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ØRNULF SEIPPEL

Although the relationship between democracy and environment has been a
much discussed topic, there are few empirical analyses in the field. This
article studies how environmentalists as members of environmental
organisations contribute to the in-put side of the political process according
to democratic standards: the breadth, depth and range of their participation
in the political process. The results show that environmentalists'
participation in conventional politics is at least as high as that of others, and
also that environmentalists are supportive of an extension of the scope of
political participation along various dimensions. Second, the level of
activity in the environmental organisations represents a substantial
contribution to the amount of political action in modern society, but falls
short of the hopes given in some parts of the 'new social movement'
literature. Finally, there is a weak tendency among some environmentalists
to prioritise the environment at the cost of democratic values.
I. Introduction
In March 1997 the Norwegian Friends of the Earth devoted a special issue
of their membership journal to the topic of 'Democracy and Environment'.
The main questions were whether the current environmental movement is
democratic or not, and whether our liberal-democratic system will be able
to meet the challenges raised by the environmental problems. These topics
are definitely not new and have been on the agenda, more or less explicitly,
for decades. What is new, is that these questions have now received
attention from a wider, less theoretically and more practically oriented
public.
Ømulf Seippel is a researcher at The Institute for Social Research in Oslo (ors@isaf.no). This
article was written while the athor was working at ProSus (Program for Research and
Documentation for a Sustainable Society), and was first presented as a paper at the 14th World
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As part of a first 'serious' wave of environmentalism, Ophuls [1977],
Hardin [1968], Heilbronner [1974] and Gurr [1985], among others, asserted
that our modern democratic political system is unprepared and unqualified
for the political challenges posed by environmental problems.
Consequently, some environmentalists claimed that concern over
environmental problems could conflict with the values represented by our
liberal democratic political system. At the same time, a contrary claim
charged that what is needed is not less, but more democracy, both
quantitatively and qualitatively speaking [Dryzek, 1987; Beck, 1995].
The environmental movement, and new social movements in general,
are at the core of these opposing diagnoses. On the one hand, they are
welcomed as the rescuers of democracy: representing new values, new
constituencies and new modes of political action. On the other hand, these
movements are perceived as a threat to the democratic functioning of
modern society. First, on a general political level, politicisation outside the
established political process is said to represent a threat both to the
legitimacy and efficacy of the liberal democratic political system [Crozier
et al., 1985]. Second, on a more specific ideological level, some aspects of
environmentalism, particularly deep ecology, have been declared to be a
threat to the basic values of democracy [Ferry, 1995; Taylor, 1996].
Taken together, we have two distinct sets of problems. On the one hand
environmental problems are said to challenge the democratic system as
such, requiring certain new political measures; elitist according to some,
participatory according to others. On the other hand, environmentalists are
said to represent specific political tendencies; supportive of, or contrary to,
democracy.
II. Democracy in the Environmental Discourse: A Review
As already indicated, the environment-democracy topic has been on the
agenda for more or less three decades, though rather sporadically and
unsystematically, and it was not until the mid-1990s that interest in the topic
really took off. One of the results has been three books devoted exclusively
to this topic [Doherty and De Geus, 1996; Lafferty and Meadowcrofi, 1996;
Mathews (ed.), 1996a]. These books cover a wide spectrum of issues, some
of which are only of indirect interest to the analyses that follow. In this
section I shall present some of the most recurrent themes of the
environment-democracy nexus, and in particular, those which are of interest
here.
In my opinion, there are four such topics, and the first and most common
could be entitled the community aspect. The basic theme here is the
importance of a vibrant community as a precondition for a well-functioning
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democracy. The term community is somewhat constrictive, because this
concern is actually addressed in many more or less similar ways. It is part
of a tradition stemming from the small-is-beautiful discourse [Schumacher,
1973] and the support for bio-regionalism [Cheney, 1989]. Examples of
weighty recent contributions are found in Dryzek's [1996a, 1996b] plea for
more authentic and comprehensive communication, in Achterberg's [1996]
ideas of an associative democracy, in the more general request for radical
democracy [Barns, 1996] and, from the point of view of the individual, in
the appeal for more ecologically sensitive selves [Mathews, 1996b]. The
common critical point of these approaches is that a democratic political
process is more than a simple aggregation of free-floating individual
preferences, and that the strengthening of primary social relations 'outside'
politics is important to secure the vitality and soundness of a democratic
process. Today, this is part of a general wave of social criticism couched in
terms of civil society [Walzer, 1992] and communitarianism [Avineri and
De-Shalit, 1992]. At the same time, both general social science and the
environmental discourse reveal the insight that there are serious dilemmas
associated with the 'small is beautiful' ideal [Kenny, 1996; see also Martell,
1994].
A second aspect concerns the dilemma which emerges from two
opposing characteristics of the political process. On the one hand, the
democratic political process in action always reflects an objective. On the
other hand, a democratic regime represents, regardless of factual objectives,
first and foremost, a process [Goodin, 1992; Dobson, 1996a]. The dilemma
that faces the environmentalists is that if the environment (as an objective)
has to find its place within the democratic process this implies that the
environment will at times be sacrificed at the cost of other political issues if
that is what people prefer [Saward, 1996; Mills, 1996], or, alternatively, if
one considers the environmental problems as overarching, this will possibly
lead some to deprecate the values institutionalised in the democratic
political process. In sum, this dilemma might '... give rise to conflicting
loyalties between democracy and the natural environment' [Lundmark,
1998:191].
A third popular approach is to point out the misfit between the
environmental issue as a social or political problem and factual
environmental problems [Christoff, 1996; Dobson, 1996b; Thompson,
1996; see also Yearley, 1996]. Whereas political institutions operate at
specific geographical levels, some environmental problems affect regions
which do not correspond to the social institutions that are supposed to deal
with them. This implies that there is a need for new social and political
responses - global? local? a more flexible combination? - to the
environmental problems. Parallel to this issue of spatial (in)congruence,

Downloaded by [Universitetbiblioteket I Trondheim NTNU] at 09:17 28 March 2012

52

ENVIRONMENTAL POLITICS

there is also a temporal problem: what about inter-generational justice and
the interests of those not represented by present political institutions?
[Dobson, 1996b].
Finally, there is the question of which values are, or should be,
underpinning political environmentalism. The most frequent issue here is
the allegation that modern political ideologies are anthropocentric neglecting the intrinsic value of non-human beings - and consequently, the
promotion of ecocentric values is forwarded as an alternative [Eckersley,
1996a, 1996b; also Eckersley, 1992]. Such a shift in values could imply new
prioritisations in the concrete contents of politics, or, if taken very seriously,
it could mean that the political process itself should be re-organised [Taylor,
1996; also Ferry, 1995; Lundmark, 1998]. This topic again illustrates how
the environment as an issue within a democratic political process might be
seen as being caught between two set of interests where 'the embryo of an
eco-democratic theory also has a built-in structure of power that advantages
human beings' [Lundmark, 1998:188].
All of these issues no doubt represent important problems with regard to
how our democratic political system is, or should be, tackling
environmental problems, and how environmentalists should face the
political system. Most of these issues will be covered by subsequent
empirical analyses. Yet, before an empirical analysis of the environmental
movement as a democratic actor can begin, we need a better understanding
of which dilemmas democratic theory raises, which parts of the political
process we should focus upon, and which criteria to apply in evaluating the
democratic performance of the environmentalists.
III. Democratic Theory: Justifications, Processes and Criteria
The purpose of this article is to study how the environmental movement
performs with regard to democratic criteria. While the environmentaldemocratic discourse reviewed in the last section included most relevant
aspects of this issue, a more comprehensive and empirical study of the topic
requires some insights from general democratic theory and political science.
Thus, in this section I will outline some of the most central and relevant
dimensions of mainstream democratic theory in order to structure the
subsequent discussions: What are the basic values and conflicts of
democracy? Which parts of the political process should be focused upon?
What are the best criteria for evaluating the democratic performance of the
environmentalists in the political process?
Held's [1996] well-known book on democracy presents a mixture of
classic philosophical, political and historical contributions to political
theory which have become interpreted as democratic theory. A first
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tradition, stemming from antiquity, has its origins in the Greek polis, moves
on to republican ideals and ends by stressing the importance of participation
and strong community. The second tradition derives from the liberal school,
and the main ambition here is to distinguish between an 'un-political' civil
society and the sphere of politics, in order to secure the rights of individuals
overshadowed by an almighty state. A third tradition reflects a combination
of the first and second approaches. This is a critique of the liberal tradition,
and aims to point out how economic factors influence politics and civil
society, which in turn, must be strengthened to resist reification. These
counter-forces require stronger commitments to a broad and deep
participation on behalf of a population touched by political and economic
decisions. Here, the aim is to combine [or transcend] both the idea of
autonomous individuals and intersubjective and communal factors as.
factual preconditions for all practical politics [Habermas, 1996]. In spite of
such well-known conflicts, almost unanimous approval for the basic idea of
'democracy' seems to exist, and to reveal even the faintest indication of
dissent from democratic values is more than enough to evoke heated debate
or even declarations of disgust. An illustration of this implicit consensus is
found in Held, who having discussed what are generally seen as competitive
traditions within democratic theory, contends that they actually possess a
common basic ideal, encapsulated in the 'principle of autonomy':
persons should enjoy equal rights and, accordingly, equal obligations
in the specification of the political framework which generates and
limits the opportunities available to them; that is, they should be free
and equal in the determination of the conditions of their own lives, so
long as they do not deploy this framework to negate the rights of
others [Held, 1996: 301].
The reason why democracy appears as such an incontestable objective is
probably that it reflects some of the most deeply rooted values of modern
society, namely, those making up the core of modern individuality; the
'sources of the self' [Taylor, 1989]. If we accept the 'principle of autonomy'
as the normative baseline for modem politics and liberal democracy, it also
becomes obvious both why anthropocentrism, and thereby democracy,
occasionally appear as problematic for some environmentalists and why
ecocentrism appears as contentious to those more 'narrowly' concerned
with these basic human-centred principles of democracy [Ferry, 1995].
While the debate over the core values of democracy is largely of a
theoretical nature, the questions of community, process/substance and so on
also point directly towards more practical queries. Given the complexity of
the intermediation of political issues such as the environment - from values
emerging in civil society via organisational vehicles (parties, organisations,
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movements) and political institutions (parliament, government) to
implementing bureaucratic apparatus - a key question is which parts of the
political process we want to focus upon and how we are to 'measure' the
democratic performance of, the environmentalists. In light of the topics
which appeared as central in the preceding review and given the available
data, it seems reasonable to focus on the part of the political process where
the emerging interests and values of a population are explicitly formulated,
acted upon and organised politically. In short, the focus will be upon the
input side of the political system.
A theoretical approach which both mediates between the many general
topics and the various empirical details and which provides evaluative
criteria can be found in Carl Cohen's [1971] book Democracy. One of
Cohen's main concerns is to lay bare the 'nature of democracy', and,
focusing on political participation, he outlines three dimensions along
which political action might vary with respect to the degree and extent of
démocratisation.
The first of these is the breadth of democracy: 'The essence of breadth
in a democracy is the proportion of the community that participate in
determining its policies' [Cohen, 1971: 8]. This raises both questions as to
the proportion of the environmentalists taking part in politics, and also how
to decide on the basic community - who are to be represented - of
democracy. Which particular criteria should qualify one for political
participation (prosperity, gender, age) has historically been a topic of
recurrent dispute, although 'The history of modern democracies has
followed a pattern of almost ever-expanding citizen involvement in
elections' [Dalton, 1996: 43]. However, as indicated, the challenges
emerging with the environmental problems concern not only participation
of the present human population of each national polity, but also how to
include the interests of those without a say in current politics: future
generations [time], those affected by other polities' policies [space] and
non-human species.
Beside the question of who should take part in politics, the question of
how to participate (the depth of democracy) is also important. Political
participation, of course, involves placing a vote, but it also includes the
process which leads up to the final act of voting [the community aspect],
and, not least, behaviour which influences the background against which
politics take place. This qualitative question of participation involves both
an attitudinal dimension (trust, legitimacy) and a more behavioural
dimension: factual activity.
The last dimension Cohen emphasises is range: 'The kinds of questions
upon which the voice of the people rules, and the restrictions upon the
authority of that voice, if any - these determine the range of democracy in
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any community' [Cohen, 1971: 22]. From an eco-historical perspective, the
main challenge has been to place the environment on the political agenda.
While this challenge has now largely been achieved, there is still a question
concerning the proper position of environmental issues on the political
agenda, both with respect to other important issues and, finally, with regard
to the overall purpose of democracy itself.
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IV. Data and Methods
The data used in this article, which consist of two parallel survey analyses
that took place in the spring of 1995, stem from a research project conducted
by the Norwegian Research Centre in Organization and Management
[Str0msnes et al, 1996]. The first part covers the twelve most important
environmental organisations in Norway and is based on random samples
from the membership files of these organisations. The response rate was
about 60 per cent. Parallel to this survey, a random sample of the Norwegian
population was presented with a 'similar', though smaller questionnaire.
Here, the response rate was around 52 per cent.
These low, though not uncommon, response-rates imply that we should
lend some thought to the questions of who our 'environmentalists' are and
how well founded the following generalisations will actually be. With
regard to the environmental organisations, I will assume that the 60 per cent
we have reached represent a (wide) core of these organisations. With regard
to the generalisations we make, it seems reasonable to assume that this
group is more interested, better informed and more actively involved in the
environmental problems than the more peripheral members of the
organisations. It is important to note that the activity level is perhaps lower
for the organisations as a whole and the attitudes might have appeared less
environmentally friendly had the sample been closer to the population (the
totality of members). Some of the same assumptions could be made with
respect to the general population: that the segments who answer such a
questionnaire are more interested in the issue in question than others and are
perhaps, on the whole, more politically minded than those not wishing to
respond.2
The purpose of the analyses in this article is to study the democratic
performance of the environmental movement in the political process in the
light of differences between various groups: (i) between the general
population and the environmentalists in general, and (ii) between different
strands of the environmental movement. The method employed consists of
simple percentage frequencies, comparisons of mean values and
corresponding measures of significance (chi-squares and anova/f-tests). On
the one hand, it is a problem for our comparisons that we do not know
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exactly who we are talking about. On the other hand, there seems to be a
parallelism in the samples (focusing on those most interested in the issue)
which hopefully make the comparisons between the population and the
environmentalists well founded.
The variables applied are a mixture of variables which have been used
several times in political science studies - for example, voting behaviour,
membership in political parties, trust in societal institutions - and variables
applied for the first time in relation to this topic. Where these new variables
represent questionable operationalisations, it will be discussed in the
context of the particular analysis.
V. The Norwegian Case
The environmental movement of most Western countries has developed
through three historical phases [Dunlap and Mertig, 1992; Berntsen, 1994;
Rucht, 1994; Diani, 1995]. In the first phase, focus was placed on
conservation or preservation of nature. Next, an international wave of
radicalisation followed in the 1960s and 1970s, also affecting the
environmental movement. During the last decades, a more differentiated
and heterogeneous movement seems to have evolved, both in terms of
constituency, ideology and organisation [Seippel, 1998]. In this section, I
will very briefly introduce the multitude of Norwegian environmental
organisations which appear in the succeeding empirical analyses, bearing
this historical typology in mind (see Table 1).
For nearly a decade, The Norwegian Mountain Touring Association
(NMT) has placed a quite explicit emphasis upon environmental issues. To
the extent that NMT can be taken to be an environmental organisation, it
appears representative of the first and classic wave of environmentalism:
nature conservation.
Friends of the Earth has established itself as perhaps the most important
Norwegian environmental organisation at the intersection of classic natureconservation and more radicalised and politicised environmentalism. At the
moment, however, Friends of the Earth has grave economic and
organisational problems: on the edge of bankruptcy and about to fire half
their labour force. As more genuine outcomes of the radical wave of the
1960s and 1970s we have, first, the founding of an autonomous youth
organisation - Nature and Youth (NU) - 'belonging' to Friends of the Earth.
A second 'radical' organisation is The Future in Our Hands (FIOH) which
has traditionally focused on the environment, life-style and international
solidarity.
Bellona emerged on the way from the second to the third phase and is an
offshoot of Nature and Youth: less ideologically constrained and based on
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TABLE 1
THE NORWEGIAN ENVIRONMENTAL ORGANISATIONS (1995)
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Name of organisation (abbreviation)
The Norwegian Mountain Touring
Association (NMT)
The Norwegian Society for the
Conservation of Nature
(Norwegian branch of Friends of the
Earth: NNV/FoE)
World Wild Fund for Nature (WWF)
Nature and Youth (NU)
Norwegian Organisation for Ecological
Agriculture (NOEA)
The Future in our Hands (FIOH)
Bellona
Greenpeace Norway
NOAH - animal rights
Women - Environment Development (WE)
The Environmental National Guard
(ENV)
The Norwegian Environmental
Association (NEA)
a
b

Year of foundation

Number of members

1868

182,000

1914/1963

28,000

Int: 1961, Norw: 1970
1967

6.000 (supportivea)
6.000

1971
1974
1986
Int: 1971, Norw: 1988
1989

1.300
16.000
3.000 (supportive)
1.000 (supportive)
700

1991

140

1991

75.0O0b

1993

900

Not traditional membership organisation, the number represents supportive members
Not traditional membership organisation, the number represents 'participants'.

supportive members rather than ordinary members of the organisation.
According to the mass media, at the moment Bellona stands out as the most
successful Norwegian environmental organisation.
Among the many and varied organisations working on more specific and
restricted parts of the environmental problématique, there are Women and
Environment (WE), Norwegian Organisation for Ecological Agriculture
(NOEA), NOAH working with animal rights and ENV3 mostly concerned
with consumer questions. Norwegian Environmental Association (NEA) is
a local group (on the west coast) growing out of Friends of the Earth.
Greenpeace4 and WWF are, of course, Norwegian sections of their
international mother organisations.
Variations in the characteristics described above inevitably influence the
democratic performance of the environmental organisations. At the same
time, however, it is also necessary to understand this performance against
the background of the overall Norwegian political opportunity structure
[Kitschelt, 1986]. One characteristic in particular is important to bear in
mind: The Norwegian party system is relatively open and receptive to issues
like the environment, and accordingly, the environmental issue has been
taken up by the existing political parties, and no green party has
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successfully emerged in Norway [Aardal, 1993]. Thus, the Norwegian
cleavage structure and party system have yielded a relatively fertile ground
for one liberal and one left-socialist [new-left] party which have been the
main proponents of the environmental issue. Compared to other political
opportunity structures, especially two-party systems, the Norwegian setting
should be understood as receptive to issues such as the environment, and
this will probably have consequences for the relationship between
conventional and unconventional politics as it appears in the Norwegian
context. It is also important to remember that Norway is a sparsely
populated country where the environmental problems are less pressing than
in more densely populated countries.
Furthermore, as a backcloth to studying political environmentalism, it is
also appropriate to pay attention to the peculiar cultural relationship to
nature found in Norway: 'A French observer of our national way of life
once claimed that Norwegians are not very exciting, except for their relation
to nature. But in this respect, in return, he found them highly interesting and
enigmatic' [Skirbekk, 1992: 87].
This cultural 'enigma' reflects an ambiguity. On the one hand,
Norwegians are supposed to live close to nature and to appreciate the
natural. On the other hand, this proximity to nature also has a pragmatic
everyday dimension - the question of survival - which distinguishes it from
a romantic idealistic view of nature. Thus, Norwegians are both extremely
conscious of nature - its necessity, beauty and danger - and inevitably
aware of the fact that it is by this nature we live. In sum, Norwegian
environmentalism consists of a deep-felt concern for nature existing in the
shadow of a rather insensitive and un-romantic pragmatism.
VI. Empirical Analyses
The following empirical analyses build upon the Cohen-inspired scheme
introduced in the preceding section: the breadth, depth and range of
participation in the political process are the criteria by which the democratic
performance of the environmentalists is evaluated.
Breadth of Democracy: Voting, Memberships and Representation
Given the alleged death of 'grand narratives' and an apparently unanimous
support for liberal democratic institutions as the basic framework for
political development [Doherty and de Geus, 1996], one of the striking
aspects of the environmental-democratic discourse with regard to analyses
of the breadth ('the proportion of a community that participate') of the
democratic process is the absence of the most traditional aspects of political
intermediation. A first and obvious challenge for anyone supporting a
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political issue and not opposing a democratic polity is of course to get the
issue on the political agenda through the established political channel; that
is, political parties. As a corollary, a first question concerns the role of
environmentalists as conventional citizens: whether one votes in elections,
or more demandingly, whether one is a member of a political party.
The assumptions with respect to how environmentalists meet this
challenge appear ambiguous at first glance. On the one hand, the neglect of
this issue in the literature could indicate that environmentalists are hostile
towards or indifferent to the polity - 'This aversion to partisan politics is
shared by environmental groups in general' [Dalton, 1996: 64] - and hence,
less active as political citizens compared to the general population. On the
other hand, a common finding in earlier research is that political
participation has a cumulative pattern, in that those active in unconventional
politics are also more active in conventional politics [Olsen and Sœtren,
1980]. Furthermore, the social constituency [new middle class] of many
environmental organisations also points in the direction of
environmentalists possessing a form of cultural and social 'capital'
[Bourdieu, 1984] which traditionally indicates a high level of conventional
political participation [Kriesi, 1989]. Taken together, the most likely
hypothesis seems to be that environmentalists, in general, take part in
conventional politics at least as much as ordinary citizens. If we also find a
certain hostility or indifference towards conventional politics, it could be a
manifestation of differences within the environmental movement, where
some of the more radical organisations might have a weaker conventional
political commitment than other organisations or the population at large.
As Table 2 indicates, there are no statistically significant differences
between the proportion of the population taking part in elections and the
proportion of environmentalists doing so. Even though there are differences
within the environmental movement, there is a clear indication that
environmentalists are good, dutiful citizens. When it comes to the
somewhat more demanding activity of being member of a political party,
there is a five per cent difference between the population and the
environmentalists in favour of the latter. In addition to the environmentalists
appearing as more active political citizens than the general population along
this dimension, some organisations stand out as being particularly
'democratic' in this conventional sense: WE and NOEA, and to a lesser
degree Friends of the Earth. The only organisation with a notably low score
on this dimension is NOAH, but Bellona also has a relatively poor record
regarding this issue.
Another issue which has been of crucial importance in the
environmental discourse is the question of political representation. In the
debate on sustainable development, attention has been focused partly on our

60

ENVIRONMENTAL POLITICS

Downloaded by [Universitetbiblioteket I Trondheim NTNU] at 09:17 28 March 2012

TABLE 2
ENVIRONMENTALISTS AS CONVENTIONAL CITIZENS
18 YEARS OR MORE
Voting in last election3

Member of political partyb

97.6
99.5
92.0
100.0
96.0
97.3
92.2
90.3
96.8
99.3
97.9
95.6

17.5
19.2
17.1
35.4
18.6
12.5
17.1
8.4
17.2
22.9
31.4
16.5

Environmental movement (n = 1820)

96.3

19.5

Population (n = 920)

95.6

14.0

NMT (mountain touring (n = 126)
The Future in Our Hands (n = 199)
Greenpeace (n = 174)
WE (women & env.) (n = 82)
EHV (Consumer questions (n = 99)
Bellona(n=112)
Nature & Youth (n= 115)
NOAH (animal rights) (n = 165)
NEA (regional org.) (n = 124)
Friends of the Earth (n = 279)
NOEA (ecological agriculture) (n = 188)
WWF (n = 159)

a

b

Difference
Difference
Difference
Difference

between environmental organisations and population: p < 0.36
within environmental organisations: p < 0.00
between environmental organisations and population: p < 0.00
within environmental organisations: p < 0.00

responsibility towards future generations, and partly on contemporary
global justice. The practical problem is, of course, how to represent these
interests in today's nationally based political systems. A concern more
exclusive to certain sections of the environmental discourse is the ecocentric
idea that rights should, somehow, be extended to non-human beings.
Together, this raises the question of political representation along three
dimensions.
At a more general level, all these questions are crucial to the
environmental discourse, and an initial hypothesis should be that the
environmentalists are more apt to worry about these matters and support
solutions which could extend the scope of political representation beyond
the current spatially, temporally and species-restricted populations.
Therefore, what might perhaps be more interesting than differences between
the population and the environmentalists on this question is whether there
are differences to be found among the environmentalists. As far as intergenerational justice is concerned, there are no good a priori reasons to
expect specific variation, however, global justice values should have a
stronger hold among the organisations with a more global Third World
orientation. The question of ecocentrism should have its most devoted
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TABLE 3
'OUR DEMOCRATIC SYSTEM IS UNJUST BECAUSE FUTURE GENERATIONS HAVE
NO INFLUENCE ON ENVIRONMENTAL QUESTIONS' 3
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Strongly or Both ...
partly disagree
and

Strongly or
partly agree

Don't
know

NMT (mountain touring) (n = 138)
The Future in Our Hands (n = 206)
Greenpeace (n = 179)
WE (women & env.) (n = 82)
EHV (Consumer questions) (n = 109)
Bellona (n = 107)
Nature & Youth (n= 179)
NOAH (animal rights) (n = 218)
NEA (regional org.) (n = 120)
Friends of the Earth (n = 300)
NOEA (ecological agricult.) (n = 197)
WWF (n = 176)

55.8
36.4
27.9
32.9
29.4
41.1
27.4
23.9
30.8
37.7
35.5
45.5

15.9
14.6
14.5
12.2
23.9
16.8
12.8
16.1
10.0
21.0
17.3
18.2

21.0
42.2
54.2
43.9
34.9
36.4
54.2
49.1
56.7
37.7
43.7
28.4

7.2
6.8
3.4
11.0
11.9
5.6

Env. movement (n = 2011)

35.1

16.5

42.1

6.3

Population (n = 987)

41.0

22.0

24.7

12.3

a

5.6
11.0
2.5
3.7
3.6
8.0

Difference between environmental organisations and populaiton: p < 0.00
Difference within environmental organisations: p < 0.00

adherents in the organisations working with animal rights issues. The
questions applied in these analyses are only indicative of the values in
question and do not address the question of political representation directly.
Regarding the question of inter-generational justice, and starting with
the difference between those strongly or partly agreeing with this statement,
there is a large difference between the population and the environmental
movement and the claim that our democratic system is unjust because of the
lack of influence for future generations gained nearly twice as much support
from the organisations as from the general population. Within the
movement, there is a marked difference between, on the one hand, the
members of Greenpeace, NEA and 'Nature & Youth' where more than 50
per cent of the members have a high score on this variable, and on the other
hand, NMT and WWF, who have a low score here. The differences within
the movement are larger than those between the environmentalists and the
population at large.
The second dimension along which the question of political
representation is raised, is with regard to the spatial focus and solidarity of
environmentalists. While there seems to be almost unanimous agreement on
the fact that there is a misfit between the predominant nation-based political
constituencies and environmental problems, the responses to this challenge
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TABLE 4
HOW STRONG ARE YOUR COMMITMENTS TO ... PERCENT ANSWERING
•STRONGLY COMMITTED' TO THE DIFFERENT SPATIAL LEVELS3
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Neighbourhood
or community Norway
(%)
(%)

Europe
(%)

The World
Community
(%)

NMT (mountain touring) (n = 139)
The Future in Our Hands (n = 202)
Greenpeace (n =185)
WE (n = 82)
EHV(n=110)
Bellona(n= 114)
Nature & Youth (n = 178)
NOAH (animal rights) (n = 215)
NEA (regional org.) (n = 117)
Friends of the Earth (n = 292)
NOEA (ecological agricult.) (n = 197)
WWF (n = 176)

37.4
32.2
31.9
47.6
50.9
30.7
35.4
22.8
44.4
43.5
47.7
39.8

76.6
76.9
59.1
91.8
75.9
75.7
60.0
46.6
78.3
80.3
66.2
73.6

18.1
21.8
24.9
24.4
15.7
17.2
10.6
16.0
17.5
15.5
12.8
25.0

16.1
35.1
38.0
31.3
26.9
36.5
33.3
32.7
26.5
24.4
32.5
27.7

Env. movement (n = 2007)

37.9

70.3

17.9

30.2

Population (n = 1002)

38.4

79.4

22.7

21.4

a

The differences between both organisations and the organisations and the population is
significant at least at level p < 0.00 in all cases except within organisations on the first question
(neighbourhood etc.) where p < 0.18.

differ. Some stick to local solutions, others are heavily focused upon
globalisation, some emphasise that the nation state is still the most
important actor and should be treated as such, while some emphasise a more
flexible approach, encompassing all these strategies. These divergent
conclusions to a common 'question', make it hard to come up with clear
hypotheses, and I will leave the topic as an open question, both in regard to
the environmentalist-population relationship, and the situation within the
movement.
The patterns in the data vary according to the geographical entity
under scrutiny. On the local level ('neighbourhood or community'),
there are almost no differences between the movement and the population.
When it comes to the European level there is a difference of almost five
per cent. The two levels generating the largest differences are the national
(Norway) and international (The World Community) levels. While on the
national dimension, the population are more committed than the
environmentalists, on the international level, the opposite pattern
crystallises: the environmentalists have stronger international commitment
than the general population.
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TABLE 5
ECOCENTRIC VALUES2'b
Weak
Ecocentrism

Neither
-Nor

Strong
Ecocentrism

NMT (mountain touring) (n = 133)
The Future in Our Hands (n = 195)
Greenpeace (n = 184)
WE (women & env.) (n = 84)
EHV (Consumer questions) (n = 106)
Bellona(n = 112)
Nature & Youth (n = 176)
NOAH (animal rights) (n = 218)
NEA (regional org.) (n = 123)
Friends of the Earth (n = 290)
NOEA (ecological agriculture) (n = 189)
WWF (n = 173)

45.1
29.7
17.9
31.0
38.7
25.0
22.2
5.0
30.9
24.8
25.4
17.9

40.6
41.0
38.6
39.3
43.4
46.4
46.0
30.7
41.5
52.8
42.9
44.5

14.3
29.2
43.5
29.8
17.9
28.6
31.8
64.2
27.6
22.4
31.7
37.6

Env. movement (n = 1983)

24.5

42.7

32.9

Population (n = 927)

41.3

43.5

15.2

a

'Ecocentric Values' is made up by two variables. First, respondents are asked to position
themselves with regard to an assertion saying that:
'Some people think that the human being stands at the centre of the ecological system (nature).
Others think that the human being only makes up a small part of the ecological system. Below
is a scale where these two opinions are placed on the respective extremes.'
On this scale, where would you place your own view on the relationship between human
beings and nature?
Human being as the centre of 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Human beings as a minor part
the ecological system
T I
of the ecological system
Second, respondents are asked to find the most proper reaction to an assertion saying that:
'Animals should have the same moral rights as humans.' Available answers: 'Strong disagree',
'Partly disagree', Both agree and disagree', 'Partly agree', 'Strongly agree' and 'Don't know'.
The first scale is reduced to five values and the 'don't-known-group* is removed from the
second variable. Thereafter the two variables are added to one index, and reduced to three
values. The correlation between the two variables is 0.23 (p = 0.00).

b

Difference between environmental organisations and population: p < 0.00
Difference within environmental organisations: p < 0.O0.

However, there is also substantial internal movement variation with
regard to all four levels. At the local level, ENV, NOEA and WE have the
highest score, while NOAH, Bellona, Greenpeace and The Future in Our
Hands are less committed to their local community. Similar patterns occur
with regard to the national level, and, the respective groups differ
conversely with regard to Europe and the 'World Community'.
An interesting way to consider the commitment of the environmentalists
is to compare local commitment to global commitment. This gives us a
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picture in which NMT, WE, ENV, NEA, Friends of the Earth, NOEA and
WWF seem to have stronger local than global commitment, The Future in
Our Hands, Nature & Youth are rather balanced, while Greenpeace and
Bellona are the only organisations with a clear internationalist orientation.
Allowing for the exceptions, Norwegian environmentalists seem overall to
have a local rather than global commitment.
The final 'representational dimension' is the question of extending
political rights to non-human beings. On the overall level, one should
assume that the environmentalists more strongly adhere to ecocentric values
than the population, and furthermore, that those organisations which are
working with animal rights or similar issues are more prone to express their
support for these values than other environmentalists.
As a base line, there are more than twice as many strong ecocentrists
among the environmentalists than in the population. On the organisational
level, NOAH stands out with four times as many ecocentrists as the
population average, and twice as many as the environmental movement
average. NMT is below the population mean. This last finding means that
on this issue, variation of opinion among environmentalists is just as
marked as the differences between environmentalists and nonenvironmentalists.
Depth of Democracy: Trust and Activity
When it comes to the depth of democracy, the impression from the
preceding review of literature is that improving the quality of participation
in the political process is the alpha and omega for coping with the
environmental problems. I will examine the state of this participatory
dimension, both with regard to conventional politics and movement action.
A good indicator of a qualitatively sound political involvement that
points beyond ordinary voting, is how one perceives the political system
and other institutions of political relevance: whether one basically trusts the
political system as such, or its distinctive components. On the one hand,
Beck [1992] and others claim that the presence of environmental problems
and the inability of the political system to solve them, weakens trust in the
polity and leads people to take 'political action' out of the political
institutions and into other social arenas ('sub-politicisation'), as in the case
of environmental movements. Consequently, environmentalists should hold
less trust in the political system than the population at large. On the other
hand, given the breadth of environmentalists' political participation and the
arguments supporting this finding, the most reasonable assumption should
be that, even though we could expect to discover variation within the
movement, most environmentalists will show a greater trust in central
political and societal institutions than many others.
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TABLE 6
PERCENTAGE HAVING VERY OR RATHER STRONG TRUST IN DIFFERENT
•POLITICAL' INSTITUTIONS3
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Voluntary
Organisations

News
Media

Political
Parties

Environmental
Authorities

National
Political
System

90.7

33.6

39.9

68.1

87.8

94.1
89.7

41.4
33.2

44.8
25.3

56.2
42.2

85.8
71.7

95.2

27.4

41.5

65.9

92.7

84.5
93.9
88.9

36.9
47.4
. 30.6

34.9
37.2
27.8

64.3
49.1
35.0

76.9
85.3
70.8

90.5
90.0
92.3

22.6
27.9
37.2

19.4
23.0
42.4

37.2
38.8
64.1

54.0
72.4
87.5

90.8
86.9

22.2
33.7

27.3
31.4

32.8
57.6

76.9
79.7

Env. movement (n = 2029)

90.7

32.7

32.8

50.2

77.7

Population (n = 993)

71.6

31.0

28.4

53.5

71.9

NMT (mountain touring)
(n=140)
The Future in Our Hands
(n = 205)
Greenpeace (n = 185)
WE (women & env.)
(n = 84)
EHV (Consumer questions)
(n=110)
Bellona(n=114)
Nature & Youth (n = 180)
NOAH (animal rights)
(n = 220)
NEA (regional org.) (n = 120)
Friends of the Earth (n = 299)
NOEA (ecological agricult)
(n=196)
WWF (n= 176)

a

The differences between both organisations and the organisations and the population is
significant at level p < 0.01 in all cases.

An immediate impression is that the level of trust differs significantly
depending on the institution in question, from less than a third trusting the
political parties to more than 70 per cent having trust in voluntary
organisations and the national political system. Moreover, with the
exception of the 'environmental authorities', environmental organisations
show a greater trust in the political institutions of modern society than the
population in general. Allowing for the fact that environmentalists trust
themselves [voluntary organisations] more than others do, the differences
are not very impressive and reach their most marked level when it comes to
the 'national political system' which receives seven per cent higher support
among the environmentalists than among the ordinary citizens. While the
general trust in the 'national political system' indicates support for working
towards conventional politics, the mistrust of 'environmental authorities'
looks more troublesome for more direct day to day co-operation between
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environmental organisations and the authorities. This finding indicates that
there is an incongruity between a diffuse support for the 'democratic
system' as such and the actual working authorities which might complicate
the concrete co-operation between these sectors of unconventional and
conventional politics.
But, again, what is perhaps most interesting here is, with respect to some
objects of trust, the large differences within the environmental movement.
Trust in the 'News Media' is strongest in Bellona and Future in Our Hands
and lowest in NOAH and NOEA. Trust in political parties is, on the whole,
rather low, but The Future in Our Hands, WE and Friends of the Earth have
a relatively high score, while NOAH, NEA and Greenpeace have a lower
one. Regarding the environmental authorities, the differences are again
convincing: trust among the members of some established organisations
(NMT, Friends of the Earth) is almost twice as strong as in some of the more
marginal and more youth-dominated organisations (NOEÀ, NOAH, Nature
& Youth).
With regard to the most crucial question in this context [trust in the
national political system], there is a high level of trust among the most
established parts of the environmental movement, NMT, The Future in Our
Hands, Bellona, Friends of the Earth and WE. Conversely, trust is lowest
among the newest organisations and those with younger members;
especially NOAH which is clearly below the population average, but also
Nature & Youth. Greenpeace, with its international profile reveals less trust
in the national political system than most other organisations, but none the
less, places itself very close to the population average. An interesting
finding for the environmentalists themselves is the fact that a considerable
proportion of the general population seems to trust the voluntary
organisations. This trust both provides a fertile ground for the
environmental movement's attempt to influence the agenda for the 'social
construction of the environment' [Hannigan, 1995; Eder, 1996b] and
probably eases the access to public committees and bodies.
A second and obvious possibility is that participation in the
environmental movement, in itself, represents a kind of democratic
devotion, contribution and training, even though, or perhaps because, it
takes place outside the conventional political system. In other words,
pattern of activity in the environmental organisations might in itself
represent a deepening of the democratic process. A common, though often
rather implicit assumption, is that the environmental movement, as one of
the 'new social movements', represents a revitalisation of civil society. Yet,
many of the most recent studies of the environmental movement [Eder
1996a; Jamison, 1996; Rucht et al., 1997] conclude that the environmental
movement is about to professionalise, specialise and institutionalise to an
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TABLE 7
HOW ACTIVE ARE YOU AS A MEMBER/SUPPORTIVE MEMBER IN THE
ENVIRONMENTAL ORGANISATION p < 0.00
Active once Active a
a month,
few times
at least
each year

More
seldom
active

Passive
member
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(%>
NMIT (mountain touring) (n = 140)
The Future in Our Hands (n = 206)
Greenpeace (n = 184)
WE (women & env.) (n = 85)
EHV (Consumer questions) (n = 108)
Bellona(n= 110)
Nature & Youth (n = 182)
NOAH (animal rights) (n = 220)
NEA (regional org.) (n = 124)
Friends of the Earth (n = 301)
NOEA (ecological agricult.) (n = 198)
WWF (n = 178)
Env. movement (n = 2036)

7.9
3.9
6.0
4.7
16.7
0.9
11.5
23.2
11.3
6.3
6.6
3.9

25.7
6.8
5.4
14.1
7.4
1.8
11.5
21.4
5.6
6.3
22.7
7.3

20.0
12.6
11.4
10.6
5.6
5.5
9.9
11.8
9.7
15.9
17.2
7.3

46.4
76.7
77.2
70.6
70.4
91.8
67.0
43.6
73.4
71.4
53.5
81.5

8.7

11.5

12.1

67.6

extent that they will probably not correspond to the vibrant picture
developed in the new social movement literature. Lately, this thesis of
institutionalisation has been countered by new outbursts of 'true' movement
action [Radtke, 1997]. Taking account of all three trends (new social
movements, institutionalisation and a new dynamic) points towards
differences with regard to what the environmental organisations offer in
terms of concrete political participation and learning.
The most striking finding is that two thirds of the environmentalists are
passive members of their organisations. In other words, the environmental
organisations are not the strong and vigorous force often portrayed in the
literature on new social movements. However, organisations, of course,
typically consist of an active core and more marginal and passive members,
and interpreting these findings properly depends on what is defined as a
substantial contribution to the political activity (participation) of a modern
society. One possibility is to compare the 'amount' of movement activity to
that found within conventional politics. On average, about 14 per cent of the
population and 20 per cent of the environmentalists are members in political
parties. On average, about nine per cent of the environmentalists are active
in their organisation at least once a month, 12 per cent are active a few times
each year; and thus, altogether more than 20 per cent of the
environmentalists are politically active a few times each year. Even though
being member of a political party indicates interest and involvement in
politics, for most members it will probably not involve a great deal of
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activity. In light of the level of political activity in the conventional political
system, these patterns of activity within the environmental movement
obviously do represent a substantial contribution or supplement to the more
conventional political activity of a country such as Norway. So, even though
the new social movement image is slightly misleading, the level of activity
in the environmental organisations probably makes a substantial
supplement to the level of political action in a society such as Norway.
Aside from this general pattern, there is also substantial variation
between organisations. NOAH has the highest level of activity, followed by
Nature & Youth, probably because of their strong position among youth.
ENV also has a high level of activity, but, due to the unpolitical character of
the organisation, this is not activity which is very relevant politically
speaking. NEA is the most active of the normal organisations, probably
because of its more limited regional base. Most other organisations reach a
level where four to six per cent of their members are active monthly.
Range of Democracy: The Environment versus Human Autonomy
When it comes to the range of issues comprising part of the democratic
process, the main conflict today is not whether the environment is important
or not, or whether it is legitimate or not to prioritise the environment ahead
of other political issues, but as pointed out by many critics, whether the
environment is an issue that should or could take precedence over the
'issue' represented by the democratic procedure itself: human autonomy.
The argument, which to some appears as a threat to democracy, contends
that the sheer importance of the environmental issue justifies setting
democratic values aside: in other words; what is the use of a democratic
process when there is no-one to live through it? The basic dilemma here is
that the environment then appears as a risk to the democratic process itself.
While Doherty and De Geus [1996] declare the death of most Utopian
alternatives with the fall of the Berlin Wall, and hence that such antidemocratic tendencies are on the wane, there are still voices questioning, for
example in a Norwegian context, whether our liberal-democratic system is
the best way to cope with the environmental problems [Wyller, 1991; Lern,
1994; Nature & Society, 2/97]. Given the allegedly decreasing
attractiveness of 'alternative utopias' and the never ending questioning of
democracy's environmental credentials, there are neither reasons to believe
that these tendencies to distrust democracy will be strong, nor to ignore the
potential influence of such doubts. On a general level, being an
environmentalist will in many instances lead one to prioritise the
environmental issue ahead of other issues, and there may also be some
segments of the environmental movement which are even more eager to
give preference to the environment, that is, even at the cost of the human
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TABLE 8
'IT IS MORE URGENT/IMPORTANT TO SOLVE THE ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS
THAN TO SECURE DEMOCRATIC RIGHTS'"
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Strongly or Both ...
partly disagree
and
(%)

Strongly or
partly agree

Don't
know

NMIT (mountain touring) (n = 138)
The Future in Our Hands (n = 204)
Greenpeace (n = 184)
WE (women & env.) (n = 80)
EHV (Consumer questions) (n = 107)
Bellona(n= 112)
Nature & Youth (n = 179)
NOAH (animal rights) (n = 211)
NEA (regional org.) (n = 121)
Friends of the Earth (n = 298)
NOEA (ecological agricult.) (n = 194)
WWF (n = 176)

44.9
36.3
23.4
33.8
30.8
35.7
30.2
23.7
30.6
37.6
33.0
29.0

37.0
31.4
34.8
35.0
39.3
29.5
37.4
38.4
33.1
32.6
35.6
37.5

15.2
28.4
38.6
26.3
20.6
32.1
26.3
34.1
33.1
26.2
27.8
28.4

2.9
3.9
3.3
5.0
9.3
2.7
6.1
3.8
3.3
3.7
3.6
5.1

Env. movement (n = 2004)

32.3

35.0

28.4

4.2

Population (n = 984)

29.9

40.7

22.2

7.3

Difference between environmental organisations and population: p < 0.00
Difference within environmental organisations: p < 0.00

autonomy institutionalised in democratic political forms.
The results in Table 8 indicate that the accusations against the
environmentalists of prioritising the environmental issue at the cost of
democratic values are not totally unjustified. On the other hand, though
there are statistically significant differences, they are not very substantial:
about six per cent more environmentalists agree with the statement than the
general population. Just as striking as this difference in 'favour' of the
environmentalists is the fact that close to one quarter of the population (22
per cent) actually agree with this statement: that is, nearly a quarter of the
general population indicate that they are willing to sacrifice democratic
rights at the altar of the environment. Furthermore, it is interesting that the
environmentalists are not only the most pro-environmental, but that they
also disclose the strongest pro-democratic stance. A possible interpretation
of this finding is that some sections of the environmentalist movement
support the environmental issue without really considering democratic
principles, whereas other sections of the environmental movement frame
their environmental concern as part of a more comprehensive ideology in
which democratic values play an integral role.
Taking a closer look at the organisations reveals Greenpeace as the
organisation most apt to take an anti-democratic stance (16 per cent higher
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than the population, ten per cent higher than the environmentalists average]
followed by NOAH, NEA and Bellona. NMT is less prone to prioritise the
environment ahead of democratic concerns than the population at large. The
rest of the organisations are close to the environmentalists' average.
It is interesting to note that the organisations which seem least satisfied
with the democratic polity, are, to a certain degree, organisations which are
late-comers to the environmental agenda; not the traditional conservation
movements or those stemming from the radicalisation of the 1960s/1970s.
It has already been mentioned that the 'human autonomy principle'
underlying modernity and modern politics may appear less self-evident and
more controversial to environmentalists than to most others. Accordingly,
promoting other 'basic values' such as ecocentrism would, at least for some
people, indicate that the foundation of the democratic process is under threat
[Ferry, 1995; Taylor, 1996]. According to our findings, there is perhaps a
small kernel of truth in the assertion that ecocentrism is the first step on the
way to undemocratic values, or at least the more cautious suggestion, that
an overemphasis upon such values could disturb or blur basic democratic
values.
TABLE 9
'IT IS MORE URGENT/IMPORTANT TO SOLVE THE ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS
THAN TO SECURE DEMOCRATIC RIGHTS' (p < 0.00)
Strongly Partly Both... Partly Strongly Don't
disagree disagree and
agree agree know
(%)
(%)
(%)
(%)
(%)
(%)
Weak ecocent." (n = 843)

14.2

24.0

34.8

17.1

4.6

5.3

Medium (n = 1220)

11.1

18.9

41.3

19.0

6.1

3.6

Strong ecocent. (n = 768)

10.5

16.4

33.9

21.5

12.4

5.3

« See Table 5.

What Table 9 indicates is a rather clear association between ecocentrism and
a tendency to prioritise the environmental issue at the cost of democratic
visions. As an illustration, it is worth noting that the proportion of
ecocentrists partly or strongly agreeing with this statement (21.5 per cent +
12.4 per cent) is about the same as the proportion of members in NOAH
supporting this stance, but lower than that of Greenpeace.
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VII. Summary and Conclusion
The way the question of democracy versus environment has been raised,
often in almost absolute terms, is rather misleading, and one easily gets the
impression of an 'either-or' situation: either a proper approach to the
environmental problems requires a more/less democratic political process;
or the practice of the environmentalists simply represents a strengthening
of/threat towards the democratic process. The theoretical and empirical
analyses contained in this article have tried to add to a more nuanced
understanding of one part of this topic, and to point out how concern for the
environment in the form of participation in environmental organisations
might affect some dimensions of the democratic aspects of the political
process of a modern society.
An initial aim of this article was to expose how the environmentdemocracy topic has been approached so far. Another aim was to study
some aspects of this huge topic empirically. The latter required some more
concrete meso- and micro-oriented theories than those typically presented
within this discourse. To achieve this, my first approach was to build on
'traditional' democratic theory in order to emphasise that liberal-democracy
is based on certain values which in the context of environmentalism raises
practical and organisational challenges: and that these two factors probably
• impact upon each other [Lafferty, 1998]. Secondly, I based the empirical
analyses on how environmentalists perform in one part of the political
process as it appears in standard political sociology; the input-side. Finally,
the criteria for evaluating the performance in this process were taken from
democratic theory [Cohen] which distinguishes between the breadth, depth
and range of democratic participation.
A vital democracy requires participation (breadth) and, on a basic level,
this article clearly indicates that the environmentalists take their role as
ordinary political citizens seriously: in Norway, at least, they vote and are
members of political parties to a greater extent that the population at large.
Given the openness of the Norwegian political system, this entails a
paradox. First, the data confirm the assertion that environmentalists of the
1990s have accepted the institution of Western liberal-democracy as a
given. At the same time, it is interesting to note that perhaps the most
important element in this part of the political process [the political parties,
including voting and membership] is, by and large, ignored in the literature
concerned with the environment-democracy nexus.
In a more hypothetical sense, environmental problems have also raised
questions about the proper scope and limits of representation in our liberaldemocratic system: how are the interests of future generations to be taken
care of? What about the global injustice and interdependency so crucial to
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environmental problems? What about concern for non-human species? In
general, environmentalists express attitudes which indicate that they are
more concerned with such problems than the rest of the population.
However, there are also important differences within the environmental
movement on these questions. The existence of differences in emphasis
within the movement indicates that there is a kind of specialisation going on
[some sections of the environmental movement focus on inter-generational
justice, others on local/international equality, still others on the rights of
non-human beings] which implies that the environmental movement should
not be taken as one single actor based on one homogeneous set of values.
This contradicts the picture of environmentalism as representing a uniform
and coherent set of values (for example, postmaterialism [Inglehart, 1990]),
and confirms theories saying that the complexity of the environmental
problems generates a differentiated movement [cf. Kitschelt, 1993].
The breadth of political participation among the environmentalists is
also reflected in the depth [the quality of the participation] of their
democratic practice, where the environmentalists seem to have more trust in
central political institutions than the general population. Although there are
exceptions, this indicates that their practice as political citizens actually
reflects a basic attitude towards the political system which expresses a belief
in conventional ways of doing politics. In a Norwegian setting, this is a
finding which both counters the concerns aired by those claiming that
political action outside the established channels might weaken the
legitimacy and efficacy of the conventional polity, and those proclaiming
the risks of late modern society turning people away from conventional
politics to 'sub-politics' [Beck, 1992].
The depth of democracy depends on the quality of actual action, and the
democratic contributions of environmentalists could be reflected rather
straightforwardly in their level of activity. A clear majority of the members.
of the environmental organisations (on average about two-thirds) are
passive members. How is this to be interpreted? On the one hand, if the
level of activity in the environmental movement is compared to the level of
activity within conventional politics as it is expressed in membership-rates
of political parties, for example, the level of activity of some of the
organisations clearly represents a substantial contribution to the
politicisation of modern society. On the other hand, the 'new social
movement' literature and some discourses on civil society, raise
expectations of a massive political upheaval which has not materialised. In
sum, in the case of Norway, the environmental movement does not represent
the massive re-politicisation of modern society which might - if taken to the
extreme - make conventional politics less important. However, compared to
the actual level of action within conventional politics, environmentalists
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seem to deliver a substantial contribution to the politicisation of modern
society through participation in their organisations. But again, one should be
aware of the differences among the environmentalists. How participation
[deliberative politics] actually contributes to démocratisation is still an issue
of contention [Elster, 1998].
The challenge to environmentalism with regard to the range of issues to
be included in the political process has been posed in this article as a
question of the weight given to environmental issues compared to the
democratic process as such. The findings indicate that there is a tendency
for environmentalists to prioritise the environment ahead of democratic
values. But this tendency is generally rather weak, and probably not
sufficient to support the accusations that environmentalists constitute a
threat to democratic practice. Another aspect of the alleged democratic
deficit of the environmentalists is connected to the problem that ecocentric
values, which in theory are contrary to the principle of human autonomy
[the basic democratic value], are aligned with a tendency to prefer solutions
to environmental problems ahead of securing the democratic process. There
is a tendency for ecocentric values to weaken adherence to democratic
values, but again, this tendency is probably not strong enough to justify the
claim that ecocentrists represent a threat to modern liberal-democratic
politics.
If, somewhat contrary to my own recommendation, one were to
generalise on the basis of the empirical findings of this article, one might
say that environmentalists seem to take their role as ordinary political
citizens more seriously than is sometimes suggested. Furthermore, there
appears to be a certain division of labour with regard to how the various
organisations devote themselves to the question of the limits of
representation in our tempo-spatial-based political system. Secondly, the
contributions of the environmentalists reveal a substantial contribution to
the level of political action in contemporary Norway, although, not to the
level indicated in parts of the new social movement literature. Finally, even
though the portrayal of environmentalists as less committed to democratic
values than others may not be totally unjust, especially regarding particular
organisations and those with ecocentric values, the relations between
environmentalism and anti-democratic leanings are probably not strong
enough to justify the claim saying that environmentalists represent an antidemocratic movement.
A final caveat is needed. The empirical findings in this article are valid
for the Norwegian case. They are probably also relevant for nations with a
similar political opportunity structure [open political system, multi-party
system]. However, in countries with a less open political opportunity
structure, these results and the way they are interpreted - especially what is
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said about the relation between the environmental movement
(unconventional politics) and political parties (conventional politics) - is
less likely to apply. That is; the environmental movement might play
different roles in the political process of nations with dissimilar political
opportunity structures. In the German and Swedish cases which have not
completely dissimilar party structures though relatively successful green
parties, the schism between conventional and unconventional
environmental politics might be even 'weaker' than in the Norwegian case.
In cases with a two-party system (that is, no significant green parties), as in
the case of Britain, this relationship between conventional and unconventional environmental politics might be more antagonistic, involving
more direct confrontations between the movement and the establishment
than in the case studied here.

NOTES
1. This implies that three other questions will not be addressed explicitly: (i) whether
democratisation actually contributes to an environmentally benigh development; (ii) whether
the environmental movement/social movements actually contribute to a positive policy
output; and (iii) whether the environmental organisations themselves are democratically
organised.
2. This is, for example, illustrated in the percentages taking part in political elections which are
decisively higher in this sample than in the actual population: 95.6 per cent in our sample
versus 75.8 per cent in the 1993 Parliament election[Aardal and Valen, 1995].
3. The proper name of this organisation - 'The Environmental Homeguard' - is so misleading
that Iwill avoid it in this article. The main aim of the organisation is to influence the patterns
of consumption at the family level.
4. In spring 1998 Greenpeace actually closed their Norwegian office.
5. That is, the decreasing attractiveness of the grand ideologies of the modem era, especially
Marxism[Lyotard, 1984].
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