
Week 10:  “Green capitalism will fix it” 
Ecological Modernisation & Sustainable Development   

 
Lecture Outline 

 1. Where did the notion of Ecological Modernization come from? 
 2. What are its primary goals, and how does it aim to achieve them? 
 3. Why are some states excelling at it whilst others are failing? 
 4. What are the overall prospects for Ecological Modernization? 

 
Part 1 What is Ecological Modernization? 

 Where did the notions of Ecological Modernization and green capitalism come from? What are they trying to do? 
What is Ecological Modernization? 

 All discourses so far have seen the relationship between enviro & economy as ‘zero-sum’.  
 EM aims to reframe the equation. Capitalism & growth aren’t inherently bad for the enviro. The problem is simply 

how we designed our capitalist system.  
 We can build cycles of accumulation around green goods & get rich while saving the earth. Capitalism’s profit 

motive & drive for innovation are the keys to solving the crisis.  
Legitimacy & Neutralization 

 EM must be understood as a direct response to the Limits to Growth thesis. A sustainable form of capitalism 
would end the system’s environmental problems forever.  

 At a social level, it’d neutralize the environmental movement & its legitimacy challenges.  
 At a practical level, it’d put an end to the risk of environmental collapse which threatens the future of global 

capitalism.  
Ecological Modernization vs. Prometheanism 

 EM is different from Prometheanism in two key ways. (1) It has a plan.  (2) It sees government intervention as 
absolutely crucial (the ‘free’ market won’t suffice).  

 This state intervention is not seen as adversarial. EM wants business to become extremely profitable, not 
strangled by government.  

What’s In It For Business? 
 1. Money to be made in green technologies, goods & services.  
 2. Cutting pollution & waste means more efficient production & cost savings. 
 3. A strong environment means a healthier economy & workers, and plentiful resources. 

Ecological Modernization’s Goals 
 In EM, govt uses regulation & spending to foster clean industries & green development. 

 Developing alternative materials & industrial processes 
 Building renewable energy technologies & re-developing our infrastructure  
 Rebuilding our stock of homes & buildings 
 Rebuilding our cities & transportation infrastructure  
 Rebuilding our food industry 

Ecological Modernization’s policy tools 
 EM advocates argue for a full menu of potential policy options to create these shifts: 

 Command-&-control regulation (outlawing dirty technologies) 
 Green taxes, carbon prices, pollution markets, etc. 
 Investments in R&D for green technologies 
 Subsidies & procurement for green technologies & manufacturing 
 Renewable energy standards 

 
Part 2 Ecological Modernization’s main priorities 

 What would all of this look like? What are the specific aims of Ecological Modernization? How can they be 
achieved? 

Creative Destruction 
 The reason capitalism is thought to be capable of doing this is because it operates on the basis of a process 

called ‘creative destruction’. 
 Capitalist economies grow by constantly destroying old technologies & industries, so that new cycles of 

accumulation can start again from scratch. 
 
1. Materials & industrial processes 

 Industrial capitalism has been predicated on harmful materials & processes. 
 Our linear use of chemicals, metals, minerals, etc., has fouled the air and water, depleted our resources, wiped 

out species & habitats, etc. 
 99% of everything harvested from the earth is returned to a landfill or as atmospheric pollution within 1 calendar 

year.  
 Goal of EM is to shift to materials & techniques that mimic those used by nature. 
 ‘Bio-mimicry’ & closed loop (cradle-to-cradle) production would revolutionize the way we use materials (reducing 

our material use by a factor of 1000). 
 Rebuilding the economy this way would create immense cycles of ‘creative destruction’ and new wealth creation 

(new jobs, technologies, patents, trade, tax revenue, etc.). 



2. Energy systems 
 Industrial capitalism has been predicated on the ever-expanding use of fossil fuels. 
 Fossil fuels are the largest contributor to anthropogenic climate change. 
 Their markets are unstable, expensive & highly centralized. And resources are often located in unfriendly parts of 

the world, creating insecurity.  
 Australia’s coal reserves made it cheap to build coal-based grid. 79% comes from coal, gas 9%, hydro 7%, 

wind/solar 4%.  
 In terms of percentage from coal, Aus is 3rd. Poland 96%, S. Africa 92%, Aus 79%, China 75%, India 74%. Aus is 

among the only states to use brown coal. 
 Rebuilding our energy systems with wind, solar, tidal, geothermal, biomass, etc. could unleash a tidal wave of 

economic growth.  
 Industry could gain access to effectively free energy to sustain its growth. 
 States could achieve energy independence & move beyond volatile global energy market. 

‘personalised’ Energy 
 Advocates of ‘personalised’ energy reject grid technologies in favour of distributed energy. 
 Homes & buildings no longer attach to a grid, but rather generate & store their own energy. 
 Rebuilding our planet’s energy infrastructure would create massive amounts of economic activity in terms of 

innovation, manufacturing, installation, etc.  
Energy 

 Where do you see the Australian economy going if it remains wedded to its coal/gas industry and refuses to 
compete in the renewable energy race?  

 Can Australia get by much longer as a ‘resource state’ that gets most of its wealth from selling coal to the 
developing world? 

 Do you think the environmental movement has done a good job of making the connection between climate policy 
and economic growth? 

 Why do you think it’s so difficult for elected officials to imagine a different type of future?  Is the problem cultural, 
political, economic…?  

 What are some things we could do right now for the energy problem? 
 
3. Buildings 

 Current stock of buildings have been designed in extremely unsustainable ways.  
 Because of the materials they use, the way they heat/cool themselves, & the amount of ‘embedded energy’ in 

them, they contribute 30% of all CO2 emissions.  
 Sustainable architecture aims to minimize negative environmental impacts of buildings by enhancing efficiency in 

material & energy usage.  
 Makes them a net-positive for the environment by creating green roofs, renewable installations, microhabitats, 

CO2 scrubbers, etc. 
 Resulting economic growth from all this construction would be massive.  

 
4. transportation 

 Western cities have evolved around the automobile & suburban sprawl.  
 This created an amazing cycle of wealth creation, but today we live with its disastrous environmental 

consequences. 
 Cities contribute to global warming, deforestation, biodiversity loss & resource depletion. 

Advent of suburban society 
 Before cars, people lived close to work in high density communities connected by PT.  
 Cities sat on small plots of land, & had neighborhoods with unique cultures.  
 Cars introduced sweeping changes in employment patterns, social interactions, infrastructure & goods distribution 

– none of which have been good for the environment. 
Building Roads 

 Because the production of cars and suburbs was creating so much growth, legitimacy, & tax revenue, states built 
millions of KMs of roads/highways. 

 The cycle thereafter kept feeding itself: the more cars people bought, the more roads you needed, more roads led 
to more suburbs, which led to more roads & cars… etc. 

 Car, construction, real-estate corps, unions, middle-class voters, etc. supported the cycle.  
Neglecting Public Transport 

 Because cars and suburbs were creating such immense growth and tax revenue for the state, states passively let 
public transit die off.  

 Ratio of funding between roads and public transit changes dramatically in the 20th century. Budgets for public 
transport plummet. 

Suburbanization & Car Culture 
 Aus is among most sprawled/car-dependent societies. 85% of travel is by car; more than 65% of households 

have 2 or more cars. Aus ranks 3rd in passenger-km travelled by car.  
 Aus cities (except Melb) got rid of trams in ‘50s. Train usage in 2010 was half that of 1970. 
 Percentage of PT as share of total is 12% in Sydney, 17% in Melbourne, 5% in Brisbane, 4% in Perth. This is 

among lowest in the world.  
 
New Urbanism 



 Neighborhoods & cities are rebuilt in ways that are: 
 Designed for pedestrians & public transit;  
 Shaped by public spaces, community institutions & commercial/residential;  
 Architecture & landscape are designed with ecological sensitivity in mind. 

 Rebuilding our cities would create an immense cycle of wealth creation. 
 
Cities/Transportation 

 Why do you think public officials are more keen to build motorways rather than public transit infrastructure? Is this 
a cultural, political, or economic issue? 

 Is it conceivable that society will soon move away from the automobile paradigm? 
 Is it conceivable that Australian society may someday abandon suburban living and the ‘Australian dream’ of a 

quarter-acre lot? 
 What are some simple things we could do right now for our cities/transit problem? 

 
5. Food 

 Our food system has evolved in a rather unsustainable way.  
 It is one of the largest single contributors to climate change, deforestation, biodiversity loss, and resource 

depletion. 
Factory Farming 

 Factory farming is a systematic effort to produce the highest output of meat at the lowest cost by relying on 
economies of scale & biotechnology.  

 Today, 75% of poultry, 50% of beef, & 70% of pork is produced this way. 
 As a result of this glut of meat, we now eat 10x more chicken than in 1960, 130% more pork, 50% more beef. 

Meat & GHG emissions 
 Current production levels of meat contribute more than 20% of GHG emissions. 
 Inputs to bring a pig to slaughter: 1200kg of grain; 800L of petrol; 7000L of water.         Inputs to bring a cow to 

slaughter: 2500 kg of grain; 2000L of petrol; 15,000L of water. 
 Large fraction of emissions in livestock production involves methane, which has a global warming potential 22x 

that of CO2. 
Grazing & land use 

 Intensive livestock production requires large quantities of harvested feed, & thus substantial areas of land to be 
deforested.  

 Accounts for 40% of agricultural output in industrialized countries. Feed crop production uses about 30% of all 
arable land. 

Australian Meat Consumption 
 Australia’s has among the highest per-capita rates of meat consumption in the world. In 2014, the average 

Australian ate 115 kgs of meat. 
 This constitutes one of the largest segments of the country’s GHG emissions profile.  

Vertical Farming 
 Rebuilding our food system could create vast new cycles of economic growth.  
 Vertical farming could produce crops all year round (thus dramatically increasing global production yields). 
 It could also massively reduce embedded energy use in food production. 

Urban Agriculture 
 Urban agriculture accomplishes 4 primary aims:  

 increasing the amount of fresh food in urban areas 
 reducing the pollution & energy usage required for food production 
 providing carbon sinks in urban areas & precluding clearcutting 
 allows us to turn existing farmland back into forests 

Food 
 Do you think people understand the relationship between livestock production & environmental destruction? Why 

do you think the environmental movement has remained so timid on this issue? 
 Why do you think Australians eat more meat than any other country? Is this a cultural, political, or economic 

issue?  
 Is it conceivable that the world would ever broadly convert to vegetarianism? Or at least give up factory farming 

practices?  
 What would be required to make the necessary changes to our food system? 
 Why do you think we are so cynical about the potential for these types of changes?  
 What are some simple things we could do right now to address the food problem? 

 
Part 3 Comparing state performance on EM 

 If EM is such an obviously positive idea, why have only a few states proved capable of implementing its policies? 
What can the experience of climate teach us about this? 

Which Countries are excelling at EM? 
 Most developed countries have struggled to implement the tenets of EM, & have delivered underwhelming 

performances on climate.  
 Germany & UK are stand-out leaders in aggregate & per-capita CO2 emissions reductions.  
 Major outliers are Australia & Canada, completely unrivaled in poor performances among developed states on 

most metrics (GHG reductions, EM policies, etc.). 



1. Institutions: Electoral system 
 Proportional Representation (PR) & presence of Green parties is thought to be key. But examples exist of strong 

performers with First Past the Post (FPP). 
 PR is conducive to, but not sufficient or necessary for strong EM policy.  

Institutions: Presidential vs. Parliamentary 
 Presidential systems are less likely to provide public goods due to greater checks & balances. Creates 

advantages for powerful minorities & defenders of the status quo.  
 Party discipline gives parliamentary govts full control of legislature, but records are mixed. 
 Parliamentary system is conducive to, but not sufficient or necessary for strong EM policy.  

Institutions: Governance Style 
 Corporatist systems form long-term relationships between industry & government, & tend to work more 

cooperatively.  
 Neoliberal states feature short-term conflict & competition between state & market actors. But examples of strong 

& weak performers exist in both camps. 
 Corporatism is conducive to, but not sufficient or necessary for strong EM policy.  

Institutions: Federalist vs. Unitary State 
 Performance of federated versus unitary states is quite mixed.  
 On one hand, experimentation with new initiatives at the sub-national level can lead to policy learning & 

momentum for national policy (e.g., Germany).  
 Other hand, negatively affected states can build blocking coalitions in federal parliament.  
 Constitutional powers are key. CDN provinces & AUS states have authority over resources & energy, and can 

often block national regulation.  
 Depends who is in power at each level. Can create mutually reinforcing or mutually opposing dynamics. 

2. Economic Interests 
 Rational Choice predicts states with high dependence on fossil fuels will be laggards. States vulnerable to 

impacts will be leaders.  
 But, vulnerability is actually a poor predictor among developed states. 
 Also, while fossil dependency is key, it’s not decisive. Germany & UK both depended on coal, yet have taken the 

most action to date. 
3. Framing & discourse 

 Rational Choice Theory takes ‘interests’ as ‘given’, & ignores how they’re constructed. 
 The meaning ascribed to ‘economic interests’ is variable & relies on how the problem is framed by actors. 

Different discourses give rise to different cost/benefit calculations. 
 EM is weakest in states where science & enviro have been framed as an ideological battle, & strongest in those 

where they receive broad respect from elites.  
 Point is not to favour discourse over interests. Discourses are shaped by material interests. Material interests (or 

what we perceive them to be) are constructed by discourse.  
 Discourses aren’t free floating. They’re produced by actors & interests in each country. 

4. Strategies of Accumulation 
 Motivation of states to act is shaped by their position in the global economy.  
 Resource states & low-wage manufacturing states may be less likely to act.  
 States with diverse economies (hightech innovation cultures) are well placed to pursue EM. 
 Influence of specific industries can loom large, forcing action or inaction by the state (e.g., UK’s financial industry; 

Australia’s coal industry). 
5. Veto-Coalitions 

 Veto coalitions are negatively affected groups (fossil fuel corporations, polluting industries & communities 
dependent on them) & actors representing them. 

 Key questions: How well funded are they? How strong is their discursive power? What institutional capacity do 
they have to prevent regulation? 

 
What Makes an EM Leader? 

 Quest to find single cause or common set of drivers is hard, as shown by UK & Germany.  
 Germany has a federal state, strong Green party, PR voting, few fossil fuel reserves, corporatist policy making, & 

has been a leader for 35 years.  
 UK is exactly the opposite in every way. Yet both are leaders.  
 While there’s no single ‘indicator’ of a leader, some basic conditions are key:  

 Facilitative institutions, respect for science & environment, diverse media & economy.  
 With these conditions in place, a committed government is in a position to defeat opposition, dampen fears of 

affected groups, & seize economic advantages of regulation.  
 National discourse is key. Elites in leading states have succeeded in linking action with national security & 

economic prosperity. 
 Elites in laggard states have succeeded in underscoring the costs.  
 Negative framing often derives from dependency on coal/oil, but it’s not decisive. Depends on geographic 

distribution, & media through which discourses are filtered. 
How is EM working thus far? 

 Collective performance of states is very poor. While some have performed well, most have been miserable 
failures, despite the EM paradigm moving into its 3rd decade.  



 Lack of action among states tells a sobering story about the capacity & motivation of states to implement the 
tenets of EM.  
 

Ecological Modernization 
 Do you think the dream of Ecological Modernization is practical as a global ambition? Or is it simply a niche idea 

for a few European states? 
 Could Australia ever plausibly become an EM leader? Which of these factors do you think has been the most 

prohibitive in the Australian context? 
 What can/should we do about negatively impacted groups (coal miners, mining communities, heavy emitting 

industries and those reliant on them, etc.)? 
 EM relies heavily on the idea of state intervention to achieve its goals. Do you think this could ever co-exist with 

Australia’s neoliberal culture & governing structures?  
 EM promises to protect the environment without sacrificing economic growth. But does it change the structure of 

the economy enough to make a difference?  
 

Conclusion 
 Can ecological modernization and green capitalism save the planet? 
 Hopefully! The fate of the planet may be tied to capitalism’s capacity to become ‘green’. 
 Capitalism’s need for ‘creative destruction’ means it could ‘decarbonize’ itself & build new cycles of profit around 

green technologies & industries. 

• Two big questions remain: 
(1) How do you get the system to make this type of shift?         
(2) Would it really solve the underlying problems with capitalism? 


