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ABSTRACT

Ecological Economics presents itself as an ideological alternative to the paradigm of Neoclassical Economics.  For the most part, it succeeds in this critical enterprise. However, Ecological Economics retains the division found in the Neoclassical perspective between economics and politics. This division has lead to a void in the discourse regarding the political underpinnings and vision that animate the field, particularly in the work of those practitioners arguing for a steady state as the most viable and sustainable economy in contrast to growth economies. In this paper, I work to cull the political vision implicit in Ecological Economics by working through the democratic aspirations of many working in the field. In the closing section, I show how these democratic aspirations float on a view of justice in harmony with the restorative features of the steady state presented as means for repairing some of the damage done by growth economies.
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If the earth must lose that great portion of its pleasantness which it owes to things that the unlimited increase of wealth and population would extirpate from it, for the mere purpose of enabling it to support a larger, but not happier or better population, I sincerely hope, for the sake of posterity, that they will be content to be stationary, long before necessity compels them to it.

                                                        J.S. Mill, Principles of Political Economy 

I. Introduction

     Ecological Economics is a field that defines itself in contrast with Neoclassical Economics and as an interdisciplinary mode of inquiry into the relations between humans and their environments that does not include disciplinary divisions presented as moored in ontology. The goal of this inquiry, generally, is an accurate assessment of the earth’s carrying capacity and the creation of an ecologically sustainable society based on the calculations composing this assessment. This sustainable society of the future is expressed most often as a “steady-state economy.”
  What is lacking in this picture of the activity of Ecological Economics is any political vision for how sustainability will be enacted, nor for how it will be perpetuated (and this betrays a deep, largely unrecognized, affinity between the enterprise and its Neoclassical counterpart regarding the separability of politics and economics). In addition to the nuts and bolts of political transformation, what is missing from Ecological Economics is a definition of justice that addresses what we owe future generations and how that debt will be acknowledged and paid, and this will be my focus in this paper. In earlier studies, I have been concerned with why political theorists should pay attention to the kind of substantive work coming out of this field of economics. In this work, the emphasis is on what political theory has to offer Ecological Economics.

     The future-orientation of Ecological Economists reveals the centrality of sustainable development as a value, and it adds a temporal or intergenerational dimension to accounts of justice that is heartening and has served as a link to, or an abbreviated substitute for, actual political thinking.
 But even our most useful concepts and values – useful in the sense that they help us to see and to organize our reality – can blind us to important features of the world. One manifestation of the blindness I am thinking of here is described often as “technological optimism” or “soft sustainability,” and these terms refer to the hard-to-surmount belief that the problems we face today each have solutions in new technologies and emerging science.
 These solutions will arise as needed and they will be implemented in a manner so seamless we will barely notice the change and never need to alter our consumption patterns or rising expectations for more. Today I fuel my car with gasoline; tomorrow, after a quick trip to a mechanic, this same car will run beautifully on a hydrogen fuel cell.  

     The optimism expressed in Ecological Economic circles is certainly not as pronounced as the soft sustainability line that can be heard in the conversations of Environmental Economics, a variant of the Neoclassical paradigm that arose when mainstream economists could no longer fail to see just how costly biodiversity loss, pollution, and global warming are. Nevertheless, Ecological Economists see the crisis as on the horizon, solvable still with reduced production, consumption, pollution, and other hallmarks of the steady state defined in terms of living within ecosystems’ often idiosyncratic capacities for resiliency. The extent of the injustices perpetrated already on future generations reflected in the gross inequalities of North and South is countenanced as a set of discrete problems that are manageable still through economic slow down and scientific efforts.
 Political change or restoration of relations of justice and respect between generations is not part of the picture.
 

     What I want to get to in this paper is a definition of justice that will give voice to the tacit political vision of the human/nature nexus offered by Ecological Economics, and that begins with a realization that the world is broken, the injustices that rend it are powerful, and that the best way to conceive justice in this atmosphere is not in terms of deliberations, verdicts, and reparations, but through restoration. Restorative justice is emerging as a source of reflection and change in the fields of criminal law, family law, and in the area of Human Rights. Restorative procedures and goals form the stuff of what I will call the politics of Ecological Economics because they are designed to heal breaches by altering fundamentally our relations with humans and nonhumans alike. These relations are conceived currently as asymmetrical dichotomies – me and you, us and them – where the preference for one over the other is expressed as dominance. 

II. Politicizing Ecological Economics

     The lack of political reflection in the literature of Ecological Economics is rather striking.
 How to connect this orientation to nature should be conceived as a creative opportunity and an immediate problem. On one side, where there is some thought about politics expressed by practitioners, they identify themselves as advocates of democracy, liberals, and conceive the locus of political action as local. On the other side, astute and politically savvy readers of Ecological Economics like John Dryzek perceive in this literature an incipient political authoritarianism. 

     Regarding the democratic self-image of practicing Ecological Economists, this is certainly the political orientation of those whom I have participated on panels and visited at the Gund Institute at UVM in Burlington, Vermont. However, while democracy, defined inchoately, is central to their view of themselves, they exhibit very little real political interests in their work other than concerns with how to get local political leaders to listen to and make use of their research findings. In the one full-pledged study exploring the “local political” implications of Ecological Economics, Prugh, Costanza, and Daly, did little more than to weld their work onto a framework of “strong democracy” provided by Benjamin Barber.
 The book contains no argument for why their work’s political affinity with strong democracy is any more substantive than, say, Dryzek’s claim about its implicit authoritarianism or survivalism.

     Dryzek provides an interesting reading of Ecological Economics, but I think the claim about its anti-democratic implications or underpinnings overstated. That is to say, this claim about the politics of Ecological Economics is the result of coupling the field with the work of those like Garrett Hardin and the Ehrlichs whose rhetoric of survivalism is so strong it buries the substance of their claims. Hardin admitted admiration for the ambitions of Ecological Economics, and his work on population and “the tragedy of the commons” has been influential among practitioners, his actual contributions to the field are minimal.
 Similarly, the bulk of the work by the Ehrlichs was done before the advent of the field. Although Ecological Economists like Herman Daly cite their work on population, the polemical tactics of the Ehrlichs are avoided consciously. Their predictions of catastrophe garnered public attention only to lose it to rising skepticism when their timeline for disaster proved inaccurate. What is authoritarian, then, is not the work of Ecological Economics per se. Rather, authoritarianism in the form of top-down resource management and regulation appears as an understandable response to any predictions of catastrophe, just as the role of the state is accentuated in response to actual disaster.
 Whenever questions of how to conserve limited resources and how best either to avert disaster or to respond to it arise, we have already stepped out of the Neo-Classical paradigm where the market runs according to its own inner logic and stepped into a worldview where planning is required.
 What I hope to show is that top-down planning sanctioned by the State is not inevitable, necessary, or desirable.

     My starting point shall be an acceptance of the ill-defined democratic self-image of Ecological Economists I have encountered. But rather than cull out the democratic implications of the field, I prefer to work in the opposite direction to see what radical democratic thought reveals about Ecological Economics. This is an enormous undertaking that exceeds the parameters of a single study like this. What I want to do is explore three areas – citizenship, the radical democratic challenges of sustainability, and restorative justice – that will compose a prolegomena to a politicized Ecological Economics.

III. Citizenship

     John Barry expresses what is a sad truism when he observes that “most people (in the west) will not, under current political and economic conditions, democratically vote for radical changes to how society and the economy operate, especially if those changes are viewed as involving ‘sacrifice’ and a diminution of life chances or a narrowing of aspirations for a better life for them and their children.”
 Focuses by environmentalists on the immorality of over-consumption or blanket renunciations of materialism are as ineffective in changing minds as are popular expositions of Hubbert’s peak, and various studies and news reports on the consequences of global warming for reducing petroleum consumption. One reason for the resistance to calls to use fewer resources and pollute less is the anemic character of citizenship enforced in countries across the northern hemisphere. This problem could very well be intractable. Indeed, among optimists and pessimists alike there seems to be agreement that change will occur only after catastrophe compels it.
 However, direct involvement in ecological issues could be a step toward a more robust self-conception as a citizen of a world teetering on disaster.

     Ecological Economics emerged historically as a voice within economics critical of the Neoclassical paradigm predicated upon the twin foundations, equally fictional, of a market that operates as a closed system hovering above physical space and yet apprehensible through techniques appropriated from 19th century physics, and of homo economicus: humans as insatiable consumers and tireless producers who promote social ends by pursuing their own selfish interests. In attacking the Neoclassical view of the economy as existing in a frictionless realm where resources like air and water, and consequences like pollution and class conflict, are “external” and therefore pose no limits on economic growth, Ecological Economics at least acknowledges that there is more to humanity than what the reductive simplicity of the Neoclassical model will permit. To get beyond this simplicity, “you have to shift from Homo Economicus as the isolated individual to the idea of person in community, whose identity is largely a function of his (or her) relationships in community with others and with the ecosystem.”

     In particular, Ecological Economics observes our capacity, observable in community settings, to sacrifice for our children and compromise selfish desires for the good of the whole. This gives sustainability a human face and grounding in experience. Moreover, it opens space for optimism (however small). That is, if we recognize choices made daily as contravening the rule-like behavior of homo economicus, then, suddenly, we may not be fated to a future of ecological catastrophe.
 As an example, Mark Sagoff pointed to a richer account of citizenship in Ecological Economics by attacking Neoclassical Cost-Benefit Analyses that reduce human actions to consumer choices and contending, to the contrary, the humans are far better understood when observe in society as citizens. Their collective capacity for “other-regarding” choices can be observed there such as protesting against a war for moral and political reasons even though they may profit from the military contracts supporting policy.

     Does the view of humanity as community member at the base of Ecological Economics include citizenship? It can, as Sagoff indicated (albeit nascently), but citizenship, or what Peter Soderbaum usefully calls the “Political Economic Person,” remains an undertheorized aspect of the economic orientation.
  As noted earlier, as much as Ecological Economics conceives itself as a critical response to Neoclassical Economics, it continues to adhere to the latter’s contention that politics and economics are separable. For this reason, it is difficult to discern a political vision operating within the enterprise. Ecological Economics must therefore be politicized (or viewed as entailing a political program). As I have argued in other works, Ecological Economics is viewed best as a circle with large areas of imbrication created by shared interests and goals with Sustainability Science, on the one hand, and Political Ecology, on the other.
 In many respects, Ecological Economics is the most advanced of these three interrelated, and, I argue, interdependent fields. Out of Political Ecology emerges reflection on the kind of citizen that learns best from and employs the critical evaluation of the damage done to the environment; and reflection on the perils those damages pose not just for the future but for the present, that comes from Ecological Economics’ engagement with the unsustainable model of economic growth posed by Neoclassical Economics.

     Contemplation of ecological citizenship brings us not to the limits of language, but to the limits of the vocabulary we have inherited from the Enlightenment that was designed to express the power of modern science over an environment whose hostility toward humans was manifest in disease, scarcity, and natural disaster. The cast of this vocabulary was dichotomous. In the works of Bacon, Descartes, Locke, and others, what was conceived as essential about humans was removed from the biota, and described in terms of disenchantment, mental substance, and ownership. These attributes were turned against the natural world to reshape and tame it. Thus the undertaking demanded by Ecological Economics and Political Ecology must include reconceptualizing humanity as an integral part of the natural world.

     In the United States, many pollsters and Political Scientists have observed that although citizens respond positively to questions gauged to ascertain the level of their concern for the environment, environmental issues themselves are not terribly salient when compared to taxes, healthcare, education, economic, and foreign policy issues. American citizens (who vote) profess love for the environment, but would probably not vote for a candidate from the Green Party or even a mainstream candidate who expresses a strong environmental message that involves downscaling the economy. The lesson to be gleaned here is that in shaping an ecologically-minded citizen, the way environmental information is conveyed is of crucial importance. There is a great lesson to be learned from the lexical choices of William Ruckelshaus, for example, the first director of the Environmental Protection Agency.
 Under his leadership the EPA was transformed into a human health agency by drawing in the starkest terms possible the cancerous effects of many of the pollutants the EPA was designed to reduce or, later, to eradicate.  Moreover, in emphasizing this educational component of its mission, the EPA cannot be defined simply as a top-down, authoritarian, “command and control” organization. Rather, it took a largely rhetorical, but still somewhat coercive step, in creating an ecologically astute citizenry by illuminating the synecdochic relation between the carrying capacity of the planet and the body burden of any human living in the midst of industrial waste.

     The placenta is the thin barrier separating the toxic exposures of the present from the future.
 It is the ultimate barometer of sustainability in this sense. As Ecological Economics seeks to measure the extent of the damage done to the environment by forces of population and economic growth, and to translate that damage into costs, the field of epidemiology is drawing the causal connection between that damage and human health.
 Other still explore environmental degradation as a threat to security.
 These sources of information, when communicated effectively, break the hermeticism of economic discourse created by the Neoclassical Model (not only is the market a closed system in this model, but so is discussion about the market) by showing the economy as existing in, and affecting adversely, the physical somewhere of the natural world, and they are imaginable as sources of ecological citizenship.

     Much of Ecological Economics is concerned with bringing the idea of limitless economic growth into corrective contact with the First and Second Laws of Thermodynamics.
 The market, they want to show, is not a closed system with no inputs or outputs, but a low entropy system that is maintained by absorbing low-entropy energy in the form of coal and petroleum and expelling high-entropy energy in the form of waste. Politically, ecological citizenship can be described as high-entropy activism that has emerged as a necessary consequence of nearly a century of low-entropy popular complacency. The longer we live outside of and beyond the solar energy flow, the more activism will be required to avert disaster. Current studies of the environmental impact of economic growth measured in terms of population, affluence, the distribution of age in populations, urbanization, and biogeographical factors (climate, attitude, etc.) indicate that the time for policy decisions and mass political movements to reduce anthropogenic stresses is now.
 

     A steady-state political economy would involve an active citizenry and a concept of the citizen as one who develops in non-quantifiable ways (Amartya Sen’s “capabilities approach” is an example of this sort of development) that nevertheless fill the void created by a necessary de-emphasis of consumption as the mark of not only success but also one’s humanity.  Paths to this richer notion of citizenship carry us over obstacles to achieving a steady state, and I will offer one example here involving energy resources. Blocking any peaceful transformation away from economies of growth is the exploitation of limited fossil fuel reserves by industries and citizens of the most developed nations. Monitoring the rates of fossil fuel use has proven an intractable problem mainly because oil reserves seemed limitless as long as the rates of discovery of new sources remained steady. That is no longer the case, and there is growing consensus that the end of oil is in the foreseeable future. Now the question of accounting for use and rationing is of vital importance. In the current scheme, pricing would effect rationing, and this would serve to make very visible the gross inequities fostered by growth economies. We would be left with a variation on the old Monty Python definition of kingship: “How do you know they are the super rich? They’re the only ones who can afford to drive and heat their homes.” The poverty of the have-nots implied here breeds both violence and a diminishing concern for sustainability as a struggle for mere survival replaces thoughts of ethical and political existence.

     A better way to achieve rationing would also foster the development of the political economic citizen by reallocating responsibility for conserving fuel.  A plan offered by David Fleming involving Tradable Energy Quotas (TEQs) seems to achieve these dual ends of rationing and democratization. 

TEQs includes every energy user and every energy provider in the national economy. They are measured in units, an every adult is given an equal annual allocation. Industry and government bid for heir units at a weekly tender. Units can be traded. Anyone who uses less than their entitlement can sell their surplus, and anyone can buy more units if they need them. The total number of TEQs available is set out in a TEQs budget (set by an independent Energy Policy Committee) that looks 20 years ahead. The size of the budget goes down week by week, step by step, like a staircase.

The plan has three things going for it. First, it avoids the violence that is sure to come as prices for fossil fuels exceed most people’s ability to pay for it. Second, it conserves resources, monitors use accurately while resisting corruption, and it gives those national economies who buy into the plan “a massive competitive advantage in the international market for energy-efficient products,” which, in turn, “would trigger a domino effect as other nations scramble(d) to cash in on the huge profits being made in the new low-energy economy.” Finally, TEQs would function to empower citizens by permitting a clear view to the relation between individual action and the re-direction of the larger collectivity toward a steady state that is sustained by available solar fuels and other renewable sources of energy.  Broadening the definition of citizenship to include a wide range of responsibilities and activities, beyond mere vote-casting, enervates the democratic potential of Ecological Economics.

IV. Sustainability and Radical Democracy

     From the vantage of democracy, we see that Ecological Economics is not alone in its lack of a developed notion of citizenship. Most developed nations, even those who refer to themselves as constitutional democracies and popular republics, perpetrate rather attenuated notions of what it means to be a good citizen on those born to be governed. The void of participation breeds passivity, and this has been put to good use by marketers and advertisers charged with the responsibility of presenting the economy as limitless as Neoclassical economists make it out to be. Further, the largeness and scientific complexity of issues like global warming, species loss, and resource depletion combined with recent experiences with legislative failures to rein in campaign expenditures, and the Electoral College’s nullifying power over the popular vote, leaves the ordinary citizen with a sense of political impotence coupled with cynicism. On the local level, when resource scarcity arises – and here I’m thinking specifically of gas lines following Hurricane Katrina and water concerns throughout the Western United States – violence rather than politics appears as the most effective solution to otherwise powerless people. 

     Why, given this recent history and an even longer Constitutional history that creates and legitimates institutional barriers to direct participation and other forms of political action, is democracy even thinkable? In part, the spirit of this paper is one informed by the popularly held belief that the global environment has passed or is very close to passing some invisible tipping-point and the planetary-scale political and technological solutions needed to step back from the edge are not forthcoming. This is information political theorists need to get from the substantive economic analyses produced by Ecological Economists. The degree of the devastation in evidence frees us to imagine any number of political paths to the future. But, actually, it is precisely these kinds of conditions that led to democracy historically. Tocqueville described democracy as what happens after old hierarchical orders fail, breakdown, and engender conditions of equality. Inheriting the mantle of Tocqueville’s insight is Claude Lefort who sees the democratic moment as occurring as a wave of uncertainty immediately following the decapitation of the King and “the dissolution of the markers of uncertainty.”
 Of course there is a counter tradition, from Plato onward, which conceives of economic insecurity and political disarray as prime conditions for the rise of a tyrant.  We who are living in this liminal sphere between order and impending disorder may witness barbarism or we may experience the inauguration of democracy. The latter is far more interesting and healthy to think about and strive for.

     The stresses on ecosystem disequilibria in Ecology and on systems thinking and emergence in Ecological Economics betoken a largely tacit acceptance of uncertainty as endemic to complexity that enhances rather than undermines the scientific character of these enterprises. Democracy, especially its populist and pluralist variants, thrives on uncertainty, particularly the anti-hierarchical nature of uncertain forms of knowledge that defies claims to expertise, welcomes contestations, and leads environmental assessment away from risk (assuaging fear with science) and toward precaution (avoiding the need to fear).
 This is a political direction utterly consistent with the larger goals of Ecological Economics.

     How we might implement the structural or institutional changes that permit us to move from a condition that is not very democratic to a condition that is proves to be a problem that cannot be addressed adequately here. As noted, we might imagine democracy emerging from the rubble of the old order after it proved unsustainable. Or we might just conceive of democracy as an unrealizable but worthy philosophical goal that illuminates new areas of critique and reform in the present. Alan Keenan, vis-à-vis Cornelius Castoriadis, pursues this second route that contends, “democracy must …always remain a question, for no theory of democracy can ever be adequate to the experience of democratic politics.”
 Even as an invitation to inquiry or as the utopian dimension of political strategy, democracy can be enriched by the substantive ecological context provided by those engaged in the economics of sustainability.

     The “where” of democracy precedes the “how.”  This need is fulfilled by the creation of a public space characterized in terms of the propinquity it fosters and the clear view citizens are afforded to one another. There is no room for the State in this conception. The emphasis of direct democracy is on autonomy – in the sense that the demos is engaged in perpetual formation of itself – and on transparency, defined as a clear view to one another and to the ecosystem of which it is part. Careful monitoring and use of resources and collective choices on how to live within the solar stream secure autonomy. Responsibility, a trait shared by democracy and ecology and synonymous with Leopold’s notion of “stewardship,” is never foisted off on technological optimism or future generations. Traditionally, the public space for democratic politics was conceived only in contrast with the private sphere of the household. Ecological democratic space is founded in a vision of the integral unity of polis and biota, however, where each political decision or judgment affects a strengthening and clarifying of this unity. “In other words,” writes Franz Hartmann, citing Murray Bookchin, “if a tenet of the conceptual framework was that no one had the right to subordinate ‘nature’ or other people, then it would take away the present moral justification of actions or thoughts that destroy ecosystems and force some people into miserable conditions for the sake of others.”

     There are many ways to conceive of the equality that sustains democracy. Equality before the law, fair distribution of goods and services, to each according to their need, and physiological isomorphism, are all possibilities. Residing behind and animating every relation of inequality, however, is domination. For our purposes, then, as we imagine a democratic counter to the unsustainability of current practices of global capitalism obfuscated by Neoclassical Economic’s fantasy of infinite growth, describing equality in terms of non-domination is most illuminating precisely because it demands a serious revision of the concept of justice guiding our project.

V. Ecology, Democracy, and Justice

     As imagined by Aeschylus, politics emerged in history when an old, tribal definition of justice as vengeance, “the killer must be killed,” proved untenable. The transformation to a new definition was immensely complicated and resulted in a re-imagining of the cosmic order itself. The new definition, supported by the wisdom and light of Apollo and Athene, engendered what we would recognize today as a political order. Indeed, it was the first political order.

     Today we face a global ecological crisis with a scale and corresponding perception of danger and disorder that matches the global crisis symbolized by the Trojan War and its aftermath. As the unsustainability of the old tribal order demanded a new conception of justice, so too does the current crisis among nation states. In this section I want to explore the implications of “Restorative Justice” for the politics of Ecological Economics. In arriving at this point, it should be fairly clear that I have been working backwards from citizenship through democratic space to justice. This phenomenological approach to the thing itself – in this case the thing itself is the just ecological life – is a useful strategy, but it should not be conceived as an inquiry in pursuit of foundations. What I am really doing is slipping below the surface of our collective lives to the underlying conventions supporting and shaping it. In seeking to alter the conventions concerning justice all I am succeeding in doing is calling attention to some bad habits that need to be broken. There is no “book of nature” in need of re-writing, or human nature alterable by only by cyborg technology.

     In the final scene of The Oresteian Trilogy, Athene charges humanity with the responsibility of seeking out or uncovering justice on a case by case basis. She contends because we humans are not divine we lack the vision and knowledge that produces certitude. Due process or the search for justice is therefore endless. Every verdict is provisional. This invites a spirit of democratic participation and openness into the polity, a check on hubris, and inclusiveness predicated upon common mortality. The city embraces Athene’s instruction recognizing it as a call to care for the fragile membrane of trust supporting the new order and preventing it from falling into the violence of the old.
 The new definition of justice as communal attribute and aspiration “heals many hurts of humankind.”

     Ecological economists are assessing the damage current means of production have done to the ecosystems composing the planet. They seek to ascertain how much more these systems can take before resiliency is surpassed and the collapse irreversible. The damage does not stop there, of course. Homo economicus is not only a reductive account of what humanity is, but also a barrier to seeing the toll economic growth takes on the powerless, and on that thin layer of trust underlying community Athene saw as in need of protection. A new definition of justice would assess the damage here and provide tools for restoring it while embellishing democracy and citizenship.

     Restorative justice works by illuminating the relations between citizens in a polity, between polities present and future, and I will argue, between humans and nonhumans. Restoration follows relations of domination that entail violence and pain.  In procedures that emphasize dialogue, perpetrators are educated in the consequences of their actions by those who have been harmed, and victims have an opportunity to testify one their own behalf and assert their integrity. Unlike the Areophagus of Athene, or in the courtrooms of today, restorative justice procedures result not in verdicts and sentences, but in continuing inquiry and discussion with the goal of healing breaches of trust and other forms of damage.  In this, the goals of Restorative Justice overlap, at least partially, with those of Environmental Restoration.

     In cases of environmental damage, the victims are the ecosystems in question, those who live near and are affected by the damage (disproportionately the poor and people of color), and because this system woven intricately into other systems –air, surface and ground water, etc. – the pool of victims widens enough, often, to include the perpetrators. Albert Camus’s notion of a “democracy of guilt” dramatized so memorably in The Plague, is a useful image here. We do not lose or dilute the relation of domination and victimization in this image; rather, we illuminate the extent of relations of inequality enough to see ourselves as participants. In this, Restorative Justice can take us further than the good and dedicated work of those in the Environmental Justice movement. Their ambition is to give voice to, and gain reparations for, victims of environmental racism and political corruption by casting environmental damage as a violation of Human Rights.
  In this the relations of dominance between humans and nations is emphasized, and what is missed, first, is the relation between humans and the nonhuman world and, second, how that relation of power, arrogance, greed, and expedience undermines all other modes of other-regarding behavior: past, present, and future. Moreover, as Fred Besthorn notes, when “arguments for reclamation” are reduced to “human benefit and interest,” then even those dedicated to the ideals of environmental justice “fail to provide adequate moral and ethical (and I would add scientific and economic) justification for the restoration of ecosystems.” It is a short step from the anthropocentrism evident here to technological optimism. “The moral dilemma manifests itself most completely,” Besthorn continues, “when restoration policy is considered is considered an appropriate response on purely human grounds. In those instances, the real enticement is that the restoration thesis becomes a powerful justification for degrading ecosystems in the first place because, presumably, humans can restore them to their original, untrammeled perfection.”

     Processes of desertification and global warming, and policy decisions predicated upon the cost-ineffectiveness of cleaning up toxic waste sites, illustrate the spuriousness of claims about restoration’s panacea potential. Some damage already in evidence is irreversible; some damage is technologically reparable but there is no political will to absorb the costs to do so. What does ecological collapse mean in terms of justice? In raising the question, I suppose one possible response is that the consequences for the just life are the least of our problems. As Aristotle knew, we must have adequate nutrition, potable water, clean air to breathe, and fairly hygienic living conditions before thoughts of politics and justice can be entertained. But the relation of ecosystems pushed beyond their ability to repair themselves to justice is at the very core of sustainable development as the best, most peaceful alternative to the unsustainable path we are now on. In permitting irreversible damage to occur for the added wealth of the prosperous or for the bare survival of the world’s poor, our link to the future is being severed. Sustainability’s central value of intergenerational justice has been frayed and is need of repair. The strongest political response to the ecological commitment to sustainability must be a version of restorative justice.

     Amid all the devastation and persistent predictions of global ecological collapse, we need to be able to see that what are reversible are the relations of domination that gave and continues to give rise to such damage. Preserving this perceptual vantage is the goal of Political Ecology or politicized Ecological Economics.

Conclusion

     In conceiving of an economy with a scale proportionate to that of a planet with finite resources, that adheres to or at least acknowledges the laws of physics, that examines ecosystems with systems thinking that resists simplification, and with goals of protecting and restoring existing biodiversity, Ecological Economics presents a strong and nearly thorough critical response to the economic vision of Neoclassical Economics. Environmental Political Theorists can learn much from examining this literature, but Ecological Economists have things to learn from political theory too. Lesson one addresses their blind or tacit acceptance of the Neoclassical separation of economics and politics. The road to the steady-state is political, and its organization and perpetuation are conceivable only as a political economy.  The preferred form of politics for achieving and organizing the steady-state is democracy for its higher degree of popular participation and the equality this participation both requires and cultivates. As Ecological Economists have shown repeatedly, centralized, planned economies are undesirable because they rest on an unsupportable assumption “that the environment is something that can actually be controlled and planned by humans.” They should also be wary of the inevitable drift toward authoritarianism such a central state entails.
 The failures and horrors of Five Year Plans and the Great Leap Forward are evoked by claims to the contrary.

     What sets us on the political road to a sustainable society? It is difficult to respond without resorting to the structure of paradox. Current economies of every stripe are predicated upon the value that growth is good and achieved through competition for scarce resources, efficiency, and a national determination to out-grow all other nation-states. This race for growth, in turn, accelerates the degradation of the planet’s ecoystems made visible in the collapse of fisheries, the death of large areas of reefs in every ocean, and in the array of changes associated with Global Warming. Again, as the pace of economic growth speeds up, so too does the rate of ecological decline. This decline proceeds incrementally until the point when natural resiliency is surpassed and catastrophic collapse occurs. Even when pollution controls are instituted, the economy of growth continues to deplete natural resources at an unsustainable rate that makes collapse inevitable. We seem to be at that point where many ecosystems can no longer repair themselves or support the level of human activity imposed upon them by growth economies.

     This description fits the Hobbesian mold where competition is relentless and violent, and the fears this competition inspires is as significant and real as actual violence. The logic of this Hobbesian view compels us to take the next step: A state of war, fought out amid rising waters, large-scale alterations in weather systems, and mass extinction, can be averted only by a turn to a form of global authoritarianism. Violence would cease, but the order we find today of gross inequality between developed and developing nations, the northern and southern hemispheres, would be reified and the burden of orderly survival would be carried by sacrifices imposed on the powerless. 

     Democracy would be morally and politically preferable to this authoritarian image, but the mechanisms for turning away from growth and inequality and toward sustainable equality are hard to imagine, much less see, without wholesale collapse clearing the ground for a new founding moment. This collapse is less desirable in terms of violent loss of life than the peace secured by the global Leviathan noted earlier. But this either/or appears inevitable only in systems governed by punitive definitions of justice that are oriented toward the present tense, that seek to judge and punish the guilty, while pushing all others into a condition of survivalist mistrust.

     A new definition of justice changes all current political equations and, if we can use The Oresteia as a lesson, engenders heretofore-unimagined new equations. What is most appealing to me is restorative justice’s effect of replacing abbreviated, rushed political thinking denoted by “either/or” statements and verdicts with new dialogical procedures – intimate, de-centered, plural or eclectic -- for making all of us aware of the devastating consequences of limitless growth arguments for the future health of the planet and the underlying relations of trust that serve to keep us from descending into violence at the first signs of scarcity or running to some authoritarian promise of security at the first signs of danger. 

     Restorative justice efforts are in evidence in a variety of social forums, particularly college and universities, and in the criminal justice system. There is not enough organizing around this conception of justice for it to count as a movement, just yet, but there is a growing body of evidence for its practicability. Restorative justice as a discourse succeeds in overcoming pessimism by expanding the realm of political possibilities for a global turn toward sustainability prompted by a clear vision of responsibility for the quality of life available to future generations. More concretely still, restorative justice politicizes Ecological Economics by grounding its substantive findings regarding the carrying capacity of ecosystems, and the fictive and dangerous character of the Neoclassical economic vision, into various localized and international efforts to repair damages done by human activity, legal and illegal, to our relations of trust and to our physical surroundings.
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