karl	 Marx	 was	 dreaming	 of	 cornucopia-for-all.	 This	 is	 the	 kernel	 of	 green	
analysis.5	Alongside	sit	the	related	concepts	of	carrying	capacity	and	ecological	footprinting.6	In	
terms	of	immediate	policies	and	campaigns,	it	is	the	phenomenon	of	general	‘overshoot’	that	
will	most	decisively	shape	the	context	in	which	we	operate.7	

The	 concept	 of	 ‘limits’	 is	 not	 limited	 to	 ecological	 impact.	 It	 applies	 just	 as	much	 to	
population	 levels,	 institutional	 size	 (schools,	 hospitals,	 units	 of	 governance,	 business	
enterprises,	etc),	the	volume	of	communications,	the	capacity	to	anticipate,	respond	and	plan,	
commercial	turnover,	efficiency	gains,8	and	technological	complexity	as	well	as	the	tolerances	
and	rhythms	of	human	physiology	and	psychology.	Often	 it	 is	 sheer	 time	to	which	 limits	can	
most	sharply	apply.	

In	all	systems,	then,	from	the	human	body,	growth	must,	at	some	stage,	cease,	giving	
way	 to	 a	mature	 and	 comparatively	 stable	 state.	 There	must	 also	 be	 some	 sort	 of	 balance	
between	 the	 various	 components	 of	 any	 given	 entity.	 A	 human	 body	 would	 be	 rather	
unsustainable	if,	say,	one	arm	were	to	grow	out	of	all	proportion	to	everything	else.	As	the	title	
of	an	essay	by	the	scientist	J.B.S.	Haldane	once	put,	it	is	all	a	question	of	“being	the	right	size”.	
Or,	 as	Kirkpatrick	Sale	expressed	 it:	 ‘for	every	animal,	object,	 institution,	 there	 is	 an	optimal	
limit	beyond	which	it	ought	not	to	grow’.	

• Human	scale	
If	we	 look	purely	 at	human	 institutional	 arrangements	 (eg	 size	of	polities)	 and	 technological	
structure	 (eg	 design	 of	 the	 built	 environment),	 further	 distinctive	 standpoints	 reveal	
themselves.	Contrast	the	works	of,	say	the	socialist	architects	such	as	Le	Corbusier	with	those	
under	the	umbrella	of	‘eco-architecture’	(including,	arguably,	Gaudi	and	Hundertwasser).	Key	
thinkers	 in	 the	 green	 tradition	 include	 Lewis	Mumford,	 Leopold	 Kohr	 and	 Fritz	 Schumacher,	
with	a	useful	set	of	examples	in	Kirk	Sale’s	tome	‘Human	Scale’.9	Revealingly	totalitarian	states	

																																																													
5	There	is	an	excellent	summary	is	'The	Conserver	Society’	by	Kimon	Valaskakis	et	al	(Harper	and	Row,	1979).	It	even	
comes	complete	with	diagrams!	I	know	of	no	equivalent	on	the	old	political	spectrum	that	comes	close	to	the	works	
of	people	such	as	George	Marsh,	William	Vogt,	Fairfield	Osborn,	Samuel	Ordway,	Rachel	Carson,	Paul	Ehrlich,	Ezra	
Mishan,	the	Club	of	Rome/MIT	team,	the	Blueprint	for	Survival	group,	Nicholas	Georgescu-Roegen,	Herman	Daly,	
Rufus	Miles,	Kit	Pedlar,	Ted	Trainer,	Robert	Ayres,	Jeff	Rubin,	Chris	Martenson,	Richard	Heinberg,	Steve	Hallett,	
Clive	Hamilton,	Brian	Czech,	Haydn	Washington	……	
See	http://www.postcarbon.org;	http://www.steadystate.org,	http://simplicityinstitute.org;	and	
https://degrowth.org		
6	For	some	good	discussions	of	carrying	capacity,	see:	
http://www.eolss.net/Sample-Chapters/C13/E1-45-04-11.pdf;		
http://eau.sagepub.com/content/4/2/121.full.pdf+html		
http://dieoff.org/page110.htm	;	
http://www.sze.hu/fk/kornyezet/Cikkek2/Urban-ecological-footprints-Why-cities-cannot-be-sustainable---and-why-
they-are-a-key-to-sustainability_1996_Environmental-Impact-Assessment-Review.pdf		
http://www.albartlett.org/articles/art_reflections_part_2.html		
http://dieoff.org/page112.htm;	http://www.sustainablemeasures.com/node/33		
http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/2269539?uid=3738032&uid=2&uid=4&sid=21101135766387		
http://www.vaclavsmil.com/wp-content/uploads/PDR37-4.Smil_.pgs613-636.pdf		
It	is	directly	related	to	the	concept	of	‘ecological	footprint’	something	foolishly	and	irresponsibly	ignored	in	most	
development	plans.	See:	http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/		Indeed	it	is	absurd	not	to	make	
such	analysis	the	very	starting	point	of	any	future	land	use	strategy.	
7	https://www.overshootday.org		
8	http://www.lowtechmagazine.com/2018/01/bedazzled-by-energy-
efficiency.html?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+typepad%2Fkrisdedecker
%2Flowtechmagazineenglish+%28Low-tech+Magazine%29		
9	One	example	is	in	the	size	of	schools:	http://www.hse.org.uk/home.html	But	it	applies	to	all	sorts	of	things	from	
the	design	of	office	furniture	to	architecture	and	whole	urban	spaces	eg	https://www.pps.org	and	
https://www.architectsjournal.co.uk/opinion/at-the-heart-of-all-housing-should-be-the-human/10022174.article		



have	routinely	gone	for	‘giantism’	in	town	planning	and	architecture.	Clearly	there	might	be	a	
case	 for	 some	 special	 edifices	 beyond	 normal	 scale	 (eg	 commemorate	monuments)	 but	 the	
point	 is	 that	 they	 should	 be	 the	 exception	 not	 the	 rule,	 unlike	 cities	 dominated	 by	 giant	
skyscrapers,	deserted	underpasses	and	huge	motorways.	The	notion	of	the	20-minute	city,	for	
example,	ticks	several	human	scale	boxes.	

• Bioregionalism	
Another	 aspect	 of	 distinctive	 green	 thought	 concerns	 the	 relationship	 between	 human	
political-administrative	boundaries	and	the	underpinning	biogeophysical	patterns	of	our	home,	
planet	 Earth.	 See	 the	 works	 of	 Raymond	 Dasmann	 and	 Peter	 Berg,	 though	 Jane	 Jacobs	
straddles	 a	 number	 of	 these	 fields.	 [Whether	 bioregionalism	 is	 practicable	 in	 our	
overpopulated	world	 is	another	matter:	 the	 issue	 is	how	we	 look	at	 things	 ie	 the	underlying	
biogeophysical	‘provinces’	of	the	world	cf	human-made	boundaries].10	This	perspective	is	very	
pertinent	when	it	comes	to	the	alternatives	we	pose	not	just	to	the	EU	but	also	schemes	such	
as	 the	 ‘Northern	 Powerhouse’,	 variations	 of	 which	 are	 currently	 being	 touted	 by	 assorted	
politicians,	both	on	the	‘left’	and	the	‘right’.	

• Appropriate	technology	
Left	 and	 Right	 governments	 and	 movements	 have	 striven	 to	 maximise	 technological	
power,	courtesy	of	either	planning	or	of	market	forces.	Any	failings	in	science	and	technology	
have	 been	 blamed	 on	 its	 misuse	 in	 the	 wrong	 hands.	 Greens,	 by	 contrast,	 have	 uniquely	
stressed	 the	inherent	limits	 of	 technology	 as	 well	 as	 the	 dangers	 of	 reductionist	 and	
mechanistic	science.11		

Again,	 there	 are	 few	 if	 any	 parallels	 to	 such	 work	 in	 other	 political	 traditions.	
Repeatedly,	 such	 thinkers	 stress	 that	 the	 critical	 issue	 is	 not	 form	 (public	 ownership	 versus	
privatisation)	but	scale	and	content.	These	perspectives	give	us	a	pole	position	from	which	to	
create	a	powerful	narrative	about	‘mega-technologies’	such	as	gene	editing,	nanotechnology,	
‘thinking’	robots,	‘smart’	machines	and	artificial	intelligence,	all	of	which	are	being	pushed	not	
just	for	private	profit	(eg	‘Big	Data’)	but	also	as	the	expression	of	a	certain	human	hubris	and	
acceptance	of	‘technological	determinism’	(if	we	can	invent	it,	we	must	deploy	it).	To	be	noted	
here	is	the	threat	from	the	so-called		 ‘ecomodernist’	movement	(Stewart	Brand,	Mark	Lynas,	
Ted	Nordhaus,	etc)12	

So,	 Greens	 support	 the	 precautionary	 principle	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 technological	
innovation	 and	 for	 that	 matter	 top-down	 social	 engineering.	 In	 particular,	 research	 and	
development	should	concentrate	on	technologies	not	dependent	on	impossibly	high	‘fail-safe’	
standards	but	whose	failure	can	be	tolerated.	Compare	a	raging	fire	on	a	wind	turbine	to	one	
in	a	nuclear	power	plant.	On	top	of	 ‘failure-tolerance’,	 there	ought	 to	be	options	 for	change	
and	safe	lines	of	retreat	as	opposed	to	being	dangerously	locked	into	technological	cul-de-sacs	
(not	least	ones	dependent	on	reliable	supplies	of	cheap	oil	and/or	scarce	rare	earths)	

																																																													
10	https://sandyirvineblog.files.wordpress.com/2017/11/bioregionalism-v-borderline-bankruptcy-irvine.pdf	See	
map	at	start.	
11	For	example,	on	technology:	Lewis	Mumford,	Eugene	Schwartz,	Morris	Berman,	Michael	and	Joyce	Huesemann,	
Vandana	Shiva,	and	Neil	Postman.	For	example,	on	science:	Caroline	Merchant,	Fritjof	Capra	and	Mary	Midgley.	
Some	relevant	papers	are	compiled	here:	https://philpapers.org/rec/HANTAV	Particularly	important	tis	the	concept	
of	scientism	eg	http://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2014/04/12991/	and	
http://www.thenewatlantis.com/publications/the-folly-of-scientism		
Conversely,	Greens	have	distinctively	posed	'appropriate'	technology',	alternatives	practices	in	fields	such	as	
farming	(Wendell	Berry,	Robert	Hart,	Bill	Mollison,	etc)	and	forestry	(Alan	Drengson,	Herb	Hammond	etc).	Compare	
the	theory	and	practice	of	the	latter	(eg	https://ecoforestry.ca	)	with	the	‘tree	factory’	regimes	practised	in	both	
capitalist	and	socialist	economies.	Mention	might	be	made	of	the	work	of	innovators	such	as	John	Todd	or	land	use	
planners	like	Ian	McHarg	and	Christopher	Alexander.		
12	This	is	a	good	critique:	http://www.resilience.org/wp-content/uploads/articles/General/2015/05_May/A-
Degrowth-Response-to-An-Ecomodernist-Manifesto.pdf	See	also:	http://clivehamilton.com/the-technofix-is-in-a-
critique-of-an-ecomodernist-manifesto/		



Land	usage	such	as	farming	is	as	much	a	‘technology’	as	individual	buildings,	machines,	
factory	production	lines	and	their	products.	In	this	case,	Green	thinking	homes	in	on	the	notion	
of	 ‘design	 with	 nature’,	 one	 of	 the	 key	 exponents	 being	 the	 Scottish-American	 planner	 Ian	
McHarg,13	and	 following	 what	 Christopher	 Alexander	 called	 a	 “pattern	 language”.14	Clearly	
concepts	of	an	eco-forestry	and	wildlife-friendly	farming	are	part	of	appropriate	technology.15	
There	are	also	many	examples	in	the	field	of	product	‘eco-design’.16	

• Voluntary	simplicity		
Mainstream	 political	 currents	 have	 vied	 in	 promises	 to	 raise	 living	 standards	 (physical	
consumption)	ever	higher.	Though	many	religions	have	recognised	that	 it	 is	possible	 to	have	
(in	the	words	of	John	Sparrow)	"too	much	of	a	good	thing',	it	is	only	Greens	that	have	tried	to	
take	that	idea	into	the	realm	of	politics.	On	one	side	is	a	critique	of	consumerism	("Affluenza"	
etc).	17	Such	perspectives	could	give	us	powerful	 tools	with	which	 to	 reach	out	 to	 those	who	
recognize	how	mainstream	living	is	not	just	unhealthy	but	robbing	us	of	real	satisfaction	in	life.	

A	 narrative	 of	 “no	 cuts,	 no	 job	 losses”	 scarcely	 gets	 to	 grips	 with	 the	 physical	 and	
psychological	ailments	of	modern	society.	Many	people	do	feel	that	there	is	something	wrong	
with	the	way	we	live	and	we	ought	to	address	their	sense	of	dis-ease	and	dislocation.	Some	of	
these	dissatisfactions	apply	particularly	to	the	‘world	of	work’.		It	is	revealing	that	many	trade	
unions	 fights	 against	 redundancies	 collapse	 since	 so	 many	 workers	 just	 want	 to	 get	 out.	
George	Monbiot	has	also	been	 rightly	 spotlighting	 the	epidemic	of	 loneliness,	 for	 instance.18	
Many	 also	 feel	 that	 society	 will	 be	 better	 if	 we	 regenerate	 convivial	 and	 resilient	 local	
communities.	Again	our	strategy	ought	to	position	us	as	the	party	that	stands	for	community	
rebuilding.19	

• ‘Planetarianism’	
The	first	part	of	the	slogan	‘think	globally,	act	globally’	points	to	another	core	element	of	green	
thinking:	an	internationalist	spirit.	We	certainly	have	to	care	about	our	own	backyards	but	we	
also	have	 to	help,	 if	we	can,	others	care	 for	 theirs,	even	 if	 they	are	on	 the	other	side	of	 the	
world.	 Peter	 Berg’s	 term	 ‘planetarianism’	 is	 helpful	 because	 it	 separates	 Greens	 from	 other	
‘internationalists’.	There	are,	of	course,	the	apostles	of	globalisation,	unlimited	migration,	and	
universal	 free	 trade,	 the	 opposite	 of	 ecological	 economics.	 Then	 they	 are	 those	
‘cosmopolitans’	who	disdain	local	cultures	(in	practice,	Americanisation	of	all	else,	for	the	most	
part)	and	who	forswear	any	attachment	to	any	particular	places.	

On	various	parts	of	the	conventional	political	spectrum,	there	has	been	a	hankering	for	
‘world	 government’,	 as	 opposed	 to	 green	 ideas	 about	 subsidiarity	 and	 regionalisation	 (the	
latter	usually	dismissed	as	‘Balkanisation’).	Following	from	the	perspective	of	limits	to	growth,	

																																																													
13	https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0169204616300482		
14	https://archive.org/details/APatternLanguage		
15	eg	Daniel	Imhoff	and	Jo	Ann	Baumgarner	(2006)			‘Farming	and	the	Fate	of	Wild	Nature:	Essays	on	Conservation-
Based	Agriculture	1;	Wes	Jackson,	(1985).	‘New	Roots	for	Agriculture’.	Univ.	Nebraska	Pr;	Michael	Soulé,	et	al	
(2006).	‘Farming	in	Nature's	Image’.	Island	Pr.;	Michael	M'Gonigle	and	Ben	Parfitt	(1994)	‘Forestopia:	a	Practical	
Guide	to	the	New	Forest	Economy’.	Harbour	Publishing.’	
16	Eg	https://designopendata.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/design-for-the-real-world-victor-papanek.pdf	;	
https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/Bio_Logic.html?id=2qAQAQAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y	;	
http://www.oceanarksint.org		
17	Eg	http://www.yesmagazine.org/issues/can-love-save-the-world/affluenza	Also	see		the	work	of	Fred,	William	
Leiss,	and	Morris	Berman.	On	the	other	side,	that	of	voluntary	simplicity,	see	writers	such	as	Henry	Thoreau,	Helen	
and	Scott	Nearing,	Ralph	Borsodi,	Baker	Brownell,	Duane	Elgin,	Anne	LaBastille	…	Try:	
http://duaneelgin.com/books/voluntary-simplicity/	and	http://simplicitycollective.com/start-here/what-is-
voluntary-simplicity-2		
18	There	are	plenty	of	studies	to	back	up	this	perception	eg	http://bigthink.com/ideafeed/scientists-think-loneliness-
is-becoming-an-epidemic	Yet	most	of	our	communications,	electoral	or	otherwise,	say	next-to-nothing	about	it	
even	though	it	is	affecting	so	many	people.		
19	There	are	fortunately	many	examples	we	could	cite	eg	https://www.newsociety.com/Books/C/Choosing-a-
Sustainable-Future		



Greens	recognise	the	bigger	the	unit,	the	less	power	each	individual	citizen	will	have	(and,	 in	
practice,	when	big	states	go	‘bad’,	they	do	far	more	harm	than	small	ones)	

Green	 ‘planetarianism’	 does	 not	 endorse	 ‘cultural	 relativism’,	 however.	 There	 are	
some	 universal	 values	 and	 standards,	 not	 least	 regarding	 abuse	 of	 human	 rights	 (eg	 non-
tolerance	of,	say	female	genital	mutilation	or	slavery),	war	crimes	and	crime	against	the	rest	of	
nature	(the	latter	sometimes	justified	on	the	grounds	it	is	our	land	to	‘exploit’	or	local	tradition	
to	slaughter	certain	animals).	

That	 said,	 other	 Green	 principles,	 not	 least	 that	 about	 precaution,	 advise	 due	
carefulness	when	attempting	to	interfere	in	complex	situations	in	other	lands.	It	is	reasonable	
to	tie	aid	to	certain	conditions	(environmental	protection,	prioritisation	of	basic	needs	etc)	but	
more	 radical	 interventions,	most	of	all	 the	use	of	military	 force,	are	highly	 likely	 to	backfire,	
leaving	bad	situations	even	worse.	For	that	reason	Greens	favour	as	far	as	possible	collective	
efforts	through	the	United	Nations.	

This	 matter	 is,	 of	 course,	 grossly	 complicated	 by	 the	 scale	 of	 not	 just	 present	 but	
especially	coming	refugee	problems.	There	is	an	undeniable	tension	between	conservation	of	
local	carrying	capacity	in	regions	to	which	people	are	seeking	to	move	on	the	one	hand	and,	on	
the	 other,	 due	 compassion	 towards	 those	 driven	 from	 their	 homelands.	 Here	 the	 only	
sustainable	 answer	 in	 the	 form	 of	 the	 ‘right	not	 to	 have	 to	move’,	 with	 generously	 funded	
international	 efforts	 devoted	 to	 environmental	 protection,	 peace	 promotion	 and	 general	
rehabilitation	of	degraded	lands.	That	said,	there	is	a	huge	grey	area	between	‘pure’	refugees	
and	economic	migrants,	many	of	the	former	becoming	the	latter.	There	are	no	easy	answers,	
with	 the	 likelihood	 of	 backlashes	 in	 countries	 receiving	 large	 numbers	 of	 either	 as	 in,	 for	
example,	Germany.	

• Intergenerational	Equity	
Some	 religions	 have	 emphasised	 the	 concept	 of	 stewardship.	 But,	 in	 politics,	 it	 is	 again	 the	
Greens	 who	 have	 distinctively	 stressed	 the	 need	 to	 cherish	 the	 good	 things	 we	 inherit	
(compare	 with	 modernism’s	 cult	 of	 the	 new	 and	 futurism’s	 fetish	 of	 the	 machine),	 with	 a	
concomitant	requirement	to	pass	on	that	inheritance,	in	the	best	condition	possible,	to	those	
who	come	after	us.	Thus,	other	political	tendencies	may	argue	about	the	economics	of	nuclear	
power.	 But	 they	 seldom	 engage	 with	 the	 moral	 issue	 of	 dumping	 unsolved	 (unsolvable?)	
problems	of	radioactive	waste	on	future	generations	(and	it	would	indeed	be	a	huge	problem	
if	 we	 were	 to	 expand	 massively	 this	 blighted	 energy	 source	 in	 pursuit	 of	 some	 misguided	
'decarbonisation'	strategy)	

• Intrinsic	value	of	non-human	species	
Here	we	come	to	perhaps	the	most	distinctive	element	of	Green	thought.	It	has	few	counter-
parts	 in	 any	 other	 political	 tradition,	 though	 again	 one	might	 trace	 some	 religious	 roots	 in	
Taoism	and	Buddhism,	with	a	mention	for	St	Cuthbert	 (founder	of	the	first	nature	reserve	 in	
England)	and	St	Francis	of	Assisi.	To	be	sure,	there	are	mainstream	thinkers	who	recognise	the	
utilitarian	 benefits	 of	 non-human	nature	 (eg	 plants	 for	 new	drugs).	Of	 course	 they	 do	 exist.	
Mainstream	thinking	is	mired	in	'resourcism',	treating	non-human	life	as	just	mere	'stuff',	there	
to	 be	 exploited	 for	 open-ended	 and	 indiscriminate	 human	 wants.	 Even	 in	 its	 own	 terms,	
'resourcism'	is	not	a	sufficient	condition	for	valuing	non-human	nature.	Thus	technology	might	
always	 throw	 up	 some	 new	 substance	 that	will	 'allow'	 us	 to	 dispense	with	 such-and-such	 a	
species.	Thus	another	bit	bites	 the	dust.	The	Green	tradition	goes	beyond	utilitarianism	and,	
furthermore,	 it	accepts	that	the	sustenance	of	non-human	life	will	set	 limits	to	the	scale	and	
form	of	human	activities.	It	is	ecocentric,	not	egocentric	and	anthropocentric.20	
																																																													
20	There	is	a	brilliant	overview	in	Patrick	Curry’s	‘Ecological	Ethics’.	See	also:	the	works	and	activities	of	the	likes	of	
John	Muir	(https://discoverjohnmuir.com	),	Aldo	Leopold	(https://www.aldoleopold.org)	,	Rachel	Carson	
(http://www.rachelcarson.org	),	Paul	Shepard	(https://paulhoweshepard.wordpress.com)	,	David	Brower	
(http://browercenter.org/about/who-was-david-brower/	),	Jane	Goodall	(http://www.janegoodall.org	),	John	
Livingston	(http://home.ca.inter.net/~greenweb/GW79-John_Livingston.pdf	),	Stan	Rowe	
(http://www.ecospherics.net/pages/aboutauthors.html	),	and	Edward	Wilson	(https://eowilsonfoundation.org/half-



The	Green	 Party	 has	 somewhat	 lost	 its	way	 regarding	 that	 foundational	 principle	 of	
ecocentrism.	Pragmatically,	 it	 costs	us	badly	 in	 terms	of	potential	 support,	 large	numbers	of	
people	 in	one	way	or	another	devote	a	great	deal	of	 time,	money	and	energy	 in	defence	of	
non-human	 nature	 and	 in	 rehabilitating	 damaged	 habitats.	 Here	 in	 Newcastle	 the	 numbers	
who	turned	out	on	a	march	whose	focus	was	defence	of	a	local	nature	reserve	dwarfed	those	
on	 most	 local	 protests	 against	 public	 spending	 cuts.	 Indeed	 there	 are	 many	 people	 who	
campaign	 for	wildlife	on	 the	other	 side	of	 the	world,	 for	 creatures	 that	 they	will	never	even	
see.	 These	 are	 powerful	 impulses	 (E.	O.	Wilson	 calls	 it	 ‘Biophilia’).	 Any	 useful	 strategy	must	
consider	how	to	tap	it.	

Both	 the	 perspective	 of	 ‘’limits’	 and	 of	 ‘intrinsic	 value’	 stand	 in	 sharp	 opposition	 to	
notions	 such	 as	 ‘sustainable	 growth’,	 green	 growth’	 and,	 in	 most	 of	 its	 applications’,	
‘sustainable	 development’.	 These	 ideas	 have	 roots	 in	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘sustained	 yield’,	
pioneered	by	the	American	Forestry	Service	under	Gifford	Pinchot.	Critically	this	was	about	the	
efficient	harnessing	of	non-human	nature	to	satisfy	still	indiscriminate	and	open-ended	human	
whims.	 If	 necessary	 (and	 routinely	 in	 practice),	 ‘useless’	 species	 and	 habitats	 would	 be	
destroyed	 to	 make	 way	 for	 human-made	 systems	 that	 would	 deliver	 desired	 goods	 and	
services.	 The	 environment	 was	 perceived	 as	 a	 lifeless	 resource,	 devoid	 of	 intrinsic	 value,	 a	
wasteful,	indeed	disorderly	bitch,	to	be	tamed	and	put	to	work.	21	

Perhaps	its	icon	is	the	reservoir	barrage	and	hydroelectric	dam,	bringing	‘wild’	rivers	to	
heel.	Indeed	first	battle	over	this	new	style	‘efficient’	resource	development	took	place	in	1912	
over	 the	damming	of	Hetch	Hetchy	 in	Yosemite,	 ferociously	contested	by	 true	 friends	of	 the	
Earth,	 notably	 John	 Muir.	 This	 perspective	 achieved	 international	 status	 via	 the	 World	
Commission	on	Environment	 and	Development,	 especially	 the	 so-called	 ‘Brundtland	Report’.	
Its	 notion	 of	 ‘more	 from	 less’	 is	 of	 course,	 a	 thermodynamic	 impossibility.	 The	 fact	 that	 its	
definition	of	sustainable	developments	talked	only	of	future	generations	highlight	that	 it	was	
still	stuck	in	an	anthropocentric	discourse.	
	

Not	either-or	but	balance	
All	political	entities	will	share	something	in	common	with	rival	ones	in	some	respects.	So	it	 is	
indeed	the	case	that	we	Greens	favour	rail	re-nationalisation	as	does	the	mainstream	left	(and	
indeed	large	sections	of	the	public).	We	share	a	common	antipathy	to	many	measures	by	the	
current	government.	 There	again,	on	a	 few	matters,	 such	as	protecting	 the	Green	Belt	 from	
urban	sprawl,	we	may	be	closer	 to	some	grassroots	Tories	and	Liberals	 than	 the	Labour	and	
Hard	Left.	 There	are	no	Chinese	Walls	 in	politics.	Political	parties	 rightly	pick	and	choose,	as	
appropriate,	policies	from	all	sorts	of	sources.	

To	some	extent,	 the	Green	approach	 is	 ‘collectivist’	and,	 to	that	extent,	Greens	have	
some	things	in	common	with	some	varieties	of	socialism,	not	least	the	critique	of	the	‘magic	of	
the	market’.	But	we	should	not	be	blind	to	the	difficulties	encountered	by	past	nationalisation	
programmes	and	state	economic	planning.	There	have	been	parallel	problems	in	attempts	at	
communal	living	and,	more	specifically,	the	abolition	of	pay	scales	and	other	hierarchies.	The	
most	 extended	 experiment	 has	 been	 Israel	 kibbutzim	 but	 they	 have	 hit	 several	 brick	 walls	
(apart	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 took	 someone	 else’s	 land!).	 The	 ‘free	 loader’	 problem,	 for	
example,	is	a	real	one,	with	individuals	not	pulling	their	weight	and	generally	sponging	off	the	
efforts	of	others.22	We	have	to	honest	about	such	problems.	

																																																																																																																																																																																		
earth-our-planet-s-fight-for-life/	).	On	the	inadequacy	of	humanism,	see	in	particular	David	Ehrenfield.	On	the	limits	
of	mainstream	conservation:	see,	for	example,	the	writings	of	Howie	Wolkie	and	Edward	Abbey…	On	rewilding:	
David	Foreman	(honourable	mention	for	George	Monbiot	here,	even	if	he	is	wrong	on	other	things	such	as	nuclear	
power).	Also	see:	http://www.rewildingbritain.org.uk		It	is	revealing	that	the	more	left-wing	elements	have	
exercised	influence	in	the	Green	Party,	the	more	marginalised	have	become	issues	such	as	biodiversity	or,	rather,	
'biodevastation'.	This	is	a	key	text:	https://islandpress.org/book/keeping-the-wild		
21		See	Alexander,	J.	(2008)	Devall	&	Sessions	(1984).	Ehrenfeld(1987),	Everndon	(1985),	Foreman(2000),	Geisinger	
(1999),	Hays	(1959)	Livingston	(1981),	Rist	(2002),	and	Sachs	(1991	
22	http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/aug/13/kibbutz-100-years-old-uncertain-future	).	



	So	we	can	borrow	some	ideas	from	the	old	‘Left’.	Yet	some	Green	thinking	has	been	
shaped	by	ideas	from	what	some	might	call	the	‘right’.23	The	most	obvious	is	the	precautionary	
principle	whose	roots	can	be	traced	back	to	Edmund	Burke.	Contrary	 to	the	 left’s	 traditional	
enthusiasm	 for	 political	 centralisation	 (including	 very	 top-down	 models	 of	 nationalisation),	
many	 on	 the	 so-called	 right	 have	 supported	 limits	 on	 central	 state	 power	 and	 systems	 of	
checks	and	balances.	Joseph	Chamberlain,	for	example,	was	noted	for	his	strong	advocacy	of	
action	at	a	municipal	level.	An	early	advocate	of	market	regulation	was	none	other	than	Adam	
Smith.	He	was	not	the	‘market	fundamentalist’	of	mythology.	The	otherwise	appalling	Nicholas	
Sarkozy	did	more	for	climate	action,	promotion	of	organic	farming	and	wildlife	protection	than	
his	left-wing	successor,	Francois	Hollande.	Sad	to	say,	one	of	the	best	programmes	for	animal	
welfare	was	advocated	by	the	Mosleyites	in	the	1930s.	That	does	not	mean	we	ought	to	reject	
those	ideas	if	they	can	be	integrated	with	other	parts	of	one	holistic	Green	programme.24	

To	 win	 what	 later	 will	 be	 called	 the	 ‘battle	 for	 hegemony,	 we	 will	 need	 maximum	
clarity	in	our	ideas	as	well	as	practicable	policies	and	persuasive	communications.	The	dearth	
of	political	 education	 inside	 the	Green	Party	does	not	help	 in	 this	 respect	nor	do	 the	 rather	
truncated	debates	at	conference.	

	

																																																													
23	Eg	http://www.thesocialcontract.com/pdf/four-four/gray.pdf		
24	This is a very good example of how to assess holistically a situation and devise yardsticks that really will 
serve the sustainable common good (including future generations and other species): 
http://www.vspop.org/htm/opt_sustainable_report_vt_2013_ver4.pdf	
	



	


