RECYCLING EFFORTS IN VICTORIAN BRITAIN SHOW THE LIMITS OF RELYING ON SCIENCE AND THE FREE MARKET TO IMPROVE THE ENVIRONMENT

Everyone in contemporary society is concerned with the problem of increasing recycling rates, but a key question is how this should be achieved. A new study by Tim Cooper argues that the historical experience shows that relying on technology and the free market would be a very bad way of delivering high rates of recycling, and that, in democratic societies, social intervention to control the outcomes of the market is almost always necessary to deliver good environmental outcomes. 

Tim Cooper comments:

‘The Victorian waste debate offers lessons not just on how to approach our waste crisis. It also suggests that both government and society at large have an important role to play in achieving environmental sustainability. We cannot leave it all to either the economists or the scientists.’

Recycling is nothing new, and Cooper investigates the Victorian recycling debate to illustrate the limited achievement of the free market. Although there were many Victorian writers who ‘talked big’ in the press and professional journals about the achievements of industrial recycling, much of this talk was just that. Victorian recycling industries did not effectively tackle smoke pollution or industrial effluents, which remained significant problems throughout the Victorian period.

But the fact that this talk took place was in itself important. A writer on industrial recycling like Peter Lund Simmonds, although himself unable to make a fortune from waste, was still keen to persuade others that it was possible to do so.

The aim was to persuade readers that free-market capitalism, despite all its pollution problems, which were evident to anyone who lived in a Victorian city, would ultimately be able to solve its own problems through the wonders of scientific and technological advance. Ultimately such talk was designed to discourage governmental intervention in environmental problems. 

This reliance on the idea that science and economic progress will ultimately solve all environmental challenges persists to this day. It can be seen in the context of the debate on climate change for example. It argues that there is no need to take the foot off the economic accelerator pedal when we can safely leave it all to a combination of the technologists and the free market to sort out.

The Victorians eventually learned that such an attitude merely ensured that issues of public health and environmental well-being were not addressed, and in time they gave local and national government the power to regulate polluting industries and industrial processes.

ENDS

Recycling Capitalism: The Political Economy of Waste in Victorian Britain by Tim Cooper was presented at the Economic History Society's 2008 annual conference at the University of Nottingham, Friday 28 March to Sunday 30 March.

Tim Cooper is at the University of Exeter.

Contact Tim Cooper: t.cooper@ex.ac.uk

