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ABSTRACT 

Despite their gravitation toward neo-Marxist beliefs that establish a pessimistic view of 

capitalism, Whitman College students also feel pressure to adapt to growth-centric, 

“sustainable” changes and behaviors. My thesis examines how students negotiate this 

contradiction between anti-capitalist and green capitalist values. Using both survey data 

and in-depth interviews, I investigate the relationship between students’ worldviews 

regarding capitalism’s impact on the environment and their reported pro-environmental 

behaviors. My statistical analyses tentatively conclude that anti-capitalist students 

engage in market-oriented environmental behaviors despite their belief that capitalism 

inherently damages the environment. Interviews further reveal that anti-capitalist 

students express profound uncertainty toward market-oriented environmental change, 

and they engage in a variety of coping mechanisms in order to reduce cognitive 

dissonance caused by their attitudinal instability and value-action gap. These results 

reinforce the pervasiveness of consumerism and capitalism in society, suggesting the 

need for education -- not just about environmental issues -- but also about the social 

psychological responses to environmental issues. If young environmentalists learn to 

recognize the effects of their privilege and sense of hopelessness, they may be able to 

break patterns of conformity and regain hope for resistance. 
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INTRODUCTION 

As the world confronts environmental issues that pose an imminent threat to 

society and the global economy, sustainable development has been increasingly touted as 

the most realistic and beneficial solution to ever-pressing ecological degradation. 

Environmentally-minded citizens in the U.S. increasingly support and contribute to this 

movement both on a political scale (e.g. supporting market-based policy instruments) and 

on an individual scale (e.g. choosing eco-friendly products). According to a nationwide 

poll by Tiller, LLC in 2014, 83% of Americans said they plan to look for more 

opportunities to “go green” during the following year, showing a huge increase from 49% 

in 2007 (Cision PR Newswire). Environmental sustainability has also become popular on 

an international scale, as seen in the 2015 UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.  

Despite this growing emphasis on market-oriented change, a 2016 poll by 

Harvard University found that only 42% of Americans aged 18-29 support capitalism 

(“Harvard Institute of Politics Spring 2016 Poll”). Increasing mistrust toward our current 

system is also reflected in the widespread success of Bernie Sanders’ election campaign, 

which criticized the greed and corruption on Wall Street and offered a democratic 

socialist vision that departs from the free-market, neoliberal status quo. In his 2016 

campaign, Sanders won more votes among voters under age 30 than both Trump and 

Clinton combined (Blake 2016). So, while personal and consumption-oriented 

environmental change has become more popular in recent years, many young Americans 

have also developed a distaste for the corporate economy that has evolved out of 

capitalist greed. This suggests a tension in values, where the desire to become more 

sustainable competes with an animosity toward aspects of capitalist society.  
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At a left-leaning, West Coast liberal arts school like Whitman College, students 

seem to gravitate toward anti-capitalist beliefs that contradict a growth-centric adjustment 

to ecological needs, yet there is still a widespread emphasis on “sustainable” changes and 

behaviors. Whitman is often recognized for its outdoor culture, and popular 

environmental groups on campus such as the Campus Climate Coalition (CCC) are 

widely visible in their efforts on fossil fuel divestment, food recovery, climate change 

education, and other sustainability initiatives. In the Princeton Review’s “The Best 382 

Colleges”, Whitman was ranked #14 in “Most Liberal Students”, and classes in 

environmental studies often pose strong critiques toward capitalism. The Whitman 

College community is ripe with tensions between anti-capitalist values and the desire to 

contribute to market-oriented environmental change. 

My thesis analyzes how critics of capitalism at this institution respond to various 

manifestations of “green capitalism” and how this response impacts pro-environmental 

behavior and change. I am curious as to how Whitman students reflect on the 

contradiction between anti-capitalism and market-oriented change, how they (and if they) 

are able to balance both ideologies at once, and how their environmental behaviors are 

informed by this negotiation. My research questions are as follows: 

Research Questions: What is the relationship between college students’ larger 

environmental worldview and their reported engagement in pro-environmental 

behaviors? More specifically, how do anti-capitalist students respond -- 

ideologically, behaviorally, and emotionally -- to the idea of “green” capitalism 

and individualized change as a solution to environmental issues? 

 

Based on the perceived incompatibility between anti-capitalist values and efforts 

to “green” capitalism, their opposing implications for behavior, and my own prior 
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observations as a member of the Whitman student body, I formulated a hypothesis in 

relation primarily to the behavioral component of my research question: 

Hypothesis: Students expressing anti-capitalist values feel unable to fully act 

upon their worldview and thereby conform to less radical, more market-oriented 

environmental behaviors. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW & THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

EVOLUTION OF ENVIRONMENTALIST THOUGHT 

In order to understand distinctions between what I mean by “anti-capitalism” and 

“green capitalism,” it is important to provide context for these terms and discuss how 

environmental sociology has been largely formed around these two terms. 

Beginning with the emergence of the New Environmental Paradigm (NEP), 

developed in 1978 by Catton and Dunlap, the field of sociology was forced to confront 

the idea that environmental variables and influences permeate the study of human 

society. The NEP argues against an anthropocentric worldview (the Human 

Exemptionalist Paradigm) and toward a view of human behavior that is influenced by 

environmental as well as social factors. The NEP solidified the importance of 

environmental sociology within sociology overall and was the first to describe the 

necessary incorporation of social-environmental interactions into the study of human 

society. 

Allan Schnaiberg (1980) was also on the forefront of this new subfield of 

environmental sociology, and his treadmill of production theory represents an early 

attempt to understand the role of capitalism and political economy in patterns of 

ecological degradation. This theory posits a pessimistic view of capitalism, focusing on 

the ways in which the capitalist desire for profit and production dominates any genuine 
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effort to prevent ecological degradation (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994: 65). Treadmill of 

production theory is based on the idea that the “pattern of increasing extraction and 

degradation in order to generate greater and greater profits has become a central 

operating framework of the global market” (Bell and York 2010: 113), which results in a 

never-ending treadmill of environmental damage. Since the capitalist system depends on 

growth and the constant production of goods to generate profit, it will continue to exert 

pressure on the environment through withdrawals (i.e. natural resource extraction) and 

additions (i.e. pollution and trash) (Barbosa 2015: 37-38). According to proponents of 

this theory, the treadmill (and its inevitable environmental consequences) is unstoppable 

unless a change in the relations of production occurs (e.g. the relation between the 

capitalist and the worker, or between the capitalist and capital goods) (Bell and York 

2010: 113). Treadmill of production, is heavily pessimistic toward capitalism and, in line 

with neo-Marxism, emphasizes class conflict, inequality, and the importance of corporate 

social organization (Buttel 2004: 326). 

Since, according to these theorists, capitalism is linked to incessant environmental 

degradation, they claim that the only way to truly prevent future ecological degradation is 

to fundamentally alter and break down the system of corporate capitalism as we know it. 

As this insinuates, proponents of treadmill of production theory focus heavily on radical, 

rather than reformist, measures to prevent environmental degradation (Barbosa 2015: 38-

39). They argue that changes in consumption habits provide the illusion that people are 

actively benefiting the environment, when “in reality their lifestyles -- or the lifestyle of 

their societies -- are unsustainable in the long run” (Barbosa 2015: 39). Treadmill of 

production theory suggests the need for radical environmental activism, systemic and 



 

5 

 

large-scale political and economic change, and interventionist policies that serve to limit 

the influence of the treadmill.  

My use of the term “anti-capitalism” is grounded in treadmill of production theory 

and revolves around the belief that the current economic system cannot adapt to 

ecological needs. In this sense, I characterize anti-capitalism by a pessimism toward the 

relationship between capitalist society and the natural environment. In my application and 

use of the term anti-capitalist for my study, I do not necessarily associate it with a belief 

in an alternative system such as socialism or with a strict alignment with Marxist theory 

(although respondents may still express this perspective). Instead, I use anti-capitalism to 

refer to those who believe that large-scale, systemic change is necessary if humans are to 

ensure long-term environmental protection. 

As the subfield of environmental sociology continued to develop, a new 

foundational theory that challenges the treadmill of production emerged. First developed 

in the 1980’s and later synthesized by Mol and Spaargaren (2000), ecological 

modernization assumes that “existing political, economic, and social institutions can 

internalise care for the environment” (Van Der Heijden 1999: 211). Theorists within this 

framework use the notion of reflexivity to analyze how industrialized societies respond to 

increasing environmental pressures (Mol and Sonnenfeld 2005). The theory is based on 

modern neoliberal thought, which asserts that the market is the best mechanism for 

achieving societal goals such as environmental protection (Barbosa 2015: 43). Scholars 

who endorse ecological modernization argue that a “green” economy is possible and that 

the global economy can benefit from environmentalism: that technology and increased 

efficiency have the potential to “dematerialize” consumption and production to create a 
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win-win for both the environment and the economy (Carolan 2004: 253). Ecological 

modernists are optimistic toward capitalism, because “consumers make rational choices” 

and competition “keep[s] the system in synchrony” (Barbosa 2015: 43).  Since the market 

can reflexively respond to increasing ecological pressures to account for non-market (i.e. 

environmental) goods and services, environmental protection is entirely achievable 

within the current system.  

Ecological modernization theory advocates for the adoption of clean, preventive 

technology and “socio-technological systems” that combine hardware with new 

management concepts, ownership relations, and roles of the state (Mol, Sonnenfeld, and 

Spaargaren 2009: 21). Policy under ecological modernization aims to incentivize 

innovation and give businesses more freedom, arguing that governments should be 

“frame-setting, communicating and negotiating, and applying economic instead of 

bureaucratic instruments” (Huber 2000: 279). Policy prescriptions aside, these theorists 

also note that a nation needs a certain amount of wealth before environmentalism can 

become a true political priority.  

Although ecological modernization in practice focuses largely on the 

transformation of environmental policy (Barbosa 2015: 43), its connection with 

neoliberalism suggests implications for individual behavior. As mentioned above, 

neoliberalism involves the outsourcing of government provisions to private agencies and 

individuals. Neoliberalism, like ecological modernization, was a popular political 

ideology in the 1980’s, and its advocacy of privatization, deregulation, and free-market 

capitalism implies a shift of environmental responsibility onto consumers and businesses. 

This ideological umbrella, which sits at the core of ecological modernization, would then 
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include market-oriented behaviors such as advocating for market-oriented environmental 

policies, engaging minimally in environmental activism, and overall maintaining a 

reform-oriented and institutionalized approach to environmental change. 

Sustainable development may be considered a new and broader interpretation of 

ecological modernization that reaches outside of sociological theory. Sustainability has 

become a dominant framework in environmental governance, most notably seen in the 

United Nations’ seventeen “Sustainable Development Goals” released in 2015. While 

both ecological modernization and sustainable development focus on the causes of 

environmental issues and imply that they can be successfully resolved “within the 

existing capitalist political system” (Langhelle 2000: 316), sustainable development 

incorporates a wider range of issues beyond the natural environment. Social justice is at 

the core of sustainable development, as it often includes “ethico-political objectives” 

along with environmental ones (Langhelle 2000: 307). Also, ecological modernization 

has mainly been discussed and applied to Western industrialized societies (Langhelle 

2000), so it may be considered a “weak” expression of sustainable development 

(Langhelle 2000: 318). Although these are important distinctions, sustainability is more 

popularly used to refer to the idea of “greening” capitalism and has become a well-known 

buzzword. During interviews, I often use sustainable development to convey the idea of 

market-oriented change, because respondents likely are not familiar with ecological 

modernization theory. 

While there are many different definitions of what a fully realized “green” 

capitalism requires in practice, I am using this term to broadly represent an optimism 

toward capitalism’s relationship with the environment as suggested by ecological 
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modernization and sustainable development. My research does not hinge on political 

specifics, but rather on individual beliefs and internal processes. Because of this, my use 

of the term focuses more on the transition to green capitalism -- widely accepted to 

include investment in renewable technology, increased efficiency, and market-oriented 

policies such as carbon taxes (Tienhaara 2014: 194) -- rather than in what green 

capitalism should actually look like. Although ecological modernization advocates for 

institutional rather than individual change, many varieties of green capitalism hinge on 

sustainable development, which regards individual consumption and lifestyle changes as 

key components of market-based environmental change (see Sustainable Development 

Goal #12: “Responsible Consumption and Production”). In this sense, my framing of 

green capitalism includes market-oriented policy prescriptions and individual change, 

both of which constitute the overarching belief that environmental resilience can be 

achieved by reforming, rather than breaking down, the capitalist system. 

 

FORMATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES 

Treadmill of production and ecological modernization theories present 

foundationally different assumptions about the relationship between capitalism and the 

environment. As neoliberalism directly conflicts with neo-Marxism, so is ecological 

modernization “an antithesis to treadmill of production theory” (Barbosa 2015: 43); one 

retains faith in reforming capitalism, and the other asserts the need for an alternative. 

Treadmill of production and ecological modernization are incompatible worldviews; they 

represent opposing orientations toward society’s relationship with nature. One side 

assumes an anti-capitalist stance toward environmental protection with focus on systemic 



 

9 

 

change, and the other supports a transition to green capitalism with focus on consumption 

and intra-system change. So, how do individuals come to support these environmental 

worldviews? What factors influence one’s relative adherence to either side?  

Longo and Baker (2014) reaffirm and build upon prior research that shows that 

economic ideology, political identity, and sociodemographic and religious characteristics 

all strongly influence individual environmental points of view (356). According to the 

study, economic ideology -- as measured by the desire for more or less economic 

regulation and intervention (347-348) --  is “the strongest predictor of the perceived 

threat from eco-catastrophe” (356). Additionally, these economic beliefs can be 

counteracted or magnified by a person’s political views (356). In terms of 

sociodemographic and religious factors, gender and “biblical literalism” had the greatest 

impact on perceived threat, but these influences were heavily mediated by economic 

ideology and political identity (355). Ultimately, Longo and Baker’s study claims that 

Americans’ disparate economic views overwhelmingly contribute to and reflect the 

“growing partisan divide over environmentalism” (356) that is the debate between 

laissez-faire and interventionist approaches.  

Other research on environmental attitudes emphasizes ways in which cultural and 

institutional dimensions impact one’s environmental ideology. For example, Sovacool 

(2009) analyzed cultural barriers to renewable energy in the United States, finding that 

support for market-driven technologies is dependent on values such as being freely 

entitled to “abundance and consumption” (369). He also points to public apathy and a 

misunderstanding of renewable technologies, both as produced by American culture and 

as perpetuated by widespread misinformation about and disconnection from the energy-
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making process (366-368). In other words, people may be less inclined to support the 

transition to green capitalism under the influence of certain cultural and institutional 

environments. 

Lastly, more immediate psychological factors influence the decision to align with 

some environmental views over others. Psychologists have found that people generally 

have “an aversion to loss” and “hold a strong preference for the status quo” (Sovacool 

2009: 370), which shapes their attitudes toward consumption. According to this 

theoretical perspective, people may be less likely to adopt attitudes and behaviors that 

reflect treadmill of production theory since it requires more radical change and insinuates 

a loss of capitalist growth and development. Also, more specific and immediate 

psychological factors such as feelings of comfort, freedom, trust, social status, and habit 

(370) impact environmental behaviors. Committing to a pro-environmental choice like 

installing personal renewable energy systems is directly influenced by its association with 

the factors listed above (371), and these psychological tendencies are interlaced with 

larger values about environmental change in general. 

 

INTERSECTION OF ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES AND BEHAVIOR 

 Research in social psychology and economics has led to a number of theories and 

models that attempt to describe the relationship between environmental values and 

behavior. In social psychology, literature distinguishes between four types of pro-

environmental behaviors: environmental activism (i.e. involvement in organizations or 

demonstrations), nonactivist behaviors in the public sphere (i.e. petitioning or supporting 

policies), private-sphere environmentalism (i.e. consumption), and other significant 
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behaviors (Turaga, Howarth, and Borsuk 2010: 214). I have chosen to focus on two 

social psychological theories, because they are most coherent and empirically supported 

in their efforts to understand internal determinants of pro-environmental behavior: norm-

activation theory and theory of planned behavior. 

The first is norm-activation theory, originally proposed by Schwartz (1977), 

which argues that “the activation of personally held moral norms influences pro-social 

behavior”  under the preconditions that the individual is aware that their action has 

consequences and that they feel personally responsible to undertake the action (Turaga, 

Howarth, and Borsuk 2010: 212). Personally held moral norms generate a feeling of 

moral obligation, and the violation of this causes “guilt, self-deprecation, or loss of self-

esteem while conformity results in pride, enhanced self-esteem, or security” (212). Norm-

activation theory has been applied to pro-environmental behavior, and multiple empirical 

studies found that people with high awareness of the consequences and some sense of 

personal responsibility are more likely to engage in pro-environmental behavior overall 

(213). Value-belief-norms theory (VBN) expands upon norm-activation theory by adding 

norms based on self-interest (“egoistic” values) and non-human species (“biospheric” 

values) to the idea of personal norms based on altruistic or social values (Stern et al. 

1999). The theory also hypothesizes that awareness of concern and sense of responsibility 

are informed by overall beliefs about the interactions between society and the 

environment, such as a belief in the New Environmental Paradigm (NEP). In this sense, 

VBN adds new components to norm-activation theory and prevents an oversimplification 

of how norms direct behavior, but still emphasizes moral influences. 
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In contrast, a second important theory in social psychology called theory of 

planned behavior (TPB), first proposed by Ajzen (1985), assumes a rational decision-

making framework with a focus on behavioral intention. In this case, “the stronger the 

intention to perform a behavior, the stronger the likelihood of actually performing that 

behavior” (Turaga, Howarth, and Borsuk 2010: 216). This is mediated by both personal 

norms and perceived behavioral control, which represents the perception of ease or 

difficulty with which the behavior can be performed. In sum, attitudes toward the 

behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control work together to predict 

behavioral intention, thereby predicting actual behavior (216).  

Although both norm-activation theory and theory of planned behavior have been 

widely and successfully applied to research on pro-environmental behavior, there is little 

agreement in social psychology as to how these theories interact, or how moral norms can 

be incorporated into a rational decision-making framework. This is where ecological 

economics becomes relevant. Although the standard assumption in economics is that 

individuals behave in order to maximize individual utility, ecological economists have 

criticized this traditional “homo economicus” notion under rational choice theory and 

expanded the field to include moral motivations. Brekke et al. (2003) propose a 

framework that includes “self-image” as an individual utility (1969), arguing that a 

person’s decision to act on a moral basis depends on the benefit of maintaining self-

image and how that stacks up against the costs of the behavior. Another study models 

people as either “selfish hedonists”, “egoistic hedonists”, “altruists”, or “imperfect 

altruists” depending on the extent to which they derive utility from profits or moral 

benefits (Weaver 1996: 236-238). Some economists go so far as to say that individuals 
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have two discrete utility functions: one representing personal interest and one 

representing moral or social interest (Chouinard et al. 2008: 74).  

While these theories are foundational when it comes to the relationship between 

personal values and pro-environmental behaviors, they assume that this exchange is 

linear and that individuals have set values they are confident in. My research builds on 

previous literature by not only asking how and why individuals adopt certain 

environmental values and behaviors, but also how individuals respond to the pressure to 

negotiate between two incompatible views at the same time and how this then translates 

into behavior: do anti-capitalists experience pressure to conform to market-oriented 

change, why might this be the case, and how do they manage to justify and negotiate this 

tension? 

The most basic psychological underpinning of any discussion on incompatible 

values and behavior is cognitive dissonance, which describes how holding two 

inconsistent cognitions at once creates dissonance -- a psychologically unpleasant and 

uncomfortable state of internal tension. Leon Festinger (1957), first to introduce the 

concept, held that individuals strive to minimize this uncomfortable state by shifting one 

or both of their inconsistent beliefs (3). This can be done by adding new consonant 

cognitions, removing dissonant cognitions, increasing the importance of consonant 

cognitions, and/or decreasing the importance of dissonant cognitions. According to 

cognitive dissonance theory, those who are in-between anti-capitalist and pro-capitalist 

values or who attempt to reconcile both ideologies at once should feel deeply 

uncomfortable or uneasy about it. Environmental sociologists have applied cognitive 

dissonance to behavioral research. Multiple experimental studies found that “cognitive 
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dissonance is not produced if inconsistency can be attributed to external forces” 

(Thøgersen 2004: 94). This suggests that those who exhibit inconsistent feelings or 

behaviors may still feel comfortable doing so because they can divert blame onto, for 

example, larger systemic barriers to pro-environmental behavior. 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES AND BEHAVIOR IN A SOCIAL CONTEXT 

While social psychology and economics have contributed greatly to our 

understanding of the interaction between environmental values and behavior, they largely 

ignore the wider social context that influences this process. Although values and personal 

factors do influence behavior, human beings are often inconsistent and do not make 

straightforward choices, so sociological theories help fill this gap. 

Research initiated by Blake (1999) on the what he terms the “value-action gap” 

sheds light on the social components of environmental values and behavior. He criticizes 

the assumption that humans are rational, arguing that “both psychological and 

institutional factors affect individual action” (266). He identifies individuality, 

responsibility, and practicality as three main barriers to action. Individuality refers to 

“personal attitudes or cognitive structure” that prevent action, responsibility represents 

people’s “perceptions of institutions and [personal] responsibility,” and practicality 

highlights the “social or institutional constraints” that deter pro-environmental behavior 

(266-268). Blake’s model attempts to combine elements from social psychology and 

ecological economics to create a less rigid model that acknowledges the fact that people’s 

values have the potential to be contradictory and inconsistent. 
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Merton’s concept of “sociological ambivalence” also describes how an 

individual’s embeddedness in society impacts their values and behavior. Sociological 

ambivalence “refers to incompatible or contradictory normative expectations of attitudes, 

beliefs, and behavior assigned to a status or to a set of statuses in a society” (Stebbins 

1967, p. 247). In other words, conflicting normative expectations in society (Merton 

1976: 8) create a conflict of interests or values within an individual, which results in 

mixed feelings and compromised behavior (9). In this sense, ambivalence is a reaction to 

internal conflict, and this is in turn built upon social norms and roles. Carolan (2010) 

applied this concept in environmental sociology by describing why individuals have 

ambivalent orientations toward climate change and how they act in the face of those 

tensions (312). He expands on Merton’s original theory by delineating four themes that 

emerged inductively from his research: ambivalence and time, ecologically nested 

ambivalence, structurally nested ambivalence, and ambivalence as attitudinal instability 

(Carolan 2010: 313). My thesis builds on this research by applying his interpretation of 

sociological ambivalence in the context of the tension between anti-capitalist and green 

capitalist values.  

Kari Marie Norgaard’s work describes mechanisms that individuals use to grapple 

with multiple environmental views, and how their behavior reflects the tensions therein. 

In her research on climate change denial, she explains how, despite feeling fully 

“informed and concerned” about climate change, Norwegian respondents were able to 

collectively “block out certain information” to avoid feelings of guilt, fear, and 

helplessness (Norgaard 2015: 250-253). “Socially-organized denial” allowed them to 

justify certain behaviors, policies, and conversational patterns that counteract 
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environmentalism, despite the fact that they “were aware that climate change could 

radically alter life within the next decades,” and in some cases personally experienced its 

effects (249-250). Her conclusion insinuates that people could be ideologically and 

behaviorally pulled between anti-capitalism and green capitalism on an interactional 

level, and the pressure to conform to less radical views is instilled by social norms and 

individual fear and silence. This would explain why, in the context of my research, anti-

capitalist students’ behaviors would lean away from radical change and toward green 

capitalism, and why privileged individuals may act opposite of their environmental 

values. 

Norgaard’s concept of “tools of order” and “tools of innocence”also inform my 

research. In her analysis of how privileged people cope with the troubling scope and 

severity of climate change, she discovers two ways in which people create a sense of 

safety for themselves. “Tools of order” represent ways in which individuals attempt to 

create a sense of order and security in the face of overwhelming environmental issues like 

climate change. The most applicable tools of order (ones that were not based on 

Norwegian culture and identity) included “focusing on facts rather than feelings” and 

“skirting around disturbing information by joking” (Norgaard 2012: 92). “Tools of 

innocence” refer to the ways in which individuals attempt to construct their own 

innocence in relation to climate change. Although the tools of innocence she describes, 

such as a reliance on the idea that Norway’s impact is insignificant when compared to 

other countries like America, are outlined under a different cultural context, there is 

potential for my sample to exhibit new tools of innocence. Given that Whitman students 
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are also largely privileged and affluent, there is potential for socially-organized denial, 

tools of order, and tools of innocence to be exhibited and reproduced by my respondents. 

 

ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOR AMONG COLLEGE STUDENTS 

 Given that my research analyzes college students in particular, it is important to 

also discuss previous research that analyzes this subgroup. Scholars have applied 

previously mentioned environmental sociological theories and their behavioral models to 

college campuses, such as one study in the U.K. that analyzed the value-action gap 

among students at various universities (Chaplin and Wyton 2014). They identified both 

external factors, such as the need for adequate recycling facilities, and internal factors, 

namely the perception that it was another person’s responsibility or that their actions 

didn’t make a difference (410). Another study conducted at a U.S. liberal arts college 

found that, although choice of major didn’t have an impact, pro-environmental behavior 

increased with the number of years spent at the school (Meyer 2016: 3460). This study 

was consistent with prior research by finding that women are more likely to engage in 

pro-environmental behaviors.  

Studies on environmental attitudes among college students have shown that 

higher level of education is associated with greater environmental concern (Casey and 

Scott 2006; Klineberg, McKeever, and Rothenbach 1998). Explicit and implicit attitude 

testing on 90 students at Washington University, a mid-sized college in the Midwest, 

found that explicit attitudes strongly predicted intentions, which then strongly predicted 

claimed behaviors (Levine and Strube 2012: 320). Also, they found that knowledge was a 

consistent predictor of behavior, and men were more knowledgeable than women about 
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environmental issues (320). Like Meyer’s study, Levine and Strube found that students 

with more college experience had more favorable explicit environmental attitudes (as 

measured by the NEP scale), which strongly predicted their reported pro-environmental 

behavior (320). The authors state that “nearly all of the relationships that have been found 

in past research were replicated” in their study, aside from the tendency for women to 

report more favorable environmental attitudes than men (320).  

Additionally, research on college campuses has generally established that 

sustainability and “green” initiatives are the norm and remain evidently important to 

students in higher education. A worldwide survey by Azapagic, Perdan, and Shallcross 

(2007), which included engineering students from Georgia Institute of Technology and 

Oklahoma State University, found that “most students appeared to be interested in 

sustainable development and thought that it was either ‘important’ or ‘very important’” 

(11). Also, according to Emanuel and Adams’ (2011) survey on attitudes toward 

sustainability, 56% of undergraduate students in Alabama and 68% of students in Hawaii 

agreed or strongly agreed that “everyone in the university community should have to 

support sustainable solutions to environmental problems” (13). Research on students’ 

perception of sustainability in the U.S. is limited, however, since most current literature 

focuses on the universities themselves and how institutional discourse and policy has 

evolved in favor of environmental sustainability. That being said, Earl and Lawrence 

(2003) mention that many scholars believe, “colleges and universities have begun to 

implement sustainable practices because of student interests and pressures” (91).  

There are also regional and age elements that suggest that students at Whitman 

would likely value individual lifestyle adjustments over systemic change. One survey 
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found that people in Western regions of the U.S. were less likely to report that 

responsibility for environmental protection lies with government and business, and 

younger people also indicated a greater sense of personal responsibility for protecting the 

environment (Guagnano and Markee 1995: 142-143). A national survey also found that 

millennials born between 1979 and 2001 “feel personally responsible to make a 

difference” and 69% consider a company’s environmental commitment when deciding 

where to shop (Cone Inc. 2006: 6, 9).  

Overall, many sociological studies have tested environmental attitudes and the 

barriers to pro-environmental behavior on college campuses. However, in a 

comprehensive search, I have found none that explicitly draw a connection between 

students’ behaviors and their core worldview regarding the relationship between 

capitalism and environmental change. While, as this literature has shown, there is much 

to be said about the effects of various internal and external factors on attitudes and 

behavior, there is also potential for deep-seated, future-oriented values to impact how 

students behave and view their school community’s culture of sustainability. Previous 

studies analyze all college students as one target population, but an in-depth analysis of 

anti-capitalists as a unique group has not been undertaken. Anti-capitalists, whose values 

clearly contradict the market-oriented, individualized form of change put forward by 

ecological modernization and sustainability, provide a potentially revealing case for 

analysis due to their existence in a market economy -- and perhaps normative culture -- 

that works against their underlying environmental values.  
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METHODOLOGY 

A COMBINED QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE APPROACH 

My research question calls for an in-depth analysis of students’ internal processes, 

and it also suggests the need for an understanding of the relative agreement between 

students’ environmental values and their reported behavior. Given the potential for 

interactional and social pressures that may impact anti-capitalists at Whitman, I found it 

important to both collect detailed personal data from anti-capitalists and to understand 

how the wider student community (i.e. students with more pro-capitalist values) behave 

in relation to their environmental views. Therefore, my data collection process utilized a 

survey to gauge overall relationships between environmental values and behavior, 

followed by interviews with particular respondents whose data demonstrated anti-

capitalist values. This combination of methods allowed anti-capitalist respondents to 

build on their survey answers, and the interviews provided a conversational space in 

which they could better reflect on how they feel about their choices rather than simply 

what choices they make. Also, interviews allowed space for respondents to talk through 

the complexity of their environmental values and gave them more of an opportunity to 

express uncertainty about their views.  

The survey evaluated the extent to which respondents conform to anti-capitalism 

or green capitalism using closed-ended questions that quantitatively measured views on 

environmental technology, radical vs. incremental change, the potential for ecological 

crisis, and other attributes that define and juxtapose the two ideologies. It began with a 

few questions to gauge overall level concern, optimism, and pessimism toward 

environmental problems. The second section assessed the extent to which respondents’ 
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values correspond with anti-capitalist or pro-capitalist worldviews. Each worldview was 

measured by four defining statements. Anti-capitalism was measured by a statement 

indicating that capitalism inherently causes environmental degradation, a statement about 

the need for radical, large-scale political change, a statement about the need for 

institutional rather than individual social change, and a statement about “green” 

technology providing the illusion that it helps the environment. The green capitalist 

worldview was measured by a statement indicating that a system alternative to capitalism 

is not necessary, a statement about the need for reformatory, incremental political change, 

a statement about the need for individual rather than institutional social change, and a 

statement of support for green technology (see Appendix I for full survey questionnaire). 

The last section of the survey measured reported behavior, including a variety of 

consumptive, political, and activist actions on a Likert scale from “never” to “always”. 

So, the primary independent variable for my survey was “environmental worldview” (i.e. 

support for anti-capitalism or green capitalism) and my dependent variable was 

individual reported behavior pro-environmental behavior. I also included secondary 

independent variables for gender, race, socioeconomic status, and major to see if 

demographic differences had an impact on this relationship.  

I used a purposive sampling method to target students who might be expected to 

lean toward anti-capitalism in order to maximize the number of interviews, administering 

the survey to Divest Whitman, CCC, and the Environmental Studies major listservs. I 

also advertised the survey via email to other unrelated clubs and classes that I am a part 

of in order to capture a broader range of values. In total, I ended with 87 responses, all of 

whom were current students at Whitman.  
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In order to assess the correlations between anti-capitalism and pro-environmental 

behavior, I constructed three composite variables: one for anti-capitalist values, which 

combined the four defining questions mentioned above, one for green capitalist values, 

which combined the other four defining questions, and one for pro-environmental 

behavior, which combined all of the behaviors listed in the second portion of the survey. I 

chose to use the Spearman correlation coefficient as my primary form of analysis 

because, as opposed to the Pearson correlation coefficient, it allows for the use of ordinal-

level measurements. Aside from demographic information, my survey is entirely 

composed of ordinal Likert scales, so this proved to be the most fitting form of analysis 

for my data. Although other ordinal-level measurements exist, I chose to stick with the 

Spearman coefficient primarily so as to avoid data dredging (fishing for “better” 

correlations and results by choosing another form of analysis). Also, when I compared 

the Spearman values to other ordinal-level measurements, such as and Kendall’s tau-c 

and Goodman and Kruskal’s gamma, the results were similar. In many cases, the gamma 

value, which is usually the highest and less affected by outliers, was lower than the 

Spearman value. For example, for the correlation between anti-capitalist values and pro-

environmental behavior (computed with composite measures), Kendall’s tau-c was 0.286, 

Gamma was 0.294, and Spearman was 0.372.  

Although my survey sample size is relatively small and my data collection is 

purposive, I still think my results are important and useful, especially given that my 

survey was not intended to analyze a representative population. The focus of the survey is 

internal: it’s goal was to evaluate the extent to which individuals conform to green 

capitalism and whether this “agrees” with their behavior. My survey’s primary goal was 
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to understand anti-capitalist views in particular rather than gauge a generalizable 

spectrum of beliefs at Whitman or to be representative of all anti-capitalists at Whitman. 

Although I did not end up with a statistically significant sample size, I still found 

significant correlations that allow me to make claims in certain analytical situations, and 

these correlations are largely used to supplement the data collected in my interviews. 

 

In order to recruit interview respondents, I ended the survey with a question that 

asked whether respondents would be willing to participate in a follow-up interview. I 

combined this with two survey questions that most directly exemplify anti-capitalist 

values. The first question asked respondents to rate their level of agreement with the 

following statement: “capitalism inherently causes environmental degradation; we need 

another system if we are to ensure long-term environmental protection” (see Fig. 1).  

 

Figure 1: Interview Recruitment Q. 1         Figure 2: Interview Recruitment Q. 2 

 

Out of the 13 respondents who answered “strongly agree” to this statement, 6 

consented to a follow-up interview, and 4 were actually scheduled. In order to expand my 

sample size, I added a second question that states, “dismantling the systemic exploitation 
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of natural resources requires radical, large-scale political change” (see Fig. 2). I contacted 

respondents who both agreed with the first question and strongly agreed with the second 

question, out of which there were 9 who consented to an interview and 7 scheduled. This 

amounted to 11 interviewees in total. 

The interviews provided a more in-depth analysis of students’ ideological tensions 

in relation to the growing pervasiveness of green capitalism at Whitman. Lasting 

approximately thirty minutes, they each delved into each students’ reported behavioral 

choices, environmental values, and their reflections on how they negotiate the two.  In 

sum, the interviews had two main goals: 1) to understand how negative attitudes toward 

capitalism impact, justify, and/or counteract attitudes toward green capitalism and 

individual pro-environmental behavior, and 2) to understand why anti-capitalist students 

might feel pressure to conform to green capitalism. The first half of my interview 

questionnaire provided a sort of introduction by asking respondents to elaborate on their 

environmental views and behaviors, and the second half delved into the two goals 

mentioned above (see Appendix II for full interview questionnaire). As the interviews 

progressed, conversations moved away from straightforward responses and into an 

analysis of emotional responses, systemic barriers to action, and self-imposed limitations. 

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF RESPONDENTS 

Overall, 49 of the survey respondents (69.01%) identified as women, 19 (26.76%) 

identified as men, and 3 (4.23%) identified as non-binary. Also, the majority of my 

survey respondents were white (85.71%) and self-selected as upper-middle class 

(61.97%). Additionally, all respondents -- aside from 8 missing responses -- agreed or 
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strongly agreed that “there are legitimate environmental problems that humans need to 

address,” with 76 out of the 79 choosing “strongly agree.” Similarly, the majority of 

survey respondents expressed a high level of concern toward a future ecological crisis, 

with only one respondent somewhat disagreeing with the statement: “a global ecological 

crisis in the near future is imminent” (see Fig. 3). All 11 interviewees also answered yes 

to the first interview question (see Q. 1 in Appendix II), indicating that they perceive 

environmental problems as highly threatening and pressing. 

 

Figure 3: Level of Concern 

  

 

  

 

 

 

As expected based on the purposive sampling method, the majority of survey 

respondents demonstrated anti-capitalist values rather than an alignment with green 

capitalism. As mentioned above, the survey utilized four statements to characterize each 

worldview. Among the the four statements on green capitalism, there were 97 responses 

in the somewhat-to-strongly agree range, compared to 233 on the anti-capitalist 

statements. This discrepancy indicates that my sample was skewed heavily toward anti-

capitalist values, which was to be expected given the purposive sampling method.  

 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 Although Whitman is left-leaning and participants would not be expected to 

receive backlash for expressing anti-capitalist thoughts, confidentiality is essential for 



 

26 

 

both protecting students’ identities and ensuring honest and reliable data. In terms of the 

survey, email addresses were kept entirely confidential and no questions had the potential 

to reveal identifying information. Before beginning the survey, respondents were made 

aware of their rights and the purpose of the research as a whole. 

The interview questions were more personal and challenged students’ core 

beliefs, which raises considerations about beneficence and respondents’ emotional 

reactions. That being said, the interview questions were phrased as neutrally and matter-

of-factly as possible so as to minimize the emotional impact of the conversation and to 

avoid response bias. Interview respondents consented to an interview in the survey, but 

they were also provided an informed consent sheet on which they were reminded of their 

right to exit the interview, skip questions, and to choose whether or not they wanted to be 

recorded. All notes and transcriptions used numbers one through eleven to refer to each 

interviewee, and they have been assigned pseudonyms for the written analysis section. 

Overall, the ethical foundations of my project were not problematic. My research 

does not violate any of the questions in Part A of the IRB proposal form, and it qualified 

as exempt from IRB review. 

 

STRENGTHS & LIMITATIONS 

 Given that it is a case study of the subculture of anti-capitalists at Whitman 

College, the most obvious limitation of my research is its lack of generalizability. The 

survey was non-random and did not garner a statistically adequate number of responses 

in order to be considered generalizable. Also, despite the fact that all interviewees 

expressed anti-capitalist views, there was plenty of variation otherwise between 
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respondents. 11 interviews is simply not enough to capture the broadest and fullest 

representation of views, especially since only one of my interviewees identified as male, 

and the rest were female (a large gender imbalance compared to the survey 

demographic). My research is also limited in that it only analyzes liberal anti-capitalist 

subculture, indicating a need for similar research on conservative anti-capitalism. 

That being said, as seen in the distribution of survey responses, Whitman College 

proved to be ripe with anti-capitalist and environmentally concerned students and 

therefore was an appropriate case study location. Given that my research was aimed at 

understanding how individual student anti-capitalists negotiate their views and behavior, 

rather than understanding the characteristics and demographics of this population, it has 

the potential to reveal larger patterns of anti-capitalist thought that could be applied to 

other schools and contexts.  

Another limitation to my research was its reliance on reported behaviors rather 

than real-life observations, and my results could have been impacted by respondent bias. 

A more complete study would have incorporated participant observation of pro-

environmental behaviors, but this requires a longitudinal research design and a greater 

invasion of privacy. Overall, my research suggests the need for more complete research 

on this topic, and that would have the potential to reveal more widely applicable 

information about young anti-capitalists and their behavioral and emotional processes.  

In the following section, I integrate my quantitative and qualitative results in 

order to build an evolving understanding of my findings. This strategy allows me to first 

discuss overall patterns of pro-environmental behavior among all respondents before 

delving into anti-capitalist behavior specifically. I begin with the what questions that 
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correspond to my research questions: What pro-environmental behaviors do the students 

engage in? What views and values do they express? Then, I discuss findings that relate to 

why and how questions: Why do anti-capitalists conform to market-oriented change? 

How do they cope with this choice? 

 

FINDINGS 

MAPPING BASIC PATTERNS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOR 

 Before launching into correlations regarding anti-capitalist behavior specifically, 

it is important to establish a basic understanding of the distribution of different pro-

environmental behaviors based on the survey data, and to draw connections between 

these behaviors and other components of the survey. Overall, my respondents reported a 

high level of engagement in pro-environmental behaviors, with “often” being the most 

frequent answer for many statements. The most common pro-environmental behaviors 

demonstrated within my sample of students included recycling properly, not driving to 

class, limiting household energy use, buying organic food, and sacrificing cost for more 

eco-friendly products (see Figures 4-8). Recycling properly and not driving to class were 

the most conclusive: 59.15% of respondents reported that they “always” recycle properly, 

and 87.32% of respondents reported that they “never” drive to class. The rest of these 

common behaviors had a greater number of respondents indicate “often” rather than 

“always,” but the “often” category still hovered between 43.7% and 54.93%.  
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Figures 4-8: Most Common Pro-Environmental Behaviors 

 

 

 

 

By far the least common pro-environmental behavior was choosing not to travel 

by plane based on environmental concerns (see Figure 9). Choosing not to travel by plane 

was the only pro-environmental behavior that did not average positively -- in other 

words, a greater number of respondents fell in the “never” and “rarely” categories than in 

“often” or “always” (driving to class was inversely scored, so it is an exception). This 
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trend was further established during interviews, where seven respondents mentioned 

traveling by plane as a personal behavior that negatively impacts the environment. The 

behavior with the widest distribution of responses among the five categories was 

choosing not to eat meat, dairy, or both: 35.2% chose “often” and the other four response 

categories hovered between 14.1% and 21.1% (see Figure 10). Despite this fairly even 

distribution, interviewees mentioned vegetarianism and veganism more often when asked 

about their pro-environmental behaviors. Along with recycling, seven out of the eleven 

interviewees mentioned that they were active vegetarians or vegans. 

 

Figure 9: Least Common                             Figure 10: Most Evenly Distributed  

Pro-Environmental Behavior                        Pro-Environmental Behavior 

 

 

 

UNCERTAINTY REGARDING “GREEN” TECHNOLOGY AND CONSUMPTION 

 In order to address how anti-capitalists ideologically respond to green capitalism, 

the interviews asked multiple in-depth questions revolving around respondents’ attitudes 

toward eco-friendly technology and consumption. 

 The vast majority of interview respondents expressed mixed feelings about the 

movement toward a “green” economy, despite their stance on capitalism’s inherently 

negative effect on the natural environment. Emma, Riley, and Stella all expressed 
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skepticism toward the viability and benefit of eco-friendly consumption. First, Emma 

said, “sometimes what [corporations] say is environmentally friendly actually isn't that 

environmentally friendly, but they market it as ‘clean’ and ‘green’ so people will buy it.” 

Adding a concrete example to this idea, Riley conveyed a similar sense dissatisfaction 

with these products: “So many ‘eco-friendly’ things aren't really eco-friendly. I think of 

Seventh Generation laundry detergent and dryer sheets and everything -- it kinda looks 

more granola or whatever, and it's really just not that much better.” Stella also articulate 

the term that describes this phenomenon, saying she “had a professor use the term 

‘greenwashing’ a lot: just kinda this idea that you can feel ok consuming because it says 

it's ‘natural’ and says it's ‘green’ and says it's ‘eco’ even if it's being shipped from 

halfway across the world.” 

Stella went on to argue that greenwashing is “a distraction from us trying to make 

real lifestyle changes.” She believes that eco-friendly technology prevents both a cultural 

shift away from consumption and an economic shift away from environmental 

degradation: 

“I don't like this idea that like technology will come in and will save us and we 

can still continue to live the lifestyles that we have been living and the 

environmental degradation won't be a problem because we'll have better 

technology. In that way, I think it’s a cop out. I think that it's just part of the 

consumerist capitalistic mindset.” 

 

Avery, Eva, Olivia, and Martin also indicated that the real focus needs to be on 

reducing consumption, despite their acknowledgement of the short-term benefits of green 

technology. Martin explained that green capitalism is productive so long as people both 

buy eco-friendly products and consume less, because then “you’re still contributing to 

capitalism but based on your actual needs in a conscious way.” Eva said, “I'm not sure 
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how much green capitalism works… I think there's an overemphasis on it currently. I 

think technology is an important part of the equation, but I think the most important part 

of the equation is consuming less.” Avery also mentioned the importance of social 

change, noting that eco-friendly technology is only a short term solution: “It does seem 

like it's cool that people are trying to solve [environmental issues] with new technologies 

but it also is not really a real solution… it's very resource intensive and people aren't 

changing their habits.”  

Unlike Martin, Avery and Eva expressed more skepticism toward green 

capitalism due to these social implications. Avery worried about emotional impacts, 

saying, “I feel like people can be guilt-free, and it's not guilt-free, like, your electric car 

needs a replacement battery every three years or something.” Eva added to this a 

skepticism toward Martin’s earlier idea that green capitalism is compatible with reduced 

consumption: “People don't want to be told what to do. They don't want to be told to 

consume less, and our economy is so growth-centric, like, that just doesn't work for 

people.” 

Despite these reservations, multiple respondents expressed that they are willing to 

accept the transition to eco-friendly technologies and products at least in the short-term, 

because they do not perceive any viable alternative. In alignment with Martin’s ideas, 

Stella said, “I think it's good as like a short term kind of bridge until we can really make 

the changes we need or simultaneously while we're trying to make the changes that need 

to be made.” Olivia and Eva are also willing to accept it, but with more bitterness. In a 

sharp and succinct tone, Eva concluded her thoughts with the statement: “I'm kind of in 
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the like, well, let's try it, I don't see another great option.” Olivia explains her conclusion 

in more detail: 

“I'm so conflicted about it, because on the one hand I don't really believe in 

‘green’ capitalism. I don't think capitalism as we know it or see it is capable of 

overcoming this crisis... At the same time, I'm really hopeful that it can do that, 

and my family does have a Nissan Leaf that we charge from solar panels on our 

roof and it's kind of like a stopgap measure. It's kind of like putting a bandaid on a 

gaping wound but it's almost better than no bandaid.” 

 

Overall, the growing pervasiveness of green technology and consumption was 

met with conflicting thoughts and feelings from the majority of respondents. No 

respondent outright rejected the idea of green technology and consumption, but many had 

strong reservations toward it. There were, however, a few exceptions to this trend. 

Despite expressing doubts about capitalism earlier in the interview, Maddie’s response to 

questions about green technology were met with total support. Additionally, in like with 

ecological modernization theory, Aria believed that capitalism could be restructured to 

ensure sustainability and environmental benefit: 

“Eco-friendly products aren't the problem with capitalism. Capitalism is the 

problem when it prioritizes products and resources and energy consumption that'll 

cause the greatest profits at the expense of the environment, but if capitalism is 

working in a way that promotes eco-friendly products instead, that’s when it can 

be used for good. The problem with capitalism is when morality doesn't align 

with whatever's most profitable.” 

 

 Caroline also considered this idea, acknowledging that, if capitalist production 

were based on sustaining and benefiting the world rather than on profit, the system 

wouldn’t be so detrimental to the environment. Ultimately, though, she still has mixed 

feelings: “I think the reality of it is that’s not where we’re at yet.” 
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 Based on these results, it’s clear that my sample of anti-capitalists largely does not 

exhibit a shared ideological response to green capitalism, and most of my respondents’ 

opinions weren’t fully formed or consistent.  

 

CONFORMING TO MARKET-ORIENTED CHANGE 

Interview Results 

 Despite predominantly mixed feelings about green capitalism, the majority of 

interviewees agreed that they experience pressure to conform to more personal, market-

oriented actions. Two out of the seven who agreed -- Emma and Caroline -- did so 

without discomfort, because they actively choose personal over political actions. When 

asked whether she feels pressure to conform to more individualized forms of 

environmentalism, Caroline agreed and then said, “I don't think that's bad, I think that's 

good, and I think a lot of that is family values and also just being at Whitman which is a 

very environmentally-conscious place.” Emma also indicated that she experienced this 

pressure, but also expressed an active desire to contribute outside of large-scale systems: 

“Even if I can participate in the larger scale I still will do my own personal 

improvements or whatever I can do as a person. So yeah, there's definitely both 

sides -- the small-scale and the large-scale -- and people have to decide which one 

is more important to them... I think it's a combination of both in just doing as 

much as you can.” 

 

 Eva expressed a desire to contribute on a personal level, but said she did not feel 

pressured to do so. According to her, political actions such as public demonstration or 

social media campaigns aren’t “effective” or “desirable”, so she would rather contribute 

on personal and professional levels: “I don't feel pressured to, it's just that I don't choose 

to.” Maddie, on the other hand, felt “more inclined to work on the systemic issues” via 
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petitions, calling senators, and attending demonstrations. Although she acknowledged 

that “sometimes you have to work from the bottom versus tackling the big stuff at the 

top,” she was the only respondent who expressed both a lack of perceived pressure and a 

lack of interest in engaging in personal-level forms of environmentalism. 

Two respondents explained that they feel pressure to conform to personal actions 

because they feel as though they cannot contribute on a large-scale level. In Riley’s case, 

it was age that made her feel disconnected from large-scale change: “I find it especially 

with the past election, like, I couldn't vote. I only turned eighteen a few months ago, and 

because of that I really felt so frustrated that I couldn't participate.” Avery felt as though 

her status as a student prevents her from engaging in political actions, saying “I can’t 

really do anything else.” 

 Others framed this pressure to choose personal over political actions in the 

context of social influences. Olivia, for example, said that “greenwashing and that bizarre 

green capitalism notion” has been “very much inserted into” her daily life, and as a result 

she has “let this buy-stuff-to-save-the-world-your-only-power-is-through-being-a-

consumer idea infiltrate [her] brain.” For Olivia, the pressure to make consumptive rather 

than political changes is primarily a result of conforming to (perhaps American) society’s 

normative faith in green capitalism. Isabel experienced social pressure on an interactional 

level rather than as a result of broader cultural norms. She said, “it's definitely less easy 

or there's more pressure to do the personal changes. People are always putting up signs 

like "turn of the lights" blah blah blah, but you have to go more out of your way if you 

wanna go the political route.”  
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 In sum, the majority of interviewees experienced pressure to conform to 

individual-level actions rather than contributing to large-scale change, which indicates a 

certain amount of ideological and behavioral conformity to market-oriented change. To 

further support this finding, the overwhelming majority of pro-environmental behaviors 

mentioned in the interviews were market-oriented and focused on personal consumption. 

Despite the fact that all eleven interviewees held anti-capitalist values as determined by 

the purposive sampling method, only four respondents mentioned activism (i.e. protests, 

social media campaigns, etc.) and/or political actions (voting, calling senators, etc.), 

whereas ten respondents mentioned consumptive choices such as buying products with 

less packaging, buying organic food, becoming vegetarian, etc. These findings supports 

my original hypothesis that anti-capitalists conform to less radical, more market-oriented 

environmental behaviors.  

 

Survey Results 

 Results generated by the survey also support this hypothesis that anti-capitalists 

do in fact engage in behavior that supports the notion of green capitalism. Using the 

composite measures of the variables (a) anti-capitalist values and (b) pro-environmental 

behavior, I found that anti-capitalism was positively and significantly correlated with 

engagement in pro-environmental behavior (rho = 0.372, p = 0.002). Green capitalist 

values, on the other hand, were weakly and insignificantly correlated with pro-

environmental behavior (rho = -0.133, p = 0.280). Although this finding does not directly 

address my research question, it suggests that there is a relationship between anti-

capitalism and pro-environmental behavior. This could be explained by a discrepancy in 
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the two groups’ levels of concern toward ecological crisis, where anti-capitalist values 

were positively correlated with the statement “a global ecological crisis in the near future 

is imminent” (rho = 0.398, p = 0.001), and green capitalist values were negatively 

correlated with the same statement (rho = -0.239, p = 0.048). This statement was also 

found to be positively correlated with reported engagement in pro-environmental 

behavior (rho  = 0.322, p = 0.007), indicating that anti-capitalists’ high level of concern 

toward a potential ecological crisis may motivate them to engage in a greater level of pro-

environmental behaviors overall.1 

In order to better understand whether anti-capitalist values are specifically 

associated with market-oriented behaviors, I disaggregated the composite measure of pro-

environmental behavior to examine the correlations between both anti-capitalist and 

green capitalist values and several relevant individual pro-environmental behaviors 

contained therein (see Table 1). Many of the correlations between anti-capitalist values 

and specific pro-environmental behaviors in the survey proved to be of modest strength 

and statistically insignificant, but there were also a few revealing and interesting findings. 

While the correlation between anti-capitalist values and support for market-

oriented policies was statistically insignificant2, there was a significant and positive 

correlation (rho = 0.278, p = 0.02) between anti-capitalist values and support for 

interventionist policies (i.e. banning certain chemicals, setting emissions standards, etc.). 

This is not surprising, given that interventionist policies are often viewed as antithetical 

to market-oriented policies in that they often do not benefit businesses and corporations. 

                                                
1 The relationship between optimism/pessimism and pro-environmental behavior was not 

statistically significant. 
2 The correlation between anti-capitalist values and support for market-oriented policies is not 

included in Table 1 because I chose only to display statistically significant results. 
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**significant at the .05 level 

Also, recycling properly was negatively correlated with green capitalist values (rho = -

0.286, p = 0.026), but the correlation between it and anti-capitalist values was even 

weaker, in a positive direction, and insignificant. This can perhaps be traced back to the 

disparity in level of concern mentioned above, where green capitalists tended to express 

less concern and therefore may be less motivated to recycle. 

 

Table 1: Environmental Worldview and Pro-Environmental Behaviors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The other two statistically significant correlations were consumption-oriented. 

First, as to be expected, anti-capitalist values were positively correlated with attempting 

to purchase fewer consumer goods based on environmental concerns (rho = 0.330, p = 

0.005). This may be regarded as a case where anti-capitalists do act in accordance with 

their values by attempting to lessen their personal contributions to the market system. 

However, anti-capitalist values were also positively and significantly correlated with 

choosing not to eat meat, dairy, or both (rho = 0.413, p = 0.000), which is a market-
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oriented pro-environmental behavior. However, green capitalist values were negatively 

correlated with this behavior (rho = -0.286, p = 0.017). As with recycling, this finding 

may come down to a disparity in level of concern, but it also shows that anti-capitalists 

tend to engage in personal consumptive choices like vegetarianism despite their ultimate 

lack of faith in green capitalism. 

The rest of the correlations regarding organic food, activism, driving to class, 

limiting household energy use, traveling by plane, sacrificing cost for eco-friendly 

products, and composting were statistically insignificant. Environmental activism may be 

the most surprising of these insignificant results, because it might be expected to 

demonstrate a strong positive correlation with anti-capitalist values. 

These survey results provide insight into anti-capitalists’ behavioral responses to 

green capitalism and personal consumptive actions. Although the majority of the results 

were statistically insignificant, the survey data further supports findings in the interviews 

by revealing that anti-capitalists engage in personal market-oriented behaviors like 

vegetarianism/veganism and purchasing fewer consumer goods. That being said, the 

purchase of fewer consumer goods also indicates a motivation to withdraw, at least in 

part, from the market system, a behavior that potentially lines up with anti-capitalist 

values. In addition, the support for interventionist policies indicates an adherence to anti-

capitalist values. Overall, while the survey does reveal a certain amount of behavioral 

conformity, it also establishes that anti-capitalists still engage in some behaviors that 

align with their values. More complete follow-up research on these correlations using a 

larger sample size would produce more reliable conclusions. 
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WHY DO ANTI-CAPITALISTS ENGAGE IN MARKET-ORIENTED BEHAVIOR? 

In order to understand why some anti-capitalists conform to market-oriented 

change -- both on an ideological and behavioral level -- the qualitative data was more 

useful, and multiple interview questions revealed possible answers to this question.  

 

Compatibility of Anti-Capitalism and Eco-Friendly Consumption 

 Despite their shared belief that capitalism inherently degrades the environment, 

seven out of ten respondents agreed with the idea that anti-capitalism is compatible with 

eco-friendly consumption. Many of them justified this by arguing that, as long as there is 

a shift toward less consumption or small-scale economy, eco-friendly consumption can 

be beneficial. This traces back to an earlier section titled “Uncertainty Regarding ‘Green’ 

Technology and Consumption.”  

That being said, there were also mixed responses as to whether eco-friendly 

consumption conflicts with the development of an alternative to capitalism. The five who 

agreed said things like “you have to participate in the capitalist system until it's 

dismantled” (Avery) and “you almost have to because we are all consumers” (Olivia). 

Two respondents disagreed, but for different reasons. While Isabel said, “I don’t see why 

the alternative can’t be forming while that’s going on,” Emma argued that eco-friendly 

consumption “works with capitalism but also in a different direction than mainstream 

capitalism because it does make you think about environmental impacts.” Three 

respondents couldn’t answer the question. 
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Resisting the Market System 

Also, despite their strong beliefs about capitalism’s impact on the environment, 

six of the eleven interviewees indicated that they wouldn’t adopt a lifestyle that rejects 

the market system because it’s simply less desirable. As Isabel said, “It would require me 

to just live a much more difficult life and forego things that I enjoy.” Olivia expressed 

similar reasoning. Although she has a “crazy wild young person dream” of “saying no” to 

capitalism, her “lovely bubble of privilege and life of comfort” makes her feel less 

inclined to do so. Both Olivia and Stella recognized that, by choosing to conform to the 

market system, their behavior is at odds with their anti-capitalist values. Like Olivia, 

Stella owned up to this reality: 

“I'm selfish and I love fashion so I get tempted to buy new clothes when I don't 

need them just for my own fun and pleasure. It's totally a selfish thing that I want 

what I want and sometimes I don't listen to my morals. I wish I could blame it on 

just being ignorant but I'm a hypocrite to a certain extent, but I think most people 

are.” 

 

 Along with the “desire for material comfort”, Caroline also attributed the 

undesirability of a truly anti-capitalist lifestyle to her desire to “be a part of society and 

not feel isolated.” In spite of her beliefs, she wanted to “not be marginalized in society 

and thought of as some crazy person who's just like ‘fuck the system’ let me just go live 

in the woods.” For Avery and Eva, it was primarily these social influences that made 

them feel less inclined to disengage from the market system. While Avery recognized the 

comforts and luxuries she is attached to, she also mentioned a social component that 

contributes to her lack of resistance: “It feels pretty social to me. I feel like I could put up 

with a different lifestyle if everyone I loved was also participating in it, you know? It's 

just kind of not gonna happen. Also, I love Trader Joe's and things like that and my 
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iPhone.” Similarly, Eva expressed an attachment to the “social capital” she retains by 

conforming to the market system: 

Eva: “While I do pride myself in being slightly alternative or weird or, what's the 

word, like not following all social norms, I don't resist them to the point where I'm 

an anarchist. I do still value, like, I'm not willing to sacrifice all the social capital 

in order to completely go to town on reducing my environmental impact.” 

 

Like Eva, Avery, and Caroline, Emma viewed this anti-capitalist lifestyle as 

socially challenging, but instead of taking personal responsibility, she argued that it is 

objectively unrealistic: “It seems kind of unrealistic in this society to just like disengage 

from anything consumerist because that's what our whole society is about... I think it's 

about finding a balance between living and thriving in society and being able to survive.” 

Only one respondent -- Avery -- mentioned financial challenges when justifying her lack 

of resistance; the majority of respondents focused on comfort and/or social undesirability. 

The last most common response to this question centered on the idea that 

individually resisting the market system does not promote change. Martin, for example, 

said, “there's never one day we can say ‘oh we don't like capitalism anymore and we're 

not going to do that’ because that will have huge terrible consequences” for people in 

other parts of the world. In his view, policy-making and education to raise social 

consciousness are more successful ways to instigate change. Olivia also turned to 

political aspects, and although she is “jaded about” working “within the system”, she 

admits that it can make more of a difference. Similarly, Aria said that by resisting the 

system, “you won't be able to influence other people or actually make the change that 

needs to be made.”  

Both the focus on social undesirability and the idea that resisting the system does 

not inspire change relate to the fact that eight out of ten respondents indicate the 
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importance of social change in shifting away from capitalism and preventing 

environmental degradation. They seem to be able to better justify their continued 

involvement in a market system (and thereby their conformity to individualized market-

oriented behaviors) by reinforcing the need to personally influence others and inspire a 

more environmentalist social consciousness. 

 

COPING WITH INCONGRUENT VALUES AND BEHAVIOR 

Emotional Response and Cognitive Dissonance 

 While respondents proved to be all over the map in terms of their emotional state 

regarding the dissociation between their values and behavior, many of the emotions 

mentioned were negative in nature. Although respondents generally expressed pessimism 

toward society’s relationship with the environment, they also tended to convince 

themselves to view things more positively. For example, Riley said “I gotta try to stay 

positive ‘cause it's the most depressing thing” and Avery more directly explained: 

“I try not to feel hopeless, because I've read a ton of literature about 

environmental behavior and about climate denialism -- but not the overt kind, the 

kind where you just are too overwhelmed to do anything so you don't do anything 

-- and so I try not to fall into that trap.” 

 

Underlying many of the respondents’ deeply-rooted pessimism were negative 

emotions of an external quality: disempowerment, hopelessness, and fear associated with 

the current political-economic situation. Six respondents expressed fear and hopelessness, 

saying things such as “I see what's going on now and I get very upset and scared” (Aria) 

and “sometimes I think about it and I'm like wow we're fucked and there's nothing I can 

do about it. It feels pretty hopeless” (Avery). Respondents like Eva also felt as though 

their behavior is influenced by a lack of power over their situation: “I feel a little bit of 
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disempowerment because I don't think the system is set up to make this [transition] easy 

or even doable.” 

 Despite this pattern of external scapegoating, ten out of eleven respondents 

expressed a personal sense of dissatisfaction with their own behavior, and the lack of 

consistency between their values and actions provides evidence for a state of cognitive 

dissonance. Caroline, for example, finds the books, plane travel, and other resources that 

are required for her education “kind of ironic and hard to reconcile sometimes.” Avery, 

also, expressed a sense of dissatisfaction with her conformity to personal rather than 

political actions: 

“Someday I hope I would be able to do something else, but right now as a little 

student girl. I mean, I could be doing so much work. [My housemate] for 

example, she's such a little activist, she always doing stuff and I'm like 'wow I 

could be an activist now.’” 

 

Negative emotions such as guilt and frustration also indicated the presence of 

cognitive dissonance among some respondents. Isabel mentioned “some mild guilt” and 

Aria similarly said, “it's so selfish of me to want all this stuff, and I guess guilt is the 

main thing.” Both Olivia and Stella recognized that they weren’t doing as much as they 

wanted to, and this prompted a sense of frustration with their own behavior. Stella felt 

like she was “stuck in [her] own laziness” and Olivia said, “even when we're doing the 

things that we have been taught are the right things to do, there's that nagging sense that 

it's just not enough.” Six respondents directly acknowledged the contradiction between 

their values and behavior. For example, in response to a question about consuming eco-

friendly products, Olivia said, “you could do that and be aware there's fundamental 

contradictions, and at least that's what I do.” Despite their awareness of these 



 

45 

 

contradictions, respondents relied on future environmental behaviors and shifted blame 

onto external forces in order to justify their conformity to market-oriented change. 

 

Reliance on Future Environmental Behaviors 

In order to cope with their own uncomfortable state of dissonance, seven 

interviewees gravitated toward a reliance on future pro-environmental behavior when 

asked about the choices they make. Caroline, for example, said, “I'm an ES Soc major… 

[so I’m] preparing myself for a career where I can move forward and try to impact or 

start further positive environmental change.” Other respondents attached their reliance on 

education and career-oriented behavior to an acknowledgement of their current lack of 

action. Eva, for example, said, “I think professionally I have potential to contribute. I 

can't say I contribute a ton lately.” Riley’s language around the effects of her education 

added to this a sense of denial, implying that her adverse environmental behavior is 

negated by her future potential for positive impact: “I live in Connecticut so it takes a lot 

for me to get to Whitman, which is a bummer, but I'm getting the education here that I 

think will be good for me to mediate the effects of that with nature like [through] 

environmental activism.”  

Some students specifically commented on their lack of engagement in large-scale 

environmental change, and justified this lack of involvement by relying on future changes 

in behavior. Emma, for example, said, “when I go out into the real world next year and 

have a real job hopefully, I'd like to have that job create larger-scale change.” She added 

that she’ll “still continue to do [her] small personal efforts,” which implies that she does 

feel somewhat satisfied by the impact of her personal actions. Olivia and Aria, on the 
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other hand, expressed a sense of dissatisfaction with their current engagement in 

personal, small-scale actions: 

Olivia: “I'm hoping that someday I will live in a manner that is more in keeping 

with the way that I think I should live my life... Once I have graduated, I hope that 

I would be able to go to work for an organization that I think does real change in 

the world and that I'll have more time for activism.” 

 

Aria: “It's also different for me right now still in school. I think that in the future, 

since I'm going into environmental work, that I'll be able to do more. I do think 

that it is possible to make change, but after I get an education and get out into the 

workforce where it can actually be made, where I can start to help make more 

larger-scale change besides just individual actions.” 

 

Both of these students explicitly mention that they don’t engage in behaviors that 

promote large-scale change, and they imply that their current lifestyles as students 

contradicts the kinds of pro-environmental behaviors they wish to engage in. All seven of 

these students shift responsibility away from the present moment and onto the future, to a 

time after their education when they believe they can act more in accordance with their 

values.  

 

Helplessness in Relation to External Influences 

While a great number and diversity of positive environmental behaviors were 

mentioned, interviewees overall mentioned fewer concrete actions when asked about 

ways that they contribute negatively. Most frequently, seven respondents mentioned 

plane travel and eight respondents mentioned unnecessary or unethical consumption of 

products and resources. Like many of the positive behaviors mentioned, these are specific 

and semi-avoidable actions. Additionally, many respondents supplemented these concrete 

actions with a sense of exasperation toward their inability to contribute positively. 

Although eight out of eleven interviewees felt as though personal action does collectively 
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make a positive difference, eight respondents also felt defeated by the inescapability of 

their negative impact as a person living in today’s society. As one student, Aria, 

explained, “the things that are viewed as positive for the environment are like recycling 

or reducing energy, but you're still producing carbon dioxide, you're still making waste.” 

Isabel also echoed this sentiment, showing an acknowledgement of the fact that her very 

existence negatively impacts the environment:  

“I doubt there's many ways that I contribute positively. Probably my existence is 

just a net negative. I think I try to reduce the negative impacts. I don't eat meat and I try 

to conserve and not be wasteful and such, but I don't think there's a whole lot that I'm, 

you know, I don't think I'm adding anything positive.” 

 

Avery’s response was along the same lines. First, she said, “it's really hard to look 

at any of my lifestyle as really a positive effect. I think just like living and existing you're 

going to be using resources and probably more than you're saving.” In thinking about a 

solution to these impacts, Avery went on to express the true pervasiveness of the issue: 

“It's a hard thing because I don't think the solution is for people to just kill themselves, 

even though that would make zero emissions, but that's obviously not a solution.” By 

implying in this statement that negative environmental behaviors are unavoidable, she 

conveys a sense of defeat and is overwhelmed by the inescapability of these negative 

impacts.  

Although Avery does not explicitly associate this negative impact with systemic 

or external forces, other respondents explicitly place blame on the current economic 

system. As Olivia explains, “Almost everything that I do [is negative] because ours is a 

incredibly wasteful and consumer-driven society and even in ways that we don't think 

about it… A lot of the things that I do that contribute negatively to the environment… 

aren't visible to me.” In this sense, Olivia’s inherently negative personal impact on the 
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environment is caused by our “consumer-driven society” and is often invisible and goes 

unnoticed. Eva’s explanation builds on this connection, arguing that many behaviors 

perceived as “positive” pale in comparison to the indirect behaviors that are influenced 

by larger forces: 

“You can try to push the envelope as much as you want to lessen your impact 

[and] be one of those people that fills a Mason jar with the trash they make in a year, but 

you're still making huge impacts and as a person you're going to make an impact and as a 

person that trash you make is inconsequential compared to the electricity you're using 

associated with the coal or the dams or whatever.” 

 

Eva said that just “being a wealthy white person in the United States” rather than 

“living in a yurt in the middle of Mongolia and subsisting on [her] own” is the most 

significant source of her negative impact on the environment. Although she did list other 

avoidable actions that she is responsible for, her main focus was on ways that external 

economic conditions prescribe negative impacts that often go far beyond personal actions 

such as reducing personal waste. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 As these findings reveal, my hypothesis was tentatively proven correct: students 

expressing anti-capitalist values feel unable to act on their worldview and thereby 

conform to less radical, more market-oriented behaviors. Many respondents expressed a 

dissatisfaction with their own behavior and acknowledged a discordance between their 

views and their behavior, unveiling the presence of a “value-action gap” (Blake 1999) 

within my sample. Despite frequent expressions of animosity toward capitalism and 

consumerism in general, students tended to compromise these values by engaging in 

personal market-oriented behaviors, often sacrificing political and activist behaviors in 
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the process. This value-action gap created cognitive dissonance within many individuals, 

which was expressed through their own dissatisfaction as well as through feelings of 

discomfort, guilt, frustration, and overwhelmedness. Respondents attempted to reduce 

this dissonance in a variety of ways. 

First, they attempted to change the conflicting cognition by temporarily accepting 

green technology as a solution. This is one of the most interesting findings of my 

research: despite the fact that predetermined anti-capitalist beliefs would be expected to 

conflict with support for market-oriented change, no respondent fully rejected the idea. 

Although they had mixed feelings, many still viewed green technology as a viable 

solution to our environmental problems, indicating perhaps an attempt to reduce the 

dissonance caused by their engagement in market-oriented environmental behaviors. 

Also, the fact that eco-friendly consumption and efforts toward sustainability are the 

normative and dominant framework for environmental change on college campuses 

provides an atmosphere that may have encouraged “socially-organized denial” (Norgaard 

2015) among my respondents. Quite a few respondents actively denied their own 

pessimism toward capitalism’s relationship with the environment by constructing a sense 

of optimism and convincing themselves to “stay positive.” Also, some interview 

respondents experienced social pressure to conform to personal rather than political 

actions, which suggests perhaps the presence of collective denial regarding the adverse 

impacts of eco-friendly consumption. In this way, my respondents’ tendency to conform 

to market-oriented behaviors and views could also be the result of social surroundings 

and influences rather than just their own desire to avoid negative emotions and 

dissonance. 
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There were also quite a few respondents who actively chose to engage in market-

oriented behaviors despite their reservations about capitalism, and this reveals an 

important distinction between long-term and short-term thought processes. While the 

majority of respondents believed that, in the long-term, market-oriented change is like a 

band-aid rather than a complete solution, they were able to reframe their perspective to 

account instead for the short-term. Too overwhelmed by the prospect of dismantling 

capitalism, respondents resorted to behaviors that contribute to short-term change rather 

than acting in accordance to their deep-seated values about capitalism in the long-term. 

They also often attempted to convince themselves that they were optimistic about the 

future of the environment, often in relation to short-term solutions such as the growth of 

renewable technology, despite underlying pessimism toward capitalism. The idea that 

“capitalism is just too big” allowed them to reduce dissonance and justify their 

engagement in behaviors that theoretically contribute to the continuation of capitalism. 

Respondents also relied on future environmental behaviors and blamed external forces in 

order to justify their conformity. 

These attitudinal adjustments -- formed as a response to the discomfort caused by 

cognitive dissonance -- may all be considered “tools of innocence” (Norgaard 2012) that 

individuals use to construct a sense of their own irreproachability. By adding new 

cognitions that serve to excuse the lack of agreement between their deep-seated values 

and behavior, they are able to avert blame and forgive themselves. As in Norgaard’s 

research, all of these coping mechanisms revolve around an adjustment of attitudes rather 

than an adjustment of behaviors. Despite the “I could be doing more” sentiment, my 
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respondents chose to adjust their views on market-oriented change and the reasoning 

behind their current choices rather than changing the behaviors themselves. 

 This attempted adjustment of views is likely what accounted for the emergent 

theme of attitudinal instability in my data. In Carolan’s (2010) discussion of sociological 

ambivalence, he perceives that ambivalence often results from unstable attitudes toward 

climate change. Although my research incorporated a broader range of environmental 

issues, respondents’ attitudes were similarly unstable, especially when it came to 

renewable technology and eco-friendly consumption. Also, Carolan discusses 

“ecologically nested ambivalence,” which is ambivalence caused by the overwhelming 

challenge and complexity of environmental issues. This concept was reflected in my 

findings, where the feeling that “personally, I can’t do anything about it” created 

ambivalence and prevented action on a larger, more radical scale. 

Lastly, Carolan emphasizes the ways in which ambivalence is related to 

individuals’ embeddedness in their social environment. This manifested in my data 

through a sense of conflicting expectations and lack of agency: what my respondents 

wanted to do often wasn’t what they believed they could do in relation to their lifestyle as 

a student, lack of control over their own impact, financial concerns, etc. Although my 

respondents generally didn’t want to withdraw from capitalism or resist the market 

system, they also felt helpless in the face of the systemic challenges that accompany a 

personal investment in large-scale change-making. They weren’t interested in escapism, 

but they also didn’t feel as though they had the agency to actively resist capitalism on a 

political scale. 
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 Although this idea was not directly discussed in the findings section, respondents 

also demonstrated “tools of order” (Norgaard 2012) in the form of jokes and reluctance to 

discuss internally-oriented emotions. In a few of the interviews, respondents would come 

to a point of realization, then express exasperation in a joking way. For example, after 

expressing the need for a social and economic shift away from capitalism, Maddie said, 

“Capitalism just really fucked us over [laughs]. Those are my thoughts, Zan, overthrow 

capitalism.” Instances where respondents laughed in exasperation toward their own 

contradictions helped them make light of the situation and distract from the intensity of 

what their views were really suggesting. 

While respondents could go on and on about the future of capitalism and were 

vocally critical of humans’ current relationship with the environment, they also seemed to 

avoid confronting the emotional weight of their own behavioral discordance. When asked 

about how they feel about negotiating their views and behavior, many respondents 

discussed externally-oriented emotions like disempowerment and hopelessness 

(especially in regard to the Trump administration) rather than guilt, personal frustration, 

or shame. Like Norgaard, my findings show that people tended to focus on facts rather 

than feelings, and they also tended to reframe their emotions in the context of external 

circumstances. This lack of acceptance of internally-oriented emotions may be 

considered another tool of order used by my respondents to create a sense of order and 

security in the face of the overwhelming pervasiveness of capitalism and challenge of 

environmental issues.  

 Although financial concerns were not mentioned as frequently as expected during 

interviews, likely due to the high level of economic privilege at Whitman in general, it is 
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also important to note how tools of order and tools of innocence connect to the 

justification of privilege. As individuals create a sense of safety for themselves in relation 

to environmental issues using tools of order and innocence, they also work to protect 

their own social and economic privilege. Many of my respondents didn’t want to 

withdraw from the market system because they were attached to their lifestyle and 

comfort under capitalism, indicating a desire to prioritize these privileges over their 

environmental values. In order to construct a sense of innocence, many of them argued 

that this withdrawal is unrealistic and doesn’t promote change, but at the same time, they 

didn’t exhibit an effort to create change within the system through radical, large-scale 

political engagement either. The hypocrisy underlying tools of order and innocence 

reveals a desire for individuals to keep both their emotional state and privilege safe in the 

face of overwhelming environmental issues.  

 Aside from these theoretical applications, a new theme emerged from my data 

that does not connect to my previously chosen theories: the exhaustion associated with 

navigating market-oriented consumption and change. General skepticism toward 

greenwashing and mistrust of corporate sustainability caused general anxiety among my 

respondents, and they often questioned whether they are making the “right” choices. 

Having to negotiate being constantly marketed at by products and businesses that claim 

to be “sustainable” enhanced the students’ already palpable sense of disempowerment 

and frustration with their ability to make an impact. Their emotions may have been 

predominantly externally-oriented simply because they were fatigued and frustrated -- not 

just by the discordance between their values and behavior, but also by the time, energy, 

knowledge, and individual effort that this conformity requires. 
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CONCLUSION 

 My findings reinforce the pervasiveness of consumerism at Whitman College: 

despite the belief that capitalism inherently damages the environment, students were 

largely able to conform to market-oriented change and -- despite acknowledging its 

importance -- did not exhibit the same tendency to contribute to large-scale, political 

efforts. These results have theoretical implications, as explained above, but they also 

have important, and worrisome, implications for the future of environmental activism and 

political change. Students are often viewed as the most idealistic and radical group of 

people in the country, and since the 1960’s counterculture movement, college campuses 

have been widely recognized as important sites of protest, activism, and resistance. My 

results show that, at least within one small liberal arts school in Washington, even 

expressly anti-capitalist environmentalists are able to compromise their values and stray 

away from political change-making. This seems to come from a place of privilege, in that 

individuals want to be critical but still enjoy the system, and also from a place of despair, 

because students don’t feel as though they have power to resist the system. Their 

conformity and uncertainty prolongs patterns of self-direspect, which in turn seems to 

perpetuate the inaction with which they are dissatisfied.  

 These results have numerous implications beyond environmentalism, and further 

research should continue to explore such instances of conformity: Does the value-action 

gap exist within other social movements today? Do these other movements share 

common themes of frustration and disempowerment? It may be that the value-action gap, 

socially-organized denial, tools of order, and tools of innocence also apply to groups on 

the opposite end of the political spectrum -- such as Donald Trump’s voter base -- or to 
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other situations, like students’ conformity to career or relationship choices. Further 

research on this topic among students in other parts of the world would also shed light on 

whether market-oriented conformity at Whitman is tied to broader American values and 

cultural influences. Analyzing how students cope with a lack of alignment between their 

values and behavior in different cultural contexts could reveal a broader and more 

complete analysis of this phenomenon. Also, a longitudinal study analyzing how 

students’ coping mechanisms evolve over time could help paint a better understanding of 

how their tendency to conform fluctuates throughout their lives. 

 Although young radical environmentalists may feel paralyzed, they also still 

engaged in a greater level of pro-environmental behavior overall. Despite my interview 

sample’s general conformity to market-oriented change, there still was a correlation in 

the survey between anti-capitalist values and pro-environmental behavior in general. 

While participation in systemic change may be low, the desire to contribute positively to 

the environment among these anti-capitalist individuals still remains. Also, the 

interviewees’ passion for environmentalism, remarkable honesty, and expressed 

dissatisfaction with their own behavior indicates that there is room for change. 

Unless students move past their hopelessness and renew faith in their ability to 

make a political or activist influence, patterns of conformity and moderation of values 

will continue to counteract large-scale political change. Given the current federal 

administration’s efforts to deregulate environmental protection and the deeply embedded 

ties between Congress and corporate America, it is unlikely that this change could happen 

on its own. Many respondents discussed social change as one of the most important 

contributors to environmental change without also acknowledging that they are a part of 
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this change. Addressing patterns of conformity and inspiring hope are necessary if 

students are to regain their sense of control and seek the change they really believe in. 

At the end of my interviews, many respondents thanked me for having this 

conversation with them, and some said they hoped to have similar conversations in the 

future. Although awareness doesn’t necessarily result in a change in behavior, self-

reflection and acknowledgement of these patterns of conformity are the first step toward 

recognizing one’s role in the perpetuation of environmental ambivalence and 

complacency. Educating students about social psychological responses to environmental 

issues and making them aware of their own internal contradictions, as well as the external 

social influences at play, could motivate them to act more in accordance with their 

values.  
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APPENDIX I: Survey Questionnaire 

Rate your level of agreement with the following statements: 

  
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Somewhat 
Disagree Neutral 

Somewhat 
Agree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

There are legitimate 
environmental 
problems that humans 
need to address 

       

A global ecological 
crisis in the near future 
is imminent 

       

An environmental crisis 
is not inevitable; there 
is a possibility that we 
can prevent it 

       

I am optimistic about 
our potential to solve 
environmental 
problems and avert 
disaster 

       

I do not think we can 
repair our current 
relationship to the 
environment, and 
nothing we can do will 
prevent a crisis 

       

Rate your level of agreement with the following statements: 

  
Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Somewhat 
Disagree Neutral 

Somewhat 
Agree Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Dismantling the 
systemic exploitation of 
natural resources 
requires radical, large-
scale political change 

       

Technology may be the 
only way for humans to 
overcome 
environmental limits 
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Incremental change is 
the most realistic and 
effective way for society 
to handle 
environmental issues 

       

Focusing on individual 
lifestyle changes (i.e. 
recycling, veganism, 
etc.) accomplishes 
more than attempting 
to change larger 
systems 

       

Capitalism inherently 
causes environmental 
degradation; we need 
another system if we 
are to ensure long-term 
environmental 
protection 

       

Technology provides 
the illusion that we are 
helping the 
environment, but even 
“green” technology 
supports 
environmental 
degradation 

       

A system alternative to 
capitalism is not 
necessary, because the 
economy can adjust to 
ecological needs 

       

Individual lifestyle 
changes are not 
enough: we must put 
our time and energy 
into addressing larger 
social and political 
institutions 

       

How often do you... 

  Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always Not Sure 

Buy organic food       

Support market-
oriented policies (i.e. 
carbon taxes, cap and 
trade, etc.) 
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Support interventionist 
policies (i.e. banning 
certain chemicals, 
setting emissions 
standards, etc.) 

      

Engage in 
environmental activism 
(i.e. protests, media 
campaigns, etc.) 

      

Choose not to eat meat, 
dairy, or both 

      

Drive to class       

Limit household energy 
use (based on 
environmental 
concerns) 

      

Choose not to travel by 
plane (based on 
environmental 
concerns) 

      

Recycle properly       

Compost properly       

Sacrifice greater cost 
for a more eco-friendly 
and/or renewable 
product 

      

Attempt to purchase 
fewer consumer goods 
(based on 
environmental 
concerns) 

      

What gender do you identify with? 

● Man 

● Woman 

● Non-binary 

● Other: 

 

What is your socioeconomic background? 

● Working Class 

● Lower-Middle Class 

● Upper-Middle Class 

● Upper Class 
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What race do you identify with? 

● Black/African American 

● Latino/Hispanic 

● White/Caucasian 

● Native American/American Indian 

● Asian/Pacific Islander 

● Other: 

 

What is/are your major(s)? 
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APPENDIX II: Interview Questionnaire 

- Do you think human-caused environmental degradation is a real concern? If so, how 

pressing or threatening is it? 

- In what ways do you think you contribute positively to the environment? 

- In what ways do you think you contribute negatively to the environment? 

- Do you believe that your personal actions have a substantial impact in terms of either 

reducing or contributing to environmental degradation? 

- How have your current environmental views formed, and what has contributed to them? 

Why do you think you have this perspective? 

- Are you relatively optimistic or pessimistic about the future of our environment? 

- What is your vision for environmental change? How can this vision be achieved? 

- Do you feel as though your behavior reflects your environmental views? 

- Do you feel able to fully act on your environmental views? 

- Do you feel pressure to conform to more personal and less political forms of 

environmentalism? If so, how and why? 

- How do you feel about the role of technology with respect to resolving current 

environmental problems? 

- Do you support renewable energy, electric cars, and/or the movement toward a “green” 

economy in general as a way to confront environmental problems? 

- What prevents you from leading a lifestyle that fully resists involvement in a market 

system? 

- Can you consume eco-friendly products and maintain a political position that resists 

capitalism at the same time?  

- Do you think eco-friendly consumption works against the possible formation of a 

system alternative to capitalism?  

- How does all of this make you feel (i.e. your current behavior and views and how you 

negotiate them)? 

- Is there anything else that you’d like to share with me on these topics? 

- May I contact you later for follow up questions if necessary? 
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APPENDIX III: Survey Consent Form 

You have been invited to participate in a thesis project conducted by Zan McPherson, a 

senior Sociology student at Whitman College. The purpose of this research is to 

understand how students' environmental worldviews impact their attitudes and behavior 

regarding "green" policies and lifestyles.  

 

The survey consists primarily of multiple choice questions and will take approximately 5-

10 minutes. Upon completion, you may choose to be entered in a raffle with a chance to 

win a $20 Amazon gift card.  

 

The content of this survey is not expected to pose any risk or discomfort, and since 

participation is voluntary, you may choose to opt out at any point. You may also skip any 

questions that you do not want to answer. Aside from the chance of receiving 

compensation via the raffle entry, the only benefit of participating lies in your potential 

contribution to the field of environmental sociology. 

 

Your responses will remain entirely confidential. If you consent to and are selected for a 

follow-up interview, you will be assigned a pseudonym to further protect your identity.  

 

For concerns about your rights or questions about this research, please contact Zan 

McPherson by phone (206-393-7651) or email (mcphera@whitman.edu). 

 

By clicking to the next page, you affirm that you are a current student of Whitman 

College and that you have read and agree with the information above. Thank you for your 

time! 
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APPENDIX IV: Interview Consent Form 

You have been invited to participate in a follow-up interview for a thesis project 

conducted by Zan McPherson, a senior Sociology student at Whitman College. The 

purpose of this research is to understand how students' environmental worldviews impact 

their attitudes and behavior regarding "green" products and policies. 

 

The interview consists of eighteen qualitative questions and will last approximately 30-45 

minutes. The content is not expected to pose any risk or discomfort, and since 

participation is voluntary, you may choose to end the interview at any time. You may 

also skip questions that you do not want to answer. The only benefit of participating lies 

in your potential contribution to the field of environmental sociology. 

 

Do you consent to being recorded, knowing that this recording will be immediately 

deleted upon transcription, and that your transcription will not include any identifiable 

information? 

 

YES _______     NO _______ 

 

For concerns about your rights or questions about this research, please contact Zan 

McPherson by phone (206-393-7651) or email (mcphera@whitman.edu). 

 

By signing below, you affirm that you are a current student of Whitman College and that 

you have read and agree with the information above. Thank you for your time! 

 

 

Signature: ____________________________________     Date: ________________ 


