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The political context

The politics of the environment is more prominent than it has been in living memory.
Promises made by the Conservative government to achieve net zero by 2050 are expected
to require the upending of our current economic settlement and prosperity.

Across Europe, green parties are growing, most notably in Germany where they may lead a
coalition government before the year is out. In Britain, first-past-the-post and historic loyalties
have so far prevented a similar shift in vote here. Corbyn’s leadership may have also acted
as a brake.

Climate change has driven this shift. There is overwhelming public consensus in the reality
of manmade climate change, and majority support for a Green New Deal. What was once a
minority interest is now popular politics – parties in their 2019 manifestos clashed over who
will plant more trees more quickly, who will reach net zero faster. Few spoke about the
sacrifices entailed by these promises.

But there remains a significant minority (15-20%) who distrust the scientific consensus on
climate change, or at least the motives of politicians. And we can see how when policies to
combat climate change move from the abstract to the particular these accentuate existing
class and geographic divides – not just the yellow vests in France, but clashes over
low-traffic neighbourhoods this year in London propelling Shaun Bailey to electoral
respectability, which revealed class divides between work-from-homers and those who had
to drive for work. In neighbourhoods where usually come election-season every shop is
emblazoned head to foot in Labour posters, this year more and more posters appeared
quietly supporting Bailey (without mentioning his party affiliation).

Can Labour maintain its hegemony in university towns and big cities without isolating
car-owners and sections of the private sector? And can it successfully mitigate, adapt to and
even begin to reverse climate change without becoming the party of austerity and
deprivation?

Human beings and nature

For Labour, as for mainstream environmentalists since the demise of the anti-roads
movement, questions about nature and the environment, and even the countryside, have
often been subsumed by the climate change debate. But climate change is one
consequence of a wider problem: humanity’s growing estrangement from nature. Never
before have humans lived lives so distant from natural ecosystems, so superficially freed
from their constraints and so bereft of their wonder.

The human relationship with nature is a philosophical problem that predates Genesis. For
some, nature should be tamed and remade according to human will. The restrictions it



imposes on us can and should be eliminated through technology. Trotsky in Literature and
Revolution exemplified this approach:

“The present distribution of mountains and rivers, of fields, of meadows, of steppes, of
forests, and of seashores, cannot be considered final. Man has already made changes in the
map of nature that are not few nor insignificant. But they are mere pupils’ practice in
comparison with what is coming. Faith merely promises to move mountains; but technology,
which takes nothing ‘on faith’, is actually able to cut down mountains and move them. Up to
now this was done for industrial purposes (mines) or for railways (tunnels); in the future this
will be done on an immeasurably larger scale, according to a general industrial and artistic
plan. Man will occupy himself with re-registering mountains and rivers, and will earnestly and
repeatedly make improvements in nature. In the end, he will have rebuilt the earth, if not in
his own image, at least according to his own taste. We have not the slightest fear that this
taste will be bad.”

This is an attitude that finds contemporary expression in advocates of gene editing and the
kind of gain-of-function research taking place in the Wuhan Institute of Virology, and in Bill
Gates’ desire to dim the sun to combat climate change.

Then there are the dreams of rewilders and primitivists, that humans retreat from the world
allowing wild nature to flourish uninhibited. It is the mirror image of the position of Trotsky
and Gates. Both view human beings and nature as oppositional.

Finally there is the third view, that humans are not separate to nature, we are of it. Through
self-consciousness and mastery of tools our position in it is unique, but we cannot escape its
limits. Human nature is given, not self-made, and planetary boundaries place hard
constraints on human behaviour.

Long before the Age of the Anthropocene, humans have been engaged in a relationship with
nature that is simultaneously asymmetrical and fully integrated. There is the ancient art of
pollarding, for example, by which we remove the upper branches of trees to encourage
growth and longevity. It is a practice both human and natural, the two in symbiotic
relationship.

Similarly, more than simply planting more trees and letting a hundred flowers bloom, if we
wanted to increase biodiversity and carbon sequestration from forestry in this country, we
might increase the annual culling of deer. Deer strip the bark off old trees, prematurely killing
them, lead to reductions in woodland bird populations, and feed on commercial crops.

This approach – of nature, respectful of its limits, and taking an ecosystems approach rather
than a conservationist approach – features in the greatest English artistic achievements
outside of Shakespeare: the landscape gardens of Capability Brown, human creations
designed to look natural. Though now derided as aristocratic playthings and reduced to, at
best, museum-status, they are better seen as representing a proto-permaculturism.

We might summarise these three attitudes in their respective attitudes towards farming. The
first and second again mirror one another. The technologists might support some
combination of highly intensive farming and lab-created food with nature an afterthought.
Though rewilders would object, the natural corollary of huge swathes of land rendered
unproductive through ‘wildness’, is highly intensive food production elsewhere and so the
implications of their worldview is not so different. The third view, however, would encourage
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low-intensity, low-input farming on a wide scale, respectful of the accord between humans
and nature that persisted for millennia in Britain until the 19th Century – perhaps
supplemented with some vertical and precision farming.

This third view also prompts questions about the good life. Max Weber wrote of the
progressive disenchantment that began with instrumental rationality and the Enlightenment.
We left the “great enchanted garden” behind, and the natural world lost its sanctity and
became just another commodity. The technologists and utilitarians won.

Lockdown accelerated this process; our lives became bare, digitally mediated and stripped
of real physical presence and encounter. Yet at the same time we have looked for something
more and many found it in nature: queues for allotments and garden centres went through
the roof, wild swimming and rambling were rediscovered as British traditions, and significant
numbers abandoned the city for the countryside. There is a desire to once again find our
place in nature.

Can Labour help this approach leave the realm of academia and abstraction and actively
help people pursue the good life, with humans in proper relationship to nature?

What Labour needs to do

Labour’s current approach to questions of nature and the environment is exemplified in two
books by former leaders of the Labour party: Ed Miliband’s Go Big: How to Fix Our World,
and Gordon Brown’s Seven Ways to Change the World. The focus is the world and how to
pull levers to make it right. Britain barely features. Climate change does, but not nature nor
our lived relationship with it.

The task is not small. Labour has to reconcile its coalition, riding the green wave while
bringing along those hostile to some aspects of the environmental agenda. Beyond
elections, it has to actually implement an agenda to tackle climate change without causing
destitution. And it has to help people live more human lives, conscious of our natural
surroundings and finding meaning and beauty in them.

An active engagement with nature is part and parcel of the good life, and must correspond
with the more fundamental building blocks: relationships both domestic and communal, a
home, and decent work.

This means supporting green manufacturing through industrial and regional policy. Some of
this will be high-intensity, high-value added green industry; some will be small-scale and
artisanal. This industrial policy will reboot the national economy, and it can be both green
and high-tech. Even high-tech manufacturing brings large numbers of jobs for low-skilled
workers and it can revitalise areas considered left behind.

It also means housing built at human-scale, with local materials and in the vernacular style,
so that the built environment sits in convivial relationship with its surroundings. And to
ensure young people can afford a home, and rising housing demand does not pave over the
countryside, there will need to be substantial reductions in net immigration.

And it means a massive acceleration in high-speed rail, with trains tying the country together,
and making car use less and less necessary.



Finally, it requires some imagination. A National Nature Service could help young people and
retirees looking for purpose alike, providing them with a vocational education in jobs
engaged with the land: building flood defences and peatlands protection, hedge laying and
regenerative farming, organising local apple days and planting city gardens. This would be a
patriotic endeavour, and entail hard work, not just a green scheme for bohemians. (There is
now majority public support for trialling a four-day week and this would open up opportunities
for an extraordinary rise in engagement with nature and the places in which we live.)

This politics would be both industrial and green, modern and ancient. It would be an attempt
to build a country more at ease with itself.


