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-2trade-offs involved in seeking ever higher levels of
pollution control have become more difficult. Much
monitoring and enforcement under the large-scale
national programs, such as those mandated by the Clean
Air and Clean Water Acts, have been effectively delegated
to states and localities, and the states have begun to grapple with many serious issues that the federal government
has avoided—such as water pollution caused by agricultural runoff and the grandfathering of old industrial facilities that enjoy much more lenient pollution standards
than new facilities. At the local level practical environmentalism emphasizes cost-effective compliance strategies, private dispute-resolution mechanisms, and other
policy innovations.
Romantic environmentalism is a strong and uncompromising environmentalism that holds that environmental values should always or almost always trump
other values, especially those associated with economic
development and growth. The movement has strong
roots in American intellectual and political history and
many accomplishments to its credit (without John Muir
the Yosemite Valley might today be known as the San
Francisco Reservoir). And romantic environmentalism
has many adherents today. Some are philosophically
authentic—people who are strongly attached to the natural world and believe that civilization grows distant
from nature at its mortal peril. Others adopt the
uncompromising posture for strategic reasons because
they see that the forces of development and growth are
powerful and require a strong counterattack just to be
held to a draw. Often that position leads to preposterous or risible statements that alienate many Americans
from environmental politics. On April 6, 2002, for
example, the Des Moines Register quoted Robert F.
Kennedy Jr., who leads the Riverkeepers Alliance, as
saying that “large-scale hog producers are a greater
threat to the United States and U.S. democracy than
Osama bin Laden and his terrorist network.”
Romantic environmentalism now consists largely of
denying or confusing the realities of practical environmentalism. Its modus operandi is the dramatic claim
of impending catastrophe and the moralistic attack on
anyone who makes a compromise in the pursuit of
environmental progress. (A good example is the nearhysteria about the Bush administration’s proposed revisions of the rules for New Source Review under the
Clean Air Act, which practical environmentalists, such as
the Democratic Leadership Council’s Progressive Policy
Institute, have long recognized as counterproductive.)

Romantic environmentalism prefers government bans
and commands over markets and private property, and
it demands centralized government and national or even
global regulation rather than state and local regulation.
Its preferred venues are the television talk show and the
fund-raising appeal rather than the real work of environmental management.

Environmental Correctness
The uncompromising viewpoint of romantic environmentalism gives rise to what might be called environmental correctness. Environmental correctness demands that
all discussion of the environment be conducted with
apocalyptic pessimism and with human civilization
assuming a posture of guilt. Disagreement with that
viewpoint is ascribed to a moral defect. Witness the
ad hominem attacks on Bjorn Lomborg for his book
The Skeptical Environmentalist: Measuring the True State
of the Planet. Although some environmentalists have
calmly disputed Lomborg’s factual and statistical claims
in a way that advances our understanding of real trends,
more have reacted by denouncing Lomborg in moral
terms and comparing him to a Holocaust denier or
worse.1 The tacit premise of the attacks on Lomborg
seems to be, as the Economist put it, that suggesting the
environment is a cause for optimism is “beyond the pale
of respectable discourse.”2
By polluting our public discourse on the environment, romantic environmentalism distorts public policy
in two significant ways. First, while the work of practical environmentalism is increasingly taking place on
the state and local level and through private initiative,
romantic environmentalism, in the form of national
political action groups, exerts a powerful influence in
favor of centralized regulation. Second, the uncompromising nature of romantic environmentalism contributes
to the excessive cost and wastefulness of many environmental regulations. The default position seems to be
that a billion-dollar solution exists for every milliondollar environmental problem. We know, for example,
from the careful analysis of the Harvard Center for Risk
Analysis, that the cost of life-saving EPA regulations is
an order of magnitude higher than health and safety
regulations of any other federal agency.3 No one buys
the argument that someone is unpatriotic because he
criticizes $600 hammers or $800 toilet seats in the
defense budget; yet criticism of a toxic regulation
that costs $7 trillion to save a (hypothetical) life will

-3immediately bring the loud charge that the critic is
anti-environmental or a tool of big business.
Both the centralization and the expense of environmental regulation are closely bound up with the attenuation of environmental law. Many modern environmental
statutes were written with the tacit purpose of compelling the courts to enter into a quasi-administrative
role, whether through ruling on the sufficiency of environmental impact reviews or requiring federal agencies
to regulate in certain ways. The phenomenon compromises the independence and flexibility of executive
branch policymakers and further erodes the separation
of powers between the branches of government.4

especially global climate change. Thus the initial idea of
addressing climate change through a policy of carbon
suppression (which would involve dampening energy use)
is proving to be a nonstarter. Even many advocates of
aggressive climate policy now understand the dilemma;
John Holdren of Harvard University has acknowledged,
“A reliable and affordable supply of energy is absolutely
critical to maintaining and expanding economic prosperity where such prosperity already exists and to creating it
where it does not.”8

Misleading the Public

In the end the most significant aspect of romantic
environmentalism is not its policy implications, but
its philosophical and political claims, which have
never been fully or adequately developed. Although
romantic environmentalism often comes to sight as
facile nature worship, in political and social terms
it aspires to be a large-scale historical phenomenon,
comparable to (and competitive with) the longestablished phenomena of liberal individualism and
representative democracy. For example, in his recent
book The Future of Life Edward O. Wilson calls for
the world to adopt a “universal environmental ethic.”
Elsewhere Wilson has written that “the decisionmaking process that will save the natural environment
must be grounded in moral reasoning fed into political
life.”9 And let us not forget that in Earth in the Balance
the man who came close to being the forty-third president of the United States called for making environmentalism the “central organizing principle” of modern
civilization.
The haste to put nature (however understood) on a
pedestal as the highest value of civilization has led to
avoiding several fundamental questions, some with significant implications for liberal democracy. Making
environmentalism the central organizing principle of
civilization requires serious inquiry into how such an
ethic would work in practice—starting with a searching
consideration of mankind’s place in and relation to the
natural world and proceeding systematically to practical
questions of law, politics, and institutional design. The
kind of intellectual work necessary to decide those
questions has not been done with the depth comparable to the work done by Grotius, Locke, Hume, Kant,
Montesquieu, Blackstone, Madison, Tocqueville, and
the other political thinkers who worked out the main

The ferocity of environmental correctness and the hidebound nature of environmental law make it difficult to
perceive real environmental trends, change our priorities
in the face of new facts, or consider creative insights into
the next generation of environmental policy. The result
is especially lamentable because the past three decades
of experience with intensive environmental policy have
taught several important lessons that many serious environmentalists widely acknowledged.
The most significant fact of the past generation is that
most measures of environmental quality in the United
States and other industrialized nations are improving
dramatically—most, though not all.5 It is a mystery why
environmental leaders do not celebrate the progress for
which they can claim substantial credit. And although
environmental conditions in many developing nations are
still deteriorating, there are signs that many developing
nations are within reach of the transition point at which
environmental quality may begin to improve. Economic
growth and technological progress sparked that improvement. Only the attainment of a certain degree of wealth
allows the pursuit of vigorous environmental protection,
as demonstrated in cross-national research6 and as evident
to some early pioneers of environmentalism. Aldo
Leopold wrote in his famous Sand County Almanac,
“These wild things, I admit, had little human value until
mechanization assured us of a good breakfast.” The key
to environmental progress is to understand that the affluent society does not wish to be the effluent society. Only
a wealthy nation can contemplate spending $8 billion to
restore a swamp.7
The imperative of economic growth has become central to all discussions of global environmental problems,
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of several centuries. In the hands of environmental
activists, a theoretical environmental constitution often
comes to sight as slapdash socialism.10
A serious treatment of the subject must confront the
question of whether and how environmental concerns
are to be given priority over human liberty, which is
the chief goal of liberal democracy. The arguments for
global governance on behalf of the environment are
nearly identical to the arguments made in favor of
world government fifty years ago because of the threat
of nuclear weapons. From time to time environmental
thinkers forthrightly argue that certain individual
rights, such as rights to property, must give way to
environmental priorities. It is not clear whether central
tenets of liberal democracy itself (such as individual
self-interest rightly understood or government by consent) are incompatible with the “rights” of nature, just
as certain ancient forms of property (for example,
human slavery) are incompatible with liberal democracy. The question needs to be thought through much
more rigorously before environmentalism can hope to
succeed as a universal ethic capable of informing and
changing political life.
Can the earth wait? It will have to—given the influence of America, liberal individualism and all, on the
global scene; given the apparent (for now) compatibility
of environmental quality with economic growth; and
given the urgency of competing problems, from AIDS
in the poor nations to terrorism in the rich ones. The
romantic environmentalists may be onto something big,
but they will need to be patient. Perhaps they can take
solace from Professor Wilson’s most important scientific
work, sociobiology, which showed that the most important forms of human conduct, including universal ethics,
were the product of millions of years of incremental, trialand-error evolution.
For the meantime romantic environmentalism appears
to be content with the fuzzy formulas of “sustainable
development” and “the precautionary principle,” which
are represented as overarching requirements of right policy. The highly delimited nature of those concepts underscores the primitive character of environmental doctrine
and makes them an apt subject for the next Environmental Policy Outlook.
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