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Abstract 

When considering the effectiveness of the liberal democratic system in tackling 
environmental problems, most academic literature is focused on the developed world, in 
particular (and unsurprisingly) on the United States. Yet some of the most interesting and 
complex case studies in this field can be found in the developing world, where countries have 
had the burden of trying to develop with a greater spotlight on their environmental policies 
than ‘first world’ ever had. This essay focuses on Bolivia’s Evo Morales, a controversial 
political figure, in order to consider the ways that leaders of developing countries can look to 
restructure the democratic system in order to pursue a more environmentally sustainable path 
to development.  
 
 

 

Since Evo Morales was elected president of Bolivia in 2006 he should have been an 

environmentalist’s dream. Morales rose from being a llama herder to a prominent indigenous 

activist before entering the realm of politics as part of the Movement to Socialism and finally 

becoming Bolivia’s first indigenous president in a country wracked with a history of racial 

inequality.1 In his first major environmental conference in New York in September 2007 he 

delivered an uncompromising speech stating, “The world has a fever from climate change, 

and the illness is today’s model of capitalist development”2. He followed this up in 2008 with 

an open letter in which he condemned the West for polluting the planet and promoting an 

                                                 
1 Sivak, M. Evo Morales: The Extraordinary rise of the First Indigenous President of Bolivia (Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
2 Sivak, M. Evo Morales p. 166.  
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unsustainable way of life and instead he advocated the idea of ‘Living Well’ instead of 

‘Living Better’.3 Then, disgusted at the lack of binding agreement to come out of the 

Copenhagen Climate Change Summit in 2009, Morales held his own climate summit in 2010 

just outside Cochabamba, Bolivia.4 He called it the ‘People’s Summit’, intending it to be a 

place for the disenfranchised to get their voices heard. Overall the conference was a success, 

with 35,000 participants attending and several key documents created.5 Morales became a 

global environmental celebrity. Yet within Bolivian domestic politics it has been quite a 

different story. Despite his socialist values and critiques against capitalism, Bolivia has 

remained a liberal, capitalist democracy and shows no intention of changing. Morales has 

also had to answer for a series of environmentally disruptive development projects which has 

bought him criticism from all areas of the environmental community as well as from his own 

people.6 I shall be arguing that whilst the democratic state is important, the current 

conception of the liberal democratic state needs to undergo some key changes in order to 

tackle contemporary environmental problems more effectively. I shall use the example of 

Bolivian liberal democracy to demonstrate my points.  

 

Firstly, I will justify why I believe a democratic state is the best model to work within 

when tackling contemporary environmental problems. Schlosberg and Dryzek note that 

liberal democracy “Has always stood in tension with the administrative state’s claims to 

harness expertise in the interests of rational problem solving”.7 However, when considering 

non-democratic alternatives of government it becomes clear that these are not sufficient in 

replacing democracy as a political alternative. Some environmentalists have argued that 

                                                 
3 Morales, E. ‘Save the Planet From Capitalism’, International Journal for Socialist Renewal (2008) Available at 
http://links.org.au/node/769 [Accessed 23 December 2011]. 
4 Aguirre, J and Cooper, S. ‘Evo Morales, Climate Change and the Paradoxes of a Social Movement Presidency’, Latin American 
Perspectives, 37 (2010) p. 238. 
5 Aguirre, J and Cooper, S. ‘Evo Morales, Climate Change and the Paradoxes of a Social Movement Presidency’. p. 239-40. 
6 Freidman-Rudovsky, R. ‘Bolivia’s Eco-President: How Green is Evo Morales?’. Time (online), 19 July 2010. Available at 
http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,2009004,00.html [Accessed 3 January 2011]. 
7 Dryzek, J. and Schlosber, D. ‘Section IV: Liberal Democracy’ in Debating the Earth: The Environmental Politics Reader, edited by John 
S. Dryzek and David Schlosber (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 129.  
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authoritarian states are the only way to get decisive, quick action in the face of the future 

ecological crises.8  Yet, as MacDonald and Stern note, “Authoritarian regimes are generally 

supported by narrow coalitions of interest groups that promote policies with concentrated 

benefits for themselves at the expense of the diffuse interests of the general public”9. 

Furthermore, Paelke suggests that even if the state were ruled by an ‘ecologist king’ “The 

educated populations simply will not be mobilized by regimes they have not chosen”.10 

Environmental projects will only work if the public enter into ‘green’ values and therefore it 

is essential that they are engaged in the decision-making process of their government. This is 

demonstrated by the fact that environmental movements in Latin America have benefitted 

significantly from institutional and legal reforms instituted under newly democratic 

regimes.11 For example in 1999, under pressure from the World Bank, Bolivia’s democratic 

government privatised its water supply resulting in a huge influx in water prices beyond what 

most Bolivians could afford.12 This lead to huge protests in Cochabamba and, despite various 

clashes with the state, the protesters were eventually successful in their goals and water was 

re-nationalised in 2000.13 It is unlikely that this outcome would have emerged under an 

authoritarian regime which is far less responsive to public opinion, therefore emphasising the 

importance of having a democratic system in place to effectively respond to environmental 

problems. However, simply having some form of democracy in place is clearly not enough to 

answer to major ecological challenges, as demonstrated by the many continuing 

environmental issues currently plaguing Bolivia such as deforestation. This suggests that the 

current structure of liberal democracy needs to undergo some key changes in order to tackle 

environmental crises more effectively.   

                                                 
8 Paehlke, R. ‘Environmental Values for a Sustainable Society’ p. 148 
9 MacDonald, G. and Stern, M. ‘Environmental Politics and Policy in Latin America’ p. 8.  
10 Paehlke, R. ‘Environmental Values for a Sustainable Society’ p. 158. 
11 MacDonald, G. and Stern, M. ‘Environmental Politics and Policy in Latin America’ p. 8 
12 Olivera, O. ¡Cochabamba! Water Wars in Bolivia (Cambridge, MA, South End Press, 2004). 
13 Olivera, O. ¡Cochabamba! Water Wars in Bolivia (Cambridge, MA, South End Press, 2004). P. 52 
The Transnational Institute, Coclaero Movements in Peru and Bolivia: Coca or Death? (2004). Available from 
http://www.tni.org/sites/www.tni.org/files/download/debate10.pdf [Accessed 10 January 2012] p. 7. 
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Many would argue that the main failing of liberal democracy in relation to 

environmental issues is its dependence on the capitalist system. As Dryzek notes in his paper 

Political and Ecological Communication, governments in liberal democracies are required to 

make policies that increase business profitability otherwise they are automatically punished 

by the recoil of the market.14 This decreases tax revenues for governments to use on schemes 

they want to pursue as well as reducing the popularity of the government in the eyes of 

voters. Most environmentalists agree that this ‘grow or die’ system of capitalist democracy is 

ultimately unsustainable in the light of ecological limits.15 Yet dependence on the capitalist 

system appears even more unavoidable in developing countries as “no economic ideology 

other than one rooted in the movement of capital and competition has succeeded in getting 

the greatest numbers of people out of poverty, in the fastest time”.16. With Bolivia being the 

poorest country in South America it is unsurprising that development is one of the main 

priorities for Morales, yet his focus on economic growth has meant that his development 

projects have frequently run against his environmental ideology. 17 For instance, he is 

currently beginning the building of a Trans-Oceanic Highway, a project jointly undertaken by 

Bolivian, Brazilian and Peruvian governments to connect their markets to seaports.18If 

constructed, it would destroy ecologically sensitive areas in the Chapare of Cochabamba and 

the Beni region in the Amazon.19 Clearly the Bolivian government needs to pursue a more 

sustainable way of developing whilst not risking plunging the country into further poverty. 

Many writers attempt to solve this dilemma through ‘ecological modernisation’, but as 

political theorist, Robyn Eckersley notes, “this is a luxury that only a few privileged Western 

                                                 
14 Dryzek, J. ‘Political and Ecological Communication’ in Debating the Earth: The Environmental Politics Reader, edited by John S. 
Dryzek and David Schlosber(Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 585 
15 Dryzek, J. ‘Political and Ecological Communication’ p. 596 
16 Moyo, D. Dead Aid: Why Aid Isn’t Working and How There is Another Way for Africa (London, Penguin, 2009) p.145.  
17 Aguirre, J and Cooper, S. ‘Evo Morales, Climate Change and the Paradoxes of a Social Movement Presidency’  p.243.  
18 Aguirre, J and Cooper, S. ‘Evo Morales, Climate Change and the Paradoxes of a Social Movement Presidency’  p.241. 
19

 Aguirre, J and Cooper, S. ‘Evo Morales, Climate Change and the Paradoxes of a Social Movement Presidency’  p.241. 
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states are currently in a position to pursue in any systematic way”.20Instead she envisions a 

kind of ‘postcapitalist’ system where “the state would be more reflexive and market activity 

would be disciplined and in some cases curtailed by social and ecological norms.”21This 

seems like a good place to start, although with increasing globalisation blurring state borders 

through international trade it seems unlikely that small, developing states like Bolivia could 

survive in this way without bigger, more powerful countries doing the same thing. Apart from 

the limited successes of global conferences, we currently do not have an effective means of 

coordinating environmentally sustainable systems, something that many environmentalists 

understand is a key issue in encouraging the sustainable development. For Eckersley’s 

‘postcapitalist’ system to have a chance of flourishing a more effective way of 

communicating and coordinating between countries is needed.  

 

Dryzek attempts to solve this dilemma by suggesting that ecological issues are best 

handled by using a system of many democratically accountable transnational institutions 

where, unlike liberal democracy, communication does not have to mediated by the material 

interests of particular actors. 22 Instead, different institutions are in charge of solving different 

ecological issues with the size of the institution varying on the size of the problem. Dryzek 

terms this a type of ‘deliberative democracy’ where debates and discussions hold more 

legitimacy than simply voting.23 In this way, he hopes to solve the dilemma that most 

environmental problems do not tie in nicely within state boundaries, as well as encouraging 

developed countries to work with the developing countries to solve the difficulties of 

sustainable development. For instance, it could prevent environmental problems such as 

Brazil’s construction of two immense hydroelectric dams on the Madeira River, less than 

                                                 
20 Eckersley, R. The Green State: Rethinking Democracy and Sovereignty (London, The MIT Press, 2004). P. 84. 
21 Eckersley, R. The Green State p.83 
22 Dryzek, J. ‘Political and Ecological Communication’ p. 593 
23Dryzek, J. ‘Political and Ecological Communication’ p. 594 
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160km from the Bolivian border. 24  Environmental-impact assessments show that the dams 

risk the survival of rare dolphin and fish species and could flood the entire northern Bolivian 

Amazon basin. Although Brazil’s self-interest here is understandable up to a point, after all it 

is a developing country too, clearly there needs to be more communication between affected 

areas in order to achieve a common goal of sustainable development, suggesting that 

deliberative democracy is a more effective way to ensure more environmentally responsible 

decisions. Mark Sagoff explains the psychology behind this, stating that the majority of 

people have two preferences, our ‘citizen’ preferences and our ‘consumer’ preferences. 25  

Out ‘consumer’ preferences are the more selfish, environmentally unsustainable choices we 

make when deciding things on an individual basis, whereas when we are put in a group 

situation we prioritise our ‘citizen’ preferences. In this situation the person “makes a 

judgement that he or she would expect any member of the community to make insofar as that 

person reflects on the values of the community, not just on his or her own interests”.26 Sagoff 

argues that most people share the ideology of environmentalists, therefore one would 

presume that by putting people in a transnational democratic context, rather than promoting 

self and state interest within a liberal democracy, citizens are far more likely to make more 

environmentally responsible decisions.27 It is up to the democratic state to encourage and 

organise these institutions and ensure effective communication between them.  

  

 However, in order to ensure there is fair representation within these institutions it is 

important for democracies to improve their response to negative feedback.  Dryzek argues 

that in liberal democracies, out of those who want to show their displeasure at the state’s 

actions, the state’s attention is often dominated by the representation of economic interests 

                                                 
24 Freidman-Rudovsky, R. ‘Bolivia’s Eco-President: How Green is Evo Morales?’ 
25 Sagoff, M. ‘The Allocation and Distribution of Resources’ in Debating the Earth: The Environmental Politics Reader, edited by John S. 
Dryzek and David Schlosber (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 133-4.  
26 Sagoff, M. ‘The Allocation and Distribution of Resources’ p.134. 
27 Sagoff, M. ‘The Allocation and Distribution of Resources’ p.144  
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such as businesses rather than those prioritising environmental concerns.28This is about 

improving a connection with the disenfranchised within a state. When Morales was elected in 

2006, he was keen to promote his image of speaking for the oppressed indigenous peoples in 

Bolivia, and yet when it comes to environmental issues he seems to have failed in this.29 In 

July last year, Morales announced that he wanted to construct a highway through The Isiboro 

Secure Indigenous Territory and National Park, despite the protests from the indigenous 

peoples who live there.30 Supposedly natural gas deposits have been found in park and 

sceptics say that the road would be built in order for transnational oil companies to more 

easily exploit them.31. In his paper Environmentalism and Electoralism Martin talks about 

situations such as these, where politicians are unable to escape ‘compromise’ politics 

influenced by industrial lobbyists and top state bureaucrats who operate on the basis of pure 

self-interest.32Martin sees the main way out of this as protesting at a ‘grassroots’ level i.e. 

against the government rather than within it so as to challenge important structures that exist 

within the system.33 For groups such as the indigenous peoples who may not engage with 

political systems such as voting or lobbying, grassroots protest is an important and perhaps 

the only way to get their voices heard. Yet from Morales’ lack of response to this sort of 

small-scale protest, it is clear that liberal democracies are not an effective system for 

incorporating this kind of negative feedback. Dryzek once more points to deliberative 

democracy for the answer and indeed without state self-interest at the centre of decision 

making process deliberative democracy does seem like a better way to incorporate the views 

of the disenfranchised such as the indigenous communities who, after all, are some of the 

                                                 
28 Dryzek, J. ‘Political and Ecological Communication’ p.586.  
29 Cabitza, M. ‘Evo Morales Plays a Double Game on Bolivia’s Environment’. The Guardian (online), 4 July 2011. Avaliable at 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/poverty-matters/2011/jul/04/bolivia-evo-morales-hypocrisy-environment [Accessed 10 
January 2012]. 
30 Cabitza, M. ‘Evo Morales Plays a Double Game on Bolivia’s Environment’.  
31 Cabitza, M. ‘Evo Morales Plays a Double Game on Bolivia’s Environment’ 
32 Martin, B. ‘Environmentalism and Electoralism p. 112. 
33 Martin, B. ‘Environmentalism and Electoralism’, The Ecologist, 14 (1984), p. 112 
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only people in the world that live sustainably.34 Yet whilst a more deliberative democracy is a 

step in the right direction in solving environmental problems, it is possible that some 

environmental issues, such as global warming, do not seem to affect one group of people 

directly, and in these situations a more radical move away from anthropocentric democratic 

thinking is needed. 

 

Here Eckersley seems to hold the key as all the all the aforementioned methods of 

greening the democratic state point toward what she sees as the ultimate goal for any state, a 

transference to ecological democracy.35 This involves a shift in core values where equal 

importance is placed upon non-human entities of nature as human interests and therefore it is 

perhaps the only way for democracies to become truly environmentally sustainable. 

Eckersley explains that: 

 

Ecological Democracy would differ from liberal democracy in enabling a more 

concerted political questioning of traditional boundaries between what is public and 

private, domestic and international, intrinsically valuable and instrumentally 

valuable…all those potentially affected by ecological risks ought to have some 

meaningful opportunity to participate or be represented.36 

 

Essentially ecological democracy requires better communication between the public, private, 

institutional and natural world. In the obvious absence of vocal participation from the non-

human species, Dryzek emphasises the need to regard the natural world as having a complex, 

self-regulating intelligence that we could not hope to understand and therefore should not 

                                                 
34 Gedicks, A. ‘Native Peoples and Sustainable Development’ in Green Guerrillas: Environmental Conflicts and Initiatives in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, edited by Helen Collinson (London, Central Books, 1996) pp.34 -5. 
Dryzek, J. ‘Political and Ecological Communication’ p.586 
35 Eckersley, R. The Green State p.242 
36 Eckersley, R. The Green State p.242-3.  
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seek to replace.37 In this way, the natural world becomes an important participant in the 

decision making process. Whilst this way of thinking might be alien to a lot of governments, 

it already seems to be amongst the core values at the heart of Morales administration, even if 

systems are not currently in place for them to effectively act upon them. Unlike many 

governments that focus on ecological modernisation, Morales attacks the intrinsic nature of 

modern society as the underlying reason for the environmental crises stating, “Humankind is 

capable of saving the Earth if we recover the principles of solidarity, complementarity and 

harmony with nature”.38 Shellenberger and Nodhaus emphasise the importance of this way of 

thinking, arguing that “Issues only matter to the extent that they are positioned in ways 

linking them to proposals carrying with them a set of core beliefs, principles or values”.39 

They also stress the need to present this ‘environmental’ way of life as attractive and 

attainable rather than an unpleasant sacrifice. I believe that the indigenous way of thinking in 

Bolivia succeeds in doing this and therefore Morales, and the indigenous peoples all over the 

world, should be at the forefront of the campaign to transform liberal democracies into 

ecological democracies. If there were a global community of ecological democracies Morales 

would not have to treat the environment in the hypocritical way he is doing in the current 

system. Instead he could finally act upon his environmental ideologies, thereby encouraging 

developed countries less adapted to this approach, to do the same. In this way you could see 

ecological democracy as the natural progression in which to take liberal democracy in order 

to better the way states, and indeed the interconnected world, deals with environmental 

problems.  

 

                                                 
37 Dryzek, J. ‘Political and Ecological Communication’ p.590.  
38 Morales, E. ‘Save the Planet From Capitalism’. 
39 Politics in a Post-Environmental World’ released at The Environmental Grantmakers Assosiation (2004) Available at 
http://www.stanford.edu/~jonallan/Journalism784/Death_of_Environmentalism.pdf [Accessed 9 January 2012]. 
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 Overall I agree with Eckersley that, despite obvious criticisms of the global statist 

system “There are still few social institutions that can match the same degree of capacity and 

potential legitimacy that states have to redirect societies and economies along more 

ecologically sustainable lines”.40 By looking at the way the Bolivian government deals with 

environmental problems, it becomes clear that there are some structural problems within the 

system of liberal democracies as less-powerful, developing countries clearly seem to find it 

difficult to follow ecologically sound development strategies in the face of increasing 

globalisation and culture of self-interest. By looking at the works of Dryzek and Eckersley 

amongst others, it seems as though the best solution is transforming liberal democracies into 

‘ecological democracies’. This involves pursuing a more environmental responsible and 

restrained form of ‘postcapitalism’, developing transnational institutions to work alongside 

the state to solve specific ecological problems, ensuring that the disenfranchised have a clear 

voice which is responded to effectively and, overall, attempting to place the same value on 

non-human aspects of nature as human in order to promote a long-term, environmental 

sustainable way of living. Of course both Eckersley and Dryzek stress that these are strictly 

normative goals, yet they can be progressed towards gradually from within the system of 

liberal democracy, and therefore do not appear too unattainable41. I believe that the best way 

of achieving this goal is through increasing mobilisation of the public and the deepening of 

accountability of democratic procedures so that a new way of life and a change in moral 

values is both desirable and embraced by the public who will be the decider on whether this 

new kind of democracy works.  If we can do this on a global level I believe liberal democracy 

will be transformed into a system far more capable of coping environmental problems.  

 

 
                                                 
40

 Eckersley, R. The Green State p.6-7. 
41

 Dryzek, J. ‘Political and Ecological Communication’ p.596. 
Eckersley, R. The Green State p.1.  
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