Free download
Right Relationship: Building a Whole Earth
Economy
Pdf
Peter G. Brown

“We are all stewards of the earth, but often lack specific information and advice on what we can

do . . . [This] provides a wonderful guide for all of us.” —President Jimmy Carter Our current
economic system—which assumes endless growth and limitless potential wealth—flies in the

face of the fact that the earth’s resources are finite. The result is increasing destruction of the
natural world and growing, sometimes lethal, tension between rich and poor, global north and
south. Trying to fix problems piecemeal is not the solution. We need a comprehensive new vision

of an economy that can serve people and all of life’s commonwealth. Peter G. Brown and

Geoffrey Garver use the core Quaker principle of “right relationship”—interacting in a way that is

respectful to all and that aids the common good—as the foundation for a new economic
model. Right Relationship poses five basic questions: What is an economy for? How does it
work? How big is too big? What’s fair? And how can it best be governed? Brown and Garver
expose the antiquated, shortsighted, and downright dangerous assumptions that underlie our

current answers to these questions, as well as the shortcomings of many current reform efforts.

They propose new answers that combine an acute awareness of ecological limits with a
fundamental focus on fairness and a concern with the spiritual, as well as material, well-being of
the human race. Brown and Garver describe new forms of global governance that will be

needed to get and keep the economy in right relationship. Individual citizens can and must play a
part in bringing this relationship with life and the world into being

“Bearing witness to a right relationship between people and nature, Brown and Garver provide

better advice for an ecologically sustainable and socially just economy than all the Nobel

laureates in economics combined.”—Richard B. Norgaard, Professor of Energy and Resources,

University of California, Berkeley“This book deserves to sell a million copies. The questions
asked—and answered—in Right Relationship make a vastly more important contribution to our
future than analytical models for maximizing GDP.”—Herman Daly, Professor, School of Public

Policy, University of Maryland, and winner of the 1996 Right Livelihood Award“The need for
radical new ideas, not just reform, to reconstitute the existing economic system has never been

more urgent. This monumental book makes a compelling case for the ‘right’ relationship
between human activity and the natural world as the basis for the kind of model that is essential
to put us on the pathway to a secure and sustainable future. It is imperative reading for all policy

makers and the people on whose participation and support they depend.”—Maurice Strong,
former Under Secretary-General and Special Advisor to the Secretary-General of the United
Nations“Out of the rich Quaker tradition of personal commitment to peace, equality, and justice

comes this powerful call to transform our relationship to the earth and its commonwealth of life.
In recognizing the inherent connections between ecological health, social well-being, and a

moral economy, the authors have provided, for Quakers and non-Quakers alike, light amid the

darkness.”—Curt Meine, conservationist and author of Aldo Leopold: His Life and Work“Right

Relationship offers up a welcome and needed change to the technocratic and ethically empty
programs that have dominated the sustainability challenge. At the same time the book grounds
its arguments in practical terms that can be enacted into new forms of governance and social
behavior.”—John R. Ehrenfeld, Executive Director, International Society for Industrial Ecology,

and author of Sustainability by Design“The challenge mankind faces of turning around our

planetary emergency will require a revolution as enormous as the agricultural revolution ten

thousand years ago. Our only chance for effecting this transformation in the basic ways we do
business with the planet is for a critical mass of the population to ‘get it.’ Right Relationship lays

out the case as comprehensively and compellingly as any work on the subject that has come to
my attention.”—Alex Shoumatoff, Contributing Editor, Vanity Fair, and author/editor of
DispatchesFromTheVanishingWorld.com“This book looks at the root causes of our accelerating
ecological problems. It should be read by politicians, business leaders, the public, and above all
our youth. It is they who have to face the con- sequences of past actions. Reading this book, I

hope they will unite and speak with one voice for economic and institutional change to create a
right relationship between humans and our planet.”—Helen R. Hughes, first Parliamentary
Commissioner for the Environment, New Zealand“Right Relationship is the right book at the right

time. It is a com- pass directing us toward a life-centered economy that reflects our highest

values.”—David Orr, Paul Sears Distinguished Professor of Environmental Studies and Politics,

Oberlin College“Right Relationship is absolutely right: we need to redesign our economic
system so that our relationship to life trumps our relation- ship to profit. Peter Brown and his

colleagues show us how this can be done. Everyone who wants a better world should read this
book.”—Peter Barnes, author of Capitalism 3.0“To reclaim modern economics from the gospel of

infinite growth and an idolatry of the market is to be reminded of the wisdom of Aquinas who
noted that what is required for genuine happiness is sufficiency of material goods and virtuous
action. This book pro- vides an important road map for virtuous action in building a new

civilization of love and an economy of well-being built on the pillars of the four virtues of western
civilization, which Plato defined as courage, moderation, justice, and wisdom.”—Mark Anielski,

author of The Economics of Happiness: Building Genuine Wealth; CEO, Anielski Management;

and Adjunct Professor, University of Alberta School of Business“In 1942 Aldo Leopold wrote,

‘Our whole cultural structure is built of non-durable materials which will sag as the land

weakens.’ This persuasive and compelling book elaborates on this theme: a weakened and

sagging land. But it offers us hope with an innovative framework for change—a new story. Brown
and Garver envision a global community, a whole earth economy with a new kind of grounding
and understanding, bringing science and ethics together.”—Nina Leopold Bradley, Director, The

Aldo Leopold Foundation“This book is a blessing. Basing their ideas on the fundamentals of the
way the earth actually works, Brown and Garver lead us on pathways of respect toward a mutual
flourishing of humans and nature. We humans can elect an abundant future rather than

devouring the livelihood of our grandchildren as current economics demand.”—Paul Heltne,
Director, Center for Humans and Nature“This is a book for our times. It offers a blueprint for the

way for- ward out of the ecological and economic upheavals wreaked by the relentless pursuit of
economic expansion. As we consider the prospect for humanity’s ability to avoid catastrophic

change to earth’s life support-systems and achieve economic and social stability, the authors’

proposals for a new global governance framework, including a global reserve, are spot on.”—
Janine Ferretti, Chief of Environment Division, Inter-American Development Bank, and former
Executive Director, North American Commission for Environmental Cooperation“A just, resilient,

and secure future for the earth and its habitants will require a shift in human values and a sense
of shared responsibility for finding ways to live within ecological limits. Right Relationship

provides clear analysis and provocative solutions that should resonate with all who seek an
economy that reverses course from its current dangerous trajectory.”—Adam Koniuszewski,

Chief Operating Officer, Green Cross International“How is the international community going to
solve the dilemma of relying on economic growth as the answer to poverty in the world, even

though it is clear that ecological pressures due to un- limited growth are already severe and

accelerating? Right Relationship provides a thoughtful set of options for creating an economy
built on new answers to this pressing problem.”—Sheila Abed, Chair, International Union for the

Conservation of Nature Commission on Environmental Law, and founder and Executive Director,

Paraguayan Environmental Law and Economics Institute--This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Moving from

Wrong to Right Relationship“BEARING WITNESS” IS THE Quaker term for living life in a way
that reflects fundamental truths. Bearing witness is about getting relationships right. The group of
Quakers in the eighteenth century who built a movement to end slavery were bearing witness to

the truth that slavery was wrong. Yet bearing witness to right relationships is not limited to

Quakers. It is something done by inspired people of all faiths and cultures when they live life
according to cherished values built on caring for other people and being stewards of the earth’s
gifts. The mass movement to end apartheid in South Africa, Rachel Carson’s triggering of the
environmental movement in the 1960s, and the campaign of Mothers Against Drunk Driving to

make roads safer are just a few examples of people coming together to bear witness to what

they knew was right.The global economy today is overwhelming the ability of the earth to
maintain life’s abundance. We are getting something terribly wrong. At this critical time in history,

we need to reorient ourselves in how we relate to each other and to the earth’s wonders through

the economy. We need a new mass movement that bears witness to a right way of living on our
finite, life-giving planet.Right RelationshipOver just the last two decades, science has radically

altered its view of the arrangement both of life and of nonliving components of the earth. New
understandings are emerging that place relationship at the center. Biology and physics are

moving away from a “reductionist” view of function, in which the activity of a living cell or an
ecosystem, for example, is explained by being reduced to its parts, rather than including the

relationship between those parts as essential to our understanding. Today scientists are

admitting that this three-hundred-year-old scientific doctrine is far too simplistic, and are finding

that physical substances work and exist in terms of highly complex, interdependent, and
changeable contexts and relationships. So, for example, the relationships between genes in the
human body, rather than only their individual functions, are the key to the countless ways that

human genes can produce genetic traits and characteristics. We are now learning that

relationship is the key to the survival of our species on the social and political level, as well. This
book, then, is about relationship writ large, and about how to move to right relationship from

wrong relationship in our individual and collective economic lives.A quick story of one set of
relationships operating on our planet helps illustrate this more sophisticated scientific

understanding. In its natural state, oil, created over eons from organic matter by volcanic heat
and compression, is found almost entirely within the earth’s crust; that is its natural relationship

with the planet. By the same token, most forms of life can only exist within the biosphere; the thin
membrane of plants, animals, and microorganisms and their life support systems at or near the

earth’s surface constitutes habitat for virtually all life. Life on earth also exists in a spatial
relationship to the atmosphere, which must contain gases also arranged in a particular

relationship—not too much carbon dioxide, plenty of nitrogen and oxygen, only minute amounts

of other gases. Finally, all life forms need access to a highly particular relationship between only
two simple and very plentiful gases: hydrogen and oxygen. Water, so necessary to life, is in fact

a relationship between those two gases. It is also found primarily on top of the earth’s crust or

only a short distance beneath it or in the atmosphere above it. These relationships can equally
easily be discerned to be “wrong” if the spatial configuration of each component is seriously
disturbed, just as a gene sequence cannot express itself if it does not have the necessary

position in the genome and the necessary relationship with certain proteins.3Right now, one of
the largest industrial projects in the planet’s history is located in western Canada. Development
of the Alberta tar sands is a massive attempt to alter the relationships of the substances

normally found below the earth with those on it. In this case, oil is brought from beneath the crust
along with the sand it permeates and placed in relationship to the ecosystems found on the

surface: forests, rivers, wetlands, and lakes. Once on the surface, the oil enters into a relatively

permanent set of new relationships with air and water, both in Alberta where it is mined, and also
when it is used in vehicles and heating plants in the chain of refineries and users that spread out
from it, as far west as China and as far south as Texas. The immense Athabaska River, adapted

over millennia and nourishing the boreal forest, enters into a long-term new set of relationships,
too. To flush oil from the sands, the river is drained, boiled, forced through the oil-drenched
sands, and then deposited in enormous tailing ponds, where the oil’s poisonous hydrocarbons

are supposed to “settle.” The life-giving water of the Athabaska is removed from any use by life

forms ever again, barring the discovery of some new, extraordinary technology.This alteration of
relationships transforms the thousands of square miles devoted to tar sands development into a
huge, toxic graveyard of former life, with a stench of sulfur and hot asphalt that can be smelled

from far away. The surface of the earth is stripped of all animal or plant habitat. In the

surrounding area, pus-filled boils, cancers, and other lethal diseases and birth defects in the

fish, animal, and human population are now being documented.1 But not only are ecological
relationships affected. Tar sands development also affects social relationships among people.

Tens of thousands of workers have migrated to the few towns and many work camps on the site.

The crime rate in the towns and cities most affected, Fort McMurray and Fort Chipewayan, and
Edmonton and Calgary, has risen, as have homelessness, the cost of living, and prostitution.

Human casualties from drug use, alcohol, highway accidents, and the rigors of shift work on a
frontier are also escalating.4And these are only the impacts at the beginning of the chain. Once

shipped from Alberta, tar sands oil will power air conditioners in deserts, furnaces in the Arctic,

and many cars, trucks, and jets. It will serve as the raw material for a vast array of synthetic
chemicals and fertilizers. This single industrial project even affects Canada’s international

relationships, as it makes the nation’s compliance with emissions reductions in the Kyoto

Protocol virtually impossible. Demand for Alberta’s oil will be driven by an international economy
that is racing ahead in pursuit of endless growth and wealth accumulation.Alberta tar sands

development, along with many other modern industrial developments such as the Three Gorges

dam in China or even the war in Iraq, are clear examples of “wrong relationship.”In this book we
expand the term “right relationship” from its early Quaker use to give it a more universal meaning

that includes contemporary science and has roots in diverse cultural and religious traditions.
Right relationship provides a guiding ethic for people wishing to lead fulfilling lives as creative

and integrated participants in human society and the commonwealth of life as a whole. It is akin
to what some would call “sustainability,” though it goes much deeper. Right relationship offers a
guidance system for functioning in harmony with scientific reality and enduring ethical

traditions.In the 1940s, conservation biologist Aldo Leopold, reflecting on what he had come to
see as the next stage in human moral development, created a useful definition of right

relationship. When working out what he called the land ethic, he explained that “A thing is right

when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong

when it tends otherwise.”2 Many volumes have since been written on the philosophy of ecology,
but this simple statement has become the touchstone of the ecological worldview. Leopold’s

ethic gains strength when enhanced with affirmations of the inherent value of human and other
life, as exemplified in Albert Schweitzer’s powerful idea of “reverence for life.”35Replacing the
term “stability” with “resilience” reflects the current scientific understanding of relationships.

Leopold’s ethic applies, as well, to the integrity, resilience, and beauty of human communities.
How the ethic is understood in practice depends, of course, on the type of community. Hence,

with only one alteration, his ethic becomes a practical guide for differentiating between right and

wrong relationship both in human society and in the entire community of life of which humans
are a part: “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, resilience, and beauty of the
commonwealth of life. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.”A thing is right when it tends to

preserve the integrity, resilience, and beauty of the commonwealth of life. It is wrong when it
tends otherwise.It is quite possible to choose right relationships and the common good. Many

individuals are already doing so, as are many communities and a few societies. The problem the
world is currently facing, however, is that in most of our modern societies the majority of people
are actively urged, even forced, to choose wrong relationships, such as those typified by the

Alberta tar sands project. Greed and the constant stimulation of new desires that feed it, until
quite recently regarded in most societies as sinful or at least unpleasant, have increasingly
become acceptable, even glorified. Simultaneously, modern industrial activity has embraced a

pathological gigantism, increasing corporate consolidations and ruthlessly crushing the small-

business players, as well as the natural systems on which all economic activity depends.In
short, a pursuit of wrong relationships is the prevailing trend of our times. The signs are now well

known: climate change, overpopulation, loss of topsoil and fresh water, increasing rates of
species extinction, deforestation, imperiled coral reefs, unstoppable invasive species, toxic

chemicals that remain for eons in the environment, persistent human poverty and hunger, and
an increasingly inflated, unstable world financial system and globalizing economy. And we only

begin the list.6Right relationship with life and the world is both a personal and a collective
choice, but it is a choice that we must make. It can support and inspire people struggling to find a
foundational base for the development of productive societies and a healthy human–earth

relationship. Opting for healthy human and ecological communities is a decision we can make

that will require us to find new ways to live and to run our economies. Of course, “right

relationship” is simply another way of expressing similar precepts found in many of the world’s
religious and spiritual traditions. The reductionist science of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries transformed ethical ideas by removing, for many people, their theological foundations.

Now, the relationship science of the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries is beginning to

change human perceptions of reality, particularly in terms of human duties to the other life forms

with which we share life’s prospect.The Commonwealth of LifeTo move from wrong to right
relationship, we need to answer the question: related to what? To answer this question we have
chosen a term that stresses interdependence—commonwealth. It is typically used to describe a
political community established to promote the common good, rather than only the interests of

individuals or a particular class of people. Political commonwealths derive from the roots of the
word: “common” and “wealth”—that is, wealth is seen as something to be allocated equitably in

society, to be shared in common.The traditional idea of a commonwealth stresses the shared

features of the community and interdependence of its members. For people, relationships with
other humans or with natural communities bring in notions of mutual respect and fairness that

are reflected, for example, in universally recognized moral principles like the Golden Rule. The

commonwealth of life extends these notions of common features, fair sharing, and

interdependence to the entire community of living beings on the earth. The “common wealth” in
this community of life on the earth is now clearly the evolutionary heritage and destiny that

people share with other life forms. A whole earth economy works for all of life’s commonwealth.
Hence the subtitle of this book.7Nearly all life on the earth has been made possible by the power
of the sun, which over eons has fueled the creation of living structures of increasing complexity

and interdependence. These range from single-cell organisms to elephant, honeybee, or human

societies, as well as the intertwined communities of plants, animals, insects, and other biota that

constitute a forest. In the commonwealth of all life, the actions of each individual member or
species affect the entire commonwealth, however small the result might be. We human beings

are now in a position to have far greater impact on the commonwealth of life than most of the

other life forms with which we share the planet. Therefore we have the responsibility and
privilege to consider other beings and ecosystems when we engage in any sort of social action,
including an economy. Our actions must embody an ethic of appreciating, husbanding, and
sharing the earth’s bounty.An Economy in Right RelationshipOur species has arrived at its

present precarious condition through a history of development driven, in part, by economic
relationships and interactions. But though it has facilitated convenience in material living over the

centuries, building and maintaining human societies has often had disastrous effects on human
and natural communities—the ruin of the Mayan, Roman, and Easter Island civilizations are

examples. By objective measures, the kind of globalized economy that has seized the world

since World War II is one of the most disastrous of all. Many of the earth’s key life-support
systems are in rapid decline.4 Far more catastrophic collapses are likely to hit human and

ecological communities in the near future, and the long-run prospect is dire indeed unless a shift

from wrong to right relationships becomes part of human culture.8The postwar financial success

of a globalized economy has led to the continuing expansion of finance and consumption and to
prosperity for hundreds of millions of people, but it has also trapped the nations of the world in a

relentless pursuit of economic growth with no thermostat or shutoff valve. Especially since the
end of the Cold War and the easing of any threat of a competing ideology, an increasingly
unregulated global capitalistic economy, as developed most enthusiastically in the United

States, has dismantled decades-old institutions and structures that had previously succeeded at

more evenly distributing prosperity and reducing market abuses.5The current system operates
on the assumption that the earth’s environment is a subset of the human economy, and that the

earth belongs to humans. If these are the assumptions, it makes sense to transfer as much of
the earth’s natural capital as possible into the engines of the industrial economy. These

assumptions, though, are fantastically at odds with scientific reality; human culture and its
economic goals are, in pure scientific fact, a subset of the earth’s environment and resources,

and humanity is only one of millions of species that depend on them. Like putting water into the

tar sands, placing the human economy above the well-being of the natural world creates a lethal,
poisonous wrong relationship. So how can people shift from an economy based on greed and
unquestioned growth to a whole earth economy that is based on right relationship with the
commonwealth of life?9Five Questions in Search of Right RelationshipFive key questions, and

their answers, chart a path to putting the economy in right relationship with life’s
commonwealth:What is the economy for?How does it work?How big is too big?What is fair?How

should it be governed?The balance of this introduction offers an analysis of each question, with

a summary of the “wrong relationship” problem to be solved and a preview of answers based on

right relationship.Question #1: What is the economy for?What are people aiming for, individually

and collectively, in the myriad interdependent transactions that make up the economy? Most
leaders in finance, business, government, and think tanks say that the global economy’s

purpose is to enhance human well-being by constantly maintaining economic growth. They
assume, despite having little or no serious argument or data, that more consumption and
economic activity will result in greater well-being.Yet this answer makes no sense. To begin with,
in mainstream economic terms, growth is not measured in terms of benefits, but simply keeps

track of overall economic activity in terms of exchanges of money. Many such exchanges create
negative side effects, such as pollution, but money spent on cleaning up the resulting pollution is
measured as positive growth—and hence adds to dominant measures like Gross Domestic

Product (GDP). So, for example, the current economic model sees the money spent cleaning up

the Exxon Valdez oil spill as an increase in GDP and therefore beneficial. Similarly, when a
person suffers a fatal car accident, the economic exchanges, in terms of ambulances, insurance

agents, funeral homes, and so forth, increase GDP and are seen as positive.10The current
purpose of the economy—providing ever-increasing wealth, with ever-increasing growth—

means that cash incomes can rise while actual wealth falls, as measured by natural capital such

as soil, timber, oil reserves, and clean water. Making money often demands the one-time,
windfall liquidation of centuries-old natural support systems such as forests or fisheries, or even

older works of nature such as the Canadian tar sands.In addition, GDP growth contains no
measure of distribution, so inequity, poverty, and outright starvation often can, and do, rise at the

same time that overall economic activity increases.Lastly, many studies worldwide have
demonstrated that after certain basic needs are met, it is one’s relative wealth—how folks
compare to others, not an absolute amount of wealth accumulation— that determines much of

the self-perception of happiness. In “advanced” (or, perhaps, “overdeveloped”) societies, trying

to improve well-being and happiness through growth is folly on a treadmill, since people cannot

all be wealthier than each other.These problems are symptoms of an economy in wrong
relationship. Right relationship, by contrast, is built, in large part, on respect for all life—the kind
of respect that is inherent in the Golden Rule, fair play, and other ethical principles that people

from across the world’s religions and cultures learn as children. Once the economy is
understood as being embedded in the living, dynamic world that surrounds it, its purposes

become clear: that is, to maintain the integrity, resilience, and beauty of life’s commonwealth.
The human economy is our way of provisioning ourselves. Hence for humans this means
providing for the well-being of individual people, households, communities, and nations. It also

means providing for the health and vitality of the finite ecological community in which we live—
our diverse and finite earth. Moving away from an economy based on wrong relationships does
not spell economic doom. Rather, it creates opportunities for truly rich and fulfilling lives for

all.11Question #2: How does the economy work?The prevailing way of thinking about how the
economy works is to imagine that the economy is the box in which social interactions,

ecosystems, and their resources are contained. The current economic order has a wrong

relationship with how the real economy of this planet works. First, it assumes that the earth is
subsidiary to the economy. Second, it mistakes a measure of wealth—money— for wealth itself.

Third, it does not know how to think intelligently about the by-products of economic activity that
are not the desired outputs—what we typically call waste.How Does the Earth Work? In a typical

mainstream economics textbook, the economy is represented by a circular flow diagram. It

depicts the production and consumption of goods and services without regard to the
components of the earth or life’s commonwealth needed to produce them. In fact, about a

century ago economists stopped considering any concern for the adequacy of such resources
as food and energy. Mainstream economics today proceeds, with rare exception, with no

reference to the laws of physics, chemistry, or biology.To understand how a human economy

actually functions, it must be conceived of as being embedded in, and also a major determinant
of, the complex systems whose relationships make up the earth’s ecosphere.6 This requires a
basic scientific understanding of how the planet works, which in turn requires some

understanding of how the universe itself works. Kenneth Boulding, an economist and pioneer of

complex systems, pointed out in the 1960s that the earth can be thought of as a spaceship: The

material available for economic activity is limited to what is already on board the craft floating in
the universe.The fact that the earth is a system closed to matter has important implications. For
all practical purposes, nothing ever enters or leaves. But the earth is open to energy. It receives a

continuous flow of energy from outside the system in the form of sunlight, and it radiates roughly
the same amount of heat back into space. This flow of heat from the sun is a key factor in making
life on the earth not only possible, but abundant. The energy from past sunlight is stored in coal,
oil, and natural gas. These are called stocks. Present and future sunlight is called flows.7 Both

stocks and flows of sunlight are finite, and this inescapable fact places limits on the earth’s lifesupport capacity. Understanding this fact forms an essential foundation for building an economy

in right relationship with life and our earth.12What Is Wealth? Everything on the earth gives us
our wealth. We typically treat wealth as solely a matter of money. In fact, money is a human tool
exchanged for the real things that make up wealth: edible plants and animals, useful objects
such as containers or furniture, the land and soil that can continue to produce real wealth in the

future. Valuing the symbolic value (money) higher than the real one has led to the wholesale

neglect of what makes this wealth possible.The fundamental wealth on the earth is the ability to

maintain life itself.The fundamental wealth on the earth, on which all else depends, is the ability
to maintain life itself, which is made possible by the ability of green plants to convert sunlight into

sugars. Plant-based sugars are wealth. They are used by the plants themselves and by virtually
all other organisms to sustain themselves and to reproduce. Without this simple activity, all the
manufactured capital, all the human capital, all the social capital, all the money, all the bank

deposits, and all the credit cards on the earth—the totality of these not only would be worthless,
they would not exist. An economy in right relationship with real wealth is built on the simple fact

that the integrity, resilience, and beauty of natural and social communities depends on the
earth’s vibrant but finite life-support capacity.What Is Waste? Like symbolic wealth, waste does

not exist in nature. All materials—from cow dung to lava flows—are reused or recycled for a

huge variety of purposes. On the surface of the planet, nature’s “wastes” support all life. Within

conventional economics, the undesired products of an economic activity are viewed as useless

“waste.” If they are not priced, they are viewed as external to the market. This is what is called the
“theory of externalities.” The basic idea is that the prices paid in a transaction often do not
include all the costs of production. For example, without some kind of correction, the $50 paid for

a tire will not reflect the damage done to the lungs and laundry of people who live downwind of
the plant where the tire is made. Because this unintended by-product is considered “external” to

the market, it is a cost that the tire manufacturer and the consumer never pay, in an unregulated
market.13Making the tire manufacturer pay for the pollution and harm it causes is an example of

the “polluter pays” principle, which is extremely appealing at first glance. If you are going to
cause harms, then you should pay for them. Even so, the polluter-pays principle is not an
adequate solution to the pollution, toxic substance, and “waste” stream problem.First, it is often

impossible to calculate the monetary costs of pollution. How much harm will any given amount of
additional carbon dioxide in the atmosphere—which speeds up global warming—cause by
changing monsoon patterns in India over the next century?Second, while the polluter-pays

principle, in theory, allows a business or institution to pollute as much as it wishes as long as it is
willing to pay for the pollution, there are some things that should be prohibited, rather than

tolerated as long as compensation is paid. No amount of compensation will make up for a child
killed or deformed by toxic chemicals in her playground.Third, the polluter-pays principle is

almost always applied in an anthropocentric way, assuming that only costs to humans matter. A
deformed and dying frog population is regarded as irrelevant unless people are also

affected.The theory of externalities also fails to consider that, strictly speaking, there is no such
thing as a “by-product.” All results of manufacturing and processing industries are direct

products, whether they are useful or not.8 In a whole earth economy there is no such place as

“away,” as in “throw it away.” All worn-out or castoff products remain within the ecosystem. All
economic activity is internal to the biosphere.14To fashion an economy existing in right

relationship with life’s commonwealth, a big jump is needed to an entirely different conceptual

framework and accounting system. Only an economy that completely outgrows the idea of
“waste” can work on spaceship earth, where all products of manufacturing and other processes
must be accounted for. In a whole earth economy, materials internalization would replace cost

internalization: Manufacturers would be responsible for recycling as much energy and material
as possible. Similarly, the notion of consumption, which implies an ending or discarding of the
material consumed, must give way to a notion of transformation of the material into the

beginning of something else. This is what is called the “waste is food” or “cradle to cradle”

approach.9 In a whole earth economy, refusal to tolerate any waste has to become the goal for

all economic activity.The European Union is taking important steps in this direction. Today every
car or washing machine coming off the assembly line in the EU must be recyclable. All the
components must either be recycled by the earth (if benign) or reused in the industrial stream (if

poisonous), thereby using the nonabsorbable heavy metals and petrochemicals again to make
more machines. Legislation to this effect has been in effect for years in Germany, for example,

though it still seems light-years away to North Americans. Of course, during the operation of an

appliance like a washing machine, soap, bleach, and other by-products will be used and
discarded—which also must be processed by the earth’s systems.15Question #3: How big is too

big?How does the earth’s finiteness affect how we think about the economy? Pondering this
focuses attention on the issue of whether the economy could be too big, too fast, or too intense.

The current economy has no measure of “enough.” It has no means of saying when growth has

become what economist Herman Daly has termed “uneconomic”—when the negative effects of

growth outweigh the benefits.10 An economy in right relationship with the planet has a
thermostat, complete with a shutoff valve, that prevents economic growth from shutting down the

very life-support systems on which the economy depends.Understanding the question of scale

starts with the fact that plants are the basic energy source from which all animals (including
humans and their cultural projects) ultimately come. Plants get their energy from sunlight. The
global growth economy is overly dependent on consuming sunlight from the past that is stored in

fossil fuels. It shifts many of the ecological consequences of current economic activity to the
future, building up carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and taking heavy metals from under the

earth’s surface and scattering them throughout the surface environment.We humans can do the
math; we know that renewable resources such as soil, forests, and fish are now being consumed

at a rate faster than they can be replenished, and we know that greenhouse gases are

increasing dangerously in the atmosphere. Most of us recognize that this simply does not work
over the long term. An economy without a thermostat or shutoff valve—for example, having no

way to make drastic cuts in greenhouse gas emissions despite an overwhelming scientific

consensus that indicates not doing so will lead to catastrophic climate change—is in wrong

relationship with the commonwealth of life. This means that we are still not effectively answering
a simple question: How big should the economy be?The economy’s growth and size, as well as
its intensity, velocity, and momentum, must be judged at every turn by its impact on the “integrity,

resilience, and beauty” of human society and ecological communities. The momentum of the
economy is especially important to keep in mind. For example, because so many impacts of

human economic activity are growing on such a massive scale, even if greenhouse gas

emissions were to start decreasing immediately, and even if emissions were to equal nature’s
withdrawals, it would still take decades, even centuries, for the climate to stabilize.16Measuring

the scale of the economy and its impacts on social and ecological communities will require
rigorous scientific inquiry and monitoring of indicators of both ecosystem and social-system
health and resilience, on a global scale. In today’s economy, scientific research tends to favor

profit-making pursuits. Tracking the scale of the economy will take a much greater commitment
to scientific research aimed at the common good—at developing a comprehensive

understanding of how key life-support systems function. New measures of societal and

ecological well-being, many of which already have been proposed, will need to be refined and
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Chief Operating Officer, Green Cross International“How is the international community going to
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To Suzanne Moore
ForewordThomas E. LovejoyIT IS NO SECRET that the state of the global environment is

extremely worrisome and getting worse literally daily. The world is headed for massive
impairment of natural systems and soaring extinction rates, with global biogeochemistry already

seriously out of balance. This is so despite many efforts to safeguard and restore the
environment. Indeed, working on the environmental agenda can seem tantamount to running up

a down escalator.So if ever there was a time to consider the right relationship of humanity and
the environment, both in the general sense of the phrase as well as in the important sense of the
Quaker tradition, it is now. This book could not be timelier.The heart of the problem, in many

senses, lies at the intersection of economics and ecology. Both words, as has been often
pointed out, come from the same root, namely the Greek oecos, meaning house. Yet despite the

best efforts of some very good economists and ecologists the two disciplines remain far apart
without even a common vocabulary, and this lack of integration is a major factor in the downward
spiral of the global environment.One problem is the way neoclassical economics attempts to
bridge the gap by recognizing externalities, namely those things not accurately reflected in

market prices. For example, important efforts such as work on the pricing of environmental
goods and services, gets us away from the idea that nature is free for the taking. That probably

was fine for our australopithecine ancestors, but with our swelling population and prowess at
commandeering resources the end is already in sight. It is not possible for the current population

to live a developed world lifestyle, nor is it possible for all of us to live as hunter-gatherers. We
will need to be more creative than simply getting all the prices right in fitting the economy to a
finite planet. In this quest, prices surely have a role to play. A practical example is the market
created to reduce the contribution to acid rain by the sulfur in power plant emissions. Current

discussions about raising the price of carbon are headed in a similar direction by giving us
incentives to live within the earth’s biophysical limits.A second obstacle is the concept of

substitution, that is, when one resource is exhausted it can be replaced by another, as whale oil
was replaced by fossil fuels. As biologists, we know by definition that one species can never

completely substitute for another, even when their roles in ecosystems might be fairly similar.
Even if two had identical roles, one is not expendable; our own bodies tell us that redundancy

has value, which is why, for example, we have two kidneys. Would we want to have an
ecosystem or planet with the equivalent of a single vital organ?A third great challenge is the
application of discount rates that basically make it easier to put off addressing problems unless

their immediate costs to humanity are so great as to warrant up-front expenditure. Interestingly,
Sir Nicholas Stern decided not to apply discount rates in his economic analysis of the challenge

of climate change, because otherwise society’s response would be too little, too late.If, as has

been pointed out, the economy is the wholly owned subsidiary of the biosphere, there needs to
be a way for human action and the economy to transcend the obstacles and move humanity
toward a sustainable, respectful course.First, we need to recognize that we benefit both directly

and indirectly from the environment and in ways complex and hard to measure. Huge and

regular benefits will frequently accrue to humanity through advances in the life sciences from

new insights based on what was previously an esoteric organism. Human societies value
knowledge and libraries, but we have yet to transfer that approach to the enormously valuable

living library of the life sciences represented by the diversity of life on earth. Until we do, soaring
extinction

rates

make

book

burning,

and

the

attendant

ignorance,

look

pale

in

comparison.ixSecond, we need to think carefully about what we mean by “growth.” I have often
wondered about possible lessons embedded in ecology that could be of use in developing more-

sustainable economies. Biological systems have two forms of growth. In the more obvious one,
the organism simply gets bigger through consuming more resources; sometimes that ceases at

adulthood, but in others, like alligators, with indeterminate growth, the organism simply grows
larger until it reaches the end of its life. In the second, known as growth by intussusception, the
organism does not grow larger but becomes more complex. Although the analogies in economic
growth may rarely be so distinct, surely the information industry has a large element of
complexity, as contrasted to natural resource use.Clearly the time is at hand—indeed, it is

overdue—for a grand reconciliation between humans, human systems, and the environment.

This very solid and thoughtful book sets the stage for just that, and we all are much indebted to
the authors and those who labored in the Moral Economy Project.Only a call to our higher values

and their integration into our socioeconomic system can achieve what is needed. That may

seem like a vainly grand ambition, but in many senses we have no other choice.Belief in a higher
being is widespread in human societies. There could be no higher calling than to recognize that
our incredible living planet and humanity’s future are inextricably intertwined. I cannot but believe

that as a species able to produce soaring achievements in the arts and science we have the
capability to achieve right relationship.x

xiPrefaceTHE WAY THAT PEOPLE provide for themselves is in growing conflict with the integrity

of Earth’s ecological and social systems. The disconnect is so severe that it is now easier to

imagine Earth’s life-support systems breaking down than to imagine that our ecologically

incoherent and destructive economic system will be significantly altered.Our concern about this
lethal failure of imagination drove us to write this book to bring focus and direction to the

growing, urgent cries for change. Our purpose is to offer people from all walks of life an ethical
guidance system based on “right relationship.” This book aims to integrate scientific
understanding with an ethical stance and spiritual optimism informed by that understanding.

This integration of ethics and science grounds an innovative governance for the well-being of

Earth’s entire community of life. We hope that a new orientation built on these foundations, and
on humanity’s enduring ethical and cultural traditions, will help people to organize their individual

and collective economic lives in a way that promotes a flourishing community of life on
Earth.Most of us have been conditioned to accept the operation of today’s global economic

system as an article of faith. We have learned to view unlimited growth and wealth accumulation
as the “natural law” of the economy, and we were taught that nothing can be done to alter this fact

—even if it means the integrity of Earth’s ecological and social systems will be severely
damaged or even permanently compromised. This “inconvenient truth” poses a moral challenge.
While this is not explicitly a Quaker book, its use of right relationship as a point of focus arises
from the same deep commitment to human solidarity, human betterment, and the well-being of

the commonwealth of life that the Religious Society of Friends (known as Quakers), as well as
many others, endeavor to carry forward and put into practice in the world. We hope the idea of

right relationship as a way to build a whole earth economy resonates with people from a broad
range of life experience as they wrestle with the moral challenge posed by a lethal
economy.xiiThis is not the first time that moral challenge has confronted the growth-driven
economy. We found inspiration for this book in heartening stories of our Quaker forebears. On
the afternoon of May 22, 1787, a group of twelve men met in a Quaker bookstore and printing

shop at 2 George Yard in London. This meeting of nine members of the Religious Society of

Friends (Quakers) and three Anglicans was the start of a catalytic campaign for social change.
This small group was determined to end British participation in the slave trade and abolish

slavery throughout the British Empire. They were deeply convinced that slavery was a wrong
relationship between humans, and the need to put it right impelled them to take action.Quakers,

along with many other citizens who shared their vision of right relationship in both England and

America, had already taken a stand on slavery and had been working to arouse the conscience
of their respective nations against an economy based on it. Their general opposition had had
little effect, because “everyone knew” that slavery was ordained by “natural law” and essential to

the economic growth of the Empire.The organized campaign of moral suasion that Quakers and

their Anglican allies launched from that meeting in the printing shop successfully challenged the

“natural law” of slavery and its economic status. In 1791, a report to Parliament by a Select
Committee on the Abolition of the Slave Trade still characterized the slave trade as having “the

plea of necessity for its continuance.” Yet the next year Parliament passed its first law banning

the slave trade.xiiiFast-forward two centuries. In June 2003, thirty-nine Quakers met at Pendle

Hill, a Quaker study center in Wallingford, Pennsylvania, to consider the moral challenge posed

by the global economic system that is heedlessly destroying the integrity of Earth’s ecosystems
and failing to serve the well-being of hundreds of millions of people. The gathering included

economists, ecologists, and public-policy professionals determined to look deeply into the
conflict between economic trends and ecology, with a view to understanding the full moral

context of our deteriorating human– Earth relationship.The participants did not feel daunted.

They came well prepared, and together they advanced a larger moral context for economic
analysis and for reconceptualizing the economy within a vision of ecological stewardship and
the well-being of the entire commonwealth of life. Soon after, the Quaker Institute for the Future

(QIF) was born as a venue for research, joining a community of other Quaker organizations,
such as Quaker Earthcare Witness in the United States, the Quaker Environmental Action

Network in Canada, and Quaker Peace and Social Welfare in Great Britain, as well as non-

Quaker groups worldwide too numerous to mention with similar concerns. QIF initiated the Moral
Economy Project, from which this book comes, as its first avenue of witness and service.Those
eighteenth-century Quakers and their allies who launched the movement to end the slave trade,
and slavery itself, eventually won the day and brought down the economic interests that argued
for the “natural law” of profit over all. We are inspired not just by that singular victory, but also by

the work of several other Quakers who took action to promote changes based on their deep
conviction that something was not right. One of them, John Bellers, a British Quaker who lived in

the late seventeenth century, was the first social thinker to conceive of universal health care as a

public policy. He was the first economist to advance a comprehensive plan for vocational training

and sustainable employment as a national solution to chronic poverty.xivAnother person who
had immense impact on history was John Woolman, an eighteenth-century American Quaker,

who traveled widely to speak out against such social ills as slavery, greed, and material excess.
He even insisted on paying the slaves of the people he visited for their service on his behalf.

Largely as the result of his efforts, slave-holding among American Quakers ended a full century
before the Civil War. A third was Lucretia Mott, an American Quaker who was an antislavery
crusader and women’s rights leader; along with Elizabeth Cady Stanton, she organized the 1848

Seneca Falls Convention, the first American women’s rights meeting. Closer to our own time was
Bayard Rustin, an African-American Quaker, who was a leading behind-the-scenes strategist of

the nonviolent movement for civil rights in twentieth-century America. British Quaker business
entrepreneurs in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such as the Lloyds, the Cadburys, the

Rowntrees, and the Quakers who founded Friends Provident (the first pension and ethical fund),

showed by example that business activity and investment can be both profitable and
principled.The ecological perspective that has increasingly come to be part of the spiritual life of
Quakers has roots in their history that are as deep as their social concerns. John Woolman, for
one, clearly understood that unwise use of resources leads to ecosystem breakdown, in the

same ways that unjust use of labor leads to societal breakdown. In 1763, he visited two Native

American villages in what is now northeastern Pennsylvania. He noted in his Journal the way
that Native peoples had been driven from the resource-rich lands and waters of the coastal

regions into the rougher, more difficult lands of the interior. He lamented the greed and drive for

wealth accumulation that robbed Native peoples of their land and livelihood. He wrote that the
land under English tenure was rapidly being depleted of its fertility by the growing of large

quantities of grain for export to Europe, while the poor laborers and their livestock were suffering

for lack of adequate and affordable forage.xvWoolman clearly saw “the spreading of a wrong
spirit,” and wrote that “the seeds of great calamity and desolation are sown and growing fast on
this continent.” He urged his fellow countrymen, according to what he called “universal
righteousness” (in effect, right relationship), to “rise up . . . and labour to check the growth of
these seeds that they may not ripen to the ruin of our posterity.”1When Woolman kept his
Journal, the calamity had already happened for Native Peoples; the American Civil War was yet
to come. And now the seeds of the economic, ecological, and social calamity that Woolman

understood would reach far into the future have sprouted into a massively invasive set of wrong

relationships. The ruin he feared is today clearly seen in the breakdown of life-support systems
unfolding worldwide.John Woolman is a key inspiration for the establishment of the Quaker

Institute for the Future, the Moral Economy Project, and even the writing of this book. Kenneth
Boulding, a twentieth-century American Quaker, an economist, and a pioneer in general

systems analysis, is another. He was among the first social scientists to recognize Earth’s

ecological context as the primary reference for all progressive thinking, policy, and action with
regard to the human future. In 1965 he gave a short address to Washington State University’s
Committee on Space Sciences, the title of which introduced a powerful metaphor—“Earth as a

Space Ship.” A year later he wrote and published an expanded essay on this seminal image—“
The Economics of the Coming Spaceship Earth.” Boulding’s work in this and many other essays
and studies is exemplary of the integrative, holistic approach that has helped to create the

ecological worldview and establish this new way of understanding the human–Earth
relationship.2Boulding was fully conversant with the cosmological and earth sciences that

structure our ecological worldview. He was especially skilled in laying out the implications for

human economic behavior, based on what we now know about how “spaceship Earth” functions.
In his later years, he initiated a seminar program that he called Quaker Studies on Human

Betterment. As with John Woolman, this book, along with the Quaker Institute for the Future and

the Moral Economy Project, grew directly from the legacy of Kenneth Boulding.xviIn a profound
sense, economics and ecology are domains of relationship. Economics is about access to the
means of life. Ecology is about the mutual interdependence of life communities. Using right

relationship as the unifying mechanism, this book brings these two perspectives together,

pivoting the lens of human solidarity and the lens of ecological science into a single focus. Right
relationship becomes the central motif both in the social design of human well-being and in
ecologically sound economic adaptation. The Quaker tradition teaches that in right relationship,

people may touch the fullness of human meaning, and, some would say, the presence of the

Divine. Quaker practice is about elevating all areas of human policy and practice into this zone of
right relationship.This book, written by a cooperative group, emerged from the Quaker tradition

of dialogue and truth-seeking. The Moral Economy Project and the authors of this book start with

the fact that human well-being is entirely dependent on the well-being of the whole
commonwealth of life.The Introduction gets things started with definitions of key terms, such as

“right relationship,” “commonwealth of life,” and “whole earth economy.” Although a number of
moral terms are possible candidates for inclusion in a definition of “right relationship,” we have

chosen to ground it, with some modification, in Aldo Leopold’s land ethic, set out in his seminal

book A Sand County Almanac.Then we introduce five questions that are discussed in detail in
the book’s five chapters: What is the economy for? How does it work? How big should it be?

What is a fair distribution of its benefits and burdens? How should it be governed? Right
relationship is the key to answering these questions in a way that will allow the economy to

nourish and preserve the community of life on earth, instead of working toward its destruction.
Using right relationship as the guide leads to some surprising answers. The economy exists for
respecting and preserving life, not getting rich. Its frame of reference must be the laws that

govern the cosmos as well as the earth—not just, for example, the laws of supply and demand.
The economy can grow too big for the earth’s ecological limits, which means that endless growth

is an irrational goal. Fair distribution of the economy’s benefits and burdens means it is possible

to be both too rich and too poor. Governing a whole earth economy will require a new set of rules
and institutions that have the support of the entire global community and that invigorate local
communities and innovation, rather than stifle them. Answers to the five questions forge a way
for people to work together to build a whole earth economy, step by step.xvii
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Economic System. This book by Peter G. Brown et al came out of a Quaker working group
focusing on attaining social justice and ecological sustainability in our U.S. economic system. It

is succinct and very readable and understandable. It challenges some of the "assumptions"

found in our present economic-political system. The authors rightly point to the core VALUES

and GOALS which must serve as the foundation of a truly healthy economic-political system,
pointing out the many shortcomings found in our existing system. They demonize no one, but
are very insightful in pointing out the social and ecological damage our existing system has been

doing. This book was one of the very first I read as our church formed a new "Economic Reform
Advocacy Group," and it helped provide some of the foundation of my own thinking in this area. I

can't recommended it enough as a foundational work for study and advocacy of economic
reform.”

Michael, “Dream On. This is an interesting, save-the-Earth book. If you are an idealist, you will
love it. The plans it outlines are clear, logical and compassionate. However, if you are a realist,

you will soon see that one would have to be hopelessly optimistic and naive to think any plans
like the ones proposed will ever be carried out by human beings. Either way, it is a good read.”

AutreVie, “Change your worldview!. This is a clearly and earnestly written book that aims to
change your world view.The subject is so obvious - that the earth cannot support unlimited
growth and expanding economies forever - that I wonder why there haven't been a plethora of

books on the subject. The authors extol us to think thoughtfully and carefully about our actions
and their affects on everything around us, living in "right relationship" with the earth, respecting
others and the environment.”

Barb, “Very pleased, everyone should read this. I am in the midst of reading this book. I have

known about it for some time and heard one of the authors at a conference discussing this

book. I encourage anyone interested in the future for ourselves, our children and the health of
the planet we are a part of to read it. Good work to all involved.”

Faith, “Morally intelligent, hopeful. Thorough treatment of a crisis that remains shockingly
ignored.The content is accessible to the general reader.Extremely important reading for all.”

L.A. Little, “A broadening of Economics. Philosophical enquiry almost always starts with a
definition of the field being inquired about, and Right Relationship - Building a Whole Earth
Economy, by Peter G. Brown and Geoffrey Garver, is no different. Brown and Garver tell us that

the field of economics is too narrowly defined to serve a useful purpose for the inhabitants of the

spaceship Earth. In fact, they set about to show that the marriage of economics with ecology is

more sensible and is necessary if economics is to provide a guiding hand in the betterment for
earth's inhabitants. Note that these inhabitants are not just people, but animal and plant life as

well.Right Relationship starts out by questioning the basic assumption that the earth's
environment is a subset of the human economy, and that the earth belongs to humans. It

concludes that this assumption is tragically at odds with reality and that in fact, human culture
and its economic goals are instead just a subset of the earth's environment and resources. We

are not masters of the Universe as we like to think of ourselves.The authors provide a sweeping

view of how the marriage of economics and ecology necessarily change the way we view things.
Without taking this more holistic view, our species is pushing fast towards a social calamity that

threatens not only our way of life, but our entire existence. It offers ample evidence of how our

abuses of the earth's resources are relentlessly changing the environment in which we live, and
that those changes threaten our survival. A new economic model is offered where population,
affluence, technology, and ethics are both the driving and the limiting factors for this revised

reality.Right Relationship isn't a Utopian book as much as a call to action - a desire to awaken

the world populace in an effort to stave off impending doom. It offers several concrete ways to
implement these changes and addresses the need to temper individualism, national

sovereignty, and establish a world order. Clearly, for most people, these ideas are not popular. In
fact, that probably is the most difficult part of the book to grasp - the idea of some form of Global
Federation creating and enforcing behavior where all communal interests are accounted for.

Implicit is the need for a huge redistribution of wealth and power; an idea not easily adoptable.
They will necessarily be fought tooth and nail by those with power and money.In summation,
Brown and Garver have tackled a subject of pressing international interest and have done so

with an honest appraisal of where they believe we currently are and what it will take to get from

here to there. They offer some detail in what it would take to improve the plight of the world, but
the scope of what they suggest implies enormous change. Those details are sure to find

significant opposition by those whose power is threatened, and they are numerous. Regardless,
Brown and Garver both expect and welcome the dialogue. This book is a refreshing read for a
troubled world.Reviewed on 10/04/09 by L.A. Little for [...]”

Rolf Dobelli, “Economic look at environmental issues. Many books decry human greed, describe
the degradation of the environment and end with a few short pages recommending reform. This
isn't that type of book. Instead, from the first page, Canadian environmentalists Peter G. Brown

and Geoffrey Garver agitate for a revolution in the way people use natural resources. They
present an admirably solid case that the relationship between the Earth and the global economy
must change, and soon. Whether their idealistic prescription (global governance institutions?) is

realistic, however, remains to be seen. getAbstract recommends this book to leaders who seek a
fresh perspective on sustainability and the economy.”

The book by Peter G. Brown has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 12 people have provided feedback.
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