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Prologue:

Our perception depends on the distance we have …
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Why did the Earth’s energy imbalance increased so dramatically? 

“Healthy Life-Support System”: 
Earth’s Energy Imbalance (EEI) due to photosynthesis on the order of 10-10 to 10-9 10-10 to 10-9
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Toby Ord: 

The Precipice
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survival were considerably better when we were 
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we have become defenceless against ourselves.  

—Arnold Toynbee



The human race’s prospects of 
survival were considerably better when we were 

defenceless against tigers than they are today, when 
we have become defenceless against ourselves.  

—Arnold Toynbee

GRAND STRATEGY FOR HUMANITY 
1. Reaching Existential Security 

2. The Long Reflection 

3. Achieving Our Potential
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Published in 1776

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth;

- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite.


Smith (1776)

The Purpose of Economy



For almost a century, the consumption of products has been the dominant paradigm 
and mindset. 

John Maynard Keynes (“The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money”, 1936):
“I should support at the same time all sorts of policies for increasing the propensity to 
consume. For it is unlikely that full employment can be maintained, whatever we may do 
about investment, with the existing propensity to consume.” 

Victor Lebow (1955): “Our enormously productive economy … demands that we make 
consumption our way of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that 
we seek our spiritual satisfaction, our ego satisfaction, in consumption … we need 
things consumed, burned up, replaced and discarded at an ever-accelerating rate.”
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John Maynard Keynes (“The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money”, 1936):
“I should support at the same time all sorts of policies for increasing the propensity to 
consume. For it is unlikely that full employment can be maintained, whatever we may do 
about investment, with the existing propensity to consume.” 

Victor Lebow (1955): “Our enormously productive economy … demands that we make 
consumption our way of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that 
we seek our spiritual satisfaction, our ego satisfaction, in consumption … we need 
things consumed, burned up, replaced and discarded at an ever-accelerating rate.”

Role of Mainstream “Official” Economic Model

In 1970, Milton Friedman argued that businesses’ sole purpose is to generate profit for 
shareholders.

This led to globalization … 

The Purpose of Economy



Moral consequences of economic growth:

“Benjamin M. Friedman ’66, Jf ’71, Ph.D. ’71, Maier professor of political economy, now 
fills in this gap: 

he makes a powerful argument that—politically and sociologically—modern society is a 
bicycle, with economic growth being the forward momentum that keeps the wheels 
spinning. 

As long as the wheels of a bicycle are spinning rapidly, it is a very stable vehicle indeed. 

But, he argues, when the wheels stop—even as the result of economic stagnation, 
rather than a downturn or a depression—political democracy, individual liberty, and 
social tolerance are then greatly at risk even in countries where the absolute level of 
material prosperity remains high.”
                                                                                                               Delong (2006)
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"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.


WCED (1987)

Published in 1987

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth;

- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite.


Smith (1776)

The Purpose of Economy
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Purpose of Economy

Purpose of a System

Stafford Beer
1926 - 2002

The Purpose of a System Is What It Does - POSIWID

This is the de facto purpose.


Humans often attribute an “official” purpose to a system 
that is not aligned to the de facto purpose.

Beer (2001): 
“According to the cybernetician the purpose of a system is what 
it does. This is a basic dictum. 

It stands for bald fact, which makes a better starting point in 
seeking understanding than the familiar attributions of good 
intention, prejudices about expectations, moral judgment or 
sheer ignorance of circumstances."

What does economy?
What did economy throughout human history?
What does economy for non-human animals?

Among others:
President of the World Organization of Systems and 
Cybernetics

Questions to ask:
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Community

Environment

Resources

Hazards

Conditions:
-weather, climate
- land cover
- ecosystems

Purpose of Economy
(Earth’s) Life-Support System

ReturnsMeeting the needs:
- food+water
- habitat
- safety
- health

Ethical, Social,
Economic Rules

Purpose of (ethics, social 
norms, and) Economy:

To meet the needs of the present while 
safeguarding the Earth’s life-support 

system on which the welfare of current 
and future generations depends
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FLOWS

Limitations in the flows 
between a community and its life-

support system limit the growth of the 
community

For Homo sapiens, the flows are 
regulated by ethical, social, and - recently - 

economic rules

The Purpose of Economy

Life-Support System for 
many species

Everything is about flows

Flows have accelerated in the last 200 years



The de facto purpose of economy is to meet the needs of the present while safeguarding the Earth’s life-support 
system, on which the welfare of all current and future generation depends.

The current “official” purpose of economy is to create human wealth, and this official purpose is in conflict with the 
de facto purpose.

Key Points
Purpose of Economy
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Marcott et al., 2013

<------------Holocene------------>

Global Sea Level ChangesGlobal Temperature Changes

<--Holocene-->

Normalcy Bias: Climate variations are small and sea level is stable — a result of the Holocene

With stable climate and sea level, the Holocene was a safe operating space for humanity.

Settlements in river deltas

Syndrome of Modern Global Change 
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Rockstrom and Klum, 2015

The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gPq9YAg9mfc&feature=youtu.be

Current extinction rates:

     300 times background rate for birds

80,000 times background rate for mammals  


“We are the asteroid …”

Syndrome of Modern Global Change 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gPq9YAg9mfc&feature=youtu.be
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The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity”

Rothman, 2017

Sargassum
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Rockstrom and Klum, 2015

The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity”

The urgent challenge of plastics
448 Million tons in 2015


Average use time: 5 years

Average lifetime: 1000-5000 years

Syndrome of Modern Global Change 



Homo sapiens and Earth

Human environment
300 million tons of humans and
700 million tons of domesticated animals 

400 million domesticated dogs
600 million domesticated cats
1.5 billion cows
20 billion chicken

81% of Earth’s surface changed 
significantly by humans

Earth’s Energy Imbalance increased by 
roughly 10,000,000 times above pre-human 
values

Non-Human environment
100 million tons of wild animals (more than 2 kg)

200,000 wolfs
40,000 lions
900,000 African buffalo
50 million penguins

5% of Earth surface still untouched

Syndrome of Modern Global Change 
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Modern climate change is a symptom in the syndrome of 
Modern Global Change, not the cause.

However, modern climate change is increasingly causing 
cascading changes, thus extending the syndrome of modern 

global change 

Syndrome of Modern Global Change 
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10-10-10-9Incoming 
Solar

Outgoing 
Radiation

Last 200 Million years
Imbalance on the order of 10-10-10-9

Storage in fossil fuels

Incoming 
Solar Outgoing 

Radiation

Last 70 years
Imbalance on the order of 3x10-3

Storage in heat

3x10-3

Total energy storage in 200 Myrs: 
Order 100-1000 ZetaJoules

Total energy storage per century: 
Order 1000 ZetaJoules

The Earth’s Energy Imbalance increased by a factor of 106 to 107!
Earth’s Energy Imbalance
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The Earth system is storing far more 
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• Today: 300-320 TeraWatt 
The Earth system is storing far more 
heat (energy) than what the rising air 
temperature indicates.

10-10 to 10-9 

10-3

• Long-term due to photosynthesis: 10-100 MegaWatt 
Earth’s Energy Imbalance

The Pool-House Effect

Ocean 
stores more than 

90% of EEI
Without Ocean, the global mean air temperature would 

already be 55oC (135F), not 18oC (64F)   
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Increase in Wildfires
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Increase in Wildfires

Anthropocene or Pyrocene?
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Migration Causing Massive Harm

Syndrome of Modern Global Change 
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Holocene:

Stability

20th and 
21st Century:


Change, imbalance

Future:

Uncertainty

10.000 BC 1,900 AD 2,000 AD
Plag, 2016
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World Extraction of Non-Renewable Materials

In 2008, people around the world used 
68 billion tons of materials, including 
metals and minerals, fossil fuels, and 
biomass. That is an average of 10 tons 
per person— or 27 kilograms each and 
every day. That same year, humanity 
used the biocapacity of 1.5 planets, 
consuming far beyond what the Earth 
can sustainably provide. 

Assadourian, 2013
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Our economy depends on increasing flows:

The urban population in the developing 
world will double by 2030. The 
implications are staggering. One is that we 
have 20 years to build as much urban 
housing as was built in the past 6,000. 
Reinhard Goethert, School of Architecture 
and Planning, MIT, 2010. 
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In 2008, people around the world used 
68 billion tons of materials, including 
metals and minerals, fossil fuels, and 
biomass. That is an average of 10 tons 
per person— or 27 kilograms each and 
every day. That same year, humanity 
used the biocapacity of 1.5 planets, 
consuming far beyond what the Earth 
can sustainably provide. 

Assadourian, 2013
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Rockstrom and Klum, 2015

The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity”
Syndrome of Modern Global Change 

The urgent challenge of plastics
448 Million tons in 2015


Average use time: 5 years

Average lifetime: 1000-5000 years



Syndrome of Modern Global Change 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2018/06/plastic-planet-waste-pollution-trash-crisis/

A LIFETIME OF 
PLASTIC
The first plastics made 
from fossil fuels are just 
over a century old.They 
came into widespread 
use after World War II 
and are found today in 
everything from cars to 
medical devices to food 
packaging. Their useful 
lifetime varies. Once 
disposed of, they break 
down into smaller 
fragments that linger for 
centuries.

JASON TREAT AND RYAN WILLIAMS, NGM STAFF
SOURCE: ROLAND GEYER, UNIVERSITY OF 
CALIFORNIA, SANTA BARBARA
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Syndrome of Modern Global Change 400 million tons (Mt)
448 Mt in 2015

Average usetime: 
5 years

Build.+Const.:       72 Mt, 35 yrs

Industrial mach.:     3 Mt, 20 yrs

Transportation:      30 Mt, 13 yrs

Electrical:              19 Mt, 8 yrs

Textiles:                 65 Mt, 5 yrs

Consum. prod.:     46 Mt, 3 yrs

Packaging:          161 Mt, <0.5 yrs}

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2018/06/plastic-planet-waste-pollution-trash-crisis/

A LIFETIME OF 
PLASTIC
The first plastics made 
from fossil fuels are just 
over a century old.They 
came into widespread 
use after World War II 
and are found today in 
everything from cars to 
medical devices to food 
packaging. Their useful 
lifetime varies. Once 
disposed of, they break 
down into smaller 
fragments that linger for 
centuries.
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Production contributes as much CO2 emission as 40 million cars 



Supplemental Figure 1. (a) Percent distribution of U.S. production of plastic resins in 2014. HDPE = High 
Density Polyethylene; LLDPE = Linear Low Density Polyethylene; LDPE = Low Density Polyethylene; PP = 
Polypropylene; PS = Polystyrene; PVC = Polyvinyl Chloride; PET = Polyethylene Terephthalate. (b) Percent 
distribution of U.S. resin sales and captive use of thermoplastics (all materials shown in top panel except 
thermosets) according to major markets in 2014. Source: American Chemistry Council (2015). From 

Lavender Law (2017)

What we Know: Plastic is produced a lot



https://www.plasticgarbageproject.org/en/plastic-life
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What we Know: Plastic is found everywhere



https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/oct/04/san-francisco-microplastics-study-bay
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https://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2019/1048/ofr20191048.pdf

What we Know: Plastic is found everywhere



https://pubs.usgs.gov/of/2019/1048/ofr20191048.pdf

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/aug/12/raining-plastic-colorado-usgs-microplastics

What we Know: Plastic is found everywhere



https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/aug/17/plastic-recycling-myth-what-really-happens-your-rubbish

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/jun/21/us-plastic-recycling-landfills
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/aug/17/plastic-recycling-myth-what-really-happens-your-rubbish

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/jun/21/us-plastic-recycling-landfills

What we Know: Plastic is not handled well

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jun/17/recycling-plastic-wrong-guide
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• In 1993, Patagonia became the first outdoor gear company to 
use recycled PET bottles to make some of its fleece garments. 

• This environmentally conscious firm proudly states that this was 

“a positive step towards a more sustainable system—one that 
uses fewer resources, discards less and better protects 
people’s health.” 

• Since then, some 92 million PET bottles have been transformed 

into articles of clothing. 

• However, for many firms that produce fleece pullovers and 

jackets, recent discoveries about microfibers in wastewater 
present a challenge to take a further innovative step to protect 
the environment.

https://www.plasticgarbageproject.org/en/plastic-life

“Solutions” that create new problems:

What we Know: Plastic is not handled well



What we Know: impacting the present as well as future of many billions of people



https://www.ecowatch.com/green-turtles-eating-plastic-2639745375.html

What we Know: impacting the present as well as future of many billions of people

https://www.ecowatch.com/green-turtles-eating-plastic-2639745375.html
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Do	microplastics	bioaccumulate?


Do	microplastics	biomagnify?


																														Provenger	(2018)

What we Know: impacting the present as well as future of many billions of people



https://phys.org/news/2017-09-brain-fish-affected-plastic-nanoparticles.html https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-017-10813-0

What we Know: impacting the present as well as future of many billions of people



The de facto purpose of economy is to meet the needs of the present while safeguarding the Earth’s life-support 
system, on which the welfare of all current and future generation depends.

The current “official” purpose of economy is to create human wealth, and this official purpose is in conflict with the 
de facto purpose.

The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity” allowing the emergence of a dominant species

Key Points

During the last few hundred years, humanity has made large and rapid planetary changes, accelerated existing and 
introduced new flows in the planetary physiology. 
The system is outside the “normal range” and in the dynamic transition into the Post-Holocene.

Purpose of Economy

Syndrome of Modern Global Change
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Can the Economy in Modern Society Work Without 
Polluting the Environment with Our Growing Waste?

• The Purpose of Economy

• The Syndrome of Modern Global Change

• The Diagnosis: Creating Human Wealth without Regard for Natural Wealth 

• The Prognosis: Running out of Resources while Polluting the Environment 

• The Therapy: Changing the Offi
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The Homo sapiens: Cataclysmic Virus (HCV) in the Earth’s Life-Support System 
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The Homo sapiens: Cataclysmic Virus (HCV) in the Earth’s Life-Support System 

Can the “virus” transform itself into the “healer”?

The Diagnosis: Creating Human Wealth Without Regard for Natural Wealth



Scaling law for metabolic rate:  
Y = Y0 * M(3/4)

Metabolic Rate

Mass

Out of Scale
The Diagnosis: Creating Human Wealth Without Regard for Natural Wealth



Scaling law for metabolic rate:  
Y = Y0 * M(3/4)

human: Y = 50 -100 Watt
Metabolic Rate

Mass

Out of Scale
The Diagnosis: Creating Human Wealth Without Regard for Natural Wealth



Scaling law for metabolic rate:  
Y = Y0 * M(3/4)

human: Y = 50 -100 Watt
Extended metabolic rate: 
YE = Y + CE 
(CE: total energy consumption)

Metabolic Rate

Mass

Out of Scale
The Diagnosis: Creating Human Wealth Without Regard for Natural Wealth



Scaling law for metabolic rate:  
Y = Y0 * M(3/4)

human: Y = 50 -100 Watt

Energy consumption per capita:
Global Average: YE = 2,835 Watt
M = 10 metric tons

Extended metabolic rate: 
YE = Y + CE 
(CE: total energy consumption)

Metabolic Rate

Mass

Out of Scale
The Diagnosis: Creating Human Wealth Without Regard for Natural Wealth



Scaling law for metabolic rate:  
Y = Y0 * M(3/4)

human: Y = 50 -100 Watt

Energy consumption per capita:
Global Average: YE = 2,835 Watt
M = 10 metric tons

Extended metabolic rate: 
YE = Y + CE 
(CE: total energy consumption)

Metabolic Rate

Mass

Out of Scale

Humanity has an extended metabolic 
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Scaling law for metabolic rate:  
Y = Y0 * M(3/4)

human: Y = 50 -100 Watt

Energy consumption per capita:
Global Average: YE = 2,835 Watt
M = 10 metric tons

Extended metabolic rate: 
YE = Y + CE 
(CE: total energy consumption)

Metabolic Rate

Mass

Out of Scale

Humanity has an extended metabolic 
rate equivalent to 14 Billion elephants
(2.7 Billion for the U.S. alone)

14 Billion elephants:  a heavy “load’ for Earth

The Diagnosis: Creating Human Wealth Without Regard for Natural Wealth



Breaking Scaling Laws

How could Homo sapiens “break” the scaling law?
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Breaking Scaling Laws
Brain is the most energy-demanding part in an 
organism.
Brain to body ratio is limited by energy available to 
the organism to sustain the metabolic rate. 
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The current mainstream model of the global economy is 
based on a number of assumptions about the way the world 
works, what the economy is, and what the economy is for. 
These assumptions arose in an earlier period, when the world 
was relatively empty of humans and their artifacts. Built capital 
was the limiting factor, while natural capital was abundant. It 
made sense not to worry too much about environmental 
“externalities,” since they could be assumed to be relatively 
small and ultimately solvable. It also made sense to focus on 
the growth of the market economy, as measured by gross 
domestic product (GDP), as a primary means to improve 
human welfare. And it made sense to think of the economy as 
only marketed goods and services and to think of the goal as 
increasing the amount of these that were produced and 
consumed.


The Worldwatch Institute. State of the World 2013: Is 
Sustainability Still Possible? (Kindle Locations 2921-2927). 
Island Press. Kindle Edition. 

Published in 1776

Our Mainstream Economic Model
The Diagnosis: Creating Human Wealth Without Regard for Natural Wealth
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Our Mainstream Economic Model

Increasing the flows 
became the sole means of 
economy to create “built” 

(human wealth
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Inequality of Emissions:
- geographically
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Inequality of Emissions
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The de facto purpose of economy is to meet the needs of the present while safeguarding the Earth’s life-support 
system, on which the welfare of all current and future generation depends.

The current “official” purpose of economy is to create human wealth, and this official purpose is in conflict with the 
de facto purpose.

The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity” allowing the emergence of a dominant species

Key Points

During the last few hundred years, humanity has made large and rapid planetary changes, accelerated existing and 
introduced new flows in the planetary physiology. 
The system is outside the “normal range” and in the dynamic transition into the Post-Holocene.

Purpose of Economy

Syndrome of Modern Global Change

Diagnosis

Easy access to seemingly unlimited energy allowed humans to accelerate flows in the Earth’s life-support system 
and sustain rapid population growth and increasing demands.

Making the creation of human wealth the “official” purpose of economy and economic growth the overarching goal 
turned humans into the “Anthropogenic Cataclysmic Virus” (ACV) in the Earth’s life-support system.
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• The Prognosis: Running out of Resources while Polluting the Environment 
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The Prognosis: Running out of Resources while Polluting the Environment

We demonstrate that depending on 
scenarios of population growth and warming, 
over the coming 50 y, 1 to 3 billion people 
are projected to be left outside the climate 
conditions that have served humanity well 

over the last 6,000 y.
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The Prognosis: Running out of Resources while Polluting the Environment

We demonstrate that depending on 
scenarios of population growth and warming, 
over the coming 50 y, 1 to 3 billion people 
are projected to be left outside the climate 
conditions that have served humanity well 

over the last 6,000 y.
The current pandemic is a minor stress test compared to 

what the future may hold for us
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We have a huge amount of data and 
knowledge …
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We have a huge amount of data and 
knowledge …

Assessing the risk …
The Prognosis: Running out of Resources while Polluting the Environment

•Pollinators
•Freshwater ecosystems
•Marine biosphere
•…
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2% annual increase in production:

2025: 550 Mt

2035: 670 Mt

2045:  817 Mt


Total production:

2015: 7 Bt


2045: 26 Bt


1% in the ocean: 260 Mt


In coastal built environment prone to 
disasters:


1.7 Bt
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2% annual increase in production:

2025: 550 Mt

2035: 670 Mt

2045:  817 Mt


Total production:

2015: 7 Bt


2045: 26 Bt


1% in the ocean: 260 Mt


In coastal built environment prone to 
disasters:


1.7 Bt


Plastics in the planetary physiology 
will impact the 500 Billion to

 1 trillions of people to come during 
the next 5,000 years.

Does the plastics crisis violate the 
rights of those not yet born?
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Assessing the risk …
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Deep Adaptation: Preparing for the time after the total 
social collapse - Who do we want to be then?

Science-based warnings to humanity

Homo sapiens: An Exceptional Success Story

Spectrum of Possible Futures
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Deep Adaptation: Preparing for the time after the total 
social collapse - Who do we want to be then?

Science-based warnings to humanity

Homo sapiens: An Exceptional Success Story

Is th
e Success S

tory o
f Homo sap

iens go
ing to
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Spectrum of Possible Futures
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The de facto purpose of economy is to meet the needs of the present while safeguarding the Earth’s life-support 
system, on which the welfare of all current and future generation depends.

The current “official” purpose of economy is to create human wealth, and this official purpose is in conflict with the 
de facto purpose.

The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity” allowing the emergence of a dominant species

Key Points

During the last few hundred years, humanity has made large and rapid planetary changes, accelerated existing and 
introduced new flows in the planetary physiology. 
The system is outside the “normal range” and in the dynamic transition into the Post-Holocene.

Purpose of Economy

Syndrome of Modern Global Change

Diagnosis

Easy access to seemingly unlimited energy allowed humans to accelerate flows in the Earth’s life-support system 
and sustain rapid population growth and increasing demands.
Prognosis
The planet is heading rapidly towards tipping points and a very different system state.
The growth-focused economy is the root cause of the global challenges and poses an existential risk.

Making the creation of human wealth the “official” purpose of economy and economic growth the overarching goal 
turned humans into the “Anthropogenic Cataclysmic Virus” (ACV) in the Earth’s life-support system.



Hans-Peter Plag

Old Dominion University

Norfolk, VA, USA

Can the Economy in Modern Society Work Without 
Polluting the Environment with Our Growing Waste?

• The Purpose of Economy

• The Syndrome of Modern Global Change

• The Diagnosis: Creating Human Wealth without Regard for Natural Wealth 

• The Prognosis: Running out of Resources while Polluting the Environment 

• The Therapy: Changing the Offi
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boldness and courage: 

The pandemic has taught 

us that if we need to 
change, we can change.
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Plag and Jules-Plag, 2019

The Therapy: A new Ethics, Economy, and Global Governance



Strategies for Sustainability:

1. To consume nature’s flows while conserving the stocks (that is, live off the 

‘interest’ while conserving natural capital).

2. To increase society’s stocks (human resources, civil institutions) and limit the 

flow of materials and energy.                                             Brown et al. (2004)

3. Ensure that the returns to nature do not degrade the planetary life-support 

system.                                                                    Plag and Jules-Plag (2018)                                                                                                

Importance of flows 
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Importance of flows 

A Species that has unparalleled power to grow and change the planetary 
physiology must exercise self limitation:

- a small family ethics and responsible procreation;                       Rieder (2016)

- limitation of wealth creation and accumulation                              Plag (2020)
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Importance of Mainstream “Official” Economic Model

Strategies for Sustainability:

1. To consume nature’s flows while conserving the stocks (that is, live off the 

‘interest’ while conserving natural capital).
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Importance of flows 

A Species that has unparalleled power to grow and change the planetary 
physiology must exercise self limitation:

- a small family ethics and responsible procreation;                       Rieder (2016)

- limitation of wealth creation and accumulation                              Plag (2020)
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Published in 1776

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth;

- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite.


Smith (1776)
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"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.


WCED (1987)

Published in 1987

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth;

- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite.


Smith (1776)
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What is a circular economy?
Looking beyond the current take-make-waste extractive industrial model, a circular economy aims to redefine growth, 
focusing on positive society-wide benefits. It entails gradually decoupling economic activity from the consumption of finite 
resources, and designing waste out of the system. Underpinned by a transition to renewable energy sources, the circular 
model builds economic, natural, and social capital. It is based on three principles:
• Design out waste and pollution
• Keep products and materials in use
• Regenerate natural systems

The Therapy: Changing the Official Purpose of Economy

https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy/concept



A circular economy seeks to 
rebuild capital, whether this 
is financial, manufactured, 
human, social or natural. 
This ensures enhanced 
flows of goods and services. 
The system diagram 
illustrates the continuous 
flow of technical and 
biological materials through 
the ‘value circle’.
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https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy/concept



Recycling plastic is to saving the Earth what hammering a 
nail is to halting a falling skyscraper. You struggle to find a 
place to do it and feel pleased when you succeed. But your 
effort is wholly inadequate and distracts from the real 
problem of why the building is collapsing in the first place. 
The real problem is that single-use plastic—the very idea 
of producing plastic items like grocery bags, which we use 
for an average of 12 minutes but can persist in the 
environment for half a millennium—is an incredibly 
reckless abuse of technology. 

The Therapy: Changing the Official Purpose of Economy

https://www.5gyres.org/plastic-bags/
https://www.5gyres.org/plastic-bags/
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Essential for degrowth is:
•Striving for a self-determined life in dignity for all. This includes deceleration, time 
welfare and conviviality.


•An economy and a society that sustains the natural basis of life.

•A reduction of production and consumption in the global North and liberation from the 
one-sided Western paradigm of development. This could allow for a self-determined 
path of social organization in the global South.


•An extension of democratic decision-making to allow for real political participation.

•Social changes and an orientation towards sufficiency instead of purely technological 
changes and improvements in efficiency in order to solve ecological problems. We 
believe that it has historically been proven that decoupling economic growth from 
resource use is not possible.


•The creation of open, connected and localized economies.

http://www.gcr21.org/publications/global-dialogues/2198-0403-gd-3/
https://www.degrowth.info/en/2019/08/climate-breakdown-capitalism-and-democracy/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eco-sufficiency
https://www.degrowth.info/en/2019/07/decoupling-is-dead-long-live-degrowth/
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“Sustainable Development is a development that 
meets the needs of the present while safeguarding 
Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of 
current and future generations depends.” 


Griggs et al. (2013)
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safeguarding Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of current and future 
generations of all human and non-human animals depends. 
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Humanity needs an economy that meets the needs of the present while 
safeguarding Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of current and future 
generations of all human and non-human animals depends. 

Do we want to transfrom the virus that we are in Earth’s 
life-support system into the healer?
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“Sustainable Development is a development that 
meets the needs of the present while safeguarding 
Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of 
current and future generations depends.” 


Griggs et al. (2013)

"Sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.


WCED (1987)

- Purpose of economy is to increase human wealth;

- Earth and its natural wealth is basically infinite.


Smith (1776)

Humanity needs an economy that meets the needs of the present while 
safeguarding Earth’s life support systems, on which the welfare of current and future 
generations of all human and non-human animals depends. 

Do we have the global governance to transform the 
purpose of Economy?

Do we want to transfrom the virus that we are in Earth’s 
life-support system into the healer?
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Global Order: The “Global Ruling Class”

This paper starts with summarizing the major 
theoretical elements in the definition of a 
global ruling class. It then examines how 
neoconservatives in the US took power and 
used regime change to create chaos in 
other regions. A strategy of tension is 
used to press the population into 
conformity. But the real revolution is to what 
extent factual politics escape any attempt 
to democratic control. Three case studies 
show how far the Deep State already goes. 
Democracy is on the brink of survival.
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Global Order: The “Global Ruling Class”

This paper starts with summarizing the major 
theoretical elements in the definition of a 
global ruling class. It then examines how 
neoconservatives in the US took power and 
used regime change to create chaos in 
other regions. A strategy of tension is 
used to press the population into 
conformity. But the real revolution is to what 
extent factual politics escape any attempt 
to democratic control. Three case studies 
show how far the Deep State already goes. 
Democracy is on the brink of survival.

Global Ruling Class of approximately 350 billionaires
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A few very rich 
families

Did we create 
a global bee 
hive? 



The de facto purpose of economy is to meet the needs of the present while safeguarding the Earth’s life-support system, on 
which the welfare of all current and future generation depends.

The current “official” purpose of economy is to create human wealth; this official purpose is in conflict with the de facto 
purpose.

The Holocene was a “safe operating space for humanity” allowing the emergence of a dominant species

Key Points

During the last few hundred years, humanity has made large and rapid planetary changes, accelerated existing and 
introduced new flows in the planetary physiology. 
The system is outside the “normal range” and in the dynamic transition into the Post-Holocene.

Purpose of Economy

Syndrome of Modern Global Change

Diagnosis

Easy access to seemingly unlimited energy allowed humans to accelerate flows in the Earth’s life-support system and sustain 
rapid population growth and increasing demands.
Prognosis
The planet is heading rapidly towards tipping points and a very different system state.
The growth-focused economy is the root cause of the global challenges and poses an existential risk.
Therapy
Aligning the official purpose of economy to the de facto purpose: Meeting the need of the present while safeguarding the 
Earth’s life-support system on which the welfare of all current and future generations depends  

A new global order and governance that can handle the coming social, economic, and environmental challenges …

Making the creation of human wealth the “official” purpose of economy and economic growth the overarching goal turned 
humans into the “Anthropogenic Cataclysmic Virus” (ACV) in the Earth’s life-support system.


