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Abstract. Prescriptive consequentialism informs current assessments of rational action in
economics. Choice is alleged to start with stable and known preferences over alternative outcomes,
and rational agents choose actions that maximize well being with respect to these preferences.
Evidence suggests that this formulation fails as an accurate and reliable description of how indi-
viduals make choices, and this formulation seems particularly at odds with collective decision making
with respect to environmental policy. Pragmatism, an important branch of philosophy, offers a theory
of human action that economists would find helpful. This promise is especially pertinent to efforts
devoted to the assignment of values to parts of nature, and to environmental policy in general.
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1. The Challenge Ahead

I seek here to motivate some reflection and discussion among environmental
economists concerning consequentialism2 as a basis for prescriptive assertions
about what is best (right, proper, correct, socially optimal) to do in the realm of
environmental policy. To stimulate this discussion I will offer an introduction to the
pragmatic philosophy of Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey.
This introduction seems important for several reasons. First, there is underway a
major revival in pragmatic thought among philosophers, and this revival in prag-
matism is now regarded as one of the more exciting and promising realms of
philosophic enquiry – especially with the recent contributions of Richard Rorty,
Hans Joas, and Robert Brandom. Second, pragmatism is related to the empiricism
of David Hume and the Oxford philosopher F. C. S. Schiller. Finally, the founders
of the American Economic Association (especially Richard T. Ely) were much
influenced by the pragmatism of Peirce, James and Dewey in the last decades of
the 19th century (Hoover 1994). John R. Commons, and to a lesser extent Thor-
stein Veblen, the founders of institutional economics, understood the importance
of Dewey’s insistence that the foundation of all knowledge is experience. What
follows, therefore, is a conversation about pragmatism and consequentialism (with
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its strong ties to positivism) – with particular reference to the prescriptive urge
among many environmental economists.

Most economists imagine that they know a great deal about positivism, though
if they learned their “positivism” from Milton Friedman they have been misled. But
it seems safe to assume that few practicing economists know very much at all about
pragmatism. This is puzzling since in pragmatism one will find a theory of human
action that draws on foundational work in the neurosciences and in psychology.
And since economics claims to be about human choice, and since most econo-
mists will insist that they study human action (choice), it cannot possibly be a bad
thing if economists – but especially environmental economists – might learn just
a little about what psychology and philosophy have to say about human choice.
Before getting to pragmatism, let us address, briefly, the legacy of prescriptive
consequentialism in environmental economics.

2. Consequentialism and Positivism

I have elsewhere commented on the debilitating circularity of economic efficiency
as a consequentialist guide to what is thought best to do (Bromley 1990, 1997a),
on the conceptual and empirical flaws in efforts to assign monetary values to the
manifold and unknown (and usually unknowable) contributions of natural systems
(ecosystems) to sustaining life as we know it (Vatn and Bromley 1994), and on
the nature of models of externalities (Vatn and Bromley 1997). To a large extent
this literature has been part of a continuing effort to show that the institutional
foundations – the norms, the working rules, the habits of mind and thought,
and the property relations – of an economy are (in Veblen’s and Commons’
theory of cumulative causation) collectively and serially reconstituted in an evolu-
tionary process of contending with new scarcities, new tastes and preferences, new
ethical premises, new technical opportunities, new unwelcome outcomes (chemical
contamination, species disappearance, assaults on green space), and the general
degradation of what we now call “environmental quality” (Bromley 1989a, 1989b,
1991, 1992a, 1992b, 1993, 1995, 1997b, 1998, 2000; Bromley and Hodge 1990;
Larson and Bromley 1990).

This present effort is, therefore, the logical and inevitable extension of a
line of work that spans some three decades of research on how environmental
economists come to the policy arena with particular epistemological convic-
tions that comprise the grounds for our consequentialist prescriptions about
socially “optimal” policies.3 Common examples of such “truth claims” include the
following:

Policy X should be pursued because it will thereby increase social welfare.

Policy Y should not be pursued because its net present-valued benefits are
negative.
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Policy Z is socially desirable because it can be shown that the gainers
from that policy could compensate the losers from that policy (though of
course actual compensation need not occur).

Economic institutions will change when it is efficient for them to change.
If it is not efficient for them to change then they will not – and should not
– change.

While these are general “truth rules” for applied economists, the immediate
motivation for this paper goes back somewhat less than a decade to a debate in the
Journal of Economic Perspectives over what has now come to be called the “Porter
Hypothesis”. Those who have followed this controversy have had a lesson in how
science progresses – albeit by small and hesitant steps. Recall that Michael Porter
and his co-author Claas van der Linde offered the following proposition:

the environmental-competitiveness debate has been framed incorrectly. The
notion of an inevitable struggle between ecology and the economy grows out
of a static view of environmental regulation, in which technology, products,
processes and customer needs are all fixed. In this static world, where
firms have already made their cost-minimizing choices, environmental regu-
lations inevitable raise costs and will tend to reduce the market share of
domestic companies on global markets . . . However, . . . The new paradigm of
international competitiveness is a dynamic one, based on innovation . . . inter-
nationally competitive companies are not those with the cheapest inputs or the
largest scale, but those with the capacity to improve and innovate continually
. . . in this paper we will argue that properly designed environmental stand-
ards can trigger innovation that may partially or more than fully offset the
costs of complying with them. Such “innovation offsets” . . . can not only
lower the net cost of meeting environmental regulations, but can even lead
to absolute advantages over firms in foreign countries not subject to similar
regulations. Innovation offsets will be common because reducing pollution
is often coincident with improving the productivity with which resources are
used. In short, firms can actually benefit from properly crafted environmental
regulations that are more stringent (or are imposed earlier) than those faced by
their competitors in other countries. By stimulating innovation, strict environ-
mental regulations can actually enhance competitiveness. (Porter and van der
Linde 1995, pp. 97–98)

What has come to be called The Porter Hypothesis is found in the latter part of
this quote: strict environmental regulations can actually enhance competitiveness.
As we know, the Porter Hypothesis was met with incredulity by most environ-
mental economists. For several years following this exchange there were sessions
at the annual meeting of the European Association of Environmental and Resource
Economists devoted to discussions of – and some consternation about – the Porter
Hypothesis. How can this possibly be? Indeed, in a companion article to the Porter-
van der Linde paper in the JEP, several highly respected environmental economists



76 DANIEL W. BROMLEY

dismissed the Porter Hypothesis as “astonishing” (Palmer, Oates and Portney 1995,
p. 119). Plausibly speaking for many environmental economists, these authors
expressed “shock” that Porter and van der Linde had “turned their back on a long
tradition of benefit–cost analysis” in attempting to determine whether environ-
mental regulations are in the public interest. Their attack on the Porter Hypothesis
took two forms: (1) a rather familiar deductive appeal to a simple static model of
a competitive firm into which environmental regulations are imposed; and (2) a
rather standard assertion (a value judgment, actually) about how environmental
policy ought to be decided. That is, these authors asserted that proper environ-
mental policy was correctly decided by carefully weighing the benefits and costs of
environmental regulations compared to a world in which regulations were absent.4

Only in this way would the over-eager bureaucrats and regulators be made to keep
a safe distance from the economy (Samuels 1974, 1989).

To no one’s surprise, intellectual progress soon revealed that the static model of
the opponents of Porter and van der Linde was simply not up to the task for which it
had been deployed (Altman 2001; Alpay et al. 2002; Gabel and Sinclair-Desgagné
1998; Mohr 2002). However, what has not been addressed by environmental econo-
mists is the insistence by Porter’s opponents that environmental policy ought to
be decided on the basis of a priori consequentialism. How can we explain this
particular silence? Why is there so much serious intellectual curiosity in formal
models, but so little intellectual curiosity in the value judgments at the core of
consequentialism and its false claim to revealing socially preferred actions?

It seems possible that silence on this aspect of the Porter Hypothesis is explained
by the fact that most environmental economists do not believe that an ought state-
ment of this sort (“proper environmental policy ought to be decided . . .”) violates
the standard professional injunction against offering “normative” propositions.
This injunction is usually explained (justified) to students of economics with an
example such as: “the distribution of income ought to be made more equitable”.
Or, “the quality of the environment ought to be enhanced”. We teach our students
that economists can describe (what is) the level of inequality in income, or we can
describe (what is) the level of environmental quality, but then silence must rule
if we are to retain our status as pure and “objective” scientists. This injunction
is thought to provide the necessary protection against rogue economists advoca-
ting, on the basis of their idiosyncratic personal beliefs, a different distribution of
income, or a cleaner (or dirtier) environment.

Notice something interesting here. There is no professional injunction against
all environmental economists issuing ought statements. Nor is there any problem
when a very few of them do so and claim to be representing the views of all
environmental economists. The professional injunction seems to apply only to
individual economists who issue ought statements that differ from the received
wisdom of the entire field of environmental economics. Apparently, as long as
ought statements seem to reflect the conventional wisdom of a particular subfield of
a discipline (environmental economics, labor economics, health economics, agri-
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cultural economics) then a prescriptive declaration (an assertion, a “truth claim”)
about how particular policy ought to be decided is quite acceptable.

There is something else worthy of notice. Specifically, the “shocking” thing
about the Porter Hypothesis is that it might induce regulators to bring about an
environment that is not “too dirty” but, of all things, “too clean”. And it seems
as if the environment can only get “too clean” if consequentialist truth rules are
not invoked to prevent precisely that outcome. Notice that the present institutional
setup is apparently quite sufficient for the environment to become “too dirty” in the
eyes of many citizens, but not to those who presently enjoy agreeable cost savings
from the ability to dispose of their waste products in someone else’s lake, atmo-
sphere, or river. Suddenly the standard story in environmental economics becomes
a bit problematic.

Many environmental economists will probably insist that their fear of Porter
and his “astonishing” hypothesis is not that the wrong level of environmental
quality will result without the deployment of consequentialist truth rules. They
will likely insist, instead, that if environmental regulators manage to acquire the
quite dangerous idea that such decisions can be made in the absence of consequen-
tialist truth claims then chaos will reign as the political process runs amok in its
“interference” with the economy.5 But of course we see immediately the embedded
normative (valued-laden) nature of this line of reasoning. The normative position
here is that the “right” level of environmental quality can be known only with the
aid of insights of environmental economists armed with our consequentialist truth
rules. In instrumentalist language, there is only one tool that can reveal the “truth”
about the socially optimal level of environmental quality – and that tool happens to
be owned by environmental economists. If you want to know what is right (optimal)
to do with respect to the environment then you must ask us – and you must rely on
our tool for that answer.

This belief among environmental economists apparently arises from the
universal conviction that economics is the “science of choice”. Since most
decisions about environmental quality are, in democratic societies, of paramount
interest to ordinary citizens, their elected representatives, and many agencies in the
executive branch, we should not be surprised to learn that others may not share
our convictions concerning the essential centrality of our particular prescriptive
truths to what is socially preferred. Indeed, we should not be surprised to learn that
political scientists might have their own theory of “optimal environmental policy”
that could differ in important ways from how we calculate social optimality in
this realm. Moreover, it seems hard to sustain an argument that when it comes to
human action – volitional choice – economics is more central than, say, philosophy,
psychology, or even sociology. We like to tell ourselves this, but few scholars in
these other disciplines can hear such confident pronouncements and still manage
to keep a straight face.

Given the circularity in revealed preference theory, and in light of the failure of
rational choice theory to offer clarity about individual choice, one would expect
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environmental economists to be somewhat humble in our confident assertions
about social optimality (Akerlof 1970; Akerlof and Dickens 1982; Bowles 1998;
Field 1979, 1981; Holland 2002; Johansson-Stenman 2002; Lawson 1997; Norton
2002; Rabin 1998; Shackle 1961; Vatn 2002). For the most part we have ignored
this profound literature – and for good reasons. To ponder this literature might
induce some of us to alter our beliefs accordingly, and this reconsideration would
have unhappy implications for the agreeable prospects of attracting consulting
contracts and grants from executive branch agencies who still imagine themselves
in need of “economic analysis” in order to permit them to proceed to do what
it is they know they need to do to keep the policy process moving forward. We
fool ourselves twice if we imagine that our analytical work does anything at all
but provide external justification for decisions reached by other means. It is called
apologetics (or validationism).

Indeed, we here encounter one of the important insights of pragmatism. The
pragmatist would ask: for what purposes would it be useful for environmental
economists to hold the particular beliefs they happen to hold?6 Two candidate
hypotheses emerge from this question. Perhaps most environmental economists
imagine that these particular welfaristic beliefs are constitutive? That is, if we
are to be an environmental economist then we have no choice but to believe in
consequentialism. This puts us in touch with the general idea that if one is to be a
Catholic then one must believe certain things. Or if one is to be a Tory one must
believe certain things. Or if one is to be an evolutionary biologist then it is quite
necessary for one to believe certain things.

The second hypothesis is not constitutive but instrumental: perhaps holding
these particular beliefs is instrumental to the achievement of some desirable ends?
William James talked of beliefs having “cash value” if they were instrumental to
a particular purpose. Little did he realize how well his metaphor fits this second
hypothesis. If holding the belief that consequentialism (and benefit–cost analysis)
is the sine qua non of “correct” environmental policy then it puts many of us in the
quite agreeable position to acquire remunerative research contracts and consulting
opportunities. The belief in consequentialism is profoundly instrumental, and we
know that academics do not let go of their beliefs easily. Indeed, the German
physicist Max Planck is said to have observed, approximately, that new ideas in
science rarely win over the established practitioners. Rather, scientific progress
must wait until the established opponents gradually die out so that new entrants into
the discipline are exposed to new ideas from the beginning. Planck’s observation
has been popularized as: “science progresses funeral by funeral”. Moreover, when
agreeable income streams are associated with adherence to particular beliefs, it
becomes doubly difficult to reconsider those beliefs on instrumental grounds.

Pragmatism reveals to us that there are both constitutive and instrumental
reasons why we might be led to hold on to our beliefs about the merits of pre-
scriptive consequentialism. But pragmatism also offers a theory of human action,
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and a theory of how we come to hold the beliefs we imagine to be true. To that I
now turn.

3. Pragmatism and Public Policy

If we are to understand the contrast between consequentialism and pragmatism
we must first understand that all public policy (including environmental policy)
is properly understood as collective action in liberation, restraint, and expan-
sion of individual action. Note that “collective action” in economics is ordinarily
concerned with individuals coming together voluntarily to accomplish that which
they are unable to accomplish through individualistic behavior in markets. Indeed
some economists regard collective action as a sign of some market failure. By
way of contrast, the concept of collective action I use here is taken from John
R. Commons who regarded collective action as that which occurs in the legis-
lature, the executive, and the courts. The decisions of these governmental entities
are collective because these entities speak for and to the political community in
their legislation, in their administrative rulings, and in their judicial decrees. All
members of a nation-state are implicated in these decisions, and in that sense we
are each liberated, constrained, and reconstituted by the actions of the collective
authority of the legislature, the executive, and the judiciary. With this view of
collective action, let us now turn to pragmatism and action.

3.1. PRAGMATISM AND INDIVIDUAL ACTION

Most scientists imagine that there are but two ways of gaining knowledge (of fixing
belief) – induction and deduction. However, there is a third way of fixing belief and
it is called the method of hypothesis or abduction. The pragmatic theory of action
is grounded in abduction – a method of inference that Aristotle called diagnosis.
Abduction brings together particular observed phenomena (results) with particular
accepted axioms (rules) to suggest hypotheses and assumptions (cases) that seem
to offer plausible reasons for the observed results. Abduction offers promise as an
epistemology because it is the only form of inference that introduces novel hypoth-
eses into the search for reasons for particular events (Peirce 1934, 1957). When
we can identify reasons for events we have a plausible basis for advancing explana-
tions of those events, and for making predictions about those events. In contrast to
abduction, deduction is an epistemology devoted to defense of the rule (the core
axioms of a discipline). When economists use those axioms as the “scientific” basis
for policy prescriptions that are claimed to be “welfare enhancing” or “efficient” or
“socially preferred” then deduction becomes the basis of normative prescriptions
about – and the basis for validation of – what is thought best to do. When there
is little effort to ascertain the truth content of the axioms of deduction (the core
premises) then deduction becomes a defense of received truth.
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As above, the pragmatic theory of action is based on abduction. As sapient
beings, we are continually observing particular settings and circumstances (results
to the pragmatist) about the world around us. Coincident with this apprehension
is a process of navigating our situatedness in those apprehended impressions of
the world around us. Notice that this navigation is fundamentally a diagnostic
(abductive) activity and the observations and interpretations we form about that
activity comprise the foundation for the formulation of abductive inferences about
those settings and circumstances – and our relation to them. Indeed, our observa-
tional and interpretive interest in those settings and circumstances is driven by the
realization that the essence of living is incessant doing.

Pragmatists insist that our apprehensions of the settings and circumstances
within which we are situated are necessarily limited to impressions of the world
around us. And most importantly, different persons necessarily hold different
impressions. There are, to be sure, objects and events “out there” in the world,
but there are no universal and objectively “true” descriptions of the objects and
events in that world – there are simply impressions. To put the matter another way,
claims about “truth” about the world around us is a property of statements about
that world. This means that truth is not a property of objects and events – the
“thing in itself”. Rather, truth is a property of statements about objects and events.
Individuals do not discuss (and argue about) objects and events – they discuss and
argue about statements about, and descriptions of, objects and events.

Each of us apprehends settings and circumstances within which we are situated,
but especially as we move through new settings and circumstances. These appre-
hended phenomena become our impressions of those settings and circumstances.
Such impressions are just that – acquired sensory signals (signs) as we contemplate
our situatedness in the constellation of settings and circumstances that constitute,
in the words of Jürgen Habermas, our “lifeworld”. These impressions are the raw
material of our understanding of our lifeworld, but they are of little value until
they have been transformed into stories that we can express to ourselves – and
to others. When we describe these impressions to ourselves (or to others) these
descriptions constitute expressions about the world around us. In other words,
individuals create expressions of their lifeworld. These expressions are the stories
we tell to ourselves and to others. More importantly, these expressions form the
mental stage on which we live. This stage constitutes our individually perceived
and individually constructed “reality”.7

We spend our waking hours apprehending impressions and formulating expres-
sions of those apprehended signs. The instigator of our impressions is surprise.
Surprise is the necessary condition for us to take notice of the world around us
and to process received impressions. After all, if one fails to notice particular
settings and circumstances then this disregard implies familiarity and hence the
observation is both fleeting and of little moment. Notice that settings and circum-
stances are either ignored (itself an action that dismisses the impressions without
further action) or they are processed as novel impressions. Those novel impressions
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become new expressions. Why is that car turning toward me? What does that house
look like on the inside? I have never noticed those weeds before – why are they so
profuse? Why is my roof leaking? We see that surprise triggers mental processes
that confront settled habits of mind and induce us to form abductive syllogisms.
Individual thought and action is abductively informed and animated. Indeed, Peirce
insisted that , “. . . the action of thought is excited by the irritation of doubt, and
ceases when belief is attained; so that the production of belief is the sole function
of thought” (Peirce 1957, p. 36).

As we form abductive syllogisms about our apprehended lifeworld we are at the
same time reckoning our situatedness in the multitude of those impressions. From
the conjunction of these impressions and inferences about the world being experi-
enced and our “place” in that world – and from the meanings we then attribute to
these impressions, inferences, and situatedness – we abductively construct plau-
sible inferences about the “need” to act, and about the “best” actions to take in
the light of the abductive belief just formulated. It is here that I make use of G.
L. S. Shackle’s concept of created imaginings (Shackle 1961). Expressions are
stories we tell ourselves about our present lifeworld. Imaginings are stories we tell
ourselves about possible future lifeworlds.

The essential function of expressions is to constitute (to construct) the mental
stage onto which we project our imaginings of future outcomes to see how they will
“play out” – plausibly materialize. The central idea here is not just the positing of
created imaginings in the abstract. It is, rather, our created imaginings projected
onto the stage of our emergent expressions. It is here that we formulate the reasons
to select from among the array of plausible created imaginings. Individual choice
(action) is, therefore, a contest between expressions and imaginings. We are neces-
sarily situated in an apprehended reality (an expression), and we continually reflect
on alternative created imaginings. This deliberation consists in checking them
against our expressions of the present and of the future. Pragmatists insist that
we act when we find a created imagining that satisfies expectations about situated
outcomes in the future. And of course we also act when we reject all created
imaginings and decide to stick with our current action trajectory. To do nothing
is to do something.

3.2. PRAGMATISM AND JOINT ACTION

With this account of individual action in hand, let us focus on the problem of action
involving more than one individual. The challenge should be obvious. The fore-
most encumbrance in joint action is found in the necessity to deal with contending
expressions. It is in the nature of being individuals that we necessarily formulate
and hold individualized expressions of our world. Of course most of us will agree
that lamps are lamps, but the more pertinent issues go beyond this superficial
identification of what the object appears to be. Is that lamp an antique? Does that
lamp give enough light for reading? Why does that lamp tilt? Did that lamp cost as
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much as it would appear? How can he afford such a fine lamp? Is that lampshade
dirty or is that its “real” color? Why would he have such an outrageous lamp in an
otherwise tasteful room?

Notice the constituents of expressions in this string of questions – antique, light,
tilt, income, cost, ambiguous lampshade, outrageous, and tasteful. We see that a
lamp is not merely a lamp. Instead, a lamp is a series of effects constituting impres-
sions to differentially situated observers. Beauty is not a property inherent in certain
objects – the thing in itself. Rather, pragmatists regard beauty as an effect produced
by some objects (but not by other objects). And of course this produced effect will
strike different individuals quite differently. Similarly, different individuals will
ask themselves quite different questions about that lamp. It is in this sense that
the lamp will comprise quite different impressions to different people. As Charles
Sanders Peirce insisted, the meaning of an object to us is nothing but the sum
of its effects (Peirce 1934). Only then do we form our expressions by collecting,
sorting, and re-describing to ourselves the sum of our impressions of the effects
of the subjects of our apprehended senses. And of course different individuals will
ask themselves quite different questions about that lamp. It is in this sense that the
lamp will comprise the grounds for quite different expressions to different people.
Is a lamp just a lamp?

The obvious difficulty in joint (collective) action is that everyone else is doing
the same thing, although to quite different effect. It follows that each of us will
apprehend slightly different lifeworlds and thus each of us will have quite distinct
expressions about the world “as it is” – and about our situatedness in that world.
It could not be otherwise since we are, by definition, different sapient beings.
In the context of joint action this means that there is not a single stage (expres-
sion) upon which our quite independent and disparate created imaginings are
projected. Instead, there are as many “stages” as there are participants in the
community whose task it is to ascertain but a single course of action for the future.
Which brings us to the equally plentiful multitude of created imaginings being
projected onto the multiple stages by those holding quite distinct expressions.
And we wonder why collective action is contentious? Collective action forces all
participants to agree on the many aspects (effects) of the lamp.

We see that the central challenge in collective action is for the decision group to
work out a reconciliation of the multitude of expressions and imaginings about the
future. Notice that the issue here is not one of discovering the “right” expression out
of the multitude of contending expressions. Nor is the issue to discover the “right”
created imagining to fit the “right” expression. Indeed the notion of “rightness” is
the wrong description of the process followed by those faced with the necessity of
collective choice.

The task, instead, is to focus on the various reasons for the disparate expres-
sions, and for the disparate imaginings. Joseph Raz would say that deliberation is
not a process of discovering what we want, but a process of reflecting upon what
there is the most reason to want (Raz 1997). And pragmatists insist that progress in
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such difficult matters is to be found in reasoned debate. We tend to put the matter
as the asking for and giving of reasons (Brandom 1994, 2000). Those who come
to the choice problem with their mind made up tend to invoke absolutes where
reasons are in order. And the only thing to be said for such absolutes is that they
give us a moral holiday from having to think hard about the difficult choices we
face. Only in pragmatism are individuals forced to do the hard analytical work of
figuring out what seems better, at the moment, to do. Absolutists know what is best
(not merely better) by way of a priori revelations. Pragmatists insist that those who
advance absolutist claims share with us the reasons for their convictions. To quote
Hans Joas:

In pragmatism, precisely because it considers all psychical operations in the
light of their functionality for action, it becomes impossible to hold the posi-
tion that the setting of an end is an act of consciousness per se that occurs
outside of contexts of action. Rather, the setting of an end can only be the
result of reflection on resistances met by conduct that is oriented in a number
of different ways. Should it prove impossible to follow simultaneously all the
various guiding impulses or compulsions to action, a selection of a dominant
motive can take place which then, as an end, dominates the other motives or
allows them to become effective only in a subordinate manner . . . action is
teleological only in a diffuse fashion. Even our perception is shaped by our
capacities and the possibilities for action. (Joas 1993, p. 21)

We see here recognition of the many images of action, and we see that the setting
of ends outside of the context of action is psychologically impossible. That is, the
prior specification of created imaginings is impossible until those who must act
are in a position (a context) to act. And for collective action, being in the context of
action means being surrounded by others with divergent expressions, yet resolutely
on the way to formulating their own unique and divergent created imaginings. Why
would we assume that individuals should have identical expressions of the world
in which they find themselves? Joint action is contentious, ab initio, because of
the reality of contending expressions. Because joint action must ultimately result
in but a single choice (coordinated and coincident action), contending expressions
are inevitably confronted by contending created imaginings. Small wonder that
collective action – public policy – is so contentious. The participants in that process
bring differing expressions about the status quo ante and quite different created
imaginings about the prospects for the future.

When a consensus emerges from this process of reconciling contested imagin-
ings, there is a question of how we might look upon that synthesis and how we
might describe it. And this brings us to the benediction applied to that decision.
This synthesis, the emergent decision, has but one pertinent property – its accept-
ance by those charged with formulating a course forward.8 What, precisely is
signified by that acceptance? Would we say that the process – and the many
participants – generated a decision that no one wanted? This is doubtful. The
more likely description is that the decision represented the “consensus” of the
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body making the decision. And what exactly is meant here by consensus? The
pragmatist would suggest that this word is simply another way of saying that the
decision seemed, to all (most?) participants, to be the best thing to do under the
circumstances. Is this but another way of saying that this particular act seemed,
at the moment, the right thing to do? If this action is the “best” and it is “right”
then what is left for us to say about it? The pragmatist would suggest, without
irony, that we might as well bestow the ultimate benediction on the decision. On
the way to doing that, the pragmatist might well regard the decision as evidence of
the emergence of settled beliefs about what ought to be done. Recall that truth is
not a property of objects and events. Truth is, instead, a property of propositions
and claims about objects and events. We have, in other words, the emergence of a
collective commitment to a way forward, the truth content of which is no longer in
dispute.

Can we call this decision “the truth” concerning the best way forward? We can
certainly refer to it as a truth claim. That is, this decision and the action it entails
is a good thing to do. Because truth is a property of propositions and statements,
the claim that this act is (or seems to be) the best thing to do under the present
circumstances constitutes a statement about something. It is a proposition with
truthful content. Pragmatists insist that “truth” is the compliment we pay to our
settled deliberations.

3.3. PRAGMATISM AS A THEORY OF TRUTH

. . . one may say that truth is a matter of collective judgment
and that it is stabilized by the collective actions which

use it as a standard for judging other claims.

Steven Shapin, A Social History of Truth, p. 6

Notice that the pragmatic theory of individual and joint action sees the decision
process as one of reconciling contending expressions and imaginings as an essen-
tial activity leading to the formulation of what seems best, in the eyes of the
individual (or of the group), to do. Individuals and groups work out what they
want by working out what it seems reasonable and possible to have. The process
entails not only working out the “best” available means but also the “best” avail-
able ends. Notice that this account is at odds with the linear decision process as
envisaged by most economists. Indeed, recent work suggests an ironic aspect of
rational choice theory, and one that holds important implications for the subsequent
development of a pragmatic theory of action. That is, rational choice theory works
best when there is little choice to make. Specifically:

we believe that rational-choice explanations are most plausible in settings
in which individual action is severely constrained . . . In the absence of
strong environmental constraints, we believe that rational choice is a weak
theory, with limited predictive power . . . rational-choice explanations are
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more powerful when their object is the behavior of political parties as opposed
to voters. The primary reason for the asymmetry of explanatory success is
that consumers and voters face less competitive environments than firms and
parties. We fully realize the irony of our contention: the theory of rational
choice is most powerful in contexts where choice is limited. (Satz and
Ferejohn 1994)

It may be helpful to connect these ideas of choice and action from pragmatism
with the current interest in applying contingent valuation techniques to environ-
mental policy decisions. The original belief in this line of research, informed by
the prevailing rational choice literature at the time, was that there exist some true
monetary valuations among the population and the job of the applied economist
is to discover (uncover, recover) those true values so that environmental policy
might thereby be correctly informed. The intellectual history of this work reveals a
continual effort to refine the elicitation techniques so that this process of discovery
is gradually improved – and the economist gets ever closer to the “true” monetary
value. Here we see the positivist agenda of insisting that correct decisions neces-
sarily follow from the correct methods of discovering the “truth” about monetary
values of nature and nature’s many services.

On the other hand, more recent work – usually informed not by economics but
by psychology – has insisted that contingent valuation approaches are concerned
with the construction of preferences about nature and nature’s services (Gregory
et al. 1993; Payne et al. 1999; Slovic 1995; Slovic et al. 1990). This work is often
awkward for economists because we have been taught that preferences are fixed,
stable, known, and dispositive of rational choice. Preferences are, after all, the data
over which agents are said to maximize. If “preferences” are not known a priori
but must be constructed, how can maximization and rationality be taken seriously?

And this is precisely the point of work in psychology and philosophy, and it is
the essential message of pragmatism. That is, other scholars insist that there is no
such thing as a priori truth about preferences or about what various parts of nature
are “worth” – either structurally, functionally, or monetarily. Individuals must sit
down together and figure out what things seem to be worth. We need to learn about
these various commodities and services, and we need to understand the “work they
do” before we can possibly come to understand their meaning and thus, in some
sense, their “value” to us and to the rest of nature. In assessing the more general
choice problem G. L. S. Shackle was moved to comment:

Conventional economics is not about choice, but about acting according to
necessity. Economic man obeys the dictates of reason, follows the logic of
choice. To call this conduct choice is surely a misuse of words, when we
suppose that to him the ends amongst which he can select, and the criteria of
selection, are given, and the means to each end are known . . . Choice in such
a theory is empty, and conventional economics should abandon the word. Is
the only alternative to a theory of necessary action a theory of non-rational, of
arbitrary action? The escape we have suggested consists not in abandonment
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of rationality, not in abandonment of the adoption of the means which will lead
to the selected end, but in abandonment of the postulate that the available ends
are given. The escape from necessity . . . lies in the creation of ends, and this is
possible because ends, so long as they remain available and liable to rejection
or adoption, must inevitably be experiences by imagination or anticipation and
not by external occurrence. Choice, inescapably, is choice amongst thoughts,
and thoughts . . . are not given. (Shackle 1961, pp. 272–273)

In short, human choice is choice amongst thoughts, and thoughts are not given
but must be worked out – created – from impressions and imaginings. Shackle’s
theory of choice, articulated in his Decision, Order, and Time, is consistent with
the pragmatic theory of action spelled out here. What remains is to extend that
theory to address the matter of whether or not “correct” and “rational” decisions
can be said to emerge. In other words, the problem now becomes one of judging
the policy decisions reached – such judgment being essential before we will know
if consequentialist truth claims can be (or ought to be) relied upon to rectify the
allegedly flawed decisions that would otherwise emanate from individuals and
groups.

We know that the standard economic approach is to identify the correct
decision protocols for reaching the correct decision. The logic here is that if the
right decision protocols are followed the resulting decision will, by definition,
be correct.9 That is, correct decision protocols are the cause of correct choices
(decisions), and correct decisions are the effect of employing correct decision
protocols. Pragmatists would insist, however, that this standard economic approach
conflates cause and effect. Rather, pragmatists insist that the identification of the
correct decision is something that occurs in the process of working out what seems
best (or reasonable) to do. Here the cause of the correct decision is not some
external truth rule (a “correct” decision protocol) but rather the incessant working
out of – the diligent searching for – what seems the better thing to do in the
current setting and circumstances. Once that has been worked out, the emergent
choice becomes the correct choice by virtue of having been worked out. After all,
would it not be surprising to discover that an individual (or a group) decided to
undertake an action that had been identified as clearly not the best thing to do at
the time? A belief is that upon which we are prepared to act – and few rational
people are prepared to act on “false” beliefs. Charles Sanders Peirce, the founder
of pragmatism, insisted that:

The opinion which is fated to be ultimately agreed to by all who investigate,
is what we mean by the truth, and the object represented in this opinion is the
real. That is the way that I would explain reality. (Peirce 1934, p. 405)

The arrival at a consensus about what is better (best) to do is always predicated
upon a clear but evolving notion of the purposes of the future – an outcome in the
future for the sake of which action must be taken today. Philosophers call this final
cause (Russell 1945). Purpose is the core of pragmatism, and settled beliefs about
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both purpose and how to get there represent the essence of “correct” thoughts and
beliefs about the appropriate action to be taken.

4. Warranted and Valuable Assertions

Let me finally turn to the role of prescriptive assertions of the sort encountered
in much of the literature in environmental economics. Included here would be the
assertion from critics of Porter and van der Linde about how “correct” environ-
mental policy ought to be conducted and evaluated. I will often refer to such
assertions as truth claims, in that they presume to inform the listener/reader to the
“truth” about what is best to do. In the case of the Porter Hypothesis, the pertinent
truth claim is that coherent environmental policy cannot possibly emerge from the
political process in the absence of a priori consequentialism (as embodied in a
thorough benefit–cost study) as usually carried about by environmental economists.

Pragmatism insists that when thinking about prescriptive assertions we must
consider the provenance of the proffered prescription, and we must consider the
audience to whom such prescriptive assertions are directed. Consider first the issue
of the provenance of such prescriptive assertions.

4.1. WARRANTED ASSERTIONS

When I discuss the provenance of prescriptive assertions I have in mind the
issue of whether or not those assertions constitute warranted belief. By warranted
belief pragmatists mean that particular prescriptive assertions can be justified
to all (most?) members of the discipline out of which those assertions emerge.
Earlier I mentioned the interesting paradox that individual economists are enjoined
from offering ought statements about particular policy options, but that a group
of economists may regularly issue ought statements without a second thought.
The astonishment at the Porter Hypothesis, and confident assertions about how
environmental policy ought to be decided, would seem to reflect this idea of a few
environmental economists speaking for the entire sub-discipline. But is a small
subset of the discipline of economics thereby authorized to issue prescriptive asser-
tions and to have those claims stand as the “truth” as seen through the eyes of the
entire profession?

Pragmatism accords the status of warranted belief (or warranted assertion)
only to the settled deliberations of an entire community of scholars (a discipline
or a particular interpretive community). When an entire discipline speaks with
clear consensus on a particular scientific matter then pragmatists insist that the
rest of us regard these truth claims as constituting warranted assertions. On the
contrary, when that disciplinary consensus begins to dissipate then the associated
truth claims cannot be justified within the discipline and they thereby lose their
warrantability and their legitimacy to the larger community to which they are
addressed.
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As we ponder prescriptive consequentialism it cannot be said that such
“truth claims” constitute warranted assertions (Blackorby and Donaldson 1990;
Boadway 1974, 1976; Boadway and Bruce 1984; Brock and Colander 2000;
Bromley 1989a, 1990, 1997a; Chipman and Moore 1978; Coate 2000; Cooter and
Rappoport 1984; Diamond and Hausman 1994; Field 1979, 1981; Gillroy 1992;
Gorman 1955; Graaff 1957; Hahn 1970; Lewin 1996; Little 1949; Mishan 1969,
1980; Samuels 1971, 1974, 1989; Samuelson 1950; Tribe 1972; Vatn and Bromley
1994).

Recall that warranted assertions (warranted belief) imply that a particular
discipline – an interpretive community – has reached a working consensus about
concepts, relations, and their implications. This agreement is internal to the discip-
line and as such this agreement can be said to represent, at this time, the settled
deliberations of that particular interpretive community with respect to the specific
theoretical issue under consideration. Members of the discipline speak with one
voice about particular matters under consideration and that unanimity constitutes
the necessary and sufficient conditions for what pragmatists call warranted belief
or warranted assertions from that particular discipline. We might even suggest that
their agreement represents specific truth claims emanating from the discipline.

But consequentialism – because it lacks general acceptance within the larger
discipline (economics, not just environmental economics) from which it emerges –
fails the necessary condition for settled deliberations. In other words, the concepts,
relations, and entailments of consequentialism are deemed seriously flawed by
a significant portion of economists who have explored that particular body of
economic theory, and by the theorists who stand as the ultimate arbiters of the
legitimacy of the truth claims of a discipline with both applied and theoretical prac-
titioners. It cannot be said that prescriptive consequentialism constitutes warranted
assertions. There is, therefore, no solid conceptual basis for the truth claims
advanced by environmental economists about how environmental policy ought to
be evaluated and conducted. Some of us may take great comfort in the thought that
300–500 environmental economists remain committed to prescriptive consequen-
tialism. However, these convictions are of little account before the larger body
of economic theorists (and other applied economists) for whom consequentialism
lacks both constitutive and instrumental properties. At the risk of putting too fine
a point on it, applied economists who still believe in consequentialism as the true
guide to correct public policy are seen as out of touch with the recent advances in
economic thinking – and they have been for at least two decades now.

4.2. VALUABLE ASSERTIONS

The second principle of pragmatism concerns valuable belief. The adjective “valu-
able” can only be applied by those who are the intended consumers of particular
assertions (truth claims) – that is, the consumers of those assertions find them valu-
able, useful, pertinent, informative, dispositive. When environmental economists
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offer specific consequentialist prescriptions about collective choice – indicating
which decisions are efficient, correct, rational, best, and socially preferred – we
see truth claims from a particular sub-discipline of economics projected onto the
individual and collective stage of contending expressions and contending created
imaginings about what is best for the future of those persons (and their descend-
ents) responsible for these contested expressions and contested created imaginings.
The pragmatist would wish to know: can those specific truth claims be justified to
all members of the particular community to whom they are directed? If that justifi-
cation is possible then the truth claims are valuable. They are valuable because
the community into which they are projected finds such assertions helpful, useful,
edifying, and instrumental to improving the working out of what seems best to do
in the current setting and circumstances. If those truth claims cannot be justified
to the members of the pertinent community then such claims are counterfeit. They
are counterfeit precisely because the community to whom they are directed finds
them to be impertinent to the task they currently face.

We encounter a bit of a paradox here. Some environmental economists will
insist that consequentialist prescriptions indeed constitute valuable assertions since
executive branch agencies – and perhaps private companies – continue to commis-
sion the work on which such prescriptions of benefits and costs are eventually
based. These claims of evidence for the acceptance of such prescriptive assertions
cannot be taken seriously because the agencies commissioning this work – and the
ones eager for the findings of such work – are not the ultimate consumers of the
prescriptive assertions. Rather, the commissioning organizations are mere instru-
mental agents in the middle of a process that pits, for instance, developers against
those committed to preservation, or polluters against those who seek a cleaner
environment. In most instances these organizations seek quantitative answers to
contentious policy issues because they continue to imagine that such results will
help to resolve the matter. The recent skirmish in the United States over the Value
of a Statistical Life in air quality policy is an exemplar of this issue.

The issue here is not that the Environmental Protection Agency, or the Ministry
for the Environment, finds such work empirically edifying and conceptually
coherent. The issue is that they find such work instrumental to their current
struggles. In other words, environmental economists and environmental economics
are being used by the political process for its own purposes.10 The pertinent
question concerns the acceptance or rejection of such consequentialist prescrip-
tions by the political community into which they are projected as a truth rule
for “rational” choice. This question is important because the persistent disregard
for consequentialist prescriptions (see note 10) is cause for some environmental
economists to comment on the irrationality, the inscrutability – indeed the venality
– of the political process in democratic market economies. But what if the claimed
“irrationality” of the policy process is simply an artifact of the disciplinary proto-
cols used by environmental economists to assert how public decisions ought to be
carried out? Indeed, if the policy process in democratic market economies has its
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own internal logic and legitimacy – and here I suggest that the pragmatic account
of action be considered plausible – then judgments about, and indictments of,
that process from any group of disciplinary practitioners, including environmental
economists, lack justification.

Pragmatists insist that prescriptive assertions from a community of disciplinary
adherents are hardly a sufficient condition for the immediate acquiescence of the
rest of us. Indeed, the public’s acquiescence in the alleged “truth claims” must
rest on a separate set of arguments and reasons from those to which the discip-
line alone is privileged. Lacking this, disciplinary practitioners are not entitled to
expect the general population to accept their particular truth claims on faith. The
prescriptive assertions (truth claims) from consequentialism are concerned with
telling the citizens of a political community which actions will enhance aggregate
welfare, and therefore which actions are “socially preferred”. Why are economists
surprised and dismayed when the citizenry ignores such claims?

It is important to notice that the issue here is not “truth” but justified claims
or justified belief. The pragmatist would ask whether economistic “truth claims”
are capable of being justified to an audience of individuals who are the objects
of our interest in improving their lot with our “socially preferred” or “optimal”
policies. The pragmatist would want to discuss the sovereign nature of truth claims
emanating from environmental economics. By sovereign I mean here the ruling
nature of economic truth rules about social optimality. Specifically, the pragmatist
would ask the following question: “why, exactly, are the truth claims of environ-
mental economics more pertinent to this particular choice setting than, say the truth
claims of psychology?” And the pragmatist would be quick to rule out of bounds
the reply that economics is “the science of choice”. Such tendentious claims raise
their own pragmatic challenge. Specifically, is it a true statement that “economics is
the science of choice”? Could this particular assertion (claim) be sustained before
an audience of psychologists, sociologists, and psychiatrists? A slight modification
would enhance the odds of the true: “economics is one of the sciences of human
decision making, along with philosophy, psychiatry, and psychology”. It is likely
that this latter proposition could be justified to a larger community.

Economists need not feel singled out for special disregard here. After all,
there are a variety of disciplines and specialized practices that also have struc-
tured prescriptions about what is the best thing to do in that particular choice
situation. We might imagine hydraulic engineers, biologists, epidemiologists, plan-
ners, lawyers, and water chemists each offering particular disciplinary prescriptions
about what is best to do in matters of water pollution. But because economists
have come to regard our discipline as the science of choice, having our truth claims
ignored by decision makers, or the public at large, probably strikes deep into our
collective confidence, and often leads to charges of inscrutability on the part of
policy makers or the general public. Of course there are economic issues at stake
in environmental policy – just as there are in all policy matters. But the presence of
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economic implications does not, by that fact alone, authorize economics to become
the dominant realm of reason.

We have here a debate about the true and the quest to justify claims about the
true. I have earlier pointed out that pragmatism insists that the word true does not
apply to events and objects in the world around us. Rather, the word true applies
to statements about events and objects in that world. In other words, truth is not
a property of perfect correspondence between propositions (words) and particular
events and objects to which those propositions (words) refer – between language
and things. Truth is not denotative. Truth is, instead, a property of particular state-
ments (words) about specific events and objects – between contending linguistic
claims. Truth is connotative.

With this in hand we must reconsider the truth claims of environmental econo-
mists with respect to statements about policies that are optimal, rational, efficient
or socially preferred. The pragmatist would ask whether those terms are properly
denotative of present or future states in the “real” world? That is, can one stipulate
that there is a clear and valid connection between specific descriptive words such
as “optimal” and specific events (new institutions such as a specific effluent tax)
that might be enacted and then the logical and necessary entailments of those
new institutions? Unfortunately there is no such correspondence. Such terms of art
cannot possibly describe actual outcomes in the “real” world. Instead, these terms
(optimal, efficient, rational, socially preferred) refer to properties of the analytical
engines (deductive models) constructed by environmental economists to divine the
optimal (or the efficient or the socially preferred) policy. Such truth claims are
entirely reflexive – they are self-referential.

5. Implications for Environmental Economics and Policy

Pragmatism offers economists a theory of human action that accords nicely with
the emerging recognition in contingent valuation research that preferences for
nature and environmental outcomes are not discovered but are, instead, created
(constructed). Rather than there being some “true” value out there awaiting
discovery by economists, individuals come to value nature and nature’s services as
part of a process of figuring out what seems reasonable to revere and thus to value.
This process occurs only when individuals are faced with the need to choose.

Pragmatism offers a way to view the prescriptive assertions emanating from the
consequentialist research program of environmental economics. Warranted asser-
tions are those that can be justified to the larger disciplinary community – here the
keys are conceptual coherence and empirical tractability. Valuable assertions are
those that a community of sapient agents finds useful and reasonable to the decision
problem now before them. Consequentialism fails the test of warrantability within
the broader discipline of economics, and its acceptance among the general popula-
tion seems no more compelling. That is, consequentialism fails the test of valuable
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assertion (valuable belief). Individuals do not choose and act as we allege they do
in economic theory. Many economists appear to wish that this were not the case,
but economics is the study of how individuals choose and act, not how they should
choose and act. To insist otherwise is to fall prey to the prescriptive urge that has
gripped applied economics for the past five decades.

My main purpose here has been to draw on the collective “astonishment” over
the Porter Hypothesis to motivate a reconsideration of environmental policy. I have
offered a pragmatist’s account – a description – of how individuals and groups
come to grips with the necessity of choice, and thus how we arrive at decisions.
If there is plausibility to this description then it puts in new light the criticism
from environmental economists that the process of collective action is “irration-
ally” resistant to the optimality prescriptions from consequentialism. If, in fact,
individual and collective action is not as it is imagined by many environmental
economists, then the “astonishment” at the thought of the Porter Hypothesis must
be reconsidered. The description advanced here will allow us to assess if there
are indeed logical flaws in the decision process that somehow lead to “wrong”
decisions in the absence of prescriptive assertions from environmental economists.
The urgent intellectual challenge, therefore, is to offer a plausible description of
how environmental policy actually proceeds in most democratic market economies.
I believe that the above account of individual and joint action comprises the general
outlines of that necessary description. Notice that this has not been a normative
account about how collective choice ought to proceed. It is descriptive in that it
provides concepts and relations that might help us to get a grip on how the process
of choice actually unfolds.

The core idea here is that human choice and action are properly characterized
as prospective volition – the human will in action, looking to the future, trying to
determine how that future ought to unfold. As this process evolves, individuals (and
groups of individuals) bring contending expressions and imaginings to the task of
choice and action. Individuals (and groups) do not know precisely what they want
until they work out what they can have. Surprise motivates action. This process
of working out plausible futures entails the consideration of plausible imaginings
in conjunction with existing expressions about current and future settings and
circumstances. Group action is more complicated than individual action because
it requires reconciliation of disparate and contending individual expressions and
imaginings until a consensus emerges – the properties of which are that this
consensus is regarded as: (1) feasible; and (2) the best thing to do at this particular
time. This process can be thought of as an exercise in pleading, resistance, persua-
sion, cautious acquiescence, and eventual emergence of a consensus. Commons
would call it instrumental or reasonable valuing (Hiedanpää and Bromley 2002). I
call it volitional pragmatism.

The two properties of that consensus – feasible and best at this time – represent
judgments reached by those individuals who are responsible for collective action.
Notice that this judgment is something that can only emerge as individuals and
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groups contend with the need to reconcile disparate expressions and imaginings.
In the realm of environmental policy, the first step in this process of working out
an emergent consensus is necessarily confined to legislators, administrators, and
judges. As we know, this process may be aided by input from economists. At this
stage, our audience consists of legislative and executive branch staff, and perhaps
the courts. It is here that the first test of valuable assertion is encountered. In a
democracy, going beyond this level entails the critical step of justifying particular
decisions or decrees to the larger political community – here that would include
polluters, victims of pollution and others who care about nature – whose individual
actions will be liberated, restrained, and expanded. In the absence of this justifica-
tion collective action will lack legitimacy. This justification to the larger political
community necessarily entails the giving of reasons for the decision reached. The
process of giving reasons must be carefully crafted so that the reasons given match
as closely as possible the asking for reasons that is expected from the political
community to whom the collective action is directed.11 This activity is properly
thought of as justification in the service of emergent consent.

Pragmatists insist that, even if particular truth claims are deemed coherent by
the discipline (or indeed from the court chamber or the parliament) from which they
spring, the projection of those truth claims into social choice situations is irrelevant
(impertinent) unless there is widespread acceptance on the part of those to whom
the truth claims are directed. Individuals in contemporary life retain the authority
to reject – for their own reasons – the truth claims from any source.12 Recall that
the status of valuable belief is a property bestowed upon prescriptive assertions by
those to whom such claims are directed. Valuable belief is not a property that can be
assigned to prescriptive assertions by those who produce those assertions. All that
the producers of prescriptive assertions (“truth claims”) can justifiably affirm is that
their assertions (claims) share wide agreement within the interpretive community
out of which they arise – that they are warranted.

I have argued here that consequentialism fails the pragmatist’s conditions on
both counts. Consequentialism fails the test of coherence within the broader discip-
line of economics, and the truth claims from environmental economists about
“optimal” or “socially preferred” policies are routinely ignored by many decision
makers – and the public at large – to whom they are directed. This does not
mean that economic concepts and relations cannot provide valuable information
to the process of working out what seems best to do at this particular time about
specific problematic situations. But it does mean that economics must remain silent
concerning what is best to do on the authority of economics alone. And it means
that economists must abandon the rather common practice of criticizing decisions
for being irrational, inefficient, non-optimal, or socially inferior to other more
“welfare enhancing” policies.

Pragmatism insists that public policy in general – and environmental policy in
particular – cannot legitimately be held hostage to the truth claims imposed on it by
economists (or those from any other discipline). Pragmatism employs abduction
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to work out the reasons for particular policy choices. When we find reasons for
choices we will be on our way to the development of a theory of environmental
policy. That theory will require explicit recognition of the concepts of impressions,
expressions, and created imaginings. That theory will require recognition that
joint action in the policy arena entails the working out of contending expressions
and contending created imaginings. It will require recognition that human agents
cannot possibly articulate coherent and salient wants in isolation from the specific
context of choice in which they learn about those wants as they learn about what
they can have. Outside of this context, expressions of wants are mere “cheap talk”.

Environmental policy – like all public policy – seeks to modify individual
domains of choice by restraining, liberating, and expanding the capacities of each
of us to engage in particular activities. Policy is concerned with modifying fields
of individual (and group) action. Policy is not some alien “intervention” into the
otherwise wondrous “free market” of such appeal to some writers. Indeed what
some are pleased to call “the market” is simply the constructed artifact of prior
collective action. Policy is nothing but a word we apply to a continual process
of redefining – reconstructing – new fields of individual and group action. Public
policy has been unnecessarily mystified by virtue of its having been embedded
in the fictional logic of rational choice. If we could but see policy as a word that
describes the incessant quest for contending with surprise in the human condition,
we would see that policy is not at all mysterious. Policy is simply choice and
action in which groups of individuals work out what seems better (what seems
reasonable), at the moment, to do. The citizenry does not need, nor does it appear
to want, environmental economists telling it which of those plausible futures is
socially preferred. They will figure that out for themselves as they go about figuring
out how to reconcile their contending expressions and imaginings. Pragmatism
helps us by offering reassurance that it is perfectly acceptable to be unsure about
what seems better to want and to do. Doubt and surprise are the starting points of
working out what seems better, at the moment, to do.

Pragmatism helps us to get in touch with the emerging work in complexity.
My colleague Buz Brock, very much involved with ecologists and other natural
scientists in studies of complex lake ecosystem, has written that:

. . . the complexity vision takes away the reference point for theory’s defense
of the market. In the complexity vision there is no proof that the market solves
problems. There is no unambiguous way of stating what is and what is not
an externality, and there is no guarantee that the market leads to the most
desirable equilibrium. Thus deductive theory cannot provide a basis for the
defense of laissez faire. (Brock and Colander 2000, p. 82)

We see that complexity in human affairs denies to economists the essential
tractability and predictability we need in order to advance our tendentious prescrip-
tions about what is optimal to do in the realm of collective action. Complexity in
economics is clear acknowledgment that we cannot possibly know, a priori, what
we want. Doubt and surprise put us in the frame of mind to think about what we
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want. And as Shackle insists, choice is nothing but choosing among thoughts. And
true thoughts are those that, having been worked out, seem right and good and
useful and valuable and instrumental. Truth is the compliment we pay to our settled
deliberations.

Notes

1. An earlier version of this paper formed the basis of seminars in the Autumn of 2002 at Cambridge
University, The University of East Anglia (CSERGE), the University of York, University
College London, and the University of Antwerp. I am grateful to participants in these seminars
for valuable comments and criticism. In addition, I have benefited from comments of two
anonymous reviewers, as well as Richard Bishop, Buz Brock, Emery Castle, David Colander,
Juha Hiedanpää, Marty Luckert, Jouni Paavola and David Simpson.

2. In an earlier version I referred to this as “consequentialist welfarism” in which the economist
places “. . . exclusive reliance on individual utilities to judge social goodness and right actions”
(Sen 1993, p. 521). One reviewer pointed out the difference – and the common confusion
between – preference utilitarianism and welfarism. Not wishing to elaborate this difference and
carry us away from the main point here, I have chosen to use the term prescriptive consequen-
tialism (or simply consequentialism) to capture preference utilitarianism and welfarism. The
point here is to contrast my approach with what can be thought of as a priorism in the formula-
tion of “best” actions. Volitional pragmatism stands in contrast to the a priorism of prescriptive
consequentialism – whether preference utilitarianism or welfarism.

3. Part of this work is the subject of a book by a philosopher comparing my approach to the standard
prescriptive consequentialism as embodied in the distinguished career of my friend David Pearce
(Deblonde 2002).

4. This assertion was, in fact, the second effort in 1995–1996 concerning the right way to design
the correct environmental policy (Arrow et al. 1996).

5. Peirce tells the story of a friend who urged him not to read a certain newspaper lest it cause him
to change his mind on something.

6. Rorty likens it to asking: “for what purposes would it be useful to load this particular program
onto my computer”.

7. For a detailed account of the neuropsychological aspects of this process see Damasio (1999,
2000).

8. The fact that there may not be unanimity about the best way forward is a minor issue for many
decisions. Indeed societies construct rules of majority precisely to acknowledge the differential
significance of particular decisions.

9. We see here an element of the discussion in economics about substantive and procedural
rationality.

10. Norman Glass, the former Minister for the Environment in Great Britain, assured a number of us
at a conference in 2001 that he was unaware of any environmental decision that had been taken
in light of the findings of a benefit–cost study.

11. See Brandom (1994, 2000) for an explicit treatment of asking for and giving reasons.
12. Of course if we are discussing legal rules from courts or parliaments then adherence is assured,

even in the absence of those rules having been justified. But, the essence of democracy is
that even rule-giving bodies such as courts and parliaments understand the practical value of
justifying their decisions.
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