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C, Reader's guide

This chapter explores the ways in which environmental concerns have influenced 
International Relations (IR) theory. It provides a brief introduction to the ecological 
crisis and the emergence of green theorizing in the social sciences and humanities in 
general, noting its increasing international orientation. and then tracks the status 
and impact of environmental issues and green thinking in lR theory. It shows how 
orthodox IR theories, such as neorealism and neoliberalism,l have constructed envir
onment problems mereiy as a 'new issue area' that can be approached through pre
existing theoretical frameworks . These approaches are contrasted with green IR 1:he· 
ory, which challenges the state-centric framework, rationalist analysis, and ecological 
blindness of orthodox IR theories and offers a range of new green interpretations of 
International justice, development, modernization, and �ity. The case study of 
climate change is explored to highlight the diversit}' of theoretical approaches, 
including the distinctiveness of green approaches, in und ... ding global environ· 
mental change. 
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Environmental problems have never been a central preoccupation in the discipline of 
International Relations (IR), which has traditionally focused on questions of'high politics' 
such as security and interstate conflict. However, the escalation in transboundary ecological 
problems from the 1970s onwards saw the emergence of a dedicated sub-field of IR 
concerned with international environmental cooperation, which focused primarily on the 
management of common pool resources such as major river systems, the oceans, and the 
atmosphere. This scholarship has since grown apace with increasing global economic and 
ecological interdependence and the emergence of uniquely global ecological problems, such 
as climate change, the thinning of the ozone layer, and the erosion of the Earth's biodiversity. 
The bulk of research has focused on the study of environmental regimes, primarily from the 
evolving theoretical framework of neoliberalism, which has approached the environment 
merely as a new 'issue area' or new political problem, rather than a new theoretical challenge. 

By the closing decades of the twentieth century, however, a growing body of green· IR 
theory had emerged that called into question some of the basic assumptions, units of 
study, frameworks of analysis, and implicit values of the discipline ofIR; Just as feminist 
discourses emerging from outside IR have exposed the gender blindness of much IR theory 
( discussed in Chapter 10 ), green IR theory, drawing on more radical green discourses from 
outside the discipline ofIR, has helped to expose what might be called the ecological blind
ness of IR theory. Emerging primarily out of a critique of mainstream rationalist 
approaches (primarily neo- or structural realism as set out in Chapter 4 and n.eoliberalism 
discussed in Chapter 6), green IR theory has simultaneously drawn upon, and critically 
revised and extended, neo-Marxist inspired International Political Economy (IPE) and 
normative international relations theories of a cosmopolitan orientation. This new wave 
of green scholarship has reinterpreted some of the central concepts a,nd discourses in IR 
and global politics, and challenged traditional understandings of security, development, 
and international justice with new discourses of ecological security, sustainable develop
ment (and reflexive modernization), and environmental justice. 

The complex problem of global warming provides an especially illuminating illustra
tion of the diverse ways in which 'real-world' environmental problems are refracted 
through different theoretical lenses in the discipline ofIR; As we shall see, realists typically 
dismiss the problem as peripheral to the main game of international politics unless the 
consequences of climate change can be shown to impinge directly on national security. 
Neoliberals, in contrast, are more likely to offer advice on how to adjust incentive struc
tures in the climate change regime to induce inter-state cooperation. Critical theorists, 
however, tend to reject such piecemeal, 'problem-solving' approaches that fail to address 
social and economic structures of domination ( as noted in Chapter 8). The green voices in 
the global climate change debate have extended this line of criticil _i11quiry to include 
neglected areas of environmental domination and marginalization, such as the domina
tion of non�human nature, the neglect of the needs of future generations, and the skewed 
distribution of ecological risks among different social classes, states, and regions. As we 
shall see, it is this overriding preoccupation with environmental justice that unites the IPE 
and normative wings of green IR theory. 



After tracking the emergence of green theory in the social sciences and humanities in 
general, this chapter explores how green theory has itself become more transnational and 
global, while. critical IR theory has become increasingly green. Green IR theory is shown to 
rest at the intersection of these two developments. The chapter will also point to the dif
ferent ways in which environmental issues have influenced the evolution of traditional 
International Relations theory. The diversity of theoretical· approaches, including the 
distinctiveness of green theories, will be further highlighted through the case study of 
global warming. 

The emergence of green theory 

Environmental degradation caused by human activity has along and complex history. 
However, until the period of European global expansion and the industrial revolution, 
environmental degradation generally remained uneven and relatively localized. The 'mod
ern ecological crisis' - marked by an exponential increase in the range, scale, and serious
ness of environmental problems around the world - is generally und�rstood to have 
emerged only in the latter half of the twentieth century. Likewise, the 1960s.is typically 
taken to mark the birth of the 'modern' environment movement as a widespread and per
sistent social movement that has publicized and criticized the environmental 'side-effects' 
· of the long economic boom following the Second World War. Rapid economic growth, the
proliferation of new technologies, and rising population in this period generated increas
ing energy.and resource consumption, new sources (and rising levels) of pollution and
waste production, and the rapid erosion of the Earth's biodiversity. While some environ
mental indicators had improved in some countries by the closing decades of the twentieth
century, the overall global environmental assessment for the twenty-first century remains
bleak. The United Nations Environment Program's Millennium Ecosystem Assessment,
completed in March 2005, found that approximately 60 per cent of the ecosystem services
that support life on Earth are being degraded or used unsustainably (UNEP 2005).

The 'ecological crisis' is clearly an apt characterization of these developments although
the phrase 'ecological predicament' probably best captures the peculiar conundrum facing
policy-makers at all levels of governance, namely, that environmental problems remain
persistent and ubiquitous even though nobody intended to create them. Unlike military
threats, which are deliberate, discrete, specific, and require an immediate response, envir
onmental problems are typically unintended, diffuse, transboundary, operate over long
time�scales, implicate a wide range of actors, and require painstaking negotiation and
cooperation among a .wide range of stakeholders. Indeed, environmental problems are
sometimes describe_d'by policy analysts as 'wicked problems' because of their complexity,
variability, irreducibility, intractability, and incidental character. Most environmental risks
have crept up, as it were, on a rapidly modernizing world as the unforeseen side-effects of
otherwise acceptable practices. As Ulrich Beck has put it, 'they are "piggycback products"
which are inhaled or ingested· with other things. They are the stowaways of normal

consumption' (Beck 1992: 40).
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How�ver,,it did not take long for radical voices within the environment movement, and 
critical voices in the social sciences and humanities, to question not just the side-effects of 
economic growth but also the phenomenon of economic growth itself and the broader 
processes of modernization. This debate became highly politicized with the !limits-to
growth' debate of the early 1970s. Influential publications· such as the Club of Rome's The

Limits to Growth report (Meadows et al; 1972) and The Ecologist magazine's Blueprint for

Survival (Ecologist 1972), offered dire predictions of impending ecological catastrophe unless 
exponential economic growth was replaced with 'steady-state' economic development. These 
debates coincided with the first United Nations Stockholm Conference on the Human 
Environment ( 1972), which formalized the emergence of the environment as a 'global issue:2 

Froni environmental issues to green theories 

Environmental concerns, like feminist concerns, have left their mark on most branches of 
the social sciences and humanities. However, it was not until the late 1980s that a distinctly 
'green' social and political theory emerged to give voice to the interrelated concerns of the 
new social movements (environment, peace, anti-nuclear, women's) that have shaped 
green politics. These movements also spearheaded the formation of a wave of new green 
parties in the 1980s at the local, national, and regional level ( most prominently in Europe), 
based on the 'four pillars' of green politics: ecological responsibility, social justice, non
violence, and grass-roots democracy. These pillars have provided a common platform for 
new green party formations around the world; including in Africa, Latin America,_and 
Asia. Indeed, green politics is the only new global political discourse and practice to 
emerge in opposition to neoliberal globalization. 

While the term 'green' is often used to refer simply !O environmental concerns, by the 
early 1990s green political theory had gained recognition as a new political tradition of 
inquiry·that has emerged as an ambitious challenger to the two political traditions 
that have had the most decisive influence on twentieth-century politics - liberalism and 
socialism.3 Like liberalism and socialism, green political theory has a normative branch 
( concerned with questions of justice, rights, democracy, citizenship, the· state, and the 
environment), and a political economy branch (concerned with understanding the rela
tionship between the state, the economy, and the environment). As we shall see, the 
international normative and political economy dimensions of this new green tradition 
are now discernible but they are less sharply etched than their domestic counterpart, 
largely because they are still in a formative phase of development. 

In broad outline, the first wave of green political theory mounted a critique of both 
Western capitalism and Soviet-style communism; both of which were regarded as essen
tially two different versions of the. same overarching ideology of industrialism, despite 
their differences concerning the respective roles of the market and the state. The green 
critique of industrialism formed part of a broader re-examination of taken-for-granted 
ideas about the idea of progress and the virtues of modernization inherited from the 
Enlightenment. Both liberalism and orthodox Marxism were shown to have developed on 
the basis of the same cornucopian premises, which assumed that the Earth's natural 
resource base could support unbridled economic growth, and that increasing growth and 
technological advancement were both highly desirable and inevitable. Both political 



traditions were shown to shar_e the same optimism about the benefits of science and tech
nology, and either explicitly or implicitly accepted the idea that the human manipulation 
and domination of nature through the further refinement of instrumental reason were 
necessary for human advancement. Green political theorists have taken issue with these 
Enlightenment legacies and highlighted the ecological, social, and psychological costs of 
the modernization process. They have criticized humanity's increasingly instrumental 
relationship with non-human nature, along with the subjugation of indigenous peoples 
and many traditional forms of agriculture. Drawing on the kindred disciplines of envir
onmental ethics and environmental philosophy, which emerged in the late 1970s and early 
1980s, green political theorists have called into question anthropocentrism or human 
chauvinism - the idea that humans are the apex of evolution, the centre of value and 
meaning in the world, and the only beings that possess moral worth. Rejecting such a pos
ture as arrogant, self-serving, and foolhardy, many gree9 theorists have embraced a new 
ecology-centred or 'ecocentric' philosophy that seeks to respect all life-forms in terms of 
their own distinctive modes of being, for their own sake, and not merely for their instru
mental value to humans. From an ecocentric perspective; environmental. governance 
should be about protecting not only the health and well-being of existing human commu
nities and future generation but also the larger web of life; made up of nested ecological 
communities at multiple levels of aggregation (such as gene pools, populations, species, 
ecosystems). This perspective also draws attention to the limits to humanity's knowledge 
of the natural world, arguing that nature is not only more complex than we know, but pos
sibly more complex than we shall ever. know. Major technological interventions in nature 
are seen as invariably producing major social and ecological costs. Green theorists therefore 
generally counsel in favour of a more cautious and critical approach to the assessment of 
new development proposals, new technologies, and practices of risk assessment in general. 

Some of these green themes ....: particularly the critique of the ascendancy of.instru
mental reason - were central to the first generation of Frankfurt school critical theorists 
( discussed in Chapter 8), who were the first Western Marxists to problematize the domina
tion of nature and explore its relationship to the domination of humans; Whereas the 
mature Marx had adopted aPromethean posture towards nature and welcomed scientific 
and technological progress: the exploration by Theordor Adorno and Max Horkheimer of 
the 'dialectic of Enlightenment' pointed to the multiple costs.to human and non-human 
nature that accompanied the increasing penetration of instrumental reason into human 
society and nature (Adorno and Horkheimer 1972). This general theme has been.further 
developed (albeit in less pessimistic terms).by the second generation of Frankfurt school 
critical theorists, led by Jurgen Habermas. One ofHabermas's enduring concerns has been 
to protect the 'lifeworld' from the march of instrumental rationality by ensuring that such 
rationality remains subservient to the practice of critical deliberation. Habermas's ideal of 

, communicative rationality has served as a major source of inspiration in the development 
of green democratic theory and critical green explorations of the relationship between 
risk, science; technology, and society. Whereas orthodox Marxist theory had confined its 
critical attention to the relations of production, green theory has expanded this critique to 
include the 'forces of production' ( technology and management systems) and what Ulrich 
Beck has called 'the relations of definition' that define, assess, distribute, and manage the 
risks of modernization. 

251 

• 

G) 
::ti 
..., 

..., 

z 

-I 

:c 

..., 

0 
::ti 
-< 



252 

• 

>
I.I.I 
_, 

tn 
a::: 
I.I.I 

� 
u 
I.I.I 

z 
>
cc 
0 
a::: 

. There remains disagreement among green political theorists as to whether green pol
itics should be understood as anti-modern, postmodern, or simply seeking more 'reflexive 
modernization', although , the latter appears to have emerged as. the most favoured 
approach. Indeed, the second wave of green political theory of the mid-1990s and beyond 
has been less· preoccupied with. critical· philosophical· reflection on humanity ' s  posture 
towards the non-human world and more concerned to explore the conditions that might 
improve the 'reflexive learning capacity' of citizens, societies, and states in a world of 
mounting yet unevenly distributed ecological risks. The green critique of industrialism 
and modernization has not eclipsed the politics of 'left versus right', but it has certainly 
placed the traditional distributive struggles between labour and capital, and between rich 
world and poor world, in a broader and more challenging context. Indeed, improving 
distributive justice while simultaneously curbing ecologically destructive economic 
growth has emerged as the central political challenge of green.theory and practice, both
domestically and internationally. 

The· tran.sriational turn in green theory 
In exploring the relationship between environmental justice and environmental demo
cracy, the second wave of green political theory has become more transnational and cos
mopolitan in its orientation. The first wave of green political theory sought to highlight 
the ecological irrationality of core social institutions such as the market and the state and 
many:green political theorists had extolled the virtues of grass-roots democracy and 
ecologically sustainable communities as alternatives. The second wave of green political 
theory has been more preoccupied with critically rethinking and, in some cases, 'transna
tionalizing' the scope of many core political concepts and institutions with environmental 
problems in mind. This scholarship has produced new, transnational, deterritorialized or 
global conceptualizations of environmental justice ( e.g. Low and Gleeson 1998), environ
mental rights .(e.g. Hayward 2005), environmental democracy. (Doherty and de Geus 
1996), environmental activism (Wapner 1998), environmental citizenship (Barry 1999; 
Dobson 2003), and green states ( e.g. Eckersley 2004; Barry and Eckersley 2005). There has 
also been an increasing engagement by green political theorists with some of the core 
debates within normative IR theory, particularly those concerned with human rights, cos
mopolitan democracy, transnational civil society, and transnational public spheres. This 
scholarship has also fed into, and helped to shape, a distinctly green branch of normative 
IR theory concerned with global environmental justice. 

According to green theory, environmental injustices arise when unaccountable social 
agents 'externalize' the environmental costs of their decisions and practices to innocent 
third parties in circumstances when the affected parties ( or their representatives) have no 
knowledge. of, .or input in,. the ecological risk-generating decisions and practices. 
Environmental injustices also occur when privileged social classes and nations appropri
ate more than their 'fair share' of the environment, and leave behind oversized 'ecological 
footprints' (Wackernagel and Rees 1996). The basic quest of green theory is therefore 



a double one: to reduce ecological risks across the board, and to prevent their unfair exter
nalization and displacement, through space and time, onto innocent third parties. 

Ultimately, environment justice demands: (1) recognition of the expanded moral 
community that is affected by ecological risks (i.e. not just all citizens, but all peoples, 

future generations, and non-human species);.(2) participation and critical deliberation 
by citizens and representatives of the larger -community-at-risk in all environmental 
decision-making (including policy-making, legislating and treaty-making, administra
tion, monitoring, enforcement, and adjudication); ( 3) a precautionary approach to ensure 
the minimization of risks in relation to the larger community; ( 4) a fair distribution of 
those risks that are reflectively acceptable via democratic processes that includes the stand
point of all affected parties and public interest advocacy groups; and (5) redress and com
pensation for those parties who suffer the effects of ecological problems. 

Green scholarship on questions of political economy has likewise become more globally 
focused, although discourses of economy-environment integration have always had a 
global dimension - even before the emergence of a distinctly green theory that identified 
with the concerns of the new social movement and green parties. The early 'limits-to
growth' debate had generated calls for radical policy changes to bring about a curbing or 
even cessation of economic growth ( and, in some cases, population growth) to put a break 
on rising global environmental degradation. However, these calls proved to be both con
troversial and politically unpalatable. By the late 1980s, the limits-to-growth debate was 
eclipsed by the more appealing discourse of sustainable development, which had been 
widely embraced. following the publication of Our Common Future ( the Brundtland 
Report) by the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) . .The 
Brundtland Report challenged the idea that environmental protection and economic 
development.stand in a simple zero-sum relationship and it pointed to.the opportunities 
for 'decoupling' economic growth and environmental deterioration·. by pursuing an 
environmentally friendly or.· sustainable development path. Sustainable development, 
according to the Brundtland Committee's pithy and oft-quoted formulation is understood 

as development that meets the needs of present generations without sacrificing the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs. A broad strategy of sustainable develop
ment was officially endorsed at the United Nation's Conference on Environment and 
Development ('the Earth Summit') in Rio de Janiero in 1992 and it continues to serve as 
the dominant meta-discourse of national and international environmental law and policy, 
despite the fact that it remains deeply contested. 

However, from a green perspective, the Brundtland approach, while it represented an 
artful political compromise, rested on an instrumental orientation towards the_ non
human world and ignored the question of biodiversity preservation in focusing only on 
intra- and intergenerational equity. Even more problematically, the Report optimistically 
assumed that sustainable development could be achieved by increasing economic growth 
rates. In defending· an alternative. conception· of ecologically sustainable development, 
green political economists have rejected the dominant framework of neoclassical eco
nomics in favour of the new theoretical framework of ecological economics. For ecological 
economists, while market mechanisms may provide an efficient allocation of resources 
they can neither ensure a fair distribution of wealth and income relative to present and 
future human need nor ensure that the scale of the economy operates within the ecological 
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carrying capacity of ecosystems. These matters are beyorid the capacity of markets and 
must be addressed politically, through environmental education, community cooperation, 
societal contestationand negotiation, state regulation, and international cooperation. 

Nonetheless, the general argument that there are synergies between more efficient 
capitalist development and environmental protection has been reinforced by the more 
recent, and mostly European-led, discourse of ecological modernization (Hajer 1995). 
Proponents of ecological modernization argue that economic competition and constant 
technological innovation produce economic growth that uses less energy and resources 
and produces less waste per unit of gross domestic product (GDP). Far from acting as a 
break on growth, proponents of ecological modernization maintain that stronger domestic 
environmental regulation can act as a spur to further environmental/technical innovation, 
which enhances national economic competitiveness and· forces an upward ratcheting 
of environmental standards. This 'win-win' approach has been warmly embraced, if not 
systematically implemented, by many governments in the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development ( OECD), particularly in Western Europe, and it coincides 
with a shift towards the increasing use of market-based instruments in environmental 
policy. 
· , While limits�to-growth advocates clearly underestimated the synergies between capital
ist development and environmental protection, green critics maintain that the discourse
of sustainable development, and especially the more technologically oriented discourse of
ecological modernization, have overestimated them. Improving the environmental effi
ciency of production through technological innovation is welcomed but it does not reduce
aggregate levels of resource consumption and waste production. Indeed, gains)n environ
mental efficiency typically fuel further consumption and production. Moreover, not all
environmental protection measures such as biodiversity protection - are necessarily
conducive to economic growth. In some cases; difficult political trade-offs are necessary.
Finally, green critics argue that a strategy of technologically driven ecological moderniza
tion provides no means of addressing the deeply skewed distribution of ecological risks
among different social classes and nations. · In contrast, the Brundtland Report was
concerned to promote intra- and intergenerational equity, but it relied on the 'trickle
down' effectbrought about by increasing growth (with faster growth recommended for
the South to enable it to 'catch up' to the North). From a green perspective, these recom
mendations encapsulate the sustainable development paradox: that environmental pro�
tection is best achieved by pursuing more ( albeit environmentally efficient) growth, which
generates more aggregate environmental problems (albeit at a slower rate).

· In grappling with this paradox ( which also sheds light on why environmental problems
are such 'wicked' problems), green political theorists and green political economists have 
drawn on the new field of environmental sociology, particularly the sub-branch dealing 
with modernization and the risk society, which provides a direct challenge to neoclassical 
economics and neoliberal political ideology. For sociologists of the risk society,' such as 
Ulrich Beck (1992), ecological problems p.ersist because they are generated by the very 
economic, scientific, and political institutions that are called upon to solve them. The 
paradox of sustainable development therefore cannot be solved simply by the pursuit of 
more environmentally· efficient means to achieve ·given· ends.· Rather, it is· necessary to 
pursue 'reflexive modernization', which entails reflecting critically and continuously on 



the means and the ends of modernization. Following Christoff ( 1996), many green theor
ists now draw a distinction between 'weak' and 'strong' versions of ecological moderniza
tion. The former represents the 'technical fix' interpretation favoured by many OECD 
governments, and the latter represents the more critical, green approach of reflexive mod
ernization. It is here that green IPE and green normative theory join forces in advocating a 
more 'ecologically informed' democracy that provides extensive opportunities for citizens 
to represent long: range, generalizable interests and to challenge the settled practices of risk 
definition, generation, distribution, and management. 

Nonetheless, there remain internal divisions within green circles over whether capitalist 
economies, states, or the state system are indeed capable of becoming ecologically reflex
ive to the degree required to avert significant and ongoing environmental degradation. 

· However, all agree that the intensification of economic globalization and the ascendancy
of neoliberal discourses at the national and international levels have made the general
green case harder to pursue. Nor is the anarchic structure of the state system well suited to
resolving transnational and global ecological problems, especially global warming; which
is one of the most complex and challenging collective-action problems facing the interna
tional community. Of course, IR scholars working in the broad traditions of realism, lib
eralism, and Marxism have well developed ( and diverging) views· about the prospects of
international environmental cooperation: As we shall see, green IR theory has largely
defined itself in opposition to mainstream rationalist approaches to IR (principally neore
alism and neoliberalism) while also taking on board green theory's critique of many ele
ments of the Marxist tradition.

The greening of IR theory 

Green IR theory shares many of the characteristics of the new IR theories emerging out of the 
so-called'third debate' (also sometimes referred to as the 'fourth debate: see Chapter!): they 
are generally critical, problem-oriented, interdisciplinary, and above all unapologetic about 
their explicit normative orientation. In their quest to promote global environmental justice, 
green IR scholars seek to articulate the concerns of many voices traditionally at the margins 
of international relations, ranging from environmental non-government organizations, 
green consumers, ecological scientists, ecological economists, green political parties, indi
genous peoples, and, broadly, all those seeking to transform patterns of global trade, aid, and 
debt to promote more sustainable patterns of development in the North and South.' 

Green IR theory may be usefully subdivided into an IPE wing,which offers an altern
ative analysis of global ecological problems to that of regime theory, and a normative or 
'green cosmopolitan' wing that articulates new norms of environmental justice and green 
democracy at all levels of governance. Both of these sub-fields remain indebted to critical 
theory, particularly the neo-Gramscian�inspired critical political economy of Robert Cox, 
and the cosmopolitan discourse ethics ofJurgen Habermas, and therefore can be located 
clearly on the critical/constructivist side of the rationalism versus constructivism debate in 
IRtheory. (This debate is discussed in Chapters 1 and 9.) 
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Rationalist accounts and green alternatives 

The two dominantrationalist approaches in IR theory neorealism and neoliberalism -
have tended to approach environmental problems as a 'new issue area' to be absorbed 
within their pre-existing theoretical frameworks rather as som.ething that presents a new 
analytical or normative challenge. Whereas neo- or structural realists have been mostly 
dismissive of the 'low politics' of the environment, neoliberals have conducted extensive 
empirical work on regimes dealing with transboundary and global environmental prob
lems. This scholarship has produced a range of insights that help to predict whether or not 
states .are likely to cooperate or defect, along with a range of reforms for improving the 
effectiveness of environmental regimes� In general, dominant rationalist approaches have 
not explicitly engaged in normative theorizing, although neoliberals have openly acknowl
edged their problem-solving and reformist, rather than critical, orientation. (Haas, 
Keohane, and Levy 1993: 7). Their primary research purpose has been to observe, explain, 
and predict the international behaviour of states.. . . . . 

. Both the political economy and normative wings of green IR theory have challenged 
these dominant rationalist approaches on four levels. First, green c�itics have.directed crit � 
ical attention .to the normative purposes that are served by rationalist approaches by 
expo�ing the problematkenvir�nmental assumptions and ethical values that are implicit 
in neore.alist and neoliberal analyses. In this respect, green IR theorists .take seriously 
Robert Cox's observation that 'theory is always for someone and for some purpose' ( Cgx 
1981 ). Neorealism, in particular, is criticized for 'normalizing' rather than challenging the 
environmentally exploitative practices sponsored by states. From their Hobbesian 
universe, neorealists maintain that rivalrous state behaviour is inevitable owing .to the 
anarchic structure of the state system, and that it would be foolhardy for states to pursue 
environmental cooperation that did riot confer absolute gains. Of course, neorealist the
orists do not personally endorse environmental exploitation but they remain unreflective 
.about the political purposes served by their theories and therefore provide an apology for 
environmental exploitation and international non-cooperation. As we shall see, green IR 
theorists have also chaHenged the restrictive understanding of national security. that has 
dominated realist theories of all persuasions and argued instead for a more comprehensive 
framework for understanding security that takes human well-being and ecosystem 
integrity, rather than states, as the fundamental moral and analytical reference point. 

In contrast, neoliberals, from their Lockean universe, seek to create international 
regimes that optimize the 'rational exploitation' of nature, both as a 'tap' (in providing 
energy and natural resources) and as a 'sink' (via the waste assimilation services of the 
earth, oceans, and atmosphere) . in ways that expand the menu. of state development 
options. However, their rational choice framework implicitly sanctions an instrumental 
orientation towards. the non-human world and leaves little room for unde�standing or 
promoting alternative 'green identities' of particular states or non�state actors. Whereas 
neoliberals implicitly accept capitalist markets and sovereign states as background 'givens' 
to international regime negotiations, green IR theorists are concerned to expose the ways 
in which these social structures serve to thwart the development of.more effective envir-: 

onmental initiatives. They also seek to give voice to new forms of counter-hegemonic 
resistance to neoliberal. economic globalization. Like all critical theorists, green JR 



theorists emphasize the role of agents in transforming social structures - in this case, to 
promote environmental justice and sustainability .. 

Second, green IR theorists have added their weight to the critique of rationalist approaches 
pioneered by critical theorists and constructivists; who have exposed the limitations in the 
analytical frameworks and explanatory power of positivist IR theories; For example, neore
alists predict that inter-state environmental cooperation is highly unlikely unless it can be 
induced or coerced by a hegemonic state, and that such cooperation will always remain vul� 
nerable to shifts in the distribution of power ( understood as the distribution of material 
capability). For neorealists, such as Kenneth Waltz, the 'tragedy of the commons' is generated 
by the anarchic structure of the state system, which is essentially unchanging. The only 
changing variable in this system is the distribution of material capabilities among states. 

· Non-state actors and normative discourses are considered peripheral. Green theorists point
out that neorealism provides a crude and incomplete account of international environmen

. tal politics. Indeed, one of the biggest growth areas in international treaty-making is inthe
environmental field, yet realists are at a loss to explain why or how this has occurred.
· Although neoliberals offer a more plausible account of the evolution of international

environmental cooperation, their framework of analysis is unable to provide a satisfactory
account of the normative dimension of environmental regimes; Instead, neoliberals typi
cally reduce environmental regimes to the outcome of a set of interest-based bargaining
positions held by states, usually unpacked in t�rms of relative environmental vulnerability,
relative capacity to adjust to environmental change, and the relative costs of adjustments.
By contrast, green theorists point out that environmental' regimes embody moral norms
that cannot be reduced to state interests or capacities. Understanding why regimes have
emerged to protect endangered species (such as whales or elephants), the atmosphere, the
oceans, or wilderness areas (such as Antarctica) requires an examination of not only state
interests but also national cultures and values, the role of scientists and transnational
environmental advocacy networks, and the persuasive practices of regimes negotiators
and other ·'norm entrepreneurs'. The deficiencies in rationalist regime theory have
prompted some green IR theorists to develop alternative constructivist theoretical foun:
dations for the study of environmental regimes (e.g. Vogler 2003).

More. generally, however, green political· economy scholarship has defined itself· in
opposition to rationalist regime theory. Indeed, the state-centric focus of rationalist
regime theory is seen to deflect attention away from what is seen to be the primary driver
of global ecological degra_dation and environmental injustices, namely the competitive
dynamics of globalizing capitalism rather than the rivalry of states per se. Asingle-minded
focus on states or 'countries' is also seen to be misguided because it disaggregates global
production and consumption in arbitrary ways and therefore misidentifies where s�dal
power, social responsibility, and the capacity to adjust lie. Capitalism operates at a global
level in ways that leave highly uneven impacts on different human communities and
ecosystems, with some social classes and communities leaving much bigger 'ecological
footprints' at the expense of others. Merely punishing those countries that are, say, heavy
aggregate polluters ignores the fact that many consumers and financial interests located
elsewhere benefit from the pollution without taking any responsibility for the costs. In this
respect at least, states are not always the most meaningful units of consumption, and
aggregate figures of wealth or pollution in particular states say nothing about the vast
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disparities ofwealth, income; and risks within particular states. Instead of allocating blame 
and responsibility to particular states, green IPE theorists suggest that we should be mon
itoring and allocating responsibility to transnational commodity chains, from investment, 
resource extraction, production through to marketing, advertising, retailing, consump
tion, and disposal (Conca 2000: 149).4 Indeed, one of the innovations of green IPE is that 
it focuses as much on global consumption as global investment and production ( e.g . 
Princen, Maniates, and Conca 2002) .. 

Third, green IR theorists have directed their critical attention to the social agents and 
social structures that have systematically blocked the negotiation. of more ecologically 
enlightened regimes. These critical analyses have been applied not only to ineffective regimes 
(chief among which is the TropicalTimber Agreement that is dominated by the timber 
industry and states involved in the import and export of timber) but also to the relationship 
between overlapping regimes and to global governance structures in general. One promi
nent concern of green IR theorists is that international economic regimes, such as the global 
trading regime, tend to. overshadow and undermine many international environmental 
regimes. This has sparked an ongoing green debate about the desirability and/or possibility 
of greening the World Trade Organization (WTO) versus setting up counter-institutions, 
such as a World Environment Organization, to balance the disciplinary power of the WTO. 

Finally, green IR theorists have explored the role of non-state forms of'deterritorialized' 
governance, ranging from the transnational initiatives of environmental NGQs .(such as 
the Forest Stewardship Council; which has produced an influential certification scheme 
for forest products produced from sustainably managed forests) to the private governance 
practices of industrial and financial corporations, including the insurance industry. This 
new scholarship has produced a more complex and layered picture of global environmen
tal governance that is able to recognize new, hybrid, and/or network patterns of authority 
that straddle state jurisdictional boundaries or, in some cases, bypass the traditional hier
archical forms of governance typical of nation-states. 

,In sum, green IR theory has self-consciously sought to transcend the state-centric 
framework of traditional IR theory and offer new analytical and normative insights into 
global environmental change. The case study of climate change provides a useful means of 
illustrating this contribution, from the critique of mainstream IR approaches through to 
the recommendation of alternative policy prescriptions. 

Case study: the challenge of climate 
change 

The problem of human-induced climate change represents one of the most challenging 
environmental· problems confronting humankind. Atmospheric. concentrations of green
house gases resulting from human activity have increased substantially from around 1750 
and exponentially since the end of the Second World War, with the 1990s emerging as the 
hottest decade in instrumental record (IPCC 2001: 31). Scientists predict that if greenhouse 
gas emissions continue unchecked, the .world will face mass extinctions; water, .energy 
and food scarcity, the loss of reefs through coral bleaching, rising sea levels, coastal and 



infrastructural damage; and human death and suffering from a growing· incidence of 
'extreme weather: While the incidence of climate change risks is expected to vary geographi
cally, lower-income populations in developing countries are expected to suffer the most 
(IPCC 2001: 9, 13). Climate change will also exacerbate existing inequalities in access to basic 
necessities such as health care, adequate food, and clean water. The inhabitants of small 
islands and low-lying coastal areas are particularly at risk from sea-level rise and storm surges. 

In· response to the alarming predictions of the Intergovernmental Panel ori Climate 
Change's (IPCC) First Assessment Report in 1990, the international community 
negotiated the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 
which was signed at the Earth Summit at Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The basic objective of the 
agreement is to achieve a 'stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmos
phere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenicinterference with the climate 
system' (Article 2 ). The Framework Convention also established basic principles of equitable 
burden sharing in Article 3, the most significant of which are that the parties should protect 
the climate system in accordance with their 'common but differentiated responsibilities'; 
that developed countries should take the lead in combating climate change; and that full 
consideration should be given to the specific needs and special circumstances of developing 
countries, especially those that are particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change: 
No binding targets or timetables were included in the Framework Convention, partly at the 
insistence of the USA. However, by the first Conference of the Parties held in Berlin in 1995 
it was agreed that a legally binding Protocol, containing mandatory emission reduction tar
gets by industrialized countries, should be negotiated as a matter of urgency. This 'Berlin 
mandate' set in train the negotiations that eventually led to the signing of the Kyoto 
Protocol at the third Conference of the Parties ( COP3) held in Kyoto, Japan, in 1997. 

Under the Kyoto Protocol, industrialized countries agreed to reduce their aggregate lev� 
els of greenhouse gas emissions below 1990 levels by an average of 5.2 per cent by 2012, 
although qifferent countries negotiated different targets; However, the 8 per cent target 
negotiated by the Clinton administration at Kyoto was repudiated in 2001 by the Bush 
administration,which (along with Australia) has steadfastly refused to ratify the Protocol. 
Despite the non-cooperation of the world's most powerful state, the Kyoto Protocol 
became legally binding in 2005 following Russia's ratification in late 2004. 

The USA and Australia remain the only two industrialized countries that have declined to 
ratify the Protocol. Both countries have questioned climate change science and the serious
ness of the predicted impacts of global warming, maintained that undertaking emission 
reductions would harm their economies, and argued that the Protocol is flawed because it 
does not require major developing countries, such as China, to undertake mandatory emission 
reductions. This is de�pite the fact that the negotiators at Kyoto introduced a range of'flexibil
ity mechanisms' to make it easier for industrialized countries to reach their targets. These 
include a carbon-trading scheme, carbon 'sinks' (such as the planting of forests to absorb 
carbon from the atmosphere), joint implementation Qoint projects between industrialized 
countries), and the clean development mechanism (which enables industrialized countries to 
earn carbon credits by investing in emission reductions schemes in developing countries) .. 

· The USA has also sought to circumvent the Kyoto Protocol by concluding an alternative
climate change . agreement in 2004, known as the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean 
Development and Climate, with Australia, China, India, South Korea, and Japan that oper
ates outside the United Nations framework. The pact does not contain any time-frames, 
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targets, or compliance mechanisms and reflects the USA:s preferred approach to tackling 
climate change, which is to promote voluntary technological development rather than 
mandatory emission reductions; 

Even with the USA:s full participation in the Kyoto Protocol, the negotiated aggregate target 
of around 5·per cent ,vill do very little to stem.the problem of global warming; given that 
atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases must be reduced by around 60-80 per cent to 
protect · the Earth's atmosphere. The concerted local, national, and international action 
required to achieve targets of this magnitude is nothing short of monumental. Nonetheless, the 
Kyoto Protocol remains the 'only game in town' in the view of the 157 states that have ratified 
it. Given the enormity of the challenge, we can expect climate change negotiations to be a con
tinuing feature of international politics for some time to come.· 

Given the scope of the climate change challenge, and the complexity of the issues 
involved, it is hardly surprising that it has elicited a diversity of theoretical analyses and 
responses from the discipline of International Relations. However, the contribution of 
green IR theory is distinctive in two respects. First, it has offered an alternative analysis and 
explanation of the political problem and of the international negotiating process to that of 
mainstream rationalist approaches. Second, green IR theories have promoted new norma
tive discourses that have generated alternative policy proposals to those that have domi
nated the international negotiations thus far. 

Alternative green expfanaUons 

While the theoreticalparsimony ofrealism served it reasonably well in accountjng for rela
tions between the superpowers during the Cold War, it has struggled to make sense of 
complex international politics, including those associated with the climate change negoti
ations. The problem for neorealists, in particular, is that they allow no or little room for any 
diversity of state international responses to climate change, since all states are, to borrow 
Kenneth Waltz's phrase, 'like-units' and therefore respond in the same way to systemic 
pressures. However, this understanding cannot explain the significant differences between 
states, or· particular groupings of states, let alone the significant differences between 
successive governments in the same state, such as between the Clinton and Bush adminis� 
tratioris in relation to the Kyoto Protocol. Above all, neorealists cannot explain why 157 
industrialized countries have agreed to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, and pursue a second 
round of negotiations to strengthen emissions reduction targets, despite the USA:s defec
tion and without extracting any binding commitments from developing countries. 

Neoliberals are able to offer a more plausible account of the outcome to date based ori 
their analyses of relative state interests and capacities. However, in focusing their attention 
on the·hard·bargaining among states over·the distribution of benefits and burdens of 
adjustment, neoliberals tend to sideline the larger ideational context that shapes and drives 
the negotiations. This includes the scientific findings of the IPCC and the shared environ
mental justice norms embedded in the Framework 9onvention that provide the raison

d'etre and constant reference point for the negotiation of the more. detailed, and legally 
binding, rules in the Kyoto Protocol. The principle of common but differentiated responsi
bility embedded in the Convention recognizes asymmetrical obligations based on differing 
capacities and levels of responsibility among states in the developed and developing world. 
It acknowledges that industrialized countries are primarily responsible for past emissions 



and that it is necessary that they'cut some slack' for developing countries to pursue their 
legitimate aspirations to improve the quality of life of their peoples. This normative frame
work is essential to understanding why a majority of states have ratified the Protocol and 
agreed to a further round of negotiations to pursue further emission reductions. The idea 
that high-consumption societies should be the first to move away from a carbon-based 
economy has been central to the environmental justice arguments of green theorists. 

Alternative green arguments 

While green IR theorists give prominence to the role of justice norms in their analysis, along 
with the importance of critical discourse in transforming the modernization process ( and the 
self-understanding of social actors), they are by no means starry eyed about progress to date 
on the climate change negotiations. Like all critical theorists, they are particularly attentive to 
the relationship between knowledge and power and concerned to expose exclusionary dis
courses and practices. They are also concerned to improve the communicative context of 
negotiations and expand the range of actors that may participate, and the range of arguments 
advanced, in regime negotiations. To this end, green Habermasians welcome the proliferation 
of transnational public spheres as key mechanisms for consensual social learning in response 
to new problems. More generally, they welcome the growing array of non-state actors who 
attend, criticize, and/or influence the climate regime negotiations as providing new forms of 
democratic accountability that transcend the limitations of 'executive multilateralism: 
Indeed, some green theorists have suggested that regimes themselves· may be' regarded as 
public spheres insofar as they promote critical deliberation (Payne and Samhet 2004 ). 

In addition to exposing distortions in the communicative context of the climate change 
negotiations, green IR theorists have also offered alterative ways of framing the global 
warming challenge, along with alternative policy prescriptions that they believe.will pro
vide a fairer !ind more lasting solution to the problem of human-induced global warming. 
For green theorists, the environmental injustices generated by climate change graphically 
illustrate the problem of environmental injustice in general. Poor communities (particu
larly in the South) produce relatively low per capita carbon emissions relative to the afflu
ent, consuming classes in the North yet it is predicted that they will suffer the most from 
global warming and will be less able to afford insurance to protect them against climate
related damage. The green ideal of environmental justice argues that all individuals, irre
spective of nationality or social class, should have an equal right to the energy resources 
and waste absorption services provided by the natural environment, provided the total use 
of resources and services remains safely within the ecological carrying capacity of the bios
phere, This ideal cannot be realized by market mechanisms alone and it certainly cannot 
be realized by the USA's preferred strategy of weak ecological modernization, which fails to 
cap aggregate levels of carbon emissions and ignores the uneven production and distribu
tion of risks associated with global warming. Rather, it requires extensive environmental 
regulation along with a significant redistribution of environmental allowances from the 
rich to the poor to ensure the simultaneous satisfaction of basic needs and environmental 
quality for all. In line with this ideal, the climate policy proposals of most appeal to green 
scholars, and many developing countries, are those based on the principle .of equal per 
capita rights to the atmosphere. One such model is 'contraction and convergence' devel
oped by the London-based Global Commons Institute, which proposes a major contraction 
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of emissions by the rich countries and an eventual per capita convergence by all countries 
at a level that the atmosphere can safely absorb. This model provides developing countries 
with some room to grow, while also facilitating a considerable transfer of resources from 
the high per capita emitters to the low per capita emitters under carbon-trading schemes. 
In contrast, the Kyoto model is based on targets that individual industrialized countries 
are preparedto accept, which is a long way short of what is required to protect the Earth's 
atmosphere. Moreover, some green critics argue that the 'flexibility instruments' intro
duced into the Kyoto Protocol, such as carbon. trading and tree planting, are simply 
too .flexible to guarantee significant reductions of emissions at source, given the weak 
aggregate targets. They also enable rich nations to 'buy their way out of the problem' rather 
than set an example for developing countries to follow. 

Conclusion 

Green IPE initially formed the backbone of green IR theory. However, it has been increas
ingly complemented by green normative inquiry, particularly in the wake of the increasing 
transnationalization of green political theory, which has injected a distinctly green voice 
into.the more general debates about international justice, cosmopolitan democracy, and 
the future of the state. At the same time, manywell known cosmopolitan theorists, such as 
David Held, AndrewLinklater, Henry Shue, an<l°Thomas Pogge, have turned .their atten
tion to the ethical and institutional implications oftransboundary environmental harm. 

While green political economists and green normative theorists remain united by their 
condemnation of environmentalinjustices, green IR theory is not without its.internal 
tensions. First, green political economists are prone to adopt a stronger anti-statist posi
tion than green normative theorists, who tend to be more preoccupied with exploring how 
states and the• state system might become more responsive to ecological problems. 
Whereas green political economists single out the competitive dynamics of global capital
ism as the key driver of environmental destruction, green normative theorists argue that 
states represent the pre-eminent institution with the requisite steering capacity and legitic 
macy to impose· ecological constraints on capitalism (Barry and Eckersley 2005). 
Democratizing states and the state system is thus a necessary step towards reflexive mod
ernization, which is expected to yield a more ecologically constrained global capitalism. 

Second, although· most green IR theorists share the cosmopolitan idea that all those 
affected by decisions or risks should have some sort of say in making them (irrespective 9f 
nationality orlocality), there remains a significant body of green communitarian theory 
(which includes bioregionalism, ecoanarchism, and ecofeminism) that emphasizes the 
virtues of place-based identity and ecologically sustainable local communities. For these 
theorists, extending an individual's sense of belonging to particular social and ecological 
communities, and cultivating a place-based identity (which includes an attachment to 
local flora, fauna, and landscapes), provides a far more potent political motivation to 
protect non-human species and victims of environmental injustice than does.the more 
abstract idea of global citizenship or cosmopolitan democracy. 



A further area of disagreement concerns the wisdom of conceptualizing ecological prob
lems as security problems. Advocates of ecological security maintain that environmental 
problems -pre-eminent among which is global warming-should be considered a growing 
source of insecurity. Some environmental security scholars ( who do not necessarily identify 
as green IR scholars) also argue that growing natural resource scarcity (particularly water), 
environmental degradation, and increasing numbers of ecological refugees are likely to 
generate_ increasing conflict and violence both with and between states, and. that states 
should include an ecological dimension in their national security strategies . 

However, more sceptical green IR theorists have argued that framing ecological problems 
as a security issue in order to raise their status to a matter of'high politics' could backfire. 
Instead of leading to a broader and more enlightened security agenda that will also 'green' 
the military, they suggest that the new discourse of ecological security may end up merely 
playing on traditional security concerns and possibly facilitating militarized solutions to 
the sustaipability challenge. According to the sceptics, led by Daniel Deudney ( 1990 ), envi
ronmental threats and military threats are of a different order, and they should therefore be 
addressed differently. Conceptualizing ecological problems as security problems also 
betrays the core green values of non-violence and anti-militarism and deflects attention 
away from the important task of promoting ecologically sustainable development. Sceptics 
have also pointed to the dangers of linking environmental deterioration and scarcity with 
conflict,arguing that it represents a crude form of environmental determinism ( e.g. Barnett 
2001). Other green IR theorists have emphasized the potential for shared ecological prob
lems to present peace-making opportunities by providing a basis for conducting collabora
tive research, stimulating dialogue, building trust, and transcending differences by working 
towards common environmental goals and strntegies (Conca and Dabelko 2003). 

However,Deudney's critique is directed against those who argue for the development of 
national environmental security strategies. It does not address green arguments for a more 
comprehensive conceptualization of ecological security that seeks to widen the moral ref
erent or unit of analysis of security as well as extend traditional understandings of the 
sources of insecurity, responses to insecurity, and the conditions for long-term security. 
Proponents of this more expansive understanding argue that it has the potential to under
mine traditional ideas of state territorial defence (along with the logic of the zero-sum 
game presumed by realists) and promote international cooperation towards long-term 
sustainability. This broader conceptualization also directs attention to value-complexity in 
security policy-making, enables a more critical scrutiny of the role of the military as a 
source of insecurity, and seeks a diversion of military spending to sustainability spending. 

The internal debate over environmental security is indicative of green IR theory's strong 
anti-militarist posture. This may partly explain why green IR theory has yet to develop a 
considered or clear ethical position on a range of security-related debates, such as the 
appropriate relationship between order and justice in world politics or the appropriate use 
of force for humanitarian intervention or environmental protection. 

Nonetheless, green IR theory has undergone significant development in the last decade 
to the point where it is recognized as a significant new stream ofIR theory. The new green 
discourses of environmental justice, sustainable development, reflexive modernization, 
and ecological security have not only influenced national and international policy debates. 
Taken together, they have also recast the roles of states; economic actors, and citizens as 
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envir.onmental stewards rather than territorial overlords, with asymmetrical international 
obligations based on differing capacities and levels of environmental responsibility. This 
recasting has important implications for the evolution of state sovereignty. If it is accepted 
that sovereignty is a derivative concept, the practical meaning of which changes over time 
in response to cha11ges in the constitutive discourses of sovereignty, then to the extent that 
some of these discourses ( on development, justice, and security) take on a greener hue, it 
is possible to point to 'the greening of sovereignty'. Moreover, to the extent that states -and 
citizens within states - become. increasingly accountable to• communities and environ
ments beyond their own borders, then they may be characterized as transnational states 
and citizens rather than merely nation-states or national citizens. Of course, the society of 
states is a long way short of this ideal. However, green IR theorists have brought this ideal 
into view and made it thinkable. 
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