


Praise for Supply Shock

It may be premature to call this book a masterpiece, but it’s evident 
that Czech has mastered the art of melding science, economics, 
policy and politics in one readable piece. Supply Shock belongs in 
the classroom, boardroom, town halls and policy circles. It belongs 
in the hands of all those who care, as Czech might say, “about the 
grandkids.” 

—Herman Daly, Professor Emeritus, University of Maryland, School of 
Public Policy; author of Steady State Economics; Lifetime Achievement 

Award winner, National Council for Science and the Environment

An old economic world is dying, and a new economic world is be-
ing born. Brian Czech is one of the midwives of this new economic 
world. 

—Governor Richard D. Lamm

This is a brave book that raises questions we all need to ask and try 
to answer. Czech proposes the evolution of a revolution, thinking 
and feeling and working our way toward a fair, sustainable, con-
structive social order in America and all around the world. The 
style is clear, cogent, honest, stimulating, free of clutter, and often 
amusing; it’s boredom-free. You’ll enjoy it.”

—Neil Patterson, president, Neil Patterson Productions; past president, 
W.H. Freeman and Company, co-founder of Benjamin-Cummings, 

Worth, and Scientific American Books

Supply Shock clearly describes the heart of what ails us--a zombie-
like addiction to economic growth everywhere at all costs. Brian 
Czech brilliantly dissects the economic theories, models, and 
mindsets that are diminishing the human prospect while calling it 
‘progress’. . . . King Midas would have understood the point, as we 
will someday. There are biophysical limits to economic and popula-
tion growth and we ignore them at our peril.”

—David W. Orr is Paul Sears Distinguished Professor of Environmental 
Studies and Politics and Senior Adviser to the President, Oberlin College; 

author of seven books; Lyndhurst Prize winner



Brian Czech has used a remarkable combination of education and 
experience to build a solid reputation as an innovative thinker. As a 
wildlife biologist, wilderness ranger,  and natural resources advisor 
to Native American tribes, Czech developed a keen awareness of 
the status and trends of the American landscape. Then, with gradu-
ate studies in political science and post-grad studies in econom-
ics, followed by years as a conservation biologist and planner in a 
federal natural resources agency, Czech put the pieces together to 
envision an ecologically and economically sustainable future. His 
are not the loosely-framed and impractical solutions of a casual 
dreamer or a politically naive zealot. Supply Shock is the offering 
of a man who has tested his ideas, exposed them to peers and col-
leagues, and appears at countless meetings and conventions where 
he defends his convictions. Supply Shock is an adventure in learning. 
Czech’s vision of “steady statesmanship” is impressive and convinc-
ing, and this book easily qualifies as one of the key manuals for 
those who care about the world and its inhabitants.

—Lynn Greenwalt, former director, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Dr. Brian Czech has dedicated his entire professional life towards 
the study of wildlife conservation, environmental protection, and 
human society. Supply Shock is the culmination of this thinking, 
and should be read by leaders, and upcoming professionals in natu-
ral resource conservation and environmental management. Bold 
leadership – the kind needed for management and conservation of 
the world’s natural resources and habitats – can be enhanced by 
Czech’s vision of steady statesmanship.

—Paul R. Krausman, Boone and Crockett Professor of Wildlife Conser-
vation, University of Montana, and past president, The Wildlife Society

The practice of conservation biology has a palpably futile feeling 
when economic growth is the summum bonum. Supply Shock pro-
vides an antidote. All who are serious about the big picture of bio-
diversity conservation should read this book. It will change your 
idea of what the future can be, and how to create that future.  

—Paul Beier, president, Society for Conservation Biology, and  
Regents’ Professor, School of Forestry, Northern Arizona University



Brian Czech comes to the rescue with an honest look at what the 
global economy is really doing to the earth as he challenges the cher-
ished goal of economic growth. Many who write on big economic 
ideas lack a deep knowledge of the amazing interactions of the 
forms of life on our planet and their relevance to economic analysis. 
Supply Shock, in contrast, brings together the keen observations of a 
skilled biologist with a deep understanding of our failing economic 
system. Brian Czech has come up with the major economic rethink-
ing needed to prevent cascading collapses of human societies and the 
rest of the species on the planet. 

—Brent Blackwelder, Past President, Friends of the Earth;  
Founding Chairman, American Rivers

The past century of explosive population and economic growth, a 
period that people today take to be the norm, is actually the single 
most anomalous period in human history--and it threatens to do us 
in! Growth is normally just the juvenile phase of the life cycle. With 
maturity, growth slows but development continues as living things 
become better adapted to their socio-ecological contexts. In Supply 
Shock, Brian Czech graphically shows how the growth-based status 
quo is destroying the ecological basis of human existence and elo-
quently describes an alternative path to true economic maturity. A 
dynamically-evolving but non-growing steady-state economy offers 
humanity’s best hope for achieving a just and secure sustainability 
within the means of nature. 
—Bill Rees, author, Professor Emeritus of Human Ecology and Ecological 

Economics, University of British Columbia School of Community and 
Regional Planning, and co-winner of the 2012 Boulding Prize in  

Ecological Economics and a 2012 Blue Planet Prize. 

This well-written and comprehensive volume is a great resource for 
the issue of questioning “economic growth” and beginning to think 
about how to move towards a new paradigm for the earth’s future. 
For a society that is trapped in mode of continued growth as a ne-
cessity, much like a person riding on the back of a hungry tiger, 
we need all the help we can get to find our way to a sustainable 
economic model.

—Doug La Follette, Secretary of State, Wisconsin



Brian Czech marries economics, biology and political science in 
a brilliant account of why we need to abandon growth and build 
a new governance system. There is no sociable alternative to the 
steady state economy.

—Lorenzo Fioramonti, Jean Monnet Chair in Regional Integration  
and Governance Studies at the University of Pretoria;  

Senior Fellow at the Centre for Social Investment,  
University of Heidelberg; author of numerous books on  

international politics and governments, including  
Gross Domestic Problem: The Politics Behind the  

World’s Most Powerful Number

Economic growth is so 20th century. Remember cheap oil, rural 
electrification, and Mad Men? They gave us history’s biggest hit 
of expansionary exuberance. But today what little growth we see 
comes from consumer debt, deficit spending, and natural resource 
liquidation. This can’t go on, and it won’t. What’s the alternative? 
As Brian Czech lucidly explains, it’s time for our economy to start 
acting like a responsible adult in a world of limits. This book reeks 
of sanity: read it!

—Richard Heinberg author, The End of Growth
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It Really Is the Economy, “Stupid!”  7

agriculture accounts for 85 percent of water use. We are compet-
ing with our farmers, who keep most Americans and much of the 
world fed, for water! If this trend is not halted, at some point we 
will be faced with a choice between hunger and decent drinking 
water. Long before such a dire dilemma, of course, the city foun-
tains will be shut off, our lawns will dry up and we won’t be taking 
many baths. 

It makes you wonder: shouldn’t we cut down on some of the 
fountains, lawns and baths now? Some of them, at least, to buy 
some time for the grandkids? To buy some time while we figure out 
the bigger picture?

Meanwhile, the average citizen of the Western world sel-
dom thinks about the soil, or “dirt.” It’s been a long time since an 

Figure 1.1. Satellite photography of pivot irrigation on roughly 720 square 
miles near garden City, Kansas. Liquidation of the Oglala aquifer sets up one 
of many supply shocks awaiting future generations. Credit: NASA earth Observatory
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development of extractive technologies more than kept pace with 
demand during that period of time. But really, “growing more plen-
tiful?” Most people know that oil is the product of organic material 
decay, but that doesn’t mean oil is constantly being produced, mak-
ing it a renewable resource like timber or fish. Oil deposits rep-
resent organic material decomposed millions of years ago in rare 
events that produced “source rocks,” which then had to be buried 
between 7,500 and 15,000 feet below the Earth’s surface to generate 
oil.13 A phrase such as “growing more plentiful” is a huge red flag 
waving over the field of economics. It is hard to think of a good 
analogy for such a statement, but it is roughly akin to saying, “The 
food on my plate grows more plentiful, even as I eat! After all, each 
movement of the fork to my mouth costs me no more calories than 
the preceding movement. In fact, with the calories I’ve just con-
verted, I’m finding it easier to move the fork, so there must be more 
food there, not less.” 

Figure 1.2. Pivot irrigation in the Wadi As-Sirhan Basin of Saudi Arabia, 
February 21, 2012. Fields in active use appear darker, fallow fields are lighter. 
Most are approximately one kilometer in diameter. As in Kansas, the water is 
pumped from underground. Credit: NASA earth Observatory
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The grandkids’ plight may or may not hinge upon an oil short-
age. If the renowned petroleum geologist Kenneth Deffeyes is right, 
however, it may be you and I who deal with the shock of severe oil 
shortages. Deffeyes studied under Marion King Hubbert, who in 
1956 predicted the peak of American oil production would occur 
in the early 1970s. Hubbert was subjected to widespread ridicule in 
academic and industry circles, but he was right. In fact, his predic-
tion was a smidgen conservative, for by 1970 American production 
of crude oil started to fall. Three years later, the Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) capitalized on this de-
velopment, shocking the world with 300–400 percent increases in 
crude oil prices and plunging the United States and Europe into 
the biggest recession since the Great Depression. 

Deffeyes grew up in the oil fields and spent his life in the oil 
business, progressing from a roughneck to a researcher of the high-
est scientific credentials. He built upon Hubbert’s model and ex-
trapolated it to the world, reporting his findings in Hubbert’s Peak 
(2001). He predicted the peak in world oil production would occur 
between 2004 and 2008, giving us precious little time to develop 

Figure 1.3. Tar sands mining operations north of Fort McMurray, Alberta, 
Canada. Credit: george Wuerthner



Good Growing Gone Bad  27

These figures were reported in “constant dollars” or “real dollars,” 
meaning they were adjusted for inflation.7 Using real dollars allows 
us to compare the real effects of economic growth on purchasing 
power. Real GDP figures are extremely useful indicators of the ma-
terial size of an economy, much like grams and ounces are useful 
indicators of material size, whether they are measuring the weight 
of a diamond or a drop of water. Some economists may not like 
this analogy, but they haven’t read Chapter 7 yet. Meanwhile, com-
mon sense enables most of us to see how a country with a large 
GDP tends to have a larger material presence than a country with 
a small GDP. 

One of the most dramatic cases of economic growth in world 
history is now taking place in China, where the primary currency is 
the yuan. In 2012, an American dollar was worth about 6.5 yuan —  
you’d get about 6.5 yuan for a dollar —  but it doesn’t matter when 
thinking about how fast the Chinese economy has grown. Chinese 
GDP (adjusted for inflation) grew from approximately 2.4 trillion 
yuan in 1992 to 17.7 trillion yuan in 2012.8 In other words, the Chi-
nese economy is more than 7 times bigger than it was 20 years ago 
when the first McDonald’s restaurant opened. Since then perhaps 

Figure 2.1. energy and agricultural sectors side by side at Xi’an, capital of 
Shaanxi  province, China. Credit: David Klotz
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vices is better spent playing with children, visiting neighbors and 
participating in town-hall meetings. 

Another principle of economics is called co-production, a con-
cept actually rooted in chemistry. For every valuable thing produced 
there is something else produced that is not so valuable. The most 
obvious example of co-production in the economy is pollution. For 
every ream of paper that rolls off the factory floor, some sulfur di-
oxide drifts downwind. In most economic scenarios, however, the 
concept is not as clearly one-to-one as in simple chemical reactions. 
In addition to sulfur dioxide into the air, the paper company sends 
a stream of chloroform into the water. In fact, there is a vast smor-
gasbord of by-products associated with paper, plastic, film and 
other chemically-laden manufacturing processes. 

The concept of co-production is less obvious in the production 
of services, but it’s obvious enough when we think of the goods 

Figure 2.2. refining, manufacturing and transportation sectors meet along 
the Chesapeake Bay near Baltimore, Maryland. Chesapeake Bay was once the 
most productive estuarine system in North America. Credit: iAN image Library
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Figure 2.3. Federal reserve headquarters in Washington, DC, (top) and the 
New York Stock exchange trading floor (bottom) —  power centers where 
gDP trends are closely monitored. Credits: (top) Dan Smith; (below) ryan Lawler



Classical Economics: Dealing with the Dismal  53

prietary class,” reflects the fact that landlords were more respected 
than artisans and merchants. This respect for landlords reflected 
not only their lineage but also a uniquely French attitude toward 
agriculture. Perhaps Quesnay also used the term “proprietary class” 
because he was afraid of insulting the ultimate landlord, King 
Louis the XV, as “sterile.”  6

Agriculture had long been the pride of France, and still is, along 
with the associated culinary professions and a refined culture of 
dining. Although the farmers and laborers did the work, the land-
lords took an active interest in farming and took pride in their 
knowledge of the land. They often helped to guide the planting, 
cultivating and harvesting decisions of the tenant farmers. While 

Figure 3.1. Francois Quesnay (left) and a page from the Tableau Economique (right). 
Quesnay could have used the simpler concept of trophic levels (Chapter 7, especially 
Figure 7.2) to describe the profound importance of agriculture in economic affairs.  

Credits: Wikimedia Commons; Wikimedia Commons
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Figure 3.2. Scenes from the industrial revolution, such as “Coalbrookdale by 
Night” (above, depicted by Philip James de Loutherbourg in 1801) accompa-
nied the “dismal science” of Thomas Malthus (below left) and other classical 
economists. John Stuart Mill (below right) called for the “stationary state” —  
not in cultural affairs but in levels of economic activity. Credits: (above) The Yorck 

Project: 10.000 Meisterwerke der Malerei; (below left): Wikimedia Commons (public domain); (below 

right) John Watkins (public domain)
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The team of Clark and Seligman, supported by a flood of fac-
ulty hired by Butler, became a powerful force attacking the flanks 
of the single-tax movement. While Clark denigrated the concept 
of land as a factor of production (along with George’s proposal for 
a single tax on land), Seligman became one of the most influential 
American tax economists of all time. When it comes to the distri-
bution of wealth, this is no minor distinction. While other fiscal 
and monetary policy arenas may be more important to the pro-
cess of economic growth, nothing can redistribute money en masse 
like a federal tax system. Unfortunately, when it takes a particular 
set of economic concepts to support a tax system acceptable to Big 
Money, economic growth theory can suffer the consequences. 

In their efforts to divert attention from land as a factor of pro-
duction, Clark and Seligman found support from other heavy-
weights at the front of the neoclassical transition. Most notable was 
Francis Walker, the first president of the American Economic As-
sociation, president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT) and Director of the US Census Bureau. Like Clark, Walker 

Figure 4.1. Henry george, author of Progress and Poverty, and John Bates 
Clark, early American practitioner of neoclassical economics. george and 
Clark debated the nature of land as a factor of production, with massive 
amounts of wealth at stake. Credits: (left) robert Schalkenbach; (right) Columbia university
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Figure 5.1. robert Solow (above left) and Paul romer (above right): econo-
mists representing the development of neoclassical growth theory. Their 
findings, far removed from ecological insight, served “pop economists” such 
as business professor Julian Simon (below left), and pro-growth politicians 
such as Jack Kemp (below right). Credits: (top left) Olaf Storbeck; (top right) Wikimedia 

Commons; (bottom left) university of Maryland; (bottom right) uS Department of Housing and urban 

Development
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Figure 6.1. Herman Daly (top left) and Donella “Dana” Meadows (top right), 
founders of ecological economics. Daly and colleagues clarified the rela-
tionship between the economy and earth with a diagram (above) that was 
simple but powerful for illustrating limits to growth. Credits: (top left) Herman Daly; 

(top right) Donella Meadows institute; (above) From Ecological Economics, Herman e. Daly and Joshua 

Farley, ©2004 Herman e. Daly and Joshua Farley. reproduced by permission of island Press

Empty World

Full World

Welfare

Recycle

Matter
Energy

HeatSolar
Energy

Natural capital
(economy)

Manmade capital
(ecosystem)

Solar
Energy Heat

Economic service
Ecosystem service

Matter
Energy

Recycle

ECONOMY

ECONOMY

Ecosystem

Ecosystem

Welfare

Economic service

Matter

Energy

Matter

Energy

Ecosystem service



160  Supply Shock

attached to the most adamant pro-growthers today, but judge for 
yourself: New Age spiritualism is a unique combination of techno-
logical optimism and a concept we might summarize as “mind over 
matter,” whereby “natural resources originate from the mind, not 
from the ground.” New Agers advocate extensive genetic engineer-
ing, “astral traveling” and wispy notions of energy transformation 
that are unabashedly referred to as “magic” or even “alchemy.” The 
New Age movement constitutes a fantasizing, expansionist philos-
ophy of human destiny in which the limits imposed by nature are 
transcended through a change in consciousness. 

Beautiful dreams are still dreams, no matter how beautiful. 
Unfortunately, there is no more scientific basis for the New Age 
 vision than there is for the neoclassical theory of perpetual growth. 
We get a certain amount of energy from the sun’s rays, the moon’s 

Figure 6.2. Mountaintop removal for coal encroaches on one of the few 
remaining homes in what was the town of Mud, in Lincoln County, West 
 Virginia. Credits: Vivian Stockman and Ohio Valley environmental Coalition (ohvec.org)
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community for nutrition. Some animals eat plants directly, some 
eat animals that eat plants, and some eat animals that eat animals 
that eat plants. Each of these levels has a name: producers (plants), 
primary consumers (animals that eat plants) and secondary con-
sumers (animals that eat those animals). Species in the highest 
level, such as lions, eagles, crocodiles and sharks, are sometimes 
called “super-carnivores.” 

Sometimes the precise location of a species in this system is 
nebulous. For example, a coyote living in one geographic area may 
subsist almost entirely on plant materials (grasses, tubers, berries, 
nuts, etc.), while a coyote living in another area may subsist pri-
marily on small mammals and birds. It becomes even more difficult 
when some of the super-carnivores are considered. In many areas 
during the spring, grizzly bears are vegetarians. In many of the 
same and other areas, they specialize in harvesting salmon, which 
themselves are predators. So in the course of a few months, a single 
grizzly can go from being a primary consumer to a super-carnivore. 
And of course this can even happen during the course of a day, as 
when the bear locates a productive berry patch along the shore of 
an equally tempting salmon stream. However, such difficulty in cat-
egorizing species according to their trophic levels does not reduce 

Economy of Nature

Producers (plants)
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carnivores

Figure 7.1. Trophic levels in the economy of nature. 
Service  providers interact throughout all levels.
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(albeit with ideological intent in Marx’s case at least). Perhaps such 
argumentation could have been avoided, or at least relegated to an 
appropriately lesser notch of importance, if only Quesnay had gone 
a step further. The fact is that the farmers themselves are not quite 
the ultimate source of productivity either. Just as in the economy 
of nature, the plant community itself best qualifies for the title of 
“source.” Vegetarians or not, all animal species (including Homo 
 sapiens) depend on the plant community for life. This will be so 
unless technology is developed to create entirely synthetic foods, in 
which case the consumers won’t quite be human. 

In the human economy, most members do not make their liv-
ing by literally eating what exists in the next lowest trophic level. 
Instead, the bottom level consists of a variety of resources that 
many humans harvest to make their living. In addition to plants, 
these resources include minerals, petroleum, fish and —  today —  
even water (Chapter 1). Most of these resources are not even living, 
so it would be inappropriate to call the entire collection produc-
ers. Only the plants actually produce their own food. And some 
of these resources (fish, for example) exist at a higher trophic level 
in the economy of nature. Nevertheless, what these resources all 
have in common is that they comprise the foundation of materials 

Human Economy
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(agriculture, extraction)

Heavy
ManufacturingSe

rv
ice
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Light
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Figure 7.2. Trophic levels in the human economy. Service  providers interact 
throughout all levels. Not shown is the foundation of “natural capital” that is 
farmed and extracted.
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whereupon it once again reflects the ecological footprint of the hu-
man economy. 

In short, because of the trophic structure of the human econ-
omy, GDP provides a reliable indicator of the ecological footprint. 
To some degree, the relationship between GDP and the ecological 
footprint can be muddied by inflation, technological progress and 
“animal spirits.” However, inflation is easily accounted for, so that 
the relationship between real GDP and the ecological footprint 
may be muddied only by technological progress and animal spirits. 
If technological progress rained down like manna from heaven, it 
could disrupt the relationship between real GDP and the ecologi-
cal footprint. However, technological progress does not really rain 
down, and that will be the principal subject of Chapter 8. Mean-
while, animal spirits are kept within a range of common sense by 
an invisible hand of sorts. The invisible hand won’t be doling out 
real money for utterances of “ombudsman,” but rather for real goods 
and services with real ecological footprints. 

Finally, however, there may come a time when real GDP, mea-
sured as it is by real income and expenditure, declines while the eco-
logical footprint continues to grow. This is not a distortion of the 
relationship between GDP and the ecological footprint caused by 
inflation, technological progress or animal spirits. Keep in mind 
that those types of distortions occur when GDP is growing. Rather, 
this new reality, with GDP declining, is reality at its sternest. It’s 
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Figure 7.3. Trophic levels of all life on earth (left), making it plain to see the 
effect of a growing human economy —  real and monetary sectors —  on other 
species (right).
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transportation sector requires a continuous drawdown of petro-
leum stocks. Other service sectors such as banking, insurance and 
computational services appear less directly involved in natural capi-
tal drawdown, especially after the required infrastructure, buildings 
and equipment are in place. When such services become promi-
nent, the economy is christened an “information economy” as de-
scribed in Chapter 7.

We are almost to the point of addressing the key, overlooked 
aspect of technological progress, yet one more observation is im-
portant to this prelude. The role of technological progress in envi-
ronmental affairs is far more complex than most topics that enter 
into public dialog. It will be one of the most challenging topics for 
the polity’s intellect in the 21st century. The complexity of this issue 
helps to explain the popularity of a simplistic notion with a fancy 
title —  the environmental Kuznets curve. 

The environmental Kuznets curve represents the argument 
that there is a basic conflict between economic growth and envi-
ronmental protection, but that the basic conflict is resolved when 
enough growth occurs (Figure 8.1). This might remind us of the 
game we played in Chapter 6, where more smoking led to “increas-

GDP or Per Capita GDP
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l T
hr
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Figure 8.1. environmental Kuznets curve: a grain of truth 
embedded in a  fallacy. 
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I witnessed this principle first hand a long time ago as the Rec-
reation and Wildlife Director for the San Carlos Apache Tribe. The 
biggest elk antlers in the world come from the San Carlos Apache 
Reservation, situated in east-central Arizona. Most of the elk hunt-
ing on the reservation is reserved for the Apaches, but some hunt-
ing permits are sold to non-Apaches for tribal revenue. During my 
last year with the tribe in 1993, we sold three special elk-hunting 
permits for $43,000 apiece, and the revenue was earmarked for elk 
habitat improvement. An economist would say that the elk hunting 
“generated” revenue for the tribe. What caught my attention was 
that two of these permits —  $86,000 worth —  were purchased by 
one Aaron Jones, who owned the largest old-growth sawmill in the 
Pacific Northwest. It was the liquidation of old-growth Douglas 
fir and western red cedar that really generated the money. Some 
of the money was then spent on elk permits in  Arizona, and some 
elk habitat was improved. Meanwhile, however, the spotted owl 
had been listed as an endangered species due to the liquidation of 

Figure 8.2. Clearcut near Corvallis, Oregon, generating money for “green” 
expenditures elsewhere. Credit: Alexey Voinov
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Figure 8.3. research and development: the key to technological progress 
and economic growth. A scientist conducting basic research at idaho Na-
tional Laboratory. Credit: idaho National Laboratory

Figure 8.4. r&D has a direct and obvious environmental impact, as with the 
Ames research Center at Moffett Field, California. Less obvious is that r&D 
requires a far bigger ecological footprint, dispersed throughout the planet, to 
generate the money to fund expensive r&D facilities and programs. Credit: NASA
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a systematic approach to lessening the impact of economic growth 
via technological progress. For example, the argument may take the 
form, “The fundamental conflict between economic growth and en-
vironmental protection may be lessened with technologies that in-
crease productive efficiency, but this type of technological progress 
requires R&D policy goals and tools that are conducive to increas-
ing productive efficiency rather than exploration and extraction.” 

Of course, the fact that technological progress may, theoreti-
cally, lessen the rate of environmental impact caused by economic 
growth, given sufficient R&D policy development, is a far cry from 
reality. BP oil spills, Keystone pipelines, Fukushima meltdowns . . .
the reality is that GDP will get browner by the unit as well as in the 
aggregate when all the stops are pulled out for growth. We might 
call this the principle of increasing marginal brownness. (Syn-

Figure 8.5. Oil from the Deepwater Horizon spill approaching New Orleans, 
Louisiana, May 24, 2010. The oil appears light in color because it smoothes 
the ocean surface. The Louisiana coast is also vulnerable to sea-level rise, 
exacerbated by land subsidence (due primarily to natural gas, oil and water 
withdrawal). Credit: NASA
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sabotage Kennedy’s Keynesian scheme. While World War II had 
taken the American economy to new heights, clearing markets and 
increasing capacity, Vietnam would simply be a drain on American 
wealth, health and morale, including consumer confidence. This 
was an early indicator of a full-world economy.

In the interim, however, Kennedy, and then Lyndon Baines 
John son, presided over a period of unprecedented government 
involvement in the economy and domestic affairs in general. 
 Kennedy’s program was called the “New Frontier;” Johnson’s was 
called the “Great Society.” 

In 1964 James Tobin, one of Kennedy’s economic advisors, ob-
served that, “in recent years economic growth has come to occupy an 
exalted position in the hierarchy of goals of government policy.”  21 
Kennedy created a Cabinet Committee on Growth. At the Depart-
ment of Commerce, signs in the halls interrogated the marching 
bureaucrats, “What have you done for growth today?”  22 Kennedy’s 
New Frontier policies included a massive tax cut (to stimulate 

Figure 9.1. The problem of uneconomic growth in the united States started 
to come into focus in the 1960s. John F. Kennedy (left) questioned his ap-
pointees and bureaucrats with, “What have you done for growth today?” By 
1968, robert F. Kennedy (right) warned against using gDP as a metric of so-
cial success. Credits: (left) Abbie rowe, National Park Service; (right) U.S. News and World Report
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flections of monstrous ecological footprints. Today, however, there 
seems to be a more nuanced psychology involved in the display of 
conspicuous consumption. Many conspicuous consumers aren’t so 
keen on advertising their wanton wastefulness to the general public. 
This probably stems from the fact that many of the most conspicu-
ous consumers are bankers and corporate CEOs. In these days of 
financial crises that hobble the middle and lower classes (that is, 
the vast majority of folks), bailed-out bankers and CEOs don’t nec-
essarily want shareholders apprised of how the profits are getting 
spent. Besides, they aren’t overly concerned with impressing the 
masses, intent instead on impressing their peers among the liqui-
dating class. But word gets around —  that’s the nature of conspicu-
ous consumption. And some of the liquidators are so ostentatious 
that they make little attempt to even feign any moderation. Dick 
Meyer of CBS called this “aggressive ostentation.”  2

Now just as I can empathize with the smoker, I can empathize 
with the liquidator. Most of us probably can to some degree. There 
are strong, even Darwinian, instincts for material display. Who 

Figure 10.1. Hummers H3, H1 and H2 (above, left to right) and “McMansion” 
(below): symbols of conspicuous consumption and heavy ecological foot-
prints in the uSA. Credits: (top) Wikimedia Commons; (bottom) David Klotz
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Premier Wen Jiabao said, “We absolutely cannot again sacrifice the 
 environment as the cost for high-speed growth.” 1 This qualifies the 
decision as a precedent for steady statesmanship. 

However, and in general, citizens and politicians worldwide do 
not yet identify the numerous threats of economic growth in terms 
of economic growth. Not even close. Instead, threats such as global 
warming, pollution and biodiversity loss are seen as technologi-
cal shortcomings, diplomatic deficiencies or mistakes to be grown 
around. This is especially true in the US where, despite the gaudi-
est living standards ever enjoyed by a citizenry, and despite all the 
evidence for an overgrown economy, economic growth remains one 
of the highest priorities in the domestic policy arena. This has been 
true through thick as well as thin.

Although the time has not quite arrived for policy reform, the 
time is definitely ripe for scouting the policy options that will be 

Figure 11.1. Dust and haze over the Yellow Sea and eastern region of China, 
inland to Beijing in the North, October 20, 2012. The Chinese leadership has 
acknowledged the conflict between economic growth and environmental 
protection. Credit: NASA earth Observatory
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gime operating within a nation, pursuant to the laws of the nation. 
Broadening our geopolitical vision and pursuant to an international 
cap-and-trade agreement, BP could trade oil extraction permits to 
Gazprom, receiving in turn permits for the extraction of natural 
gas. Each firm would invest in resources based on market principles 
of supply and demand. 

Of course such an international cap-and-trade agreement will 
not be forthcoming until steady statesmanship is well-developed 
in international diplomacy. Ideally, such diplomacy would be led 
by the wealthier countries who can most afford to undertake the 
transition to steady states at this point in history. To expand a bit 
on the horse-and-cart metaphor, the wealthy countries would be 
leading the international horses with carrots, or at least with a 
whistle of encouragement. In reality, such diplomacy will also re-
quire sticks; that is, impoverished nations calling out the wealthy to 
curb their unsustainable appetites while allowing for some much-
needed growth among the ranks of the impoverished. Indeed, this 

Figure 11.2. Precedents of steady statesmanship have been well-received in 
international affairs. The popular King of Thailand, Bhumibol Adulyadej (left) 
calls for the Sufficiency economy, while Jigmi Y. Thinley, Prime Minister of 
Bhutan (right) advances gross National Happiness, eschewing the conven-
tional goal of gDP growth. Credits: (left) government of Thailand; (right) royal government 

of Bhutan
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For a legitimate steady state revolution in international diplo-
macy, a bloc of nations with the least-damaging GDP per capita is 
called for. There are 195 nation states,12 so if we started with half the 
nations of the world and added a few to tidy things up, we’d come 
up with a G100 comprising primarily African, South Asian, Latin 
American, Eastern European and South Pacific island  countries.13 
These nations would be united in diplomatically castigating the liq-
uidating class of nations, which we might designate the G10: Qatar, 
Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Bermuda, Norway, Singapore, Jersey, 
Kuwait, Brunei (thanks largely to the Sultan), United States and 
Hong Kong.14 The G100 could carry out the precepts of the steady 
state revolution in ways not possible among individuals within a 
 nation. For example, they could designate an annual Liquidator Na-
tion of the Year among the G10, highlighting behaviors of its citi-
zens like skiing in Dubai, driving Escalades or building mansions. 
Another approach would be to publish —  and circulate widely —  the 
ecological footprints of the liquidating nations in a matter-of-fact 
quarterly report. Yet another approach would be a boycott on trade 
with the liquidating class. Far beyond tinkering with the terms of 

Figure 11.3. Dubai, geographic icon of the liquidating class, at night.  

Credit: NASA earth  Observatory
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 population growth rates decline under conditions of higher GDP 
per capita (the “demographic transition”), it would behoove wealth-
ier countries to assist impoverished countries in general and espe-
cially with population stabilizing efforts such as family planning 
education and the education of young women. Any amount of sac-
rifice by a wealthy country in order to assist with population stabi-
lization in overpopulated countries will generate goodwill —  good 

Figure 11.4. An ecological footprint map of nations (top) and the uN eco-
nomic and  Social Council Chamber, a promising venue for steady statesman-
ship. Credits: (top) SASi group (university of Sheffield) and Mark Newman (university of Michigan); 

(bottom) Mark garten
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