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NOTES

In 2009, on the eve of the Copenhagen climate conference, the
head of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
Rajendra Pachauri issued a warning: ‘Today we have reached
the point where consumption and people’s desire to consume
has grown out of proportion. The reality is that our lifestyles
are unsustainable” [Ref: Observer]. Ahead of last year’s Rio+20
Earth summit, Prince Charles, the founder of the International
Sustainability Unit, re-iterated Pachauri’s concerns: “Like a
sleepwalker, we seem unable to wake up to the fact that so
many of the catastrophic consequences of carrying on with
“business-as-usual” are bearing down on us faster than we think,
already dragging many millions more people into poverty and
dangerously weakening global food, water and energy security
for the future.” [Ref: BBC News]. What both Pachauri and Charles
touch upon is the issue of sustainability. That is, they believe
that human society as a whole is currently consuming more
than the planet can provide, a process that many sustainability
advocates believe will lead to resource shortages and contributes
to climate change. Not that this view is shared by everyone:
some counter that it is excessively pessimistic [Ref: Reason], a
case of environmental alarmism that down plays our capacity to
change the quantity and quality of environmental resources [Ref:
marklynas.org].
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Regardless of how aware we are today of our effect on the
environment, it seems we still make choices that are to the
environment’s detriment. As professor of sustainability Tim
Jackson describes it, we continue “to consume certain products
and services or to live in certain ways rather than others”, which
has direct and indirect impacts on the environment, as well
as on “personal (and collective) wellbeing” [Ref: Sustainable
Development Research Network]. For example, we are aware
that carbon emissions contribute to climate change, but we
continue to take carbon-emitting flights abroad [Ref: Guardian];
we are told that resources are finite, that we are using them
faster than we are able to replenish them, yet we continue to
lead energy-intensive lifestyles [Ref: Telegraph]. As Unilever’s
Inspiring Sustainable Living report puts it: “Creating a sustainable
future will require fundamental changes in attitude and
behaviour across society”. The former head of the Sustainable
Development Commission, Jonathan Porrit argues that we need
to shift our collective focus from “consumptive, life-threatening
growth” to a focus on “improved wellbeing and real quality of
life” [Ref: Guardian].

the overconsumption of water. That way people would not
only know how much water they are using, but, because of
the financial incentive, would be encouraged to use less [Ref:
BBC News]. Others, uncomfortable with the force implicit in
legal measures, argue that it is best if people choose to change
their own behaviour. This sentiment is most evident in nudge
theory, also known as ‘libertarian paternalism’, which rests on
the assumption that we can be encouraged, through ‘choice
architecture’ to freely make decisions that our in our best
interests [Ref: BBC News]. For instance, principal nudge theorist
Richard Thaler argues that by locating a salad bar near cash
registers, consumers can be encouraged to make the healthier
food choice [Ref: National Record]. Likewise, people can be
nudged into behaving in a far more environmentally sustainable
way by shaping the context in which they make everyday
decisions. For example, researchers demonstrated that by
making sustainably sourced foods an implied default in cafeterias
(that is, they could be chosen by diners and served up most
quickly) as opposed to less sustainable options for which diners
had to wait a little longer, 80 per cent more consumers chose
sustainable dining options [Ref: Guardian].

A nudge in the right direction

A shove too far

How behaviour change is to be achieved, however, is far from
simple. Some suggest legal measures and incentives, such as
the idea of a carbon tax - ‘the sole necessary solution to climate
change’ [Ref: Forbes]. A carbon tax would effectively mean that
companies have to pay a fee for every amount (for example,
a tonne) of carbon gases produced. Another similar example
involves the use of smart metering to address the problem of

But there are others who contend that such attempts to
change our behaviour, be they regulatory or nudging, violate
our basic liberties. Of environmentalist taxation schemes, one
commentator argues that they are an attempt to radically
overhaul people’s lives using the threat of financial punishment
[Ref: The Age]. And nudging, some insist, while not as explicitly
coercive as taxation as a mechanism for behaviour change, is
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The environmental sustainability debate in context continued...
just as much an infringement on individual freedom. A society
governed by nudging policymakers, argues one commentator,
does not ‘enable people to make better choices for themselves’;
it corrals people into making a particular choice according to the
design of others, namely, the government’s ‘choice architects’
[Ref: spiked]. As one psychologist writes, behaviour modification
is fundamentally a means of controlling people and, therefore,
by its very nature “inimical to democracy, critical questioning,
and the free exchange of ideas among equal participants” [Ref:
Salon].

Rational optimism
Others contend that behaviour change is simply the wrong
way to approach the issue of sustainability. Bjorn Lomborg, for
instance, calls for less scaremongering about climate change,
and more investment in the research and development of new
energy technologies [Ref: Wall Street Journal]. For those keen on
pursuing technological solutions to the problem of sustainability,
human history shows that people have consistently innovated
and expanded what are considered to be natural limits.
‘Rational optimist’ Matt Ridley argues that the possibility of
cost-effective nuclear fusion (or thorium fission), would allow
us to continue to consume energy at the current rate without
having to worry about unsustainable carbon emissions [Ref:
Economist]. There is nothing fixed about what is sustainable and
what is unsustainable, he argues, “Humanity is a fast-moving
target. We will combat our ecological threats in the future by
innovating to meet them as they arise, not through the mass
fear stoked by worst-case scenarios” [Ref: Wired]. Indeed, as
Dieter Helm argues, innovation can change things very quickly
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and in unpredictable ways: “in just the past seven years, fracking
and shale oil and gas have transformed the fossil-fuel markets.
North America is now moving towards energy independence…
The important point is that none of this was foreseen a decade
ago” [Ref: Spectator]. Some counter that such faith in technology
- ‘techno-fetishism’ or ‘techno fixes’ - is dangerous. As one
commentator argues, imagining the possibility of a technological
solution to climate change makes people and governments
complacent. It distracts us from “the difficult challenges of
cutting greenhouse gas emissions or finding a way to live
together on a shared planet” [Ref: Yale Environment 360]. As
another columnist suggests, the best and cheapest solution to
our environmental concerns is not to be found in our “technofixation” but in “consum[ing] less” [Ref: Guardian].
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debating matters
Debating Matters because ideas
matter. This is the premise of the
Institute of Ideas & Pfizer Debating
Matters Competition for sixth
form students which emphasises
substance, not just style, and the
importance of taking ideas seriously.
Debating Matters presents schools
with an innovative and engaging
approach to debating, where the
real-world debates and a challenging
format, including panel judges who
engage with the students, appeal
to students from a wide range of
backgrounds, including schools with
a long tradition of debating and those
with none.
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find out more
Debating Matters engages a
wide range of individuals, from
the students who take part in
the debates, the diverse group
of professionals who judge for
us, the teachers who train and
support their debaters, and
the young people who go on
to become Debating Matters
Alumni after school and help
us to continue to expand and
develop the competition. If you
enjoyed using this Topic Guide,
and are interested in finding
out more about Debating
Matters and how you can be
involved, please complete this
form and return it to us at the
address below.
Debating Matters Competition
Academy of Ideas Ltd
Signet House
49-51 Farringdon Road
London
EC1M 3JP

Yes, I’d like to know more. Please send me further
information about the Debating Matters Competition:
I am a teacher and would like further details about
events in my area and how to enter a team
I am a sixth form student and would like firth details
about events in my area
I am interested in becoming a Debating Matters judge
I am interested in sponsoring/supporting Debating Matters
Other (please specify)
First name
Surname
School/company/
organisation
Professional role
(if applicable)
Address

		
Postcode
Email address
School/work phone
Mobile phone
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“Debating matters
teaches a way
of thinking.
Intellectual
architecture
is created by
engaging with
ideas”

tristram hunt, historian & broadcaster

