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To medieval people the construction of a cathedral like Notre Dame in Paris was 
a perfectly rational thing to do. Nowadays it would be dismissed as 'uneconomic'. 
This dreaded and solemn word would close the argument. Banks and 
government treasuries hold the whip-hand in decision-making in most spheres of 
life. The ideology of economics is paramount yet its signposts pointed down 
roads to ruination in the long-term. 
The framework that dominates mainstream economic theory is based, however, 
on a number of false premises: that human psychology is ‘naturally’ aggressive 
and selfish, that society as nothing more than a random conglomerate of 
individuals, that progress is one and the same thing as an ever-expanding 
consumption of material goods, that efficiency means the making of more 
monetary profit, that technology as the midwife of prosperity and happiness, and, 
above all  else and most dangerously, that Nature is but an endless treasure 
chest, there for the taking. 
Economic models from the Marxist to the Monetarist share many of these 
premises. Above all they share the same goal - greater material consumption. 
Both seek to set spinning an endless cycle of supply and demand. These two 
might be brought together by state planning or by the market economy, but the 
assumption is the same. Consequently economic policy has not been rooted in 
the realities of the biophysical world. 
In recent years it is the market model which has ruled the roost. What rival 
purchasers are prepared to spend on a particular item may indicate how much 
they value it. At that level, the market mechanism can be a quick and efficient 
tool for expressing individual preferences. Bureaucratic devices such as 
rationing, by contrast, tend to be cumbersome, expensive, and prone to 
corruption. As a basis for social decision-making, however, the virtues of buying 
and selling are offset by many vices. 
Bidding can only take place between bidders, and therefore the market only 
reflects the preferences of those alive today and even then only those with 
money to bid. Those with enough money can command that foodstuffs are grown 
to feed their pets rather than starving human beings. The needs of those yet to 
be born cannot be expressed in such a setting. It cannot cope with absolute 
scarcities, nor can it deal with commodities upon which it is impossible to put a 
price, such as clean air. 
In reality, truly free markets have never existed for any length of time, nor ever 
will. The inbuilt tendency for larger economic units to drive out smaller ones 
creates conditions in which the rules of the market are drawn up to suit the major 
enterprises that dominate it. What’s good for General Motors has been good for 
neither society nor environment. 
Most recently, the failings of neo-liberal approaches - the wreckage of long 
established industries, the break-up of local communities and the destruction of 
one environment after another - have revived interest in more direct forms of 



government intervention in the economy, including programmes of public works, 
instead of abandoning everything to the vagaries of the market and the ‘casino’ 
economy. Yet economic policies based upon the management of aggregate 
demand in the economy can be as flawed as the ‘supply-side’ fixes in vogue a 
few year’s ago. 
In the 1920s and 30s, the economist Keynes, for example, proposed that the 
government make good deficiencies in demand in the market and thereby get the 
wheels of industry turning again. Yet the biggest Keynesian experiment, 
President Roosevelt’s New Deal in inter-war America, did not deliver sustained 
economic recovery. The American economy dipped back into a slump in 1937. It 
recovered largely due to the rearmament programme as war approached. 
[Weapons production, abetted by huge public subsidy to the leading 
corporations, did not produce the problems of saturated markets resulting from 
other forms of ‘pump-priming’] The New Deal’s public works dealt massive blows 
to America’s environment. Its flagship, the Tennessee Valley Authority, for 
example, devastated local ecosystems and any gains, for example, in flood 
control, proved to be temporary.  
There is a vital role for public investment but not on the basis of indiscriminate 
expansion of demand in the economy. By putting more pressure upon ecological 
systems, continual Keynesian pump-priming would dry out the well of real wealth 
creation. Contrary to Keynes, the real crisis is not one of underconsumption, but 
of overconsumption. Like all ‘grey’ economists from Marx to Milton Friedman, 
Keynes did not understand that the human economy merely transforms what is 
made available by ecological system, inevitably creating waste by-products in the 
process. Not only do ecological systems provide the means of production, they 
also furnish the conditions for production, all those 'life-support' services which 
make the Earth habitable. They are not endlessly malleable nor are they 
replicable.   
There are very real limits to human borrowings from ecological systems and to 
their assimilation of our wastes. These limits might be summed up as the three 
Es - Earth (finite amount of sheer physical space), Entropy (inevitable losses in 
any conversion of energy and matter) and Ecology (the checks and balances 
between different parts of ecosystems). Resource depletion, ecological 
degradation and pollution are not accidental ‘externalities’ but the direct side-
effects of economic activity: the greater its scale, the greater the recession of the 
Earth’s life-support systems.  
The two industries used as barometers of economic performance - car 
manufacture and the construction industry - illustrate the ecological unrealities of 
growth-oriented policies. More vehicles mean more pollution and more land lost 
to road and associated development. Each year, for example, an area of 
countryside equivalent to the land occupied by Norwich, Exeter and Southampton 
is buried under tarmac and concrete. Yet the governments have steadfastly 
refused to charge motorists the full costs of motoring and have welcomed new 
car plants like Nissan and Toyota.  
Fiscal and tax changes might just squeeze out another surge in economic output. 
It would not lead to significant falls in unemployment since employers would 



invest in labour-saving technologies. Such restructuring is being accompanied by 
a greater use of casual (and therefore dispensable) labour. In supposedly 
advanced areas like Silicon Valley, many workers are now temporary staff and 
lacking the status and security of full-time employees. We cannot grow our way 
out of the crisis of un- and under-employment. 
Furthermore, in a finite and interconnected world, the strategy of increased 
international competitiveness is one of mutually assured destruction. The 
conventional policies of national governments amount to begging at the feet of 
transnational corporations like Toyota. In the process, workers’ wages, benefits 
and rights are lowered below those of rival host countries. The profits made by 
such firms are still repatriated, while ‘screwdriver’ economies, assembling other 
people’s products and ideas, are less secure than self-reliant ones. This game is 
really one of beggar myself to beggar my neighbour. By supporting further 
integration into the world market, Labour and America's Democrats are little 
better than that of the Tories and the Republicans. Even for the ‘winners’ in the 
race for economic growth, the fruits turned out to be not as enjoyable as 
expected. Surveys repeatedly show that economic growth does not leave people 
any the happier. 
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