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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this thesis is to carve out the network of conditions that constitute the phenomenon of 

environmental taxes in order to understand the practice better. This is done through exploring 

the conditions that have to be met that has made it possible for us to have a particular discussion 

on environmental taxes. These conditions entail the historical conditions in terms of modes of 

problematizations as well as the conditions in terms of the correlative dimensions of subject 

relations, normative frameworks and forms of knowledge. The conditions are explored through 

answering the question of how, why, and in what form have environmental taxes become a 

phenomenon or an experience that it is possible to have a particular discussion on today?  

Moreover, the forms that responsibility and environment take within the framework of the 

practice of environmental taxation are presented. Finally, the concerns that arise when 

implementing environmental taxes are discussed based on the findings of what form 

environmental taxes, responsibility and environment take. 

The analytical strategy used in the thesis is highly influenced by Michel Foucault’s social 

constructivist philosophy and in particular by his late works from 1979-1984. Furthermore, the 

thesis is inspired by the analytical tools that Marius Gudmand-Høyer (2013) has develop based 

on Foucault’s work. Through this analytical framework the conditions of having a certain 

discussion on environmental taxes are examined through carving out certain historical modes of 

problematizations that have led to the emergence of environmental taxes as a particular practice. 

The modes of problematizations are finally reorganized in the dimensions of forms of knowledge, 

normative frameworks and subject relations that constitute the socially and temporarily 

dispositioned experience of why environmental taxes are perceived as relevant (Foucault: 1984a). 

This thesis came to find that environmental taxes have emerged as a response to cope with the 

problem of previously conflicting issues of economic growth and ecological concerns. 

Environmental taxes are developed as the concrete praxis to stretch the limits of environmental 

carrying capacity by incentivizing businesses to develop and adapt greener technology. Through 

combining economic growth and ecological concerns, environmental taxes thus operate as a 

mechanism that enables a “green growth”, namely a form of growth which allows for exponential 

growth (economic, population and industrialization-wise) while at the same time taking into 

consideration ecological and environmental concerns. The discussion of responsibility did not 

exist in within this context, but the focus lied on the outcome of polluting less. Environment in 
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terms of nature and the harm that environmental damage imposes on society and human beings 

took its form as something which is measurable in economic assets.  

This led us to question whether it is possible to put a price on environmental degradation that 

takes place both with respect to the present and in the future. Moreover, the absence of the 

concept of responsibility led us to reflect over whether we risk not discussing alternative ways of 

coping with environmental degradation such as for instance consuming and producing less. 

Consequently, the practice of environmental taxes as an economic incentive operate within a 

system that accepts that there will be some levels of pollutions in the present and in the future. 

This rationality is also anthropocentric: it assumes a power relationship of humans over nature 

and accepts that nature only will be preserved in relation to humans’ wants and needs. Finally, 

environmental taxes rely heavily upon technological development to control present and future 

pollution levels. The practice assume that technology will be developed at the same rate as the 

growth is causing pollutions if the limit to environmental carrying capacity is to be sustained. 

In the context of environmental taxes operating as a mechanism to allocate responsibility the 

thesis came to the conclusion that taking responsibility takes its form as something which takes 

place through paying a price of environmental degradation to finally make up for the negative 

consequences by covering for various clean-up costs. This led us to reflect upon whether negative 

impacts that already are persistent can be nullified once the polluters have economically covered 

for the clean-up costs. This led us to wonder whether environmental taxes in this context enable 

the polluters to free themselves from taking responsibility by paying an economic fee rather that 

enabling them to take responsibility. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Increasing green values in politics 

Parallelly with increased scientific developments on issues related to the degradation of 

environment and an increased pressure on governments to find ways to reduce and control 

environmental damage (Weart 2008; OECD 2011: 1) green political values have become an 

increasingly significant topic in Finnish politics since the 1970s (Müller-Rommel 2002: 1). The 

popularity of green values in politics and the public can be traced back to the development of the 

Green League in Finland, established in the 1980s, which has kept increasing its seats in the 

Finnish Parliament up until to date (Paastela 2002: 17; Green Coalition 2020). Meanwhile, most 

the other Finnish political parties have also adopted green values into their political principals 

some more than others (see for instance the political principles of the Social Democrats 2020, the 

Left Alliance 2020, the Center Party 2020, the Swedish People's Party in Finland 2020 and the 

National Coalition Party 2020).  

The current governmental coalition in Finland consists in a “red ochre” governmental coalition 

with social democrat and centre party values at the core, consisting of a coalition of parties of the 

Social Democrats, the Centre Party, the Left Alliance and the Swedish People’s Party (Finnish 

Government 2019). The high prioritization of climate actions has been and is frequently a topic of 

the Finnish Government which also is mirrored in the Governmental Program. The current 

coalition is known for being the government coalition with the highest ambitions in terms of 

considering environmental concerns throughout Finnish history (Suomen Kuvalehti 2019). The 

government’s climate ambitions have been advertised as the highest in Europe at the end of 2019 

(Yleisradio 2019).  

1.2 Carbon neutrality by 2035 

One of the main aims of the governmental program is the aim of reaching a state of carbon 

neutrality by the year of 2035 in order to cope with issues such as climate change, a decreasing 

biodiversity and the over-consumption of environmental resources (Governmental Program 

2020). This involves supporting or limiting industry activity to the extent that the amount of 

climate emissions emitted by businesses will not exceed the amount carbon that is absorbed by 

the carbon sinks (Helsingin Sanomat 2019). 

In order to achieve this goal, the Finnish government have introduced various environmental 

policy instruments in the General Governmental Fiscal Plan 2020 – 2023 (the public budget). 
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One of the most significant environmental instruments has involved the increase in the taxation 

on fuels (an increase of enviornmental taxes on vehicle fuel by 250 million euros) (Helsingin 

Sanomat 2020; the Ministry of Finance of Finland; Suomen Kuvalehti 2020; Programme of Prime 

Minister Antti Rinne’s Government 2019).  

Even though politicians and experts seemed to be agreeing with the goal of reaching carbon 

neutrality by 2035 but the means to achieve it in terms of what measures should be applied and 

to what extent sparked a discussion in the Finnish media. One of the experts’ main critiques 

towards the economic instruments introduced in order to reach the goal of carbon neutrality has 

revolved around the fact that the policies are described to be measures towards the “right 

direction”, however still being way too modest in terms of their small impacts on the environment. 

All in all, the experts (Helsingin Sanomat 2019; Suomen Kuvalehti 2019) have agreed that the 

measure of environmental taxes to reduce pollutions is relevant and effective but demand for 

higher rates of taxes. According to the experts, the measure of the increase in environmental taxes 

on fuels (by 250 million euros) is only cosmetical, since the sum only reflects the increase in the 

prices which will move in tandem with the increase in wages (and would therefore function as a 

“neutral” measure without any actual impact). Thus, according to the experts the environmental 

taxes on the fuel industry should be significantly increased in order to make a true impact. 

(Helsingin Sanomat 2019) 

1.3 Environmental taxes introduced 

In the EU-27 countries there has been an increasing popularity in coping with environmental 

degradation and gathering fiscal revenue through imposing environmental taxes. In 2018, 6,0 % 

of the total government revenue in the EU was retrieved from environmental taxes (EUR 324.6 

billion) (Eurostat 2020). The revenue collected from environmental taxes in the EU increased by 

49 % between 2002 and 2018 (Eurostat 2020). In 2018, three quarters (77,7 %) of the tax revenues 

came from taxes imposed on energy products (e.g. coal, oil products, natural gas and electricity). 

Carbon taxes are also included in the category of energy taxes as they are usually imposed on 

energy products (Eurostat 2020). The Nordic countries are seen as forerunners in the 

implementation of environmental taxes as these countries were the first ones to impose them back 
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in the 1970s and 1980s. In the 1970s and 1980s a modest tax on sulphur content in fuel oil in the 

Nordic countries1 (Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011). 

To control the levels of pollutions there are two main categories of environmental policy 

instruments that are used since the 1970s. These are the command and control regulation and 

economic instruments (Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011; Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; OECD 2011; 

Andersen Skou 1994; Shortle & Abler 2001). The command and control regulation involve certain 

uniform technology standards performance standards that the businesses have to conform to 

(Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011; Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; Shortle & Abler 2001). This might involve 

being obliged to install a particular type of technology or a requirement to meet certain criteria 

such as maximum rates of emissions that are emitted in the air (Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011; Field & 

Field 2017).  

Whereas command and control measures are known as a direct regulation to control the levels of 

output of pollutions environmental taxes are a measure that are applied by the government to 

control emission – not as a direct regulation but as an incentive (Shortle & Abler 2001; OECD 

2011), thus known as a “quasi-market incentive” (Dryzek 2005). In brief, environmental taxes, or 

“green taxes”, are a market-based incentive to integrate ecological concerns into economic growth 

thus promoting a “green growth” which involves a continuous economic growth that takes 

environmental as well as social concerns into account2 (Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011). 

The most popular reason for why environmental taxes are used today is that the environmental 

tax converts the concern for the environment to something monetizable in order for businesses 

and consumers to take environmental damage into account in their decision of what product to 

consume and what technology to use in the production of product. Through imposing an 

environmental tax on an end product or the pollutions the environmental tax is supposed to make 

certain products relatively more expensive than others and hence encourage the consumers 

towards favouring certain alternatives over other and encourage the businesses to adapt and 

develop a greener technology. (Fullerton et al. 2008; Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; Shortle & Abler 

 
1 In the 1990s, Fenno-Scandinavia were the first ones to impose both carbon taxes and fees on other air 
pollutants such as emissions of sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxides. (Skjelkvik & Bruvoll 2011; OECD 
2017) 
2 Promoting an economic growth that at the same time copes with other issues such as the alleviation of 

poverty, inequality and ecological concerns is coupled with the modern discourse on sustainable 

development (see for instance the Sustainable Development Goals by the United Nations 2020) 
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2001; Klot et al. 2006; Skraep Svenningsen et al. 2018; OECD 2011, 2017, 2020; Ramseur & 

Parker 2009) 

The environmental tax is known as argued to be a more efficient way of controlling pollutions 

than the command and control regulations, as it is argued that environmental taxes leaves a 

continuous incentive to abate at all levels of emission, even after emission reductions has already 

taken place. In contrast, the CAC regulation is argued to provide no incentive to abate emission 

once the standard of technology or targets of emissions outputs are met (OECD 2011; Sumelius & 

Bäckman 2012). Second, it is argued that environmental taxes are a more efficient means to 

reduce overall pollutions as it is expected that the instrument operates as a strong incentive to 

innovate, namely to develop new and greener technology (OECD 2011; Sumelius & Bäckamn 

2012; Fullerton & al. 2008; Krass 2013). Finally, environmental taxes are generally perceived as 

a more cost-efficient way to reduce emissions as it is argued the CAC regulation are more 

“administratively burdensome” (Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011) in terms of requiring the collection of a 

vast amount of information because of the diversity of conditions that impact the setting of a 

standard3 (Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; Shortle & Abler 2001). 

1.4 The purpose of the thesis  

At the core of the Finnish governmental program lies the question about how to best organize and 

manage the public financial resources in order to tackle the problem of environmental 

degradation in terms of controlling and reducing pollutions. Even though the opinions differ on 

the extent of the instruments, politicians and experts seem to have reached an overall consensus 

of the relevance of using the environmental instrument of environmental taxes to cope with 

climate change and the loss of biodiversity in order to reach carbon neutrality by 2035. Thus, it is 

of high relevance to take a closer look upon the solution of imposing environmental taxes as a 

means to achieve this end. The focus of this thesis will be one examining environmental taxes as 

an environmental economic instrument that the government and experts treat as a viable option 

to reach carbon neutrality by 2035. 

To critically analyse the present in terms of understanding why we reason as we do involves 

showing that “that-which-is has not always been”; i.e., that the things that seem most evident to 

 
3 For instance, implementing a standard of a maximum rate of fertilizer has to take into account a broad 

variety of factors such as soil type, the crop, the timing and the yield level as well as factors related to each 

specific farm and field (Sumelius & Bäckman 2012: 458). 
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us are always formed in the confluence of encounters and chances, during the course of precarious 

and fragile history (Oksala 2007; Foucault 1982). What reason perceives as its necessity, or rather, 

what different forms of rationality offer as their necessary being, can perfectly well be shown to 

have a history; and the network of contingencies from which it emerges can be traced” (Foucault 

1983b: 36-37). 

In other words, how things are today is not anything natural or necessary, but a product of 

hazardous processes which can be traced in relation to history and certain conditions that 

constitutes what we do, think and say. That is however not to say that what we do think and say 

in a particular moment in time would be irrational but that it “reside on the base of human 

practices and human history” (Foucault 1983b: 36-37). As these things reside on human activity 

it can also be changed, if we are to analyse how they came into being (Foucault 1983b: 36-37). 

The role of philosophy according to Foucault, is to: “expose new ways of thinking: to make people 

see the world around them in a different light, to disturb their mental habits and to invite them to 

demand an instigate change. The intellectual is not the moral conscience of society, his or her role 

is not to pass political judgments, but to liberate us by making alternative ways of thinking 

possible.” (Oksala 2007: 2) 

We cannot hope for change or a different way of thinking before we question our present habits 

of thinking and make alternative ways of thinking possible. Thus, the role of philosophy is to carve 

out why we reason and act int a particular way. The role of philosophy is ultimately to create a 

space of freedom to make possible new ways of thinking (Foucault 1984a). In other words, 

philosophy is as a piece of art. Through art we can visualize pieces that we are not able to perceive 

in contemporary reality. Thus, art and philosophy make alternative ways of perceiving and 

thinking possible. 

The aim of this thesis is thus not to have an opinion about whether environmental taxes are 

erroneous in terms of being morally wrong or in terms of being an illusion based on hazardous 

contingencies (Foucault 1979: 36). It is namely not to say that the practice has to be changed 

because it is irrational but rather to analyse what constitutes the very practice in terms of 

subscribing to certain historical and present conditions in order to think about environmental 

taxes differently (Foucault: 1984a). This is because a judgment about if environmental taxes is the 

wrong or right tool to use to cope with environmental degradation or if a change has to take place 

cannot be done before we understand the present in terms of understanding why we think, 

perceive, reason and act in a particular way. The aim of this thesis is rather to critically examine 
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the present and carve out the conditions that “have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize 

ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, thinking, saying” (Foucault 1984a: 42).  

As this thesis argues that our present reasoning is conditioned, the thesis will be a project of trying 

to engage with the present with certain limits that are imposed upon ourselves. The aim is to try 

to distant ourselves from the present way of reasoning and trying to understand the contingency 

that has led us to do say and think particular things (Foucault 1984a: 42). The critical ontology of 

ourselves, consists ultimately of the critique of what we are, is on the hand, a “historical analysis 

of the limits that are impose on us” and on the other hand, “an experiment with the possibility of 

going beyond them” (Foucault 1984a: 50).  

The aspiration of the thesis is thus to allow the politicians to better understand what the 

environmental instrument of environmental taxes entail through examining the conditions that 

have to be met in order for it to be possible to have a particular discussion on environmental taxes. 

The aspiration of this thesis is to help the politicians to take a step back and distance themselves 

from the practice of environmental taxation and think differently about it. This thesis provides a 

framework through environmental taxes are questioned to “its meaning, its conditions and its 

goals” (Foucault 1984b: 388). 

1.5 Research question 

More specifically, to critically examine the present is to examine the conditions “that have led us 

to constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, thinking and 

saying” (Foucault 1984a: 42). The aim of this thesis is thus to grasp reality through shedding a 

light upon the conditions that have to be met that has made it possible for us to have a particular 

discussion on environmental taxes (Foucault 1979: 33-34). Having a particular discussion on 

environmental taxes entails being able to have a discussion on environmental taxes based on how 

the practice take its form and have emerged as a response to a particular problem and through 

certain dimensions of experience. This will be elaborated on more in depth in the chapter of the 

analytical strategy (chapter 2). Thus, this investigation is done in order to create a space of 

freedom to critically examine what it is that constitutes what we “think, do and say” about 

environmental taxes today (Foucault 1984a). 

To examine the conditions that have to be met in order to have a particular discussion on 

environmental taxes is translated into the research question of the thesis: how, why, and in what 

form (Foucault 2001) have environmental taxes become a phenomenon or an experience that it 

is possible to have a particular discussion on today?  
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Throughout the thesis the focus will lie on carving out the conditions for how the phenomena 

became possible as a particular phenomena. This involves carving out the conditions in terms of 

historical modes of problematizations and in terms the dimensions of veridiction and subject 

relations. Moreover, the reader will be presented with the arguments for why environmental taxes 

are perceived as relevant in order to give the reader an understanding of why environmental taxes 

are implemented and how they operate. The analytical strategy will be presented more in depth 

in the analytical strategy.  

When examining how environmental taxes operate, the thesis also came to find that the 

phenomenon of environmental taxes is linked to the conception of responsibility4 and 

environment5. Thus, the thesis also came to analyse how environment and responsibility are 

perceived in the context of the implementation of the taxes. This is done through discussing what 

forms environment and responsibility takes and has taken in relation to the implementation of 

environmental taxes. Through understanding the conditions that have to be met in terms of 

environment and responsibility taking a certain form we are to better understand what the 

phenomenon of environmental taxes entail, namely, to understand what form the taxes take. 

Finally, the aim of this thesis is to discuss the concerns that arises in the implementation of 

environmental taxes. 

1.6 Limitations 

This thesis is limited to environmental taxes which has at its focus on how environmental taxes 

cope with environmental degradation.  

Environmental taxes are namely not known only for operating as an instrument to cope with 

environmental degradation, but also for operating as to gather fiscal revenue and at the same time 

strengthen the economy through “green tax-shifts” (see for instance the “double-dividend theory”: 

 
4 Responsibility is interpreted as follows: 

Being responsible in this context is interpreted as “the state or fact of being the cause or originator of something; the 

credit or blame for something” or “being accountable for one’s actions on a third party” (The Oxford English Dictionary 

2020). Being accountable entails a) acknowledging who is responsible: who is the agent/entity that is the source of 

pollutions? “Taking responsibility” in this context involves b) making up for negative impacts on a third party in terms 

of minimizing or nullifying the harm that is imposed on a third party. Taking responsibility is interpreted as “to fulfill 

a duty or obligation in relation to causing a negative impact in a third party” (The Oxford English Dictionary 2020).  

5 Environment in this context refers to both nature as a value in itself as well as a value in relation to the impacts it has 

on human beings. Briefly, environment thus refers to nature and human beings. 
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Jorgeson et al. 2013; Bovenberg & Ruud 1994; Helm & Pearce 1990; Pearce 1991). In this context 

a tax is put on economic activities with the primary aim to strengthen the economy through 

switching the taxation of income and labour to taxing environmentally harmful economic 

activities such as for instance the taxation of emission outputs and taxation of the end price of 

certain products that are perceived to harm the environment more than others (e.g. a tax on fuel). 

Thus, these “green tax shifts” supposedly allows for reductions in the taxation of income and 

labour which is expected to increase economic growth. However, the primary aim of 

implementing green taxes in this context is to is to strengthen the economy through the tax shifts 

with positive impacts on the environment as a secondary aim. As the focus of this thesis lies on 

environmental taxes coping with environmental degradation as its main aim, the thesis will not 

treat environmental taxes as a mechanism to gather fiscal revenue or as a mechanism to 

strengthen the economy through the green tax shifts. 
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2 METHODS AND ANALYTICAL STRATEGY 

This section of the thesis will elaborate on the methodological framework. The following section 

gives the reader a deeper understanding of the Foucauldian inspired analytical strategy that will 

be applied throughout the thesis. 

2.1 On the methods 

The method of this thesis is not transcendental; it does not seek to “identify the universal 

structures of all knowledge and possible moral actions” (Foucault 1984a: 42). Rather, its aim is to 

show the emergence and the constitution of the experience of the phenomenon of environmental 

taxes through shedding a light on the conditions which upon the present-day practice of 

environmental taxes depend upon (Foucault 1979; Foucault 1984a). If we are to separate out the 

contingency for how we reason today we can create a form for autonomy, a space of freedom where 

we can critically examine the present way of relating to things (Foucault 1984a; Oksala 2007).  

This is done through examining the historical conditions as many historical events to understand 

the emergence of environmental taxes and through reorganizing the present mode of 

problematization through the dimensions of subject relations and forms of veridiction in order 

for environmental taxes to work (Foucault 1984a).  

This thesis argues that it is impossible to reach to a point where we have access to complete and 

definitive knowledge. Thus, it accepts that “we are always in the position of beginning again” of 

writing another historical critical investigation of the present (Foucault 1984a: 47). However, this 

does not mean that the investigation would be irrelevant because the thesis follows a certain 

homogeneity, systematicity and generality (Foucault 1984a: 43-44) which gives the analysis 

something that can be called an increased validity and order. 

By analysing a homogenous domain of reference of a practice done by men such as environmental 

taxes and analysing “why they do and the way they do it” (Foucault 1984a: 47). This is done 

through systematically analysing the forms of rationality that organize the ways men do things 

that stems from the interconnected dimensions of knowledge, power and ethics. The historical 

investigation of the present will thus always have to answer the systematic questions of “How are 

we constituted as subjects of our own knowledge? How are we constituted as subjects who exercise 

or submit to power relations? How are we constituted as moral subjects of our own actions?” 

(Foucault 1984: 48). Moreover, what gives the structure its generality is that it identifies a practice 

that copes with a general a reoccurring problem of coping with environmental degradation 

(Foucault 1984a: 48). The analytical strategy will be discussed more in depth in chapter 2. 
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2.2 Material used 

In order to investigate the phenomena, I have chosen to engage with reality through analysing 

texts. In this manner I have tried to trace the instances of discourses on environmental taxation 

in the present and in the history. In order to represent a certain exemplarity of high quality I have 

used different materials from both academic textbooks and articles within the field of economics 

as well as material from policy recommendations, directives, policy briefs and action plans on 

environmental taxes. Moreover, I have used reports on developments on environmental policies. 

The text on policy recommendations and directives that I have use have mainly consisted of 

policies that are implement in the European Union (e.g. European Environment Agency 200o; 

OECD 1972; OECD 1974; OECD 2011; OECD 2017; OECD 2020; European Environment Agency 

2000; Bourguignon D. 2018).  

To analyse the historical conditions I have used textbooks within the field of the history of 

sustainability (Cardonna 2014, Borowy 2013, Dryzek 2005, Skou Andersen 1994, Kula 1998, 

Kumekawa 2017) as well as old literary works on economic theory (Pigou 1932), and relevant 

reports which has influenced the discourse of economics and ecological concerns (e.g. the Limits 

to Growth  by Meadows et al. 1987 and Our Common Future by the World Commission on 

Environment and Development 1987). 

2.3 Analytical strategy 

The aim of the thesis was to understand the conditions that have to be met in order to have a 

particular discussion on environmental taxes today. This aim was translated to the research 

question how, why, and in what form have environmental taxes become a phenomenon or an 

experience that it is possible to have a particular discussion on today? 

The analysis will be done through the double analytical framework consisting of a 

problematization and experience analysis based on Marius Gudmand-Hoyer’s (2013) 

methodological developments of Michel Foucault’s late work from the time period of 1978 – 1979. 

The methodological framework is not one that Michel Foucault developed himself per se but 

operates as the source of inspiration for having developed the analytical framework.  

2.4 The problematization analysis 

The point of the problematization analysis is to illustrate how and why and in what form a 

phenomenon such as environmental taxes have emerged and entered the field of thought in 

managing environmental impact. This entails exploring the conditions in terms of historical 
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modes of problematizations in order to understand how the phenomenon of environmental taxes 

became possible. 

The problematization analysis is done in order to understand how and why environmental taxes 

has become a particular response to a problem that it has been necessary to respond to in a 

particular way. This will be done through treating environmental taxes as a response to a problem 

and carving out what the problem might consist in. Through understanding how and why 

environmental taxes has emerged as a response to a problem also helps us to understand what 

form environmental taxes take in order for us to have a particular discussion about it. 

2.4.1 The history of thought: from silent to problematic 

In order to understand how a phenomenon came into being, Foucault wants to distinguish his 

history-writing from what most historian of ideas do. Rather than doing a history of mentalities, 

a history of representation or a history of behaviours Foucault aims at constructing of what he 

calls “a history of thought” (Foucault 1983: 2). This involves a history of problematizations based 

upon which a phenomenon enters the field of thought.  

The history of thought is a study of historical modes of problematizations which made the present 

become possible. According to Foucault, something enters the field of thought at the moment 

when: 

“an unproblematic field of experience, which were accepted without question, which were familiar 

and “silent”, out of discussion, becomes a problem, raises discussion and debate, incites new 

reactions, and induces a crisis in the previously silent behaviour, habits, practices and 

institutions” (Foucault 2001: 74). 

This is because at the moment something goes from being unproblematic to problematic, that is 

the point of instigation where free though intervenes which allows one to question and reflect 

upon a certain phenomenon (Foucault 1984b: 388; Barnett 2015; Bacchi 2012). Once something 

is problematized it “allows one to step back from this way of acting or reacting, to present it to 

oneself as an object of thought and question it to its meaning, its conditions, and its goals” 

(Foucault 1984b: 388). 

The moment something is problematized several (even contradictory) responses will be 

suggested. The mode of problematization is the reference point which will condition the responses 

that are possible to construct: “it defines the elements that will constitute what the different 
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solutions attempt to respond to” (Foucault 1984b: 389) Thus, to understand how and why and in 

what form a phenomenon such as environmental taxes entered the field of thought the core of the 

analytical work is thus to ”rediscover at the root of these diverse solutions the general form of 

problematization that has made the response possible” (Foucault 1984b: 389). 

Inspired by Gudmand-Hoyer’s problematization analysis (2013) the analysis will treat 

environmental taxes are a response to a problem that is not necessarily evident, where after it will 

explore what the problem might consists in, in order to make explicit  “how and why certain things 

(behaviour, phenomena, processes) became a problem” (Foucault 2001: 171 Fearless speech) – 

that is, how someone began to respond to something in the form of a problem, how someone 

found it of importance to commit to something as a problem necessary to respond to (Gudmand-

Hoyer and Presskorn-Thygensen, forthcoming). The experience or phenomena, such as 

environmental taxes are in this way involved in “an exchange of problem-response” (Gudmand-

Hoyer 2013: 33-34), which at the same time, includes that the experience is involved in a 

problematization process.  

The investigation consists of a hypothetical reconstruction of history in retro-perspective starting 

from today. It is hypothetical in the sense that the investigation accepts as its starting point the 

assumption that environmental taxes is a particular response today and explores the historical 

conditions in terms of a catalogue of problematizations that has to be met to understand how the 

phenomenon of environmental taxes emerged and became possible as a particular practice. The 

intention here is not to write the history of environmental taxes, that entails an all-encompassing 

information about historical events, because that would simply be impossible. The aim is rather 

to write a history of environmental taxes. This entails that the history in the analysis is one 

hypothetical reconstruction of a history but could also have been written as another history 

(Foucault 1979). We are thus always “in the position of beginning again” of writing another history 

of the present (Foucault 1984a: 46-47). 

2.4.2 In praxis 

First, the problematization analysis will explore the literature on environmental taxes in terms of 

the arguments for why the taxes are relevant. This part is not particularly based on the 

problematization analysis but functions as a literature overview to understand the contemporary 

discourse on environmental taxes in terms of understanding why environmental taxes are 

perceived as relevant. The focus will lie on how environmental taxes operates as a response to a 

certain problem in two different contexts or discourses. These two discourses involve 
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environmental taxes as operating as something to enable the polluter to pay and as an incentive 

to steer the behaviours of consumers and producers to more “environmental-friendly behaviour” 

in terms of consuming greener products and adapting and developing a greener technology.   

These two discourses consist of four arguments treating environmental taxes operating as a 

mechanism to: 

i) measure, convert and integrate the environmental damage into an economic asset to 

be internalized into the market price… 

…with the aim to: 

ii)  enable the polluter to pay 

iii) to steer consumers’ behaviours to consume products with a lower carbon footprint 

iv) to incentivize businesses to adapt and develop a greener technology 

Finally, based on the literature review the last chapter in the problematization analysis will discuss 

what forms responsibility and environment take in order to have the particular experience of 

perceiving environmental taxes as relevant accordingly to the arguments.  

Second, the historical problematization analysis will investigate the historical conditions which 

has led up to the emergence of environmental taxes as a history-writing in retro perspective. This 

is a form from history writing from the perspective of today in order to think critically about the 

present (Raffnsnoe, Gudmand-Hoyer & Thaning 2016: 434; Foucault 1984a: 46). This part entails 

writing a history of environmental taxes to explore what historical conditions must be met for 

environmental taxes to have become relevant in terms of a responding to a problem that is 

perceived as something that needs to be responded to. The problematization analysis will 

essentially consist in a historical reconstructing of a sequence of problem-response carving out 

how environmental taxes has operated as a different response to a different problem throughout 

time in order to show how and why the practice of green taxation was able to be formed. 

2.5 The experience analysis 

The experience analysis part of the thesis aims at understanding in what form the environmental 

taxes are a particular practice that it is possible to have a particular discussion on today. In other 
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words, the analysis is aimed to better understand what the response of environmental taxes 

entails.  

In the problematization analysis the arguments for why environmental taxes are perceived as 

relevant are presented. The preconditions in terms of subject relations and forms of knowledge 

which constitutes the experience of the relevance of environmental taxes will be carved out in this 

chapter. Thus, the aim of the experience analysis is to answer: if we assume that environmental 

taxes operate accordingly to the relevance of the instrument, what preconditions in terms of the 

dimensions of subject relations and forms of knowledge must then be met? All in all, the aim of 

the experience analysis is to map out the network of circumstances in terms of subject relations 

and forms of knowledge under which environmental taxes operate and gains its meaning. If we 

are to understand the network of preconditions which establishes the meaning of environmental 

taxes, we are to understand more about the instrument itself. 

Before going more into depth on the preconditions, it is necessary to explain what the experience 

and the dimensions which constitutes it entail in this context. The experience, namely the 

perceived relevance for how we do things – in this case the implementation of environmental 

taxes in a certain way – is something which is constituted based on a historical, social and 

collective context (Foucault: 1982; Foucault 2007: 131). Thus, the experience can be said to be a 

temporarily and socially dispositioned “way of relating to a certain thing or subject” (Gudmand-

Hoyer 2013: 34). On the contrary, this is to say that the experience of the relevance of 

environmental taxes is not something which is constant or universal. 

The constitution of the experience has rather passed through three dimensions of forms of 

possible knowledge, normative frameworks of behaviour for individuals and potential modes of 

existence for possible subjects (Foucault 1983a: 3; Gudmand-Hoyer 2013: 34). In other words, 

the experience of how we perceive that environmental taxes are relevant in this particular moment 

is based on the correlation between these three dimensions. Each dimension poses a characteristic 

question in relation to each dimension in terms of: “How are we constituted as subjects of our 

own knowledge? How are we constituted as subjects who exercise or submit to power relations? 

How are we constituted as moral subjects of our own actions?” (Foucault 1984a: 45).  

The first dimension involves certain “modes according to which individuals are given to recognize 

themselves as subjects” (Foucault 2004: 16). In other words, the constitution of the subject is 

created to a certain extent by the subjects themselves through certain forms of understanding 
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oneself (Oksala 2007). Through studying the subject relations, we come to understand what 

subject relations that are presumed for an experience to be a specific experience. 

The second dimension of normative matrices of behaviour involves a set of norms for behaviour 

in relation to which the subject come to categorize oneself with a reference to a given standard, 

such as for instance sane or insane person, or a sick or a healthy person (Foucault 1983a: 3).  This 

dimension involves certain techniques and procedures “by which one sets about conducting the 

conduct of others (Foucault 1983a: 3). In this thesis environmental taxes will be treated as the 

normative framework which sets the conduct of the businesses. 

The third dimension consists of “the study of rules, the game of true and false”, namely the forms 

of veridiction which are able to “constitute the matrices of possible knowledge” (Foucault 1983a: 

4). Through studying the verdictive dimension of a phenomena, we come to understand the 

epistemological limits of it. 

FIGURE 1: The coloured area illustrates the experience: the juncture based on which 

environmental taxes are perceived as relevant. The figure is drawn based on Gudmand-Hoyer’s 

borrowed illustration from M. Bruckner (1900) (Gudmand-Hoyer 2013: 47). 

All three dimensions interrelated and are irreducible to one another (Raffnsnoe et al. 2016). That 

is to say that they build upon each other but are however not identic. When treating one dimension 

it is impossible to not to not touch upon the other dimensions. That does however not mean that 
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one dimension can substitute the other. For the sake of systematicity I will choose to highlight 

one of the dimensions with the other dimensions in the background. For the sake of systematicity 

I will choose to highlight one of the dimensions with the other dimensions in the background. 

If environmental taxes operate intendedly accordingly to how they are perceived as relevant, this 

analysis will analyse the conditions that have to be met in order to have a particular experience of 

environmental taxes through the three different dimensions of knowledge and subject relations.  

Environmental taxes in this context will be treated as the practice which sets a conduct within the 

art of government. Thus, environmental taxes are simply interpreted as the technique to which 

individuals, institutions and governments are complying to and governed through. 

As the second normative dimension is treated as the practice of environmental taxation in itself, 

the two remaining questions for analysing the conditions of having a particular experience on 

environmental taxes are: 

1. Dimension of subject relations: in order for environmental taxes to work, what types of 

subjects are presupposed? 

2. Dimension of knowledge: in order for environmental taxes to work, what forms of 

veridiction is it necessary to refer to? 
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3 THE PROBLEMATIZATION ANALYSIS 

First, the problematization part of the thesis will map out the arguments for why environmental 

taxes are perceived as relevant based on relevant academic literature and policy 

recommendations. The arguments are mapped out to give the reader a better understanding of 

the experience of environmental taxes, namely how green taxes operate and why they are 

perceived as relevant. It is also necessary to map out the arguments to later be able to analyse the 

constitution of the experience: namely, to analyse the conditions that have to be met in terms of 

the dimensions of veridiction and subject relations in order to have a particular experience on 

environmental taxes.  

Second, the investigation will proceed by discussing what forms environment and responsibility 

takes assuming that environmental taxes operate accordingly to the presented arguments. If we 

are to understand the conditions central themes such as environment and responsibility take in 

order to have a particular discussion on environmental taxes, we come to better understand the 

phenomenon of environmental taxes itself. Thus, this part will help us to develop the 

understanding for what form environmental taxes take. Finally, the consequences and concerns 

of environmental taxes operating accordingly to the arguments are discussed. 

The analysis consists of two parts. The first part consists of a literature review on environmental 

taxes based on policy recommendations and academic literature to map out the arguments for 

why environmental taxes are perceived as relevant. The analysis found two different discourses – 

the “polluters pay” discourse and the “incentive” discourse – and four arguments for why 

environmental taxes are perceived as relevant. In this context environmental taxes operates as a 

mechanism to: 

i) Measure, convert and integrate the environmental damage into an economic asset to 

be internalized into the market price… 

…with the aim to cope with environmental degradation by 

ii)  enabling the polluter to pay 

…or by 

iii) steering consumers’ behaviours to consume products with a lower carbon footprint 

iv) and incentivizing businesses to adapt and develop a greener technology 
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The discourses differ in the sense that the first argument applies for both discourses, whereas the 

aims differs in terms of either enabling the polluter to pay or operating as a mechanism to either 

a) allocating responsibility through making the polluter pay or to b) steer the behaviours of 

consumers and producers towards consuming products with a lower carbon footprint and towards 

adapting and developing a greener technology.  

4.2. The problem of environmental damage 

Throughout the literature on environmental taxes, environmental degradation is usually 

described as a negative impact, caused by an entity such as a business, on a third party such as for 

instance society, who did not voluntarily choose to be affected and who was not part of any 

transaction of the business activity (Ramseur & Parker 2009: 1-2; Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; 

OECD 2011; OECD 2017; OECD 1972; Shortle & Abler 2001; Skraep Svenningsen et al. 2018; 

Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011).  

The founding father of externalities, the economist Arthur Cecile Pigou (1932) defines an 

externality as an “incidental uncharged disservice” to society that arises as a biproduct from the 

industrialist conducting his business (Pigou 1932). More concretely, this incidental uncharged 

disservice might involve the pollutions that is caused by an industrialist building a factory. The 

pollutions in this context cause damage to society in terms of a decrease in health of the 

population, damage to buildings or aesthetic damage to the surroundings. As another example, 

Sumelius and Bäckman (2012) use the example of a paper factory. An externality or an externality 

occurs when two conditions prevail according to Sumelius & Bäckman (2012): “1) An activity by 

which one agent causes a loss of welfare to another agent; and 2) the loss of welfare is not 

compensated for” (Sumelius & Bäckman 2012: 453). This may involve for instance a paper factory 

which emits pollution into a river and consequently fish die, and human beings can’t use the 

stream for recreational activities. In this context a loss of welfare has taken place for fishermen 

and swimmers and are not compensated to them (Sumelius & Bäckman 2012: 453).  

Furthermore, in the literature on environmental taxes environmental degradation is perceived as 

a problem in terms of a “market failure” where the free market has failed to take the 

“environmental harm that it imposes on others” – the externality – into account in terms of an 

economic cost in the production of a good or a service (OECD 2011; OECD 2017; Ramseur & 

Parker 2009; Shortle & Abler 2001: 20; Klok et al. 2006: 906; OECD 1972; OECD 1974; 

Environmental Action Programme of the EU: 1973). In other words, environmental damage is 
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seen as a problem of a “market failure” where the market has failed to reflect the cost of “a climate-

change related damage” such as pollutions (Ramseur & Parker 2009: 1-2).  

For instance, a report to the members of the U.S. Congress (2009) discusses an example where 

the market price of resources does not reflect “the true social cost” of emitting pollution in the air: 

 “A basic economics principle is that market prices may not reflect the social cost of 

resource use (e.g., fossil fuel combustion) when economic activities result in pollution 

(e.g., CO2 emissions). If social costs are not included, the market price of the resources 

will not reflect their true costs. For example, in terms of climate change policy, the price 

of using fossil fuels, particularly coal, does not reflect the costs—i.e., climate change-

related damages—associated with CO2 emissions. (Ramseur & Parker 2009: 1-2) 

3.1.1 Environmental taxes as a response 

In order to cope with the problem of the market failure which has failed to take into account for 

environmental degradation on the cost side of the businesses accounting sheets, green taxes are 

throughout the literature treated as a response in terms of operating as a mechanism to 

incorporate the environmental damage and the harm it imposes on others into the cost of 

producing a good or a service and consequently reflecting “the true social cost” in the market 

prices. Thus, environmental damage is perceived as to be taken into account for as a cost of 

producing something and finally reflected in the market prices (Ramseur & Parker 2009: 1; OECD 

2011; Sumelius & Bäckman 2012). 

According to the report to the members of the U.S. Congress (2009):  

“the social cost not reflected in the market price is called an “externality.” A pollution tax 

would internalize the external costs by making the party who profits from the polluting 

activity include the external costs in the price of the good or service.” (Ramseur & Parker 

2009: 1-2) 

Likewise, according to the policy recommendations of OECD (2011): 

“A well-designed environmental tax increases the price of a good or activity to reflect the 

cost of the environmental harm that it imposes on others. The cost of the harm to others 

– “an externality” – is thereby internalized into the market prices.” (OECD 2011: 2) 
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In this context, a green tax which is imposed on a good or a service allows to reflect a negative 

impact, such as for instance emitted pollutions in the air which are caused by a business activity 

in the cost of producing something. Hence, applying environmental taxes as a solution commits 

itself to perceive “environmental harm” as something that is convertible to an economic cost. 

Environmental damage, the harm that it imposes on others, and environment itself is seen as 

something technical that can be converted into and measured in economic assets.  As the taxes 

are treated as a mechanism which allows to convert environmental damage into a cost, the 

practice of environmental taxation commits itself to see environment as a form of an economic 

asset.  

This chapter presented how environmental taxes operates as a mechanism to measure, convert 

and integrate environmental damage into an economic asset to be internalized into the market 

price. The next chapter will elaborate on two different ways that environmental taxes operates to 

cope with environmental degradation once the environmental damage is integrated in the market 

price. These ways include environmental taxes operating as a mechanism to: (a) enable the 

polluter to pay and to (b) to incentivize households’ behaviours towards consuming products with 

a lower carbon footprint to finally (c) incentivize businesses to develop and adapt a greener 

technology. 

3.2 Environmental taxes as a mechanism to allocate responsibility – The polluter 
pays principle 

Environmental taxes have throughout time been treated as a measure that enables the polluter 

agents (businesses) to take responsibility over caused environmental damage through coupling 

environmental taxes with the principle “polluters pay”, which is treated in some of the literature 

on the taxes (Shortle & Abler 2001: 20; Klok et al. 2006: 906; Schwartz 2010: 243; Pearce et al. 

1991) as well as referred to in policy recommendations throughout time (OECD 1972; OECD 1974; 

Environmental Action Programme of the EU: 1973; Rio declaration 1992: Principle 16) as well as 

in modern time (the European Parliament 2020; OECD 2020; European Environment Agency 

2000).  

Green taxes are presented as a measure to fulfil the “polluters-pay principle”, which is a principle 

first introduced by the OECD in the early 1970s, which still has had an impact in the formation of 

policy recommendation up until to date (see for instance OECD 1972; OECD 1974; Environmental 

Action Programme of the EU: 1973; Rio declaration 1992: Principle 16; the European Parliament 

2020; OECD 2020). According to Schwartz’s interpretation of the polluter pays principle in its 

most general formulation entails “that persons who pollute, engage, in polluting or hazardous 
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activities or cause damage to the environment in the conduct of economic activities must be held 

responsible for the consequences of their actions” (Schwartz 2010: 244).  

The principle’s aim is to enable the entity which cause damage to the environment to pay for the 

societal costs that arise from this damage. According to the polluters pay principle (OECD 1972): 

“the polluter should bear the expenses of carrying out the pollution prevention and 

control measures [such as ecotaxes] introduced by public authorities in member 

countries, to ensure that the environment is at an acceptable state” (OECD 1972; OECD 

1974).  

In this context, environmental taxes operate as to enable the polluter to “pay the expense” of 

causing environmental damage. The government sets a tax equivalent to the caused 

environmental damage that are produced as a consequence of producing a good on either the 

emitted levels of CO2 or on the final price of a product. The collected revenue is used to pay for 

various “clean-up measures” such as covering for healthcare and the reparation of buildings that 

the emitted pollutions have deteriorated. (European Environment Agency 2000; Pearce et al. 

1991) Consequently, the polluters (the consumers and businesses) are perceived as to have 

compensated for the negative impact that they have caused on society. The cost of the 

environmental harm that has arisen as a consequence of producing a product is described as to 

have been transferred back to the polluter who caused the damage in first place (Pearce et al. 1991: 

European Environment Agency: 2000).  

To summarize, environmental taxes operate as something which enables the allocation of 

responsibility in terms of  “internalizing an externality into the market prices” (OECD 2011: 2) 

through making a product more expensive, thus allowing the environmental damage to be 

reflected in the final price (OECD 2011). Through paying “the price” of an environmental damage 

in terms of an economic asset, the polluter is expected to have paid a part of the clean-up measures 

of the environmental damage that the product has caused (Pearce et al. 1991: 158). Thus, 

environmental damage and the harm it has caused on third parties is perceived as to have been 

compensated for and taken responsibility over. Responsibility over environmental damage takes 

its form as something that is taken through an economic transaction. 
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3.3 Environmental taxes as a mechanism to steer behaviour towards a greener 
economy 

In a vast amount of the literature on environmental taxes in modern time, there is a common 

consensus that the taxes operate as a “market-based” incentive which allows “the government to 

steer the economy in favour of certain environmental solutions over others” (OECD 2011: 2). 

“Steering the economy” entails to “steer” behaviours of consumers and producers towards 

choosing to favour certain alternatives that have a lower negative environmental impact. In this 

context, the green tax operates as something that integrates the environmental damage in the cost 

of producing something or in the final market price, which finally is assumed to cause shifts in the 

behaviours of firms and households in terms of them choosing to favour certain alternatives over 

others. These shifts involve consumers shifting to consume products with a smaller negative 

environmental impact at the expense of other products, and businesses shifting to adapt and 

develop greener technologies. (Fullerton et al. 2008; Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; Shortle & Abler 

2001; Klok et al. 2006; Skraep Svenningsen et al. 2018; Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011 OECD 2011; OECD 

2017; Ramseur & Parker 2009; Schwartz 2010; European Environment Agency 2000)  

According to the OECD policy recommendations, “there is no market incentive for firms and 

households to take into account environmental damage (OECD 2011: 2)”, without governmental 

intervention of green taxes or subsidies. The environmental tax in this context is assumed to 

“internalize the true cost of environmental harm” in the market price which will enable the firms’ 

and households to take the environmental harm into consideration in their purchasing decisions. 

In this context environmental taxes operate as to: 

incorporate environmental costs and benefits into the budgets of businesses and 

households, by increasing (or decreasing) the price of a product or a service. As such, 

they help internalize the use of natural resources or the emissions of pollutants into firms’ 

or households’ decisions.” (OECD 2017: 2). 

A green tax fee may for instance be implemented on the price of gasoline. It is assumed that 

consumers are rational thinkers who are maximizing their welfare in terms of choosing to buy a 

product at the lowest price, because of their limited budgets. If a gasoline price is increased, 

consumers are expected to be incentivized to switch to choose the cheaper alternatives, such as 

choosing to purchase vehicles that consume less gasoline or choosing vehicles that works on other 

fuel such as electrical cars. (OECD 2011) Thus, the fee of the environmental tax operates as a 

mechanism which incentivizes the consumers to move to purchasing decisions with a lower 

carbon footprint (European Environmental Agency 2000).  
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As a consequence of the consumers shifting to consume products with a lower carbon footprint, 

such as buying cars with greener technology, the businesses are expected to have an incentive to 

adapt and develop a greener technology (OECD 2011; Ramseur & Parker 2009; Sumelius & 

Bäckman 2011).  

For instance, assuming that a green tax will be applied on the products with the highest carbon 

footprint, the green tax is expected to make the products that have a lower environmental impact 

relatively cheaper. Hence, through the environmental tax, the consumers are always expected to 

choose to consume the products with the lowest environmental impact. As the consumers are 

choosing to consume the products with the lowest environmental impact, the businesses are 

expected to want to produce products with a lower environmental impact since they are expected 

to be relatively cheaper and hence attract consumers to buy them. Thus, it is assumed that the 

green tax will make it profitable for businesses to develop new technology such as for instance 

developing engines that consume less gasoline or to develop new vehicles which operates on other 

fuel such as for instance electrical cars because they emit less emissions than other products 

available at the market. (OECD 2011: Sumelius & Bäckman 2011) (OECD 2011: Sumelius & 

Bäckman 2011) In other words, the environmental tax is expected to provide the businesses with 

an incentive to develop and adapt greener technology because it enables an incentive for the 

rational-thinking business to make a profit on it (Andersen Skou 1994; Dryzek 2005).  

Environmental taxes may also be applied directly on the businesses as a cost of each entity of 

caused environmental damage. For instance, a green tax fee may be applied on each kg of emitted 

carbon in the production of electricity. In this case the businesses are again assumed to want to 

minimize their costs and move from carbon-intensive activities to activities that emit less carbon. 

This might involve businesses wanting to shift from using coal to using wind- or hydropower in 

the production of electricity in order to reduce the costs of the production or developing new 

technologies that cause a lower rate of pollution, both with the aim to pay lower tax rates. 

(Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; OECD 2011: Ramseur & Parker 2009) 

As such, green taxes subscribe to the idea that environmental damage is seen as something to be 

coped with through treating the markets as a solution to continuously steer the behaviours of 

consumers and producers towards options with a lower environmental impact compared to the 

present state.  Through the implementation of environmental taxes, the businesses are expected 

to have a “continuous incentive” to abate emissions through shifting to less and less polluting 

activities since there always will be an extra profit made on moving to an activity that causes less 
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environmental damage compared to the present state (OECD 2011: 2), assuming that 

environmental taxes will always be implemented on the highest polluting business activities. 
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4 DISCUSSION AND PARTIAL CONCLUSIONS 

4.1 Recaption of the arguments 

To conclude, environmental taxes are perceived as relevant because the instrument operates as a 

mechanism to: 

1) internalize the environmental damage in the cost of producing something to enable the 

environmental damage to be reflected in the market price. Thus, the environmental tax 

operates as a mechanism to measure and convert the environmental damage into an 

economic asset. 

Once the environmental damage and the harm it imposes on others is reflected in the market 

price the tax operates to cope with environmental degradation in two different ways. These 

first way involve coping with environmental degradation through operating as a mechanism 

to: 

2) enable the allocation of responsibility in terms of enabling the “polluter to pay”. It enables 

the polluter to pay for clean-up measures to make up for environmental damage and the 

harm it has imposed on others. 

The second way involve coping with environmental degradation through operating as a 

mechanism to: 

3) steer the behaviours of consumers to consume products with a lower carbon footprint 

compared to the present state… 

… in order to finally: 

4) incentivize businesses to adapt and develop a greener technology. 

4.2 The form of responsibility and environment 

This thesis came to find that responsibility is discussed in two different manners in environmental 

taxes operating as something which allocates responsibility (the polluters pay principle) and in 

green taxes operating as a mechanism to incentivize firms and households to shift their 

behaviours towards certain production and consumption patterns at the expense of other choices. 

The first discourse treats green taxes as something that “allocate responsibility”, whereas the 
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other discourse treats the taxes as a mechanism to “steer behaviours” to reduce pollutions from 

the present state. 

In the next chapters the form environment takes in both will be discussed. Second, the forms that 

responsibility take in each discourse will first be discussed. Finally, the consequences of 

perceiving responsibility and environment in these forms are discussed.  

4.2.1 Environment 

Through treating environmental taxes as something that allows to “integrate” environmental 

harm caused by producing a good into the final price has some implications for what form the 

environment takes. 

First, this includes hat environmental taxes in this context commits itself to see nature itself as 

well as the harm that environmental degradation imposes on human beings as something which 

convertible and measurable into economic assets on an accounting sheet. Nature and the harm 

that is imposed on humans takes its form as something which is convertible and measurable in 

terms of economic assets.  

This leads us to the problem of valuing environmental degradation in terms of economic assets. 

What is the price of a negative impact on the nature and the consequences it has on human-

beings? More concretely, how it is for instance possible to value of biodiversity in economic assets? 

Or how is the damage that the global warming imposes on human beings valued in economic 

terms? 

Second, this rationale is anthropocentric: nature exists only to satisfy human wants and needs. 

Nature is often treated as a loss of welfare in relation to the impact it has on human beings. For 

instance, externalities, negative impacts on third parties, are often discussed as “environmental 

damage” that is “imposes on someone” (OECD 2011: 2). In other words, externalities are discussed 

as to consist of a negative impact such as environmental degradation in relation to the impact it 

has on human beings. For instance, Sumelius & Bäckman (2012) treats the example of an 

externality as being a pollutant only in terms of being “a loss of welfare to the fishermen and the 

swimmers in the river”. The pollutant which was cost by a factory was only a problem in relation 

to the consequences it had on the fishers and swimmers, not as a problem in relation to nature or 

the fish itself. Environment and environmental degradation in this context is not seen as 

something that has a value in itself, but the value is rather dependent on what human beings can 

extract from it in terms of e.g. fishing the fish or enjoying the swim in the river. The practice of 
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environmental taxation commits itself to see environmental degradation as a problem in relation 

to the wants and needs of human beings. Hence, nature takes its form as something which gains 

its value and meaning only in relation to the wants and needs of human beings. 

4.2.2 Responsibility 

4.2.3 Taking responsibility through paying a price 

As presented in chapter 3.2 “the polluter pays” principle treats ecotaxes as something which is 

assumed to “allocate responsibility” through enabling the consumers to “bear the expenses” of the 

emitted pollution (the environmental degradation) caused by the production of a certain product 

(Schwartz 2010; Shortle & Abler 2001; OECD 1972).  

Ecotaxes in this context commits itself to see environmental degradation in terms of a problem of 

the allocation of responsibility in terms of the polluter “bearing the expense” of caused damage to 

an external party (OECD 1972; European Environmental Agency 2000). In this context, 

environmental taxes are operating as something which enables the allocation of responsibility of 

environmental degradation to the consumers and producers through enabling them to pay for the 

expenses of the environmental degradation which is caused as a consequence of producing a good, 

with the aim to cover for diverse clean-up measures (European Environment Agency 2000; 

Pearce et al. 1991). 

However, bearing the expense of causing environmental degradation is taking place in a particular 

form. Ecotaxes in this context are expected to capture the environmental degradation and convert 

it into an economic cost in the final price of a product. Hence, it enables the consumer to “bear 

the expense” in terms of paying for the environmental degradation in terms of economic assets. 

In other words, responsibility takes place through the consumer paying for the environmental 

degradation that the purchased product has caused in terms of economic assets. The consumer 

“bears the expenses” or “makes up” for the environmental degradation through paying for the 

imposed environmental harm. The economic fee is expected to be used in order to cover for or to 

nullify the negative effects on the third party. 

Responsibility in this context is described as to have been taken place once the consumer (the 

polluter) has born the cost of the pollution in terms of paying an economic fee. In other words, 

responsibility takes its shape as something which takes place through an economic transaction: 

responsibility is taken once the consumer has paid an economic cost equivalent to the 
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environmental degradation the product has caused, which supposedly will cover for the 

environmental damage and the harm that this damage has imposed on society. 

This leads us to the problematic question of wondering if clean-up measures that is financed by 

the polluters can nullify the caused environmental damage. Are the negative impacts nullified 

once the polluters have economically covered for healthcare costs of the citizens? What if the 

damages to nature and humans are persistent, namely such damage that is not nullifiable such as 

for instance the emission levels already emitted in the atmosphere? How can one make up for 

animals and plant species that are already has become extinct through paying a fee? 

Moreover, how can someone pay for effects of environmental degradation that is happening and 

will happen in the future such as the consequences of climate change? In other words, how can a 

price be put on for instance emissions that are emitted in the present but have accumulative 

negative impacts which leads to concrete natural disasters in the future? Finally, what is the price 

of the environmental degradation and the harm it imposes on humans? 

All in all, is it possible to take responsibility through paying an economic fee? Environmental taxes 

as a mechanism to allocate responsibility through enabling the consumer to cover for clean-up 

costs could also be interpreted as freeing the consumers of taking responsibility through paying 

an economic fee. 

4.2.4 The focus on the outcome of polluting less 

Even though the incentive-based rationale often admits to the fact that third parties are affected 

as an external consequence of producing a good or a service and that this negative impact should 

be reduced it does not treat green taxes as something that enables the actor who is the source for 

pollution to take responsibility as in the polluters pay principle. In this context ecotaxes are rather 

operating as a mechanism to steer firms’ and households’ behaviours towards consuming and 

producing goods that cause a lower carbon footprint compared the present state as well as to 

incentivise businesses to adapt and develop a greener technology. (Fullerton et al. 2008; Sumelius 

& Bäckman 2012; Klok et al. 2006; Skraep Svenningsen et al. 2018; Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011 OECD 

2011; Ramseur & Parker 2009; Schwartz 2010) Hence, the incentive-based rationale is treating 

green taxes as something to change behaviours that enable changes in consumer and production 

behaviours towards the outcome of “polluting less”. On the contrary, the taxes in this context are 

not discussed as something which enables the allocation of responsibility nor about who is 

responsible for the environmental degradation. In other words, responsibility does not exist in 

this particular discussion. 
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If the concept of responsibility vanishes from the discussion of alternatives of how to cope with 

environmental degradation the actors who are to be held as accountable becomes blurrier. 

Consequently, it becomes more difficult to make a change in terms of reducing emissions by for 

instance consuming less or producing and consuming in alternative ways for instance in terms of 

supporting the circular economy or choosing to consumer good with a lower carbon footprint. In 

other words, if we are not discussing who is responsible or accountable for environmental 

degradation, it becomes more difficult to discuss other options of coping with environmental 

degradation such as simply consuming less or consuming and producing in a more sustainable 

manner. 

4.2.5 Consequences in terms of preserving the environment 

As a consequence of paying for the environmental degradation through an environmental tax, the 

environment is treated as something which is free to use and buyable for the businesses and 

consumers given and dependent on their budgets. The practice assumes that there is a power 

relationship of businesses over the environment, for as long as “the cost” of environmental 

degradation is integrated into the decisions of businesses and households to either enable the 

polluter to pay or to steer these agents towards certain environmental-friendly decisions, the 

environment is buyable for these agents. 

Moreover, an environmental harm – an externality – is often discussed as a negative impact on 

human beings and not as an end in itself. The negative impact is not discussed as a problem in 

relation the value environment has in itself, but rather as a problem in relation to cover for human 

beings’ wants and needs. Consequently, in this model the nature will only be preserved in relation 

to humans’ wants and need and not as an end in itself. 

When environmental taxes work as an economic incentive to steer behaviours of production and 

consumption to ultimately reduce pollutions, and when the taxes are operating as a mechanism 

to “enable the polluter to pay”, it is in both cases assumed that there will be a continuous 

production and consumption which consequently cause a continuous environmental damage to 

some extent. In other words, the implementation of environmental taxes subscribes to idea that 

there always will be a certain amount of polluting activities and thus levels of pollutions in the 

present and in the future.  
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5 THE HISTORICAL PROBLEMATIZATION ANALYSIS 

The aim of the historical problematization analysis is to understand the historical conditions in 

terms of modes of problematization in order to understand how, why and in what form 

environmental taxes have become a phenomenon that it is possible to have a particular discussion 

on today. 

As explained in the analytical strategy in chapter 2.3, it is possible to understand how and why 

the phenomenon of environmental taxes became possible through make explicit “how and why 

certain things (behavior, phenomena, processes) became a problem” (Foucault 2001: 171). This is 

because the problem is the reference point which will define what responses are possible to 

construct according to Foucault. Once something is problematized, namely when a field of 

practice that has been “a given”, something silent and evident – is reacted upon, is questioned, 

and is discussed for the first time (Foucault 2001: 171) “free thought” intervenes and defines 

conditions based upon which it is possible to construct a solution (Foucault 1984b: 389-399). 

Thus, through carving out the problems we come to understand how, why and in what form 

environmental taxes emerged as a particular response today. 

The aim of this chapter is to understand how and why environmental taxes entered the field of 

thought in its different forms through historical modes of problematizations. If we are to 

understand the historical character of environmental taxes throughout time – in terms of being a 

response to a particular kind of problem that the response deals with – we come to understand 

how and why environmental taxes have entered the field of thought as a particular practice 

subscribing to certain types of historical conditions. 

The historical problematization analysis will consist of a hypothetical reconstruction of history in 

retro-perspective starting from today. The question of the historical problematization analysis is: 

what historical conditions in terms of problematizations must be met for us to be able to have a 

particular discussion on environmental taxes today? The reconstruction of history is written in a 

problem-response sequence which means that environmental taxes are understood as a response 

taking a different shape for each different problem it is coping with throughout history developing 

up until the shape it takes today. 

More concretely, the examination will start by a starting point of today, treating environmental 

taxes as a response and exploring what the problem might consists in (Gudmand-Hoyer 2013: 

33). Hereafter the investigation moves backwards in time, “as it were”, and treats environmental 
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taxes as a response to problems in history. Due to the readability of the thesis the historical 

problematization analysis is constructed in a time-chronological manner, starting from “the 

emergence of environmental taxes” and moving onwards up until to date.  

The historical problematization analysis is constructed in the following manner. First, the history 

of environmental taxes is presented. In the end of each section, the problems environmental taxes 

have operated as a response to as well as how environmental taxes have taken their shape as a 

response throughout time are presented. What form environmental degradation as well as 

responsibility take and has taken in relation to these problems and responses are also presented. 

In the last chapter the conclusions and further problems are presented. 

The problematization analysis will proceed in the following manner: 

SCHEME 1: an overview of the historical problematization analysis. 

5.1 The emergence of environmental taxes – 1920s 

The emergence of environmental taxes with an aim to cope with the problem of environmental 

damage can be traced back to the welfare economist thoughts developed by Arthur Cecile Pigou 

(Kumekawa 2017; Sumelius & Bäckman 2011; Klok et al. 2006; Skou Andersen 1994). 

Environmental taxes, also known as a Pigouvian tax, was first introduced in his work the 

Economics of Welfare (1932, first published in 1920). However, these taxes were only on the 

agenda in theoretical discussions and were not applied more seriously until the beginning of the 

1970s (Andersen Skou 1994: 32; Klok et al 2006: 906).  

During the 1920s, Britain had experienced rapid industrial growth and urbanization which had 

led to polluted surroundings which were perceived as a problem in relation to human wellbeing 

in terms of declined health and injury to buildings and food (Kumekawa 2017: 75). The welfare 

economist Pigou came to argue that the industrialist was going about his own business at the 

expense of society was compromising the overall welfare of society (Kumekawa 2017; Pigou 1932).   
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In the Economics of Welfare (1932) Pigou argued that the benefit of the entrepreneur who “is 

interested not in the social, but only in the private, net product of their operations” (Pigou 1932: 

172) and therefore the interest of the entrepreneur and the interest of the public diverged. 

Therefore, Pigou distinguished between the “social net product” (the benefit of the society) and 

“private net product” (the benefit of the entrepreneur) (Pigou 1932).  

Because these interests (or benefits) diverged, the industrialist who was maximizing his material 

benefit through for instance building a factory might as a consequence cause incidental 

uncharged disservices to an external individual (Pigou 1932: 185). For instance, Pigou used an 

example of pollutions caused because of industry: an industrialist may have gone about his 

business to build the factory which eventually would contribute to a private economic gain which 

was exclusively his. However, as a biproduct his pollution caused damage external to industry, 

such as a decrease in health or damage to individuals in the society (Kumekawa 2017: 75; Pigou 

1932: 185). Hence, because of the diverging interest of the industrialist and the society, the 

industrialist was to maximize his own benefit at the expense of the public’s benefit (Pigou 1932: 

185: Kumekawa 2017: 77) and the total welfare was compromised (Pigou 1932). 

To maximize the overall welfare, Pigou argued that the divergence between the private and social 

net product should be removed (Pigou 1932). This would be done through measuring the 

“incidental uncharged disservice” on the public – the “externalities” – and through imposing a tax 

equivalent to these negative impacts caused to the public in order to finally decrease the levels of 

produced quantity to a level where the overall welfare of both the public and the industrialist 

would be maximized (Pigou 1932). By imposing the environmental tax, the aim was to make 

production more expensive to make the industrialist want to produce less which finally would 

result in less pollutions. Thus, the aim of this tax was not one of compensation (private actors 

compensating for negative externalities on the public through paying taxes), but one of enabling 

a restraint on private market actors (Skou Andersen 1994: 36, 45). 

To illustrate Pigou’s point, see figure 2. A higher cost on an economic activity which considers the 

social and private costs is supposed to lead to lower produced quantities. The tax rate would be 

set to an equivalent sum of the caused negative impacts, thus finding the equilibrium quantity of 

production where interests of both the public and the industrialist would be maximized (Sumelius 

& Bäckman 2012: 454; Goodstein 1999: 33) – or in other words “close the interest gap between 

the interests of public and the industrialist” (Pigou 1932): 
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FIGURE 2: A higher price of producing something (P’) which includes the social and private 

costs (S’) is expected to lead to a lower production quantity (Q*) (Goodstein 1999: 133). 

To summarize, Pigou justified environmental taxes based on utilitarianism in terms of increasing 

the common good in terms of the total wellbeing. Pigou argued that the industrialist would go on 

with his economic activities with the aim to maximize his net private benefit at the expense of the 

net social benefit (causing e.g. pollutions) and thus the overall wellbeing was compromised. 

(Kumekawa 2017) To prevent the loss of welfare – the loss of welfare in terms of the damage 

pollutions caused to society (for instance the decrease in health, aesthetic damage etc.) – that 

would occur in an economy without regulations Pigou introduced taxes to put a restraint on the 

pollutions caused by private market actors (Skou Andersen 1994). In this context, environmental 

taxes operated as a mechanism of restraint on the private market actors in terms of being a 

mechanism which would make production more expensive and thus discourage the industrialist 

from producing more which would consequently result in lower emission levels compared to the 

levels that would be emitted in an unrestrained economy. Thus, the fee of the ecotax was expected 

to align the interests of the industrialist and society and increase the overall societal wellbeing 

(Pigou 1932).  

Problem consisted in: How to close the diverging interest gap between the industrialist and 

society to maximize societal welfare? 

Response: Environmental taxes as a mechanism to include negative impacts on third parties in 

the cost function to put a restraint on the quantity of production. Environmental taxes operated 
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as a mechanism to control the industrialist to produce a lower amount of goods that would 

correspond to a level where the overall welfare (of both the industrialist and society) would be 

maximized. 

Environmental damage was problematized as negative impacts caused by the industrialist 

going about his business at the expense of the interest of third-party individuals in the society 

(externalities). Environmental damage was perceived as e.g. pollutions caused by the industrialist 

building a factory which would lead to a decrease in health of individuals in the society and thus 

decrease the overall welfare. 

Responsibility:  

In the context of Pigou, the industrialist was held responsible6 through acknowledging that he was 

the source of pollutions which caused a negative impact on society, namely that he was the one 

who was “going about his business at the expense of society” (Kumekawa 2017; Pigou 1920). In 

other words, the discussion acknowledged that negative impacts took place as a consequence of 

the business activities of the industrialist and that these impacts should be restricted. However, 

the aim of environmental taxes in this context was not a one of delegating responsibility to the 

industrialist in terms of him “taking responsibility” or “making up” for the caused externalities in 

terms of paying a tax equivalent to the environmental degradation, but one of regulating him from 

causing a relentless amount of pollutions. Thus, environmental taxes did not operate as a 

mechanism that allowed for the industrialist to fulfil any obligation to make up for the caused 

damage. 

5.2 The modern history of environmental taxes – 1960 until to date 

The idea of environmental taxes as a solution cope with environmental degradation remained a 

theoretical discussion up until the 1970s. During the 1970s environmental taxes started to get 

attention again through the implementation of environmental policies. (Andersen Skou 1994: 32; 

Klok et al 2006: 906)  

 
6 Being responsible in this context is interpreted as “the state or fact of being the cause or originator of 
something; the credit or blame for something” or “being accountable for one’s actions on a third party” 
(The Oxford English Dictionary 2020). Taking responsibility is interpreted as “to fulfill a duty or 
obligation in relation to causing a negative impact in a third party” (The Oxford English Dictionary 2020). 
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5.2.1 Limits to growth: the critique of a continuous economic growth – 1970s 

In the 1960s there was a dominating perspective by neoclassical economics that was symbolized 

by actors such as Milton Friedman and the Chicago School of Economics who encouraged the 

ideas of laissez-faire economics based on “freedom”: monetarism with a focus on continuous 

economic growth, a faith placed in pricing and in the equilibrium of supply and demand to 

regulate shortages and surpluses of natural resources, a belief in technological development which 

would lead to continuous improvements, an indifference of environmental degradation as well as 

a belief in that polluted environment could be seen as something separate from a healthy 

economy. The deeply rooted faith in the continuous growth of a deregulated economy was 

challenged by a cluster of economists in the 1960s and 70s who for the first time problematized 

the continuous economic growth in terms of arguing that an exponential growth eventually would 

lead to the depletion of natural resources and environmental carrying capacity. (Cardonna 2013: 

114)  

Until the 1960s, the predominant focus had lied on economic growth and the problem of 

environmental degradation had been ignored. Economic growth was seen as something good: it 

assumed that a constant increase in material welfare and income as a premise for a healthy 

society. In contrast, “ecological” economists (such as Mishan 1967, Daly 1977, Schumacher 1973, 

Meadows et al. 1972) brought the problem of environmental degradation into the discussion 

through problematizing economic growth and through rebringing attention to the limits of 

environmental carrying capacity. (Cardonna 2013: 113)  

One of the remarkable forces which sparked a heated debate about the deeply rooted wisdom of 

promoting constant growth was the publication the Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972) 

sponsored by the think thank the Club of Rome (Cardonna 2014: 115; Dryzek 2005: 30). With the 

help of computer simulations, the report came to the conclusion that since the five variables of 

food production, population, industrialization, pollution, and non-renewable resources were 

growing at an exponential rate, whereas the ability of technology to renew resources grew linearly, 

the limit of access to natural resources and the limit of environment’s carrying capacity would 

eventually be reached (Meadows et al. 1972). 
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Figure 3: Given a continuing trend of exponential growth at a constant rate in the variables of 

food production, population, industrialization, pollution, and non-renewable resources would 

produce a growth curve over time as depicted in the following figure. At the top of the curve a 

limit is reached. (Dryzek 2005: 31-32) 

Hitting the limit of access to natural resources would entail a lack of  “resource availability in 

agricultural productivity, and the capacity of the ecosphere to assimilate pollution” (Dryzek 2005: 

31), which in turn would entail a so-called “collapse” of industrial society and its population which 

involved a “sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population and industrial capacity” 

(Meadows et al 1972). Thus, the report brought a finite limit to carrying capacity of environment 

in terms of a limit of access to natural resources and a limit of the environment’s capacity in 

relation to the survival of the household (Cardonna 2013).  

Consequently, an exponential economic growth which was previously seen as a premise for a 

healthy society in terms of increasing material welfare and income became to be perceived as 

something that eventually would destroy society. Given an unrestrained economy with an 

exponential growth, a limit of natural resources would eventually be reached which would lead to 

the collapse of humankind.  

To summarize, during the neoclassical era of the 1960s, environmental problems had gained little 

attention. Environmental degradation was spoken about to a little extent and was not seen as a 

problem linked to a continuous growth of the economy. On the contrary, economic growth was 

seen as something good: it assumed that a constant increase in material welfare and income as a 

premise for a healthy society (Cardonna 2013). The limits to growth discussion brought the long-
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lost ecological concerns into the discussion through acknowledging that an environmental 

problem existed in terms of a natural resource depletion in relation to limits (Meadows et al. 

1972). Environmental problems came into being (or started to regain more attention than in the 

previous decade) through the acknowledgment of nature being a finite entity.  In other words, 

environmental degradation became to be problematized in relation to the limits of carrying 

capacity caused by exponential growth. The laissez-faire economy had perceived as to have failed 

to take into consideration environmental impacts (Andersen Skou 1994). 

5.2.2 The starting point of the implementation of environmental policy – 1970s 

As environmental damage became to be perceived as a problem in relation to limits of 

environmental carrying capacity, different responses were developed with the aim to live within 

these limits from the beginning of the 1970s. These responses involved that the government 

started to intervene in the activities of businesses through imposing environmental rules and 

regulation in order to control emissions. More specifically, the most dominant policy for 

controlling emission developed in the 1970s was the Command and Control regulation. (Andersen 

Skou 1994)  

The starting point for environmental policies with the main aim to curb pollution of water and air 

are described as to have taken off during the 1970s in the Nordics (Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011; Klok 

et al. 2006), in Europe (Skou Andersen 1994) and in the United States (Harrington & Morgenstern 

2004). In the beginning of the 1970s different Command and Control environmental policies were 

developed for the first time and were also the standard approach to environmental policy 

throughout the next 15 years. During the same time period economic instruments (such as 

environmental taxes) were used, however less frequently. (Skou Andersen: 1994; Skjelvik & 

Bruvoll 2011; Harrington & Morgenstern 2004) The aim of economic instruments such as sales 

taxes on gasoline, mineral oil and electricity at this time point were primarily used for fiscal 

reasons. For instance, environmental taxes during the 1970s were applied on energy consumption 

taxes with the main aim to “reduce a soaring deficit in the national balance of payment” (Klok et 

al. 2006: 907). These taxes might have had secondary positive impact on environment (Skjelvik 

& Bruvoll 2011: 30). Environmental taxes with an aim to cope with environmental damage were 

not implemented before the late 1980s (Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011; Klok 2006). 

Problem consisted in: How to raise fiscal revenue? 

Response: Tax on for instance energy consumption 
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Environmental damage was not problematized at all when the primary aim with 

environmental taxes was to only raise fiscal revenues 

Responsibility: non-existing 

As the thesis is limited to analyse environmental taxes with the aim to cope with environmental 

degradation, environmental taxes with the aim to gather fiscal revenue is not discussed further in 

the analysis. 

5.2.3 The emergence of the Command and Control regulation – early 1970s 

The Command and Control regulation was developed with the aim to make the producers comply 

to certain standards and targets on emissions and technology with the threat of a sanction in terms 

of a fee. Regulating pollutions through CAC regulations entailed that the government set certain 

standards and targets on the emitted emissions and used technology in the production process of 

a good. These standards and targets might have involved emission standards that specifies a 

maximum rate of pollutants released into the air or a technology standard which specified the 

cleaning technologies to had to be implemented. If standards were not met, the producers of the 

goods were sanctioned with a fee. (Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; Field & Field 2017) 

A Command and Control environmental instrument is described as having as its aim to reduce 

environmental damage through a given standard or direct regulation (Sumelius & Bäckman 

2012: 458) applied to a producer’s choices of inputs and production and pollution control 

practices (Shortle & Abler 2001: 22). This includes that the producers must comply to given 

standards and regulations, which involves for instance rules of what technology to use: “the best 

available technology” in terms of the technology which emits the least emissions in a given 

production, or standards of maximum rates of  specific substances used in the production process 

or targets for emission reductions or emission ceilings (Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; Bruvol & 

Skjelvik 2011; Andersen Skou 1994). To illustrate a CAC regulation Sumelius & Bäckman (2012) 

gives two examples within agriculture: a standard or regulation might involve 1) being obliged to 

store manure under a specific roof in order for the manure not to spread in the nature (a 

technology standard) or 2) complying to use certain fertilizers that cause pollution under a certain 

maximum rate (an emission standard).  

The focus of Command-and-Control measures lied on the overall end-of-pipe output. This 

included that legislators were interested in controlling the output of emissions through setting 

rules for using the best technology available and standards for allowed emission levels. The CAC 
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regulation system as a response committed itself to see environmental damage as a problem in 

terms of acknowledging limits to environmental carrying capacity. The legislation was perceived 

as a legislation which aim was to control the output of overall emissions through operating as a 

rule or a standard to make businesses comply with the threat of a sanction in terms of an economic 

fee. Since the Command-and-Control regulations had as its focus on emission levels it also put a 

restraint on economic growth to some extent. The CAC environmental policy operated as a 

restraint in terms of controlling the output of emissions in terms of emission ceilings and thus put 

a form of restraint on the economic activity compared to a situation were no legislation would 

have existed. 

Problem consisted in: How to regulate end-of-pipe emissions to live within the limits of 

environmental carrying capacity? 

Response: the CAC regulation operated as a mechanism to enforce the businesses to comply to 

the best available technology and to emission levels (standards) with the threat of a sanction in 

terms of a fee. The CAC regulation as an environmental policy hence operated as a direct 

regulation. 

Environmental damage was problematized as environmental carrying capacity in relation 

to certain limits due to exponential growth. 

Responsibility: In this context, the businesses are acknowledged to be the originators of the 

pollutions as they are regulated by standards and emission ceilings from polluting relentlessly. 

Businesses are perceived as to have taken responsibility once they comply to the rules and 

standards or once they pay the fee if they have not complied to the rules and standards. 

5.2.4 Environmental taxes to enable a new form of “green growth” – 1980s until 
to date 

In the environmental discourse, economic growth and ecological protection were treated in 

isolation and seen as competitors in the 1970s. According to the Limits to Growth (Meadows et 

al. 1972), economic growth would eventually lead to environmental degradation and resource 

depletion. Thus, economic growth was perceived as something which could not be sustained 

parallelly to the maintenance of a healthy natural environment. As explained in the previous 

chapter, environmental damage was coped with through controlling end-of-pipe emissions and 

economic growth was curbed through CAC regulations. In contrast, during the 1980s the issues 

of a continuous economic growth and environmental problems were brought together in the 
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influential Brundtland Report, Our Common Future (1987) as well as by the ideas of the German 

economist Lutz Wicke, director of the German environmental protection agency which had a 

significant impact on the environmental policies during in the late 1980s ( Andersen Skou 1994; 

WCED 1987; Wicke 1986). 

Up until the 1980s, there was several separate issues which were “unresolved” which needed a 

solution such as the issue of poverty alleviation, continuous development based on economic 

growth as well as increased environmental problems involving nitrification of groundwater due 

to fertilization, soil compression and climate change. Several institutions problematized different 

issues and were interested in different solutions. (Borowy 2013: 18) Some institutions promoted 

a continuous growth in developing countries was promoted in order to serve poor people’s 

legitimate needs to live (the World Bank). Other actors problematized the limits to growth in 

terms of an exponential growth leading to overburdening environmental carrying capacity (e.g. 

the Club of Rome) (Dryzek 2005: Borowy 2013). Dealing with environmental issues were 

perceived as a threat by high-income countries who feared that this would result in overly strict 

policies compromising further economic growth and development in these countries. Likewise, 

low-income countries were afraid that of regulations which would regulate their continuous 

improvements. Moreover, some actors were afraid that economic prosperity could be 

compromised by environmental degradation, such as deforestation and cropland species loss (the 

OECD) (Borowy 2013).  

In 1983, the UN General Assembly established the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED) known as the Brundtland Commission to develop a framework to merge 

the issues of economic growth and the growing global ecological degradation.  Gro Harlem 

Brundtland, the former Prime Minister if Norway was chosen as the chairman of the commission. 

(Borowy 2013; Dryzek 2005) 

In 1987 the commission published the report Our Common Future (1987), where the concept of 

sustainable development was developed in order to “bridge the gap between conflicting world 

views and interests between economists and environmentalists, the high- and low-income 

countries, the future and the present and the scientifically accurate and politically acceptable” 

(Borowy 2013: 48). The report declared that the concept of sustainable development entailed in 

essence to be “a process of change in which the exploitation of resources, the direction of 

investments, the orientation of technological development, and institutional change are all in 
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harmony and enhance both current and future potential to meet human needs and aspirations” 

(WCED 1987: 46).  

The Brundtland Report (1987) is described as the turning point of treating issues which earlier 

was treated as competitors as to mutually reinforce each other in the long run. Brundtland’s vision 

included that issues such as global environmental issues, global equity and social justice, and 

development in terms of economic growth which earlier was treated in isolation could be 

combined in terms of mutually reinforcing each other towards an overall improvement. (Dryzek 

2005: 148) In the report, it was argued that economic growth was the solution to provide for the 

legitimate needs of the world’s poor. The alleviation of poverty would at the same time ameliorate 

environmental degradation because one of the main reasons for environmental degradation is 

caused by poor people who are forced to abuse their local environment just to survive (Dryzek 

2005: 153). 

Nevertheless, the report acknowledged certain limits to growth through acknowledging that 

economic growth had been the core problem to the environmental degradation of today and thus 

did not state that in order to satisfy the needs of the poor all countries could not take the same 

industrialization growth path already taken by the industrialized countries. Hence, the report 

found that economic growth which would take into consideration the limits to environmental 

carrying capacity – coined by Brundtland as “a new era of economic growth” or a “green growth” 

(WCED 1987: 7) – was the solution to deal with the problems of alleviation of poverty as well as 

environmental degradation. (Dryzek 2005: 153)  

A green growth that take into consideration the limits of environmental carrying capacity for 

Brundtland involved that “economic growth without irreversible damage to environment would 

be possible only if more energy-efficient and less raw-material-intensive processes was 

introduced” (Quoted in Skou Andersen 1994: 24) which was achievable through a development of 

a greener technology. A greener technology in this context entailed a technology that would emit 

less pollutions per produced quantity than older technology7.  Through firms developing a greener 

technology the growth could go on by stretching the limits to environmental carrying capacity in 

terms of using “natural resources more efficiently” (where the efficient use of natural resources 

involved using for instance less of the ecosphere in terms of emitting less CO2 into the air). (Skou 

Andersen 1994) 

 
7 As an example, the development of a car engine that emits less CO2 into the air uses natural resources 
more efficiently in terms of polluting less 
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Consequently, the report offered the solution of the implementation of environmental taxes to 

operate as the incentivizing factor for firms to develop a greener technology (Skou Andersen 

1994). Wicke and Brundtland assumed that environmental taxes would be an effective way to cope 

with environmental degradation because it created a framework where the self-interest of firms 

would merge with the interest to cope with environmental degradation (Skou Andersen 1994: 24). 

It was assumed that in a market economy, where firms are self-interested profit-maximisers, the 

implementation of environmental taxes that were placed on emissions would make “entities 

directly subject to the tax would have an incentive to take actions – e.g., energy efficiency 

improvements or equipment upgrades – to lower tax payments (Ramseur & Parker 2009: 2)”. In 

other words, the implementation of environmental taxes was perceived as operating as an 

economic incentive for firms to develop a greener technology which at the end would control 

emissions. Because taxes made production which emitted pollutions more expensive, firms would 

have the incentive to adapt or develop greener technology that pollute less to pay less in tax.  

To conclude, as environmental degradation was perceived as a problem in terms of limits to 

carrying capacity, the Brundtland commission offered “a green growth” as a solution to stretch 

the limits of carrying capacity which supposedly was a solution to cope with the problem of 

environmental degradation. The stretching of the limits of carrying capacity would be enabled by 

the continuous development of a greener technology which would allow for “a more efficient use 

of natural resources”. Thus, environmental taxes were introduced as a concrete measure to work 

as an incentivizing element for businesses to develop a greener technology. (WCED 1987; Skou 

Andersen 1994) 

Through incentivizing businesses to develop greener technology, environmental degradation was 

supposedly taken into consideration through the stretching out of the limits at the same time as 

it was allowing for an economic growth (“a green growth”). Thus, environmental taxes operated 

as a mechanism to harmonize economic growth and ecological concerns with the development of 

technology in a key-position. 

Environmental taxes were for the first time not operating as something which operated as to 

restrain production (as in the case of Pigou), but as something to incentivize greener technology 

which would allow to stretch the limits of carrying capacity. In other words, environmental taxes 

were not discussed as a restraint per se, but something which has an incentivizing nature for 

businesses with the aim to promote growth and supposedly at the same time cope with the issue 

of environmental degradation.  
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Briefly after the Brundtland Report was published there was a breakthrough in the economic 

instruments in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Klok 2006; Skou Andersen 1994; Bruvol & Skjelvik 

2011). The first green tax in modern environmental policy history with the aim to cope with 

environmental degradation that was applied in the Nordics was the carbon tax, which was 

introduced first in Finland in 1990 and short after in Norway and Sweden in 1991 as well as in 

Denmark 1993 (OECD 2017: 5). During the 1990s taxes rate were gradually increased in all four 

Nordic countries (Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011: 40).   

Problem consisted in: How to harmonize previously conflicting issues of economic growth and 

ecological concerns? 

Response: Environmental taxes as an incentive to develop greener technology to stretch the 

limit of environmental carrying capacity. In this manner, environmental taxes operated as a 

mechanism to incentivize businesses to supposedly to control emissions without operating as a 

regulation.  

Environmental degradation was supposedly problematized to as a problem of limits to 

environmental carrying capacity. However, these limits could be stretched infinitely with the help 

of the development of technology. Thus, environmental degradation was problematized as a lack 

of proper (green) technology. 

Responsibility: On the one hand the businesses are perceived as the originators of negative 

impacts (pollutions) as this approach acknowledges that businesses cause pollutions. On the other 

hand, the businesses are not perceived as being accountable for these pollutions as the pollutions 

are not conceived as a problem since the environmental carrying capacity can be stretched 

infinitely with the help of the businesses developing greener technology (“a green growth”). Thus, 

a form for being held responsible or taking responsibility does not exist within this context. 
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6 PARTIAL CONCLUSIONS 

The aim of the historical problematization analysis was to show how environmental taxes have 

operated as to solve different problems taking its shape as a different response throughout time 

in order to understand how and why and in what form environmental taxes have entered the field 

of thought as a particular discussion of today through different modes of problematizations 

throughout time. 

The conclusions of the problematization analysis are introduced in the following scheme: 

SCHEME 2: the conclusions of how environmental taxes have operated in relation to different 

problems throughout time. 

Moreover, as the thesis found that environmental taxes have operated as to solve different 

problems taking its shape as a different response throughout time, it also came to find that the 

practice of environmental taxation has one thing in common throughout history. The problem of 

environmental degradation has always been problematized in terms of the negative impact the 

environmental degradation has on humans or as serving humans’ wants and needs. 

Environmental degradation has been problematized as a negative impact on human beings. 

For instance, for Pigou, environmental degradation was perceived as a negative impact which 

would lead to a decrease in health or a decrease in the beauty of the surrounding of the human 
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being and hence would in the end reduce humans’ overall welfare of the society (Pigou 1920). In 

the case environmental damage being problematized as limits to growth, environmental damage 

was perceived as a problem in relation to natural resources being depleted which would lead to 

the collapse of the society (Meadow & Meadows 1972). In other words, exceeding the limits of 

environmental carrying capacity would lead to natural resources not being able to cover for 

present living standards nor for the needs of the household in general (Cardonna 2013). 

6.1.1 Further problems to environmental taxation within the concept of 
sustainable development 

Through the historical problematization analysis the thesis came to find that environmental taxes 

within the framework to fulfil the phenomenon of sustainable development include some further 

problems for the present and the future which will be presented in this chapter.  

Since 1987 until today environmental taxes operate as the concrete practice to achieve sustainable 

development, namely, to combine economic growth with the coping of environmental 

degradation as described in chapter 5.2.4. This is done through green taxes operating as a 

mechanism to incentivize businesses to develop green technology with the aim to stretch the limits 

of environmental carrying capacity. 

Firstly, the approach of putting technology in a key-position to stretch environmental carrying 

capacity heavily relies on technological development as to control present and future pollution 

levels. Moreover, the approach assumes that natural resources can be stretch infinitely with the 

help of technology. Hence, this implies that 

a) technological development is relied on in order to control present and future pollution 

levels. Assumes that technology can stretch environmental carrying capacity infinitely. 

b) the approach assumes that green technology will be developed at the same rate as the 

growth is causing pollutions if the limit to environmental carrying capacity is to be 

sustained.  

Second, 

Topics such as environmental protection and economic growth were earlier treated in isolation or 

as competitors (Cardonna 2013; Dryzek 2005). Economic growth was perceived as incompatible 

with sustaining natural resources, since an economic growth required an increasing use of 
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resources (Meadows et al. 1972; Dryzek 2005). However, the rationality of sustainable 

development assumes that 

c) we can have it all: that a “green” economic growth which includes taking into consideration 

environmental concerns through developing new technology (WCED 1987) is possible 

parallelly to sustaining the environment. An increasing populations and life expectancies 

are not a problem in relation to the environmental degradation, since technology will be 

able to stretch the limits if environmental carrying capacity. 

Third, 

As already discussed in the problematization analysis, 

d) the implementation assumes some pollution levels is taking place in the present and will 

take place in the future. 

Finally, this approach dedicates itself to see environmental degradation as a problem in relation 

to serving humans’ wants and needs: environment gains its value in relation to how it can or 

cannot serve the human being. Thus,  

e) it implies that environmental degradation will be coped with as a means to serve humans 

needs. On the contrary, environment will not be preserved as an end in itself. 
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7 THE EXPERIENCE ANALYSIS 

In the first section of the analysis part, the arguments for why environmental taxes are perceived 

as relevant were presented. This chapter will analyse the experience of the relevance of 

environmental taxes in terms of what types of subjects and forms of knowledge it presupposes. In 

other words, if we assume that environmental taxes operate accordingly to the relevance of the 

instrument, what dimensions of preconditions in terms of subject relations and standard of truth 

must then be met?   

In order to understand more about what form environmental taxes take, the aim of the experience 

analysis is to map out the network of circumstances in terms of subject relations and the standard 

of truth under which environmental taxes operate and gains its meaning. If we are to understand 

the network of preconditions which establishes the meaning of environmental taxes, we are to 

understand more about the instrument itself. This part of the analysis aims to answer what form 

environmental taxes are a particular practice that it is possible to have a particular discussion on 

today. 

As explained in the analytical strategy, the experience of the relevance of the implementation of 

environmental taxes is something which is constituted based on a historical, social and collective 

context (Foucault 2007: 131) and is hence a temporary and socially dispositioned “way of relating 

to a certain thing or subject” (Gudmand-Hoyer 2013: 34). The experience in this particular 

moment is rather based on the correlation of the three dimensions of forms of possible knowledge, 

normative frameworks of behaviour for individuals and potential modes of existence for possible 

subjects (Foucault 1983a: 3; Gudmand-Hoyer 2013: 34).  

Thus, the question to pose is: assuming that environmental taxes in practice operates according 

to its intentions as presented in the arguments, what forms for knowledge and subject relations 

are assumed for it to work? Or, 

1. Dimension of subject relations: for environmental taxes to work, what types of subjects 

are presupposed? 

2. Dimension of knowledge: for environmental taxes to work, what standard of truth is it 

necessary to refer to? 

All three dimensions interrelated and are irreducible to one another (Raffnsnoe et al. 2016). That 

is to say that they build upon each other but are not substitutive by one another. When treating 
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one dimension it is impossible to not to not touch upon the other dimensions. For the sake of 

systematicity I have chosen to highlight one of the dimensions with the other dimensions in the 

background.  
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7.1 Subject relations 

For environmental taxes to work accordingly to the arguments in the historical problematization 

analysis this assumes certain subject relations of the consumers and producers. If these subject 

relations are not met, environmental taxes would lose its meaning. The aim is to carve out the 

subject relations that are presupposed for environmental taxes to work accordingly to the 

arguments for why environmental taxes are perceived as relevant that was presented in the 

problematization analysis. The subject relations are mapped out in order to understand the 

network of circumstances that environmental taxes operate under in terms of the relation to 

oneself. 

Thus, this section of the analysis examines the following question 

- What subject relations are presupposed for environmental taxes to work accordingly to 

the arguments presented in the problematization analysis? 

The section will elaborate in and introduce the subject relation that are presumed in order for 

environmental taxes to work throughout the text. Each chapter presents the precondition as their 

titles. 

i) For environmental taxes to work it is presumed that the consumer 

(subject) is a self-interested actor who base his or her decisions purely on 

the rationalization of the utility of his or her budgets. 

ii)  For environmental taxes to work, it is presumed that the consumer does 

not make purchasing decisions based on altruistic reasons 

To analyse what is presupposed from the subject in order for environmental taxes to work, the 

analysis returns to the arguments for why the taxes are implemented. 

As explained in chapter 3, environmental taxes operates as a mechanism to integrate the 

environmental degradation to the price of a product in order to encourage producers and 

consumers to purchase and produce certain products with a lower carbon footprint at the expense 

of alternatives with a higher carbon footprint. The carbon footprint or the environmental damage 

is described as a negative impact as it causes harm to other human beings in society (“an 

externality”). (Sumelius & Bäckman 2012; Shortle & Abler 2001; Klok et al. 2006; Skraep 

Svenningsen et al. 2018; Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011 OECD 2011; OECD 2017; Ramseur & Parker 

2009; Schwartz 2010) 
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Taxes, subsidies, and other economic instruments are described as to: 

“incorporate environmental costs and benefits into the budgets of businesses and 

households, by increasing (or decreasing) the price of a product or a service. As such, 

they help internalize the use of natural resources or the emission of pollutants into firms’ 

and households’ decisions” (OECD 2017). 

Once the environmental tax has integrated the environmental damage into the cost of the product, 

the consumer and producers are expected to move to consume and produce products that are 

cheaper and emit less pollutions (OECD 2017; OECD 2011). For instance, as presented in chapter 

3.3, the price of gasoline may be increased through imposing an environmental tax on the final 

price of gasoline, in order to steer consumers’ behaviours towards consuming products that fulfil 

the same function but which have a lower environmental impact such as for instance purchasing 

vehicles that consume less gasoline, purchase electrical cars or switch to biking or walking (OECD 

2011). In this context, it is assumed that the consumers will move to consume the relatively  

cheaper alternatives (without the fee of an environmental tax) because consumers are rational 

being who are maximizing their welfare in terms of choosing to buy a product at the lowest price, 

because of their limited budgets.  

Moreover, it is assumed that the consumer is only capable of taking into consideration the harm 

environmental damage imposes on others as long as the environmental damage is reflected as an 

economic cost in the price of a product which upon the consumer can reflect upon in relation the 

maximization of their utility of their budgets. According to an OECD policy recommendation 

(2011) the aim of “a well-designed environmental tax” is to: 

“increase the price of a good or service to reflect the cost of the environmental harm that 

it imposes on others [in] the market prices. This ensures that consumers and firms take 

these costs into account in their decisions” (OECD 2011: 2). 

As such, the consumer is only capable of taking the environmental harm into consideration once 

it is converted into an economic asset to be reflected upon. 

Assuming that environmental taxes work as intended, the environmental tax converts the 

environmental damage (emitted pollutions) and the harm that it imposes on others into an 

economic asset in order for the consumer to take it into consideration. The consumer is only 

expected to be able to take into consideration this information in the form of an economic cost in 

relation to her budget as a self-interested rational thinker. On the contrary, the consumer is not 



51 
 

expected to make the purchasing decision based on altruistic reasons only with respect to the 

consequences it might have on third parties and on the environment as a value in itself. Thus, for 

environmental taxes to work it is assumed that the consumer is a self-interested actor who base 

his or her decisions on an economic premise.  

The model thus implies that the price of a product plays a significant role in the purchasing 

decisions of consumers in comparison to buying products based on a consumer awareness of the 

impacts the product might have on the environment and others. In other words, it does not accept 

a world where consumers would buy products with regards to the harm the production of a good 

imposes on others and the environment as the determining factor. 

iii) For environmental taxes to work it is presumed that businesses’ decisions 

are led by self-interest with the aim to maximize profit. 

iv)  For environmental taxes to work it is presumed that businesses’ sole 

incentive to reduce emissions is an economic one. It is not assumed that 

businesses would have any other incentive to reduce or control emissions 

if there is not money to be made on it. 

As the consumers are expected to continuously move to purchasing decisions with a lower 

environmental impact, assuming that environmental taxes will be implemented on business 

activities with highest pollutions, it is consequently expected that businesses will have a 

continuous incentive to produce products with a lower carbon footprint and thus to adapt and 

develop a greener technology that emit less and less pollutions (Fullerton et al. 2008; Sumelius & 

Bäckman 2012; Shortle & Abler 2001; Klok et al. 2006; Skraep Svenningsen et al. 2018; Skjelvik 

& Bruvoll 2011 OECD 2011; OECD 2017; Ramseur & Parker 2009; Schwartz 2010).  

As explained in the previous chapter, the environmental tax is expected to allow the government 

to make products with a higher carbon footprint more expensive, which will enable the consumers 

to prefer the cheaper products with a lower carbon footprint at the expense of other alternatives 

(OECD 2011: OECD: 2017). Thus, environmental taxes are expected to “increase the demand for 

more fuel-efficient and alternatively powered vehicles” (OECD 2011). As the demand for more 

fuel-efficient vehicles is increased, it is assumed that there always will be an extra profit to be 

made on producing more fuel-efficient products (with a lower carbon footprint), as these products 

will be cheaper and have a higher demand on the market. 
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Likewise, if the environmental tax is applied on the pollutions emitted in the production process 

of a good, e.g. a price per each kg emitted CO2, the businesses are expected to have an incentive 

to reduce emissions in terms of adapting and developing greener technology in the production 

process, as there will be a profit made on having to pay less in environmental taxes. (Sumelius & 

Bäckman 2012; OECD 2011: Ramseur & Parker 2009) 

In both examples, the businesses are assumed to be rational thinkers who make decisions with 

the aim to maximize profits. The environmental tax is expected to have created an incentive for 

businesses to make money on reducing emissions through developing and adapting a greener 

technology. Businesses are expected to reduce emissions only if there is a profit to be made on it. 

On the contrary, as the firms are expected to base their decisions upon how to maximize their 

profit, businesses are not expected to take environmental damage into account or have the 

incentive to abate emissions if there is no profit to be made on it. In other words, for 

environmental taxes to work it is presumed that businesses’ sole incentive to reduce emissions is 

an economic one and it is assumed that businesses would not take actions to reduce or control the 

emissions to protect the environment or to protect the damages it causes to human beings as a 

value in itself.  

To summarize, in the implementation of environmental taxes, environmental degradation is 

coped with through integrating the environmental damage into the prices of products hence 

directing the consumers and producers to favour certain alternatives with a lower carbon 

footprint over other alternatives (OECD 2011: OECD 2017). “Reality” is accepted in terms of firms 

and households having “budgets” based on which they make decisions (OECD 2017). Given the 

budgets – the limited economic resources of firms and households – these agents seek to 

maximize utility in the conduct of economic activities.  Environmental damage and the harm it 

impose on others is not expected to be taken into consideration in the choices of consumers and 

producers if there is no economic gain behind it. Thus, it is assumed that the only incentive for 

consumers and producers to abate emissions is if there is a profit to be made. Environment takes 

its form as something which is reflected upon as optimizing the utility and profit of budgets.  
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7.2 The veridictive dimension 

The aim of the following section is to map out the epistemological limits of environmental taxes. 

This will be done though examining what the standard of truth is that environmental taxes refer 

to in order to work accordingly to the arguments presented in the problematization analysis.  

The third dimension, the dimension of veridiction, consists of “the study of rules, the game of true 

and false”, namely the forms of veridiction which are able to “constitute the matrices of possible 

knowledge” (Foucault 1983a: 4). To illustrate what it entails Foucault uses an example of markets 

going from a site of jurisdiction which ensures a form for justice to the actors on the market to 

becoming the standard of truth with an inherent claim to be able to speak the truth. 

In the Birth of biopolitics (1979), Foucault points out a change in the art of government in the 18th 

century. Before the 18th century, the market being “a site of jurisdiction” or “justice”. During this 

time the market did not operate as a veridiction of truth which dictated truths, but rather operated 

as an object of governmental practice that was regulated to ensure justice. The market was aimed 

at ensuring a distributive justice and a price was set in relation to be a “just price” so that the 

poorest could afford products to fulfil their basic needs. Moreover, the market was perceived as a 

place where the buyer had to be protected from theft or fraud by the seller. (Foucault 1979: 30) 

The market later becomes a site which obeys and must obey “natural” mechanisms and functions 

as a place which allows to reveal a “truth”, namely “a true”, “natural” and “normal” price. The 

price is no more determined on what is just but is defined based on the value of the product. The 

market goes from being something which has to be regulated in order to function as a site of justice 

to being a market that “constitutes a standard of truth which enables us to discern which 

governmental practices are correct and which are erroneous” (Foucault 1979). In other words, 

rather than dictating what is just or unjust the market became a verdictive site that dictates what 

is correct and erroneous.  

In other words, at the core of the new art of government which constitutes the standard of truth 

based upon one judge which governmental practices are correct and erroneous is the market and 

the “natural” price. The market should be left alone, not intervened in, which ultimately 

“formulate a truth and propose it to governmental practice as a rule and a norm” (Foucault 1979: 

31). 

The aim of this section is to understand the epistemological limits of environmental taxes. This is 

done through examining the standard of truth that legitimizes the practice of environmental 
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taxation. Or in other words, what forms of knowledge, with an inherent claim to be able to speak 

the truth, do environmental taxes refer to? 

Moreover, for environmental taxes to work intendedly according to the arguments presented in 

the problematization analysis, it presumes certain standards of truths that defines the value of 

environment and a standard of truth for how responsibility is taken. Thus, the epistemological 

limits for understanding a) the value of environment as well as the harm environmental damage 

poses on others and b) for understanding how responsibility is taken within the framework of 

environmental taxes is also discussed. 

The section will elaborate in and introduce verdictive domains that environmental taxes are 

referring to throughout the text. Each chapter presents the preconditions as their titles. 

i) Markets as the veridictive domain for environmental taxes to exist and 

to constitute its meaning 

ii) Within the framework of environmental taxes markets operates as a 

standard of truth for how to cope with environmental degradation 

In order to analyse what standard of truth that legitimize the practice of environmental taxation 

the section returns to how environmental degradation is problematized in the context of 

environmental taxation.  

Environmental taxes operate within a system where markets are to present the solution for how 

to cope with environmental degradation. As explained in chapter 3, the whole problem of 

environmental degradation in the context of environmental taxes is described as a “market 

failure”, where the market has failed to take into account the environmental damage and the harm 

it imposes on other individuals in the society. (OECD 2011; OECD 2017; Ramseur & Parker 2009; 

Shortle & Abler 2001: 20; Klok et al. 2006: 906; OECD 1972; OECD 1974; Environmental Action 

Programme of the EU: 1973). Moreover, according to the OECD policy recommendations, “there 

is no market incentive for firms and households to take into account environmental damage”, 

without the government intervening by a way of imposing green taxes or subsidies (OECD 2011: 

2). 
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According to s policy recommendation brief to the U.S. congress (2009): 

“A basic economics principle is that market prices may not reflect the social cost of 

resource use (e.g. fossil fuel combustion) when economic activities result in pollution 

(e.g., CO2 emissions). If social costs are not included, the market price will not reflect 

their true costs. For example, in terms of climate-change related damages – associated 

with CO2 emissions” (Ramseur & Parker 2009: 1). 

Consequently, the environmental tax is presented as the solution to would correct the market 

failure by “internalizing the externality”, namely by: 

“altering the final price of goods and services, so that they more clearly reflect all costs 

[…] associated with the consumption of specific goods and services” (Skraep Svenningsen 

et al. 2017: 6). 

Thus, the “harm that is imposed on others” is included into the final market price through the 

environmental tax (OECD 2011). Finally, the tax that for instance would be placed on emissions 

is supposed incentivize the entities that are subject to the tax to take actions in terms of for 

instance “energy efficiency improvements or equipment upgrades – to lower tax payments” 

(Ramseur & Parker 2009: 2). 

The environmental tax (or subsidy) is therefore described as to allow the government to “steer the 

economy in favour of certain environmental solutions over others” and to “direct the market in a 

prescriptive way (OECD 2011) through “influencing the behaviours of consumers and producers” 

(OECD 2017) with the main aim to reduce pollutions. 

To summarize, first, environmental taxes subscribe to the idea that the market is the verdictive 

domain that presents the solution to cope with environmental degradation by perceiving 

environmental degradation as a problem of “a market failure”. Second, the market presents the 

solution to correct this market failure by the implementing environmental taxes. The taxes are 

supposed to enable the inclusion of all “social costs”, and reflect “the true cost” of the harm that 

environmental degradation imposes on others in the market price in order to “reflect the true 

price”, to finally steer the behaviours of consumers and producers (OECD 2011: Skraep 

Svenningsen et al. 2017; Ramseur & Parker 2009). 

In comparison, as explained in chapter 5.2.3, the CAC regulation operated as a practice to control 

emissions through making businesses comply to levels of output of emissions through emission 
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ceilings and rules for what technology to use. Thus, the CAC regulation operated as something to 

regulate the market in terms of regulating the businesses to produce an unlimited amount of 

goods and pollutions, rather than treating the market as the response for coping with the problem 

of environmental degradation. The veridiction of truth that legitimized the practice of the CAC 

regulation was not the market, but on the contrary, something that articulated that the market 

had to be regulated.  

Second, the market operates as a verdictive domain in terms of being able to speak about and give 

environmental taxes its meaning. Without the market and the true price environmental taxes 

cannot be discussed. In other words, the market operates as the standard of truth in terms of being 

the framework which gives environmental taxes its existence and its meaning.  

As the epistemological limit of environmental taxes is the market, environmental taxes are 

something that operate within the framework of markets which assume a continuous production 

where the purchasing and production decisions are steered towards less polluting activities from 

the present state as discussed in chapter 4.2.5. Hence, even though the aim of green taxes in this 

context is to cause shifts towards less polluting activities, it still assumes that polluting activities 

will continuously take place to some extent. Moreover, as also mentioned in the chapter 4.2.3, the 

coping with environmental damage through markets gives less attention to other alternatives to 

copes with environmental degradation such as consuming less. 

iii) The price operates as a standard of truth for the worth of environment 

and the harm environmental degradation cause to humans 

Furthermore, throughout the policy recommendations and the academic literature, the prices 

have a central defining element when it comes to determining the worth of environment and the 

harm that pollution imposes on others. The literature often treats environmental taxes as an 

element that finally allows for the “true social cost” and “the true market price” to be formed where 

the environmental damage is take into consideration in the final price of a product (Ramseur & 

Parker 2012; OECD 2011; OECD 1972).  

The government is expected to “pick winners” through making more environmentally degrading 

products more expensive through the environmental tax (OECD 2011). The environmental tax in 

this context is expected to reflect “the harm that the environmental damage imposes on others” 

in the price of a good (OECD 2011). In combination with the imposed environmental tax on the 

product, the natural mechanisms of the market allow to reveal “a true price”, which finally also 
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takes into consideration “the true price” of producing a product in terms of taking into 

consideration the negative external impact imposed on third parties (Ramseur & Parker 2012; 

OECD 2011; OECD 1972). Thus, the price operates as a veridiction of truth for what the damage 

that environmental harm imposes on others is worth and what the environment itself is worth in 

relation to human beings.  

As discussed in chapter 4.2.1, the conversion of environment and the harm that environmental 

damage imposes on third parties to an economic asset is problematic. This leads us to the question 

of how to determine the price of the harm imposed on others or the price of environmental 

damage as an end in itself as an economic asset? Again, these lead us to posing the following 

questions: what is the price of the loss of biodiversity as an end in itself? What is the price of the 

harm that the global warming imposes on human beings? 

iv) The market operates as a verdictive form for how responsibility is taken 

As explained in chapter 3.2, environmental taxes operate as a mechanism which enables 

responsibility through reflecting the environmental damage in the final price of a product or as a 

charge of each emitted CO2/kg in the air and thus “pass the cost” of clean-up measures to the 

consumer and the producer (the polluters) (Pearce 1991). By including the environmental tax in 

the final price, the consumer is expected to pay for the negative impact a product has on the 

environment (European Environmental Agency 2000; Pearce 1991). Through the environmental 

tax in the form of a charge on the producer for each of emitted CO2/kg in the air the producer is 

expected to have paid for the environmental damage that has arisen as a consequence of 

producing a good (Pearce 1991). As the collected tax revenue is spent on clean up measures of the 

pollutions in terms of covering for healthcare or the restoration of buildings, the producer is 

expected to have covered up for the caused environmental damage (European Environmental 

Agency 2000: Pearce 1991). Likewise, once the consumer has paid for a final product which 

includes the environmental tax that reflects the environmental damage, the consumer is expected 

to have born responsibility over the consequences this product has had on the environment 

(Pearce 1991). 

In other words, the taking responsibility is taking place through paying a price constituted on the 

market. As discussed in chapter, 4.2.3, responsibility take its form as something that has been 

taken once the polluter has made up for the environmental degradation in terms of paying the 

price of environmental degradation. 
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As also discussed in chapter 4.2.3, this renders us to question whether responsibility can be taken 

through paying a price for the consequences. Is it possible to make up for or nullify a persistent 

negative impact on nature or on society through paying for clean-up costs? Is it possible to make 

up for negative impact that takes place in the future because of the negative impacts that happens 

today? What this the price of the caused harm on nature as well as the harm that it imposes on 

human beings?  
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8 PARTIAL CONCLUSIONS 

The experience analysis was aimed at answering the question of what form environmental taxes 

take in order for us to have a particular discussion on environmental taxes. This was done by 

outlining the network of circumstances under which environmental taxes are operating. First, the 

subject relations that are presumed for environmental taxes to operate as intendedly according to 

the arguments in the problematization analysis was examined. Second, the epistemological limits 

of the taxes were examined through investigating the standards of truth that legitimizes the 

practice of environmental taxation. Moreover, the epistemological limits of understanding a) the 

value of environment as well as the harm that environmental damage impose on others and b) 

how responsibility is taken within the framework of environmental taxes were examined.  

The dimension of subject relations helped us to understand the network of circumstances in terms 

of subject relation that environmental taxes operates under. This was done in order to become 

wiser on what form environmental taxes take. 

Assuming that environmental taxes operates as intendedly according to the arguments presented 

in the problematization analysis, the subject relations that are presumed for environmental taxes 

to work are: (1) consumers and businesses are presumed to be self-interested rational thinkers 

who aim at the maximization of the utility of their budgets. (2) it is presumed that the consumer 

does not make purchasing decisions based on altruistic reasons and that businesses does not have 

any incentive to reduce emissions if there is no profit to be made on it. 

The dimension of veridiction helped us to understand the epistemological limits of environmental 

taxes through examining what standard of truth the practice of the taxes is referring to.  

First, the section showed that the market operates as a standard of truth in terms of constituting 

the existence and meaning if environmental taxes. Moreover, it was showed that environmental 

taxes subscribe to the idea of markets being the verdictive domain in terms of problematizing 

environmental degradation and by presenting how to cope with environmental degradation. 

Thus, the market is the epistemological limit of the meaning of environmental taxes as well as the 

limit to cope with environmental degradation. 

As the market is the epistemological limit of environmental, environmental taxes operate within 

the framework of markets involving a continuous consumption and production where the 

purchasing and production decisions are steered towards less polluting activities from the present 

state. Hence, even though the aim of environmental taxes in this context is to cause shifts towards 
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less polluting activities, it still assumes that polluting activities will continuously take place to 

some extent. 

Second, this section showed that the epistemological limits of the value of environment was the 

market price. Thus, the market price operates as a standard of truth for in terms of defining the 

value for the damage that environmental harm imposes on others as well as what the environment 

is worth to human beings. However, this left us to pose the problematic question of how to value, 

or how to determine the price of for instance the loss of biodiversity or climate change?  

Third, the investigation showed that the standard of truth which defines how responsibility is 

taken is the market and the price. Responsibility is taken once the polluter has paid a market price 

for the environmental degradation the agent gas caused that supposedly covers for the clean-up 

measure of the negative impacts on nature and society. This led us to reflect over the concern of 

whether responsibility can be taken through paying a price that supposedly covers up for caused 

damage. 



61 
 

9 FINAL CONCLUSIONS 

The aim of this thesis was to examine the conditions that have to be met in order to have a 

particular discussion on environmental taxes. This was translated into the research question of 

the thesis: how, why, and in what form have environmental taxes become a phenomenon or an 

experience that it is possible to have a particular discussion on today? 

Furthermore, the forms environment and responsibility take within this context was discussed to 

give more depth into the investigation of what form environmental taxes take. More particularly, 

it helped to understand the conditions that must be met – in terms of the forms these two entities 

take – in order to understand what form environmental taxes take today. Finally, the thesis has 

presented the concerns that arises based on the analysis of how environmental taxes operates in 

the present throughout the thesis. 

The limitations of the thesis have been to examine environmental taxes as a mechanism with the 

primary focus on coping with environmental degradation. Environmental taxes with other aims 

such as to gather fiscal revenue or strengthening the economy through green tax shifts has not 

been discussed. 

In this chapter the thesis will briefly conclude the findings done based on the problematization 

and experience analysis. 

9.1 The problematization analysis 

First, the thesis carved out the arguments for why environmental taxes are relevant. This section 

came to find that environmental taxes are perceived as relevant because the instrument operates 

as a mechanism to firstly (1) internalize the environmental damage in the cost of producing 

something to enable the environmental damage to be reflected in the market price (Ramseur & 

Parker 2009; OECD 2011, 2017; Sumelius & Bäckman 2012).  

In this context, the environment in terms of nature as a value in itself and the harm that 

environmental degradation imposes on human beings took its form as something which is 

convertible and measurable in economic assets. This led us to the problem of valuing 

environmental degradation in terms of economic assets. This led us to the concern of pricing 

environmental damage. In other words, what is the price of a negative impact on the nature and 

the consequences it has on human-beings?  
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Once the environmental damage and the harm it imposes on others is reflected in the market price 

the tax operates to cope with environmental degradation in two different ways. These first way 

the tax copes with environmental degradation is through operating as a mechanism to (2) enable 

the allocation of responsibility in terms of enabling the “polluter to pay” (The Environment Action 

Programme of the EU 1973; OECD 1972; Pearce et al. 1991; European Environment Agency 2000). 

It enables the polluter to pay for clean-up measures to make up for environmental damage and 

the harm it has imposed on others. The second way that environmental taxes is perceived to cope 

with environmental degradation is through operating as a mechanism to (3) steer the behaviours 

of consumers to consume products with a lower carbon footprint compared to the present state 

and to consequently (4) incentivize businesses to adapt and develop a greener technology (OECD 

2011; OECD 2017; Fullerton et al. 2008; Skjelvik & Bruvoll 2011). 

In the polluters pay principle, taking responsibility, namely to make up for the negative impacts 

on the third party took its form as something which has been taken once the polluters (the 

consumers and businesses) have paid for the clean-up costs which supposedly covers up for the 

environmental degradation that has arisen as a consequence of producing or buying a product. 

Responsibility in this context takes its form as something which can be taken through paying an 

economic fee which supposedly will cover for the caused environmental damage that has taken 

place. 

However, the concern that arises based on perceiving responsibility in this manner is the problem 

of how to buy ourselves to the way of making up for something? Can something be nullified 

through paying a fee which supposedly covers up for the negative impacts on society? What if the 

negative effects already are persistent and undoable? Moreover, how can a price be put on for 

instance emissions that are emitted now but have accumulative negative impacts which leads to 

concrete natural disasters in the future, or in other words, how can one put a price in the present 

on future environmental impacts? Finally, can responsibility actually be taken through paying a 

price, or are the agents on the contrary freed from taking responsibility through paying an 

economic fee? 

In the incentive-based approach where environmental taxes operates as an incentive to a) change 

the behaviours of consumers and producers to consume and produce goods with a lower carbon 

footprint at the expense of other alternatives as well as to b) incentivize businesses to develop and 

adapt a greener technology, the concept of responsibility did not exist. Responsibility was not 
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discussed in this context. The focus lied rather on the outcome of polluting less and not as to 

allocate responsibility. 

The consequences of focusing less on who is responsible or accountable for the environmental 

degradation may risk leaving less attention to discuss other options to cope with environmental 

degradation such as consuming less and consuming and producing in alternative ways. These 

alternatives may involve moving towards a circular economy or consuming and producing specific 

goods with a lower negative environmental impact with a concern for the environment in mind. 

Finally, some final concerns in terms of the consequences of environmental taxes operating 

accordingly to the arguments were discussed. The thesis argued that if environmental taxes 

operate accordingly to the arguments (1) nature will be preserved only in relation to cover for 

humans’ wants and needs and not as an end in itself and (2) the practice of environmental taxation 

assumes that there will be some levels of pollutions in the present and in the future. 

9.2 The historical problematization analysis 

The historical problematization analysis examined how and why environmental taxes have 

emerged as a particular practice. Through carving out the history in terms of modes of 

problematization this section showed how and why the response of environmental taxes has 

emerged in a particular form today. 

The investigation came to find that environmental taxes entered the field of thought for the first 

time as a response to solve the problem of the diverging interests of the industrialist and the 

society. According to Pigou, the industrialist went on with his business and retrieved a private 

economic gain at the expense of the society in terms of causing negative impacts on the society as 

a biproduct of his business activities (Pigou 1932). Environmental taxes were developed to 

measure and convert the damage imposed on third parties into an economic sum, add it to the 

price of producing a good or a service and thus finally restrain the industrialist from causing a 

relentless amount of pollutions. The environmental tax was assumed to control the pollutions to 

a level that would find the equilibrium quantity of production where interests of both the public 

and the industrialist would be maximized (Sumelius & Bäckman 2012: 454; Goodstein 1999: 33) 

and thus “close the interest gap between the interests of public and the industrialist” (Pigou 1932). 

Later, environmental taxes have been developed as a response to solve the problem of what was 

earlier perceived as conflicting issues: economic growth and ecological concerns. The problem of 

environmental degradation was earlier perceived as a problem of economic growth reaching a 
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limit of natural resources (Meadows et al. 1972). It was argued that an exponential growth could 

not go on forever as it in the end would lead to a collapse of humankind. Economic growth was 

thus seen as the cause of environmental degradation (Meadows et al. 1972; Mishan 1967; 

Schumacher 1973; Daly 1977). 

Environmental taxes in the form it operates today entered the field of though in order to combine 

the issues of economic growth and the concern for the environment. To bridge the gap between 

the issues which were previously perceived as conflicting, the Brundtland report created the 

solution of a new form for economic growth, namely “a green growth”, which involved promoting 

a growth which would solve the issue of environmental degradation (WCED 1987; Skou Andersen 

1994). The green growth involved stretching the limits of environmental carrying capacity 

through developing greener technology. Consequently, the instrument of environmental taxes 

was introduced as the concrete praxis to incentivize businesses to develop a greener technology. 

Thus, the answer to why and how environmental taxes entered the field of thought is because it 

emerged a response to combine the earlier conflicting issues of economic growth and ecological 

concerns through operating as an incentivizing mechanism for businesses to stretch the limits of 

environmental carrying capacity, namely by developing a greener technology. 

The concerns that arises based on environmental taxes operating as this type of a response is that 

the practice relies heavily on a continuous technological development to cope with the problem of 

environmental degradation. It assumes that technology will be developed at the same rate as the 

growth is causing pollutions if the limit to environmental carrying capacity is to be sustained. 

Moreover, the practice of environmental taxation assume that we can have it all: we can have an 

economic growth parallelly to preserving the environment. This view does not see economic 

growth as the cause for environmental degradation. 

9.3 The experience analysis 

Finally, to understand what form environmental taxes take more in depth the thesis examined the 

conditions that have to be true in terms of the dimensions of veridiction and subject relations in 

order to perceive environmental taxes accordingly to the arguments presented in the 

problematization analysis. In other words, assuming that environmental taxes operate 

accordingly to the arguments, what does it presuppose from the subjects and what type of 

standard of truth is it necessary to refer to? 

In order for environmental taxes to operate accordingly to the arguments presented in the 

problematization analysis, it is presupposed that “reality” is accepted in terms of firms and 
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households having “budgets” based on which they make decisions with the aim to maximize utility 

of their budgets (OECD 2017; OECD 2011). In other words, it is presupposed that (1) consumers 

and businesses are self-interested rational thinkers who aim at the maximization of the utility of 

their budgets and (2) the consumer does not make purchasing decisions based on altruistic 

reasons and that (3) businesses do not have any incentive to reduce emissions if there is no profit 

to be made on it. 

The epistemological limits of the practice of environmental taxation is the market, as the market 

on the one hand presents the solution to cope with environmental damage and on the other hand 

constitutes the very existence and the meaning of the economic instrument. Moreover, the market 

also operates as the epistemological limits for understanding environment and responsibility. The 

price on the market operates as a standard of truth constituting the value of what nature is worth 

in itself and the value of the damage that environmental harm imposes on human beings. 

Moreover, the market and prices operate as a standard of truth in terms of how responsibility is 

taken: responsibility is taken once the polluter has paid a market price for the environmental 

degradation that the agent has caused. 
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