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Abstract. The article is a review of the similarities and differences between the 
communist and environmentalist doctrines and their relationship. There are 
three pillars of the analysis: ideology, outcomes and a joint perspective. 
Ideologically, the division between ‘leftist’ and others with respect to their 
attitude towards the environment is based on the existence of fewer similarities 
than differences; the latter include the central organizing concepts, and 
perspectives on economy, technology, decentralization, and human nature. 
Based on the analysis, several categories can be distinguished: (1) socialists who 
see the unity; (2) environmentalists who see the unity, but do no require any 
change to socialism; (3) specialists sympathetic with both perspectives, who see 
the need for an evolution of socialism; and (4) environmentalists who are not 
socialists. The environmental outcomes of communist regimes are caused by the 
Marxist ideology: “man must rule and transform the nature”. Therefore, 
capitalism is seen as a cause of environmental issues, and socialism as a common 
solution of both crises. They include the rapid industrialization, a state 
ownership of lands, and the lack of environmental law enforcement. Moreover, 
socialists deny the existence of an environmental crisis. Finally, the joint 
perspective reveals the fact that an opposition between industry and 
conservation is also present in capitalism. 
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Introduction 

The communist regime affected the environment through the development of a 

polluting and resource-consuming industry, and change of agricultural practices 

(extensive development replacing natural ecosystems, and intensive development 

resulting into pollution with pesticides and fertilizers), significant land use 
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transformations (Filip and Cocean, 2012; Ianoş et al., 2012), over-harvesting of natural 

resources, or construction of dams and irrigation systems. 

The question we are trying to answer in this paper relates to the relationship 

between communism and the environmental policy. Although the issue discussed in 

this article has been of interest for researchers for a long period, the literature on this 

topic is overall relatively scarce and in many cases opinions are in evident 

disagreement. Moreover, the recent literature is very rare; it seems that the topic does 

no longer receive the scientific interest which it used to have before the fall of 

communism. 

1. Communism and environmentalism  

Some of the authors had a particular interest in the ideological issues, while others 

focused, in a similar way to this paper, on the real-world effects of shifting ideologies; 

there are some papers that discuss both perspectives. Within the first category, there 

is a huge division between ‘leftist’ authors and the others. 

When looking at the compatibility between environmentalism and 

communism, some authors tend to see the similarities: Adams et al. (2006) consider 

that greens, social-democratic and communists constitute the left block; his 

arguments are supported by Tranter (1999), who shows that green activism and 

voting also tends to be associated with the ‘left’ in Australia. Furthermore, Neumayer 

(2004) concludes that left-wing parties and individuals are also more pro-

environmental than their right-wing counterparts, and ecological economics is more 

likely to be supported by left-wing parties and individuals. On a similar note, 

Paehlke (1986) adds that many North American environmentalists have come to 

appreciate socialism, and many socialists have sought a more sophisticated 

understanding of environmentalism. 

Pepper (1985) also considers that the green movement is increasingly 

compatible with socialism, but makes a fine-tuned difference between the ideologies 

of the ‘Green’ and ‘Red’ wings of environmentalism; Green Greens are idealistic, and 

call for unity and spiritually-inspired value changes, while Green Reds are more 

realistic because their analysis is materialist. A similar distinction is made by Paehlke 

(1986), who shows that political ecology in the US is a more or less middle-class 

political movement aimed at providing quick technological fixes, and concerned with 

dietary habits; nevertheless, this ideology does not know who the enemy is or who its 

friends are. 

Gale (1983) believes that the left could provide a theoretical context for 

environmental issues and influence the environmental movement emphasizing 

protest strategies and differential economic impacts of environmental problems. 
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Based on an extensive review, Paehlke (1986) identifies several categories: (a) 

socialists who see the unity – socialism ensures environmental protection; (b) 

environmentalists who see many similarities with socialism, with little need to alter 

the later; (c) others are sympathetic with both ideologies, but find a need for a 

considerable evolution on the part of socialism; and (d) environmentalists who are 

clearly not socialists. The differences between environmentalism and socialism, 

pointed out also by Paehlke (1986), consist of the views on the central organizing 

concepts, economy, technology, decentralization and human nature. 

2. Communist attitudes towards the environment 

The attitude of ‘leftist’ authors towards the environmental outcomes of communism 

contrasts with the previous one; most of them almost deny the existence of an 

environmental crisis in socialist countries or as a consequence of the regime. 

Pryde (1985) attempts to present an image of an ‘environmentalist’ Soviet 

Russia; ideologically, he shows that the pre-communist love of land (owned by 

people) did not imply a positive attitude towards conservation, and the confiscation 

of land actually made conservation possible. With respect to the environmental 

attitude, the author considers that there was a gradual shift from pure 

environmentalism (Lenin appointed environmentalists to key government positions) 

to Stalin’s official utilitarian attitude toward the environment and later to a new era 

of environmental awareness starting in the 1960’s. 

Burkett (2005) argues extensively for Marx’s vision of ‘sustainable human 

development’. Mundey (1976) believes that Australian communists are among the 

few to trust in the global ecological crisis, while environmentalists have liberal and 

‘reactionary’ ideas. 

An important issue debated by many articles is whether the ‘left’ has 

embedded any concerns for the environment. Mazursky (1991) considers that the 

roots of environmental degradation in communism are in the Marxist ideology: man 

must rule and transform the nature; the natural resources are free and have no 

intrinsic value (in fact, they are valued through work). 

Similarly, Khabibullov (1991) shows that environmental problems are 

inherent failures of the existing state system, especially due to the one-dimensional 

communist thinking. Farago (1985) argues for an integration of environmental issues 

by Marxists, while Mundey (1976) believes that Australian communists have already 

done it. 

Paehlke (1986), Harribey (2008) and Gare (1993) partially agree on seeing 

capitalism as a cause of environmental issues; since the crises of environment and 

capitalism coincide, socialism is their common solution. A similar perspective is 
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provided by Latouche (1989) who points out the similarity of the two when seeing 

nature as a commodity. 

3. Consequences of changing the political regimes 

When trying to explain the environmental outcomes of shifting to communism, 

opinions differ. Ziegler (1985) believes that different ideologies account for the varied 

images of the environment. Khabibullov (1991) considers that the processes started 

under the communists ideology and determining the degradation of the environment 

were the rapid industrialization, state ownership of lands and other natural 

resources, the lack of financial independence stopping environmental incentives, the 

expenditures policy, resulting into the impossibility of applying the ‘polluter pays’ 

principle, the leftovers policy of investments into environment, the measures focused 

on correction instead of prevention, the primitive technology, the fact that laws were 

not enforced, the structure of the administrative control of resources and the low 

environmental awareness and lack of public movements and participation. 

Some of them are reiterated by other authors: Mazursky (1991) mentions the 

lack of information on environmental degradation and absence of law enforcement; 

Ostergren and Jacques (2002) account for the depletion of resources and pollution, 

but also on the lack of laws (the first appeared after 1980) and – similar to Earnhart 

(1997) – enforcement (laws were merely setting goals rather than providing means of 

control). 

Glassheim (2006) accounts for environmental disaster among the many 

failures of communism, considering that there are ideological causes (worldly 

possessions privileged over non-economic values, heavy-industrial push) and 

practical causes – communist economic priorities explain the failure to stop pollution, 

because people and nature were subjugated to the demands of the production 

process; Glassheim (2006) believes that the environmental and social devastation in 

Bohemia is also due to the fact that the area was seen as a laboratory during the 

communist regime; and Weissenburger (1987) shows that the environmental 

protection goals were not achieved after 1975. Jehlicka (2003) shows that, as a 

consequence of communist ideologies, Visegrad countries are not likely to support 

the European Union environmental policies; moreover, restrictions in consumption 

by communism lead to a negative environmental attitude when the consumption of 

resources is no longer restricted by the democratic regime. 

A different perspective given by Goldman (1970), considering that 

industrialization, and not private enterprises, causes environmental disruption and 

strongly centralized planned economies do not necessarily avoid the contamination 

of the environment. Similarly, Glassheim (2006) shows that the opposition between 
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industrial / production and environmental / conservation interests exists even in 

capitalism. 

4. Ethical perspectives 

Modern ethical concerns on animals, species and the environment have addressed a 

variety of issues, including the general attitude towards the environment, 

environmental values, sharing and distribution of natural resources, morality of 

hunting, animal slaughtering or killing, or use in tests, feral animals (Loftin, 1984; 

Shelton, 2004; Bărbulescu and Andreescu, 2010; Marinescu and Coman, 2010; Iojă et 

al., 2011; Papuziński, 2016; Rydzewski, 2016; Christmas, 2017; Turnpenny and Russel, 

2017; Dzwonkowska, 2018; Ivanova, 2018; Singh, 2018), but also interference with the 

natural laws (Taylor, 1981; Mittelstra, 2003) through human activities, developed 

consciously or not (Scott, 1973; Scripcaru et al., 2004; Bredetean, 2006; Petrişor, 2006; 

Ehrilich, 2009). 

 The main beliefs substantiating these attitudes are that humans and wildlife 

are members of the Earth’s Community of life, are integral elements in a system of 

interdependence, are teleological centers of file, species have an intrinsic value, 

humans are not inherently superior to other species (Taylor, 1981; Montagu, 1986; 

Schmidtz, 1998; Scripcaru et al., 2004; Ehrilich, 2009; Gola, 2009) and their 

consequence is an expansion of the moral duty to wildlife in addition to humans 

(Lynn, 2010). 

 Current ethical concerns are focused on reducing the suffering of animals put 

to an end (Loftin, 1984; Bărbulescu and Andreescu, 2010; Marinescu and Coman, 

2010); at a higher level, man has no right to tackle with the ecosystem laws (Taylor, 

1981; Loftin, 1984; Mittelstra, 2003; Horta, 2010; Gache, 2013) and certainly no right to 

determine the extinction of species (Scott, 1973). The moral question concerns the fact 

that humans and wildlife are co-sharers of the Planet’s resources (Schmidtz, 1998) 

and therefore our attitude should be of respect (Taylor, 1981; Schmidtz, 1998; Lodge 

and Shrader-Frechette, 2003; Scripcaru et al., 2004; Ehrilich, 2009; Ianoş et al., 2009; 

Lynn, 2010), particularly since humans are conscious of their actions (Shelton, 2004). 

 The consequence should be a new type of environmental ethics (Scripcaru et 

al., 2004; Petrişor, 2006, 2007) substantiating a moral analysis of the final goals of 

intervention (Horta, 2010), and, more general, an application of the ‘precautionary 

principle’, due to the irreversibility of species loss (Mason et al., 2001; Humphrey, 

2001). 

Conclusions 

In more general terms, the literature review suggests that there might be differences 
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between the ‘official’ attitude of communists towards the environment, which could 

be more favorable to protection, and the practical implementation of policies. 

Furthermore, a consistent part of the literature blames capitalism for the 

environmental crises and considers that the greed for profit, especially during the 

early industrialization, is at its core and suggests that communist egalitarianism 

would not have the same consequences. 

In general, the actual communist practices had a strong negative impact on 

the environment despite a declarative pro-environmentalist appearance. 
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