
The biggest threat to the welfare of wild animals is habi-
tat destruction.  Habitat destruction, meanwhile, is a
function of human economic activity.  Therefore, eco-
nomic growth is another way of describing the biggest
threat to the welfare of wild animals, and with much more
relevant policy implications.

Economic growth is an increase in the production and
consumption of goods and services.  It entails increasing
human populations, per capita consumption, or both.
The size of the economy is generally indicated by gross
domestic product (GDP).

The relationship between economic growth and habi-
tat destruction is readily ascertained by looking at the list
of causes of species endangerment.  For example, in the
United States these causes include agriculture, domestic
livestock production, mining, logging, and other extrac-
tive sectors of the economy.2

Another major cause of species endangerment is urban-
ization, which represents the growth of much of the labor
force and the consumer population as well as a variety of
industrial and services sectors.3 Closely related economic
infrastructure (such as roads, reservoirs, pipelines, power
lines, telecommunications facilities, and wind farms) con-
stitutes another major cause of species endangerment.4

Outdoor recreation is another major cause, and is also
cited as a prominent economic sector.5 Pollution, a
byproduct of economic production, is an insidious, wide-
spread, and pervasive threat to animal welfare and biodi-
versity conservation.  Non-native invasive species, which

disperse as a function of international trade, constitute
one of the biggest and most rapidly growing threats to
ecological integrity.

Global warming is becoming recognized as another
threat to species,6 although the mechanisms are less direct.
Temperature is a key variable in ecological function and
species composition.  To put it in somewhat simplified
terms, global warming is likely to “push” polar species
(such as polar bears) off the ends of the earth and create
unprecedented niches near the equator that will only be
filled through the slow process of evolution.  It has also
been implicated in increased incidences of human and
wildlife diseases.7 Global warming is largely a function of
greenhouse gas emissions from the burning of fossil fuels.8

The large, industrialized economies are mostly fossil-
fueled, so global warming is also a function of economic
growth.

In other words, the threats to biodiversity conservation
are a Who’s Who of the human economy.  This is readily
explained with basic principles of ecology.  One such
principle is “competitive exclusion”, whereby no species
proliferates except at the expense of other species with
overlapping niches.9 Due to the tremendous breadth of
the human niche, which expands as a function of techno-
logical progress, the human economy grows at the com-
petitive exclusion of wildlife in the aggregate.

Another relevant aspect of ecology is trophic theory.10

The entire “economy of nature” (that is, the production
and consumption activities of nonhuman species) is
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founded upon the producers, or plants, which produce
their own food via photosynthesis.  Primary consumers,
or animals that eat plants, constitute the next trophic
level.  Secondary consumers prey upon primary con-
sumers, and so forth.  In some ecosystems there may be
six or seven trophic levels and, in all ecosystems, the top
trophic level is called the “super-carnivores”. Mixed
throughout this trophic system are “service providers”
which are not readily categorized in trophic levels.  These
include decomposers, scavengers, and symbiotic parasites.
In addition, many species that fit neatly into a particular
trophic level also provide incidental services, such as pol-
lination, soil aeration, and nutrient cycling.

Perhaps the most important thing  gleaned from tro-
phic theory is that the size of the entire enterprise depends
upon the size of the producer trophic level.  Growth in the
economy of nature requires growth of the producer tro-
phic level or, in other words, on an increase in primary
production, i.e., photosynthesis.  There is a limit to the
size of the economy of nature imposed by primary pro-
duction, which in turn is limited by solar energy and the
availability of physical resources such as nutrients, 
minerals, and water.

Philosophically, some prefer to classify humans as part
of the economy of nature, in which case humans are clear-
ly super-carnivores.  They can eat virtually anything edi-
ble to them and are rarely threatened themselves by
predators, especially in developed nations.  As the trophic
level comprised by humans expands in biomass, it exerts
“trophic compression” upon the rest of the economy of
nature.  This is another way of illustrating the principle of
competitive exclusion that makes it even clearer that there
is a limit to human economic growth imposed by the
other trophic levels and ultimately by primary pro-
duction.

ECONOMIC GROWTH AS A NATIONAL GOAL

In most industrialized nations, economic growth is the
highest priority in the domestic policy arena.11 In the
United States, for example, economic growth has been a
primary, perennial, and bipartisan goal of the public and
polity since the Great Depression.  During much of that
time, a major stimulus was the Cold War.  Defeating
Soviet communism without precipitating nuclear war
entailed a strategy of economic growth for the sake of
showing the world that a capitalist system was more con-
ducive to economic efficiency and an enjoyable lifestyle.
Just as important was the need to stay ahead of the Soviets
militarily, which required economic growth to finance the
war chest.  The Cold War was basically a GDP race.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1988, greed-
ier goals have continued to drive economic growth in the
United States. There is still a significant populace in the

United States living in poverty but, instead of instituting
progressive reforms for redistributing wealth, the
American government has adopted supply-side econom-
ics12 and the logic that “a rising tide lifts all boats”.  Little
thought is given to the supply of “water” or the number
of boats that can be accommodated in the “ocean”.

American economic philosophy and policy is extreme-
ly important to international economics for several rea-
sons.  First, the American government and society remain
the  standard of capitalist democracy in many parts of the
world, although its image has been tarnished in recent
years.  Perhaps more importantly from the standpoint of
animal welfare and conservation, the United States is by
far the largest consumer in the world.  In terms of GDP,
the United States comprises approximately one fourth of
the world’s production and consumption, with an annual
GDP currently over $10 trillion.13 Finally, whether or not
the American model of political economy is emulated by
other nations, the economic might of the United States
equates to tremendous political power and influence over
international economic affairs and agreements.  For exam-
ple, the United States controls the biggest levers in the
World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and World
Trade Organization.14

There are many critics of economic growth as a nation-
al goal in the United States.15 However, their arguments
are suppressed and get very little media attention.
Therefore, the American public seldom hears about the
threats posed by economic growth.  Polls indicate that
63% of Americans believe there is no limit to economic
growth; a natural corollary is that there is no conflict
between economic growth and long-term economic or,
indeed, ecological sustainability.

NEOCLASSICAL ECONOMICS AND
ECONOMIC GROWTH THEORY

Economics, both theoretical and applied, has a long
history of being swayed, manipulated, and corrupted by
vested interests.16 An episode of corruption particularly
relevant to economic growth and conservation occurred
in response to the powerful, populist economics of Henry
George (1839-1897).  Mason Gaffney has described this
episode in depth in The Corruption of Economics.17

In Progress and Poverty (1879), George argued the
greatest source of economic inefficiency and inequity was
the tendency of “rent” (i.e., all income associated with
location and exploitation of natural resources) to accrue
to landowners who did little to earn it.19 This phenome-
non led to speculation in land markets, causing booms
and busts, especially during the settling of the American
West.  Great tracts of land were commandeered by timber,
railroad, cattle, and other land barons.  As farmers, labor-
ers, and capitalists worked to produce goods and services,
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the value of nearby lands naturally increased, whether or
not the land baron did any work.  The rents they received,
therefore, were unfairly disproportionate to the wages of
labor and the profits of capital.

George struck a nerve in the American body politic
and engendered many supporters in the United States and
abroad.  While Marxists were promoting revolution and
the “expropriation” of the capitalists in Europe,19 George
and the populists argued for a tax on land in the United
States, and this at the time when the American tax code
was being developed.  Frightened, the land barons fought
George on every front they could.20

This period in history corresponded with the develop-
ment of economics as a distinct discipline, i.e., what came
to be called “neoclassical” economics.  The classical eco-
nomics of the 19th century was really a combination of
what we classify today as political science and economics.
Indeed, its practitioners referred to their subject matter as
“political economy”.21 In contrast, neoclassical econom-
ics, especially in Europe, took on a sheen of independence
from political affairs.  Supply and demand, prices, and
principles of marginality became more prominent than
the older debates about class structure and models of
political economy, such as capitalist democracy versus
socialism or communism 

In the United States, economics departments in acade-
mia were in their formative stages.  Gaffney documented
how land barons often established or patronized these
departments and hired economists to refute George.
Examples included Columbia University, the University
of Chicago, and Johns Hopkins University; all bellwether
institutions of higher learning in economics.  Led by John
Bates Clark at Columbia and Frank Knight at the
University of Chicago, economists denied the importance
of land (including the natural resources comprising it) as
a distinct factor of production, thereby hiding it from
prominence as the tax code was being developed.  The old
“land, labor, and capital” of the classical economists rap-
idly became “labor and capital”, where land was either
ignored or considered a form of capital.

This corruption of economics had tremendous impli-
cations for taxation and the distribution of wealth.
However, for our purposes, it is more relevant to note the
effect on the economic production function.  Today,
when we open a typical macroeconomics textbook, we
find that “Y = f (K,L)”, or “production (Y ) is a function
of capital (K ) and labor” (L).  If land is mentioned, it is
considered substitutable by manufactured capital.  The
corrupted production function is amenable to a theory of
economic growth that fails to recognize any limits to eco-
nomic growth.22

Economic growth theory went through several major
stages, with roots in the work of John Maynard Keynes23

and Sir Roy Harrod.24 The major stages are associated
with the early work of Robert Solow (1950s),25 Robert
Lucas (1980s),26 and David Romer (1990s).27 The Romer
model serves as the foundation of current economic
growth theory.

The most important aspect of the latter model, for our
purposes, is Romer’s slant on technological progress,
which in economic terms refers to increasing output per
unit input.  Romer rightly pointed out that labor, the “L”
in the production function, includes a subset engaged in
research and development, or “R&D”, which gives rise to
technological progress.  Research and development, and
the resulting technological progress, is required for
increasing per capita GDP growth and, therefore (as econ-
omists generally assume), increasing human welfare.  

It doesn’t take long to ascertain one of the astounding
implications of the Romer model, when we consider that
only a certain fraction of the labor force may be engaged
in R&D.  The only sure way to get more R&D is to have
more people conducting it.  In other words, a common
interpretation of the Romer model is that population
growth is required for per capita GDP growth!28

This hypothesis is essentially the same argument made
by the late Julian Simon for a decade preceding Romer’s
work.29 Simon simply said there was no limit to popula-
tion growth because, as population growth caused envi-
ronmental problems, more human brains were available
to solve those problems.  The Romer model is embel-
lished by higher mathematics and a great deal more
sophistication, especially pertaining to the role of patent
law (which is beyond the scope of the present essay).
However, it is just as ecologically unsound as Simon’s
“pop economics”.  At its core is the landless production
function and an assumption of unlimited economic
growth.  

To say there is no limit to economic growth on a finite
land mass is mathematically equivalent to saying we can
have a stable, steady state economy on a perpetually
diminishing land mass.  For example, with technological
progress, we could have the $40 trillion global economy
contained first on a continent, then in a nation, and ulti-
mately in a nanotube.  This is as ludicrous as saying there
is no limit to economic growth on Earth.  Yet, we contin-
ually hear, “There is no conflict between economic
growth and environmental protection.”  Why?

THE IRON TRIANGLE

Political scientists have a concept called the “iron trian-
gle”.30 An iron triangle consists of a special interest group,
a supportive political faction, and a professional society
(usually manifest in a government agency), which domi-
nates a policy arena and fends off all comers.  Iron trian-
gles are not necessarily conspiratorial.  They can simply
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materialize when interest groups, politicians, and profes-
sionals have similar backgrounds, perspectives, and mutu-
al economic and political interests.31

Let us consider the iron triangle most relevant to the
conflict between economic growth and conservation in
the United States (Figure 23–1).  This iron triangle is a
virtual juggernaut in the policy arena, because the “special
interest” is the corporate community at large, and the
political “faction” is the political community at large!
Corporations are concerned primarily with profits and,
therefore, are served by a national policy of economic
growth.  Meanwhile, the American campaign financing
system ensures political fealty to the corporate community.32

Most Americans have some sense of this impure aspect of
American politics; witness the sweeping support for cam-
paign finance reform.  Similar iron triangles exist in other
capitalist governments as well.

While many people are aware of the tight relationships
between corporations and politicians, most are oblivious
to the third side of the iron triangle surrounding the eco-
nomic growth policy table.  The third side is comprised of
neoclassical economics.  Neoclassical economics has
become such an abstract, mathematical discipline that
many scholars claim it has lost much of its relevance to
ecological, social, and political issues.33 Nonetheless, neo-
classical economics is the mainstream school of econom-
ics throughout the modern world.34 It feeds the politicians
the politically expedient theory of unlimited economic
growth and the corollary that there is no conflict between
economic growth and environmental protection.35 The
neoclassical theory of unlimited growth also helps to
maintain “consumer confidence”, which is conducive to
corporate profit.  The influence of neoclassical economic
growth theory has dire implications for wildlife conserva-
tion and animal welfare.36

In response to growing discontent with neoclassical
economics, various academic reform movements, soci-
eties, and schools of thought have arisen.37 Examples
include the International Society for Ecological
Economics, the South African New Economics Network
(SANE), the Post-Autistic Economics Movement (formed
by French university students), various new schools of
Marxism, and the gradual resurrection of political econo-
my in the academic literature.  Mason Gaffney and the
Georgists were mentioned earlier.

Those concerned with wildlife conservation, however,
should use discretion in their critiques of neoclassical eco-
nomics.  Neoclassical economics has given us much, espe-
cially in the realm of microeconomics.  For example,
cost-benefit analysis coupled with contingent valuation of
wildlife have helped wildlife managers make better deci-
sions and illustrate the value of wild animals to American
society.38 Our critique should be targeted primarily
toward conventional macroeconomics, especially its theo-

ry of unlimited economic growth.  The pursuit of ecolog-
ical sustainability requires us to weigh in at the economic
policy table, but the iron triangle blocks our path.

If there is a weakness in the iron triangle, it is clearly
not the corporate community with its vast resources.39

Nor is it the political community, connected to corporate
resources as it is.40 The iron triangle’s weakness is neoclas-
sical economics, partly because of its somewhat weaker
attachment to the corporate community and partly
because of the duress it is currently under from so many
different directions.

For those concerned about the future of wildlife con-
servation, a major ally is the ecological economics move-
ment (represented by the International Society for
Ecological Economics and various national chapters).
Other allies include the natural resources professions,
which are beginning to scrutinize neoclassical economics
and the implications of economic growth for conserva-
tion.41 A good example is The Wildlife Society, which
published a technical review on economic growth in 2003
that described a “fundamental conflict between economic
growth and wildlife conservation” and adopted a position
on economic growth in 2004.  Other professional soci-
eties that have taken positions describing the conflict
between economic growth and ecological integrity
include the United States Society for Ecological
Economics and the North America Section of the Society
for Conservation Biology. At the time of writing, similar
efforts are underway in the American Fisheries Society,
Ecological Society of America, and American Society of
Mammalogists.  The Center for the Advancement of the
Steady State Economy (CASSE), a non-profit organiza-
tion based in Arlington, Virginia, has been instrumental
in these efforts, and it’s own position on economic growth
is often used as a template from which economic growth
positions are developed.  The CASSE position on eco-
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nomic growth has also been endorsed by several environ-
mental organizations.

THE STEADY STATE REVOLUTION

“Revolution” is perhaps an overused and cheapened word,
here applied to a new kind of toothbrush, there to a shift-
ed preference in entertainment.  It is commonly used in
the rhetoric of marketing, politics, and propaganda due to
its powerful connotations of history-changing events.
The American Revolution, the French Revolution, and
the communist revolutions of the 20th century, in partic-
ular, have created these connotations.

Yet there is nothing magical about most revolutions.  A
revolution is simply an episode of change distinguished by
its magnitude and pace.  A revolution in political econo-
my typically also includes an element of revolt.  It hap-
pens when evolutionary change is deemed unacceptably
slow by one or more classes in the public or polity.

The Steady State Revolution I sketched out in
Shoveling Fuel for a Runaway Train would replace the
national goal of economic growth with the goal of a
steady-state economy in the United States.  It has an aca-
demic and a social phase, both of which are required for
the establishment of a steady-state economy.

The academic phase of the Steady State Revolution
entails the replacement or usurpation of neoclassical eco-
nomics by ecological economics.42 While much of the
neoclassical work on the allocation of resources among
the factors of production would be retained, macroeco-
nomics would develop a focus on the issue of scale: that
is, the size of the economy relative to the ecosystem that
supports it.  The distribution of wealth, so important to
ecological sustainability and, therefore, to animal welfare
and conservation, would receive much more attention
than it does in neoclassical economics.  The study of the
allocation of resources would also be marked by a return
to its classical roots, where land was emphasized as a dis-
tinct factor of production, and the production function
would be reconstructed accordingly.

The academic phase of the Steady State Revolution
entails much more, however, than just the reform of eco-
nomics courses and rewriting of economics textbooks.  It
also entails curriculum reform in such areas as history,
business, and ecology.  For example, history students will
learn about the corruption of economics by the iron tri-
angle; business students will be taught the principles of
sustainability; and ecology students will learn how to
apply ecological principles in the economic policy arena.
The academic phase also entails “extension” work by fac-
ulty members to get the principles of ecological econom-
ics into the public domain.

Much of the groundwork has already been done to
facilitate the academic phase of the Steady State
Revolution.  For example, we now have an International
Society for Ecological Economics and various national
chapters, the journal Ecological Economics, and a bona fide
textbook on ecological economics.43 Frankly, albeit sim-
plistically, the rest of the academic phase will depend
upon the insights, energy, and commitment of faculty and
students.  In a very real sense, it will be a test of the
human will, or at least the subset in academia, to achieve
ecological and economic sustainability and equity.

The social phase of the Steady State Revolution will be
dependent to a large degree upon the success of the aca-
demic phase.  However, it may be possible for the social
phase to transpire in the absence of an overwhelming aca-
demic phase.  Talented policy entrepreneurs and energetic
political activists might be able to lead the social phase
with only the basics of ecological economics under their
belts.  The prospects for that depend as much on political
context, major events pertaining to sustainability (for
example, grid blackouts, oil spills, and water wars), and
media coverage, as on the revolutionaries themselves.

While the academic phase of the Steady State
Revolution has to some extent already begun, it will never
constitute a sufficient condition for the establishment of a
steady-state economy.  The social phase and its political
results are clearly prerequisites.  The rest of this chapter
will be focused on the social phase.

THE SOCIAL PHASE OF THE STEADY STATE
REVOLUTION

As with most revolutions involving wholesale transforma-
tions in political economy, the Steady State Revolution
has a class structure.  However, unlike capitalist and com-
munist revolutions, in which classes are identified based
upon ownership of the means of production, classes in the
Steady State Revolution are identified based upon their
members’ propensities to consume.  The simplest and, in
many ways, most useful metric for gauging consumption
is called “personal consumption expenditure”, or the
amount of money spent by an individual annually.  In the
United States, average personal consumption expendi-
tures (broken down by quintiles) are tracked by the
Bureau of Labor Statistics.44

In the Steady State Revolution, the uppermost per-
centile in personal consumption expenditures is called the
“liquidating class” or “liquidators”; the lowest 80th per-
centile is called the “steady state class” or “steady staters”;
and the intermediate 19th percentile is called the “amor-
phic class” or “amorphs”.  The quintessential feature of
the Steady State Revolution is the social interaction
between the steady state class and the liquidating class.
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The steady state class, having been sufficiently informed
via academia and policy entrepreneurs about the perils of
economic growth (reconstructed in the Steady State
Revolution as “economic bloating”) develops an attitude45

toward the liquidating class conducive to changing the
latter’s propensity to consume.  This attitude and the
actions it engenders among steady staters are concisely
captured in the word “castigation”.

In other words, the liquidating class is castigated by the
steady state class.  Castigation is not a violent process, but
rather takes the form of social ridicule, censure, and shun-
ning.  As we will see, this is a potent force for engender-
ing social change.  The amorphic class is relatively
uninvolved in this process, but observes it unfolding and,
in turn, seeks to avoid identification with the liquidators.
The result of this process, to put a twist on supply-side
theory, is “trickle-down consumption” leading to the ces-
sation of economic bloating, at least in the context of a
stabilized population.  Trickle-down consumption and
related economic, political, and psychological features of
the Steady State Revolution will be treated in more detail
in the following sections.  First, however, a few words
about population are in order.

The establishment of the steady state economy clearly
requires a stabilized population as well as stabilized per
capita consumption.  The focus of the Steady State
Revolution is on per capita consumption for several rea-
sons.  First, much has been said and is known about the
problems posed by population growth.46 Despite Romer’s
model of economic growth and the abuse of it by the iron
triangle for the sake of assuaging public concerns about
population growth, it is reasonable to expect that most
citizens have enough common sense to recognize the
unsustainability of perpetual population growth.  Per
capita consumption, on the other hand, is a subtler phe-
nomenon requiring more than common sense for ascer-
taining its implications for sustainability.

Second, there is no population policy arena in the
United States (the most important nation for the fruition
of the Steady State Revolution).  There is, however, a huge
policy arena devoted to economic growth.46 Once eco-
nomic growth is recognized as economic bloating and a
major threat to the nation, policy analysts and policy
makers will be forced to scrutinize the components of eco-
nomic growth. Population and per capita consumption
will readily come to light.  Of the two, however, per capi-
ta consumption will be more ripe for addressing with an
assortment of policies, if only because population control
remains a relatively taboo topic for religious and ideolog-
ical reasons.  That will have to change, of course, but in
the interim per capita consumption may be addressed;
there is nothing sacred about conspicuous consumption.

Yet another reason for focusing on per capita consump-
tion, especially in the United States, is because the impact

associated with the consumption of an American citizen is
much greater than the impact associated with the con-
sumption of the average world citizen.47 In other words,
Americans need consumption reform even more than
population reform.

Nothing in this chapter should be construed to suggest
that stabilizing population is not absolutely essential to
establishing a sustainable, steady state economy.  Rather,
the focus of this chapter is simply on per capita consump-
tion for the reasons given above.

ECONOMIC RATIONALE FOR THE STEADY
STATE REVOLUTION

Let us assume – until the next section, at least – that the
Steady State Revolution is politically viable.  In other
words, the steady state class develops opprobrium toward
conspicuous consumption and castigates the liquidating
class.  Let us also assume – until a later section – that this
castigation of the liquidating class has enough of a psy-
chological effect to alter the liquidators’ propensity to
consume.  How could such a minor development in con-
sumer affairs, which seemingly affects only the behaviour
of one percent of consumers, lead to the establishment of
a steady-state economy?

First, a reduction in the consumption by the liquidat-
ing class may not be such a minor effect after all.
Liquidators spend lavishly, and their consumption behav-
iour results in the liquidation of a tremendous amount of
natural capital.

However, there is a much more compelling reason for
the significance of the castigation of the liquidating class.
Castigated by 80% of citizens, the behaviour of the liq-
uidators will change.  Most notably, the conspicuousness
of their consumption will decline.  (Ceteris paribus, their
actual consumption will decline.)  For those at the margin
constituting the boundary between the amorphic class
and the liquidating class, even a small amount of behav-
ioural change will result in their vacating the liquidating
class and joining the amorphic class.  The most liquidat-
ing of the liquidators would have to change their con-
sumption behaviour dramatically to vacate the liquidating
class and avoid the ire of the steady state class.

In any event, erstwhile liquidators will become
amorphs, but since the liquidating class by definition
always consists of the upper one percentile in personal
consumption expenditures, there is always a new liquida-
tor to take the place of the old.  This is what is meant by
the phrase “trickle-down consumption” (Figure 23–2).
Liquidators trickle down from the most conspicuous lev-
els of consumption, but as they do, the liquidating class is
reconstituted by ex-amorphs.  In other words, the propen-
sity to consume is ratcheted downward, with the greatest

6 brian czech



reductions occurring in the highest levels of personal con-
sumption expenditures.

When does the ratcheting stop?  This is the least of our
worries in a full-world, bloated economy, but few people
will willingly reduce their consumption to a level of abject
poverty.  In other words, the ratcheting will proceed until
a much more appropriate level of consumption is
achieved across the board, whereupon the castigation will
cease.  The effect will be similar to recent reductions in
smoking in public places.  Smoking has been dramatical-
ly reduced largely due to the stigma attached to it in a
society where non-smokers have finally put their feet
down and said, in effect, “That’s enough of that.”  Now
that much less smoking is occurring, there is much less
behaviour left to stigmatize.

There is another major economic benefit to trickle-
down consumption.  While the conspicuous consump-
tion of the liquidating class is diminished, incomes of the
erstwhile liquidators do not just collapse.  Liquidators
who consume less have more surplus income, and the
income must go somewhere.  Liquidators will seek to find
other ways and means to make their money “work” for
them in terms of social standing.  By the nature of the
Steady State Revolution, one of the most likely alterna-
tives to conspicuous consumption is philanthropy,
including charity for the poor.  The beneficiaries include
those who may have been living below the poverty line.
In other words, poverty, another major economic prob-
lem of the United States (and many other nations) is alle-
viated, and without the inefficiencies and political
difficulties of taxation designed to redistribute wealth.

POLITICAL RATIONALE FOR THE STEADY
STATE REVOLUTION

The seeds of revolution may be sown by a small minority,
but the viability of any revolution in political economy in
a generally democratic system depends upon the solidari-
ty of a majority class that demands reform.48 In the Steady
State Revolution, solidarity among the steady staters
results from the sowing of ecological economics in acade-

mia, which then bears fruit in society with the help of pol-
icy entrepreneurs and activists.  The propensity of citizens
that leads to solidarity among steady staters is the concern
for posterity.  When 80% of citizens find that another 1%
is having a devastating impact on their children’s and
grandchildren’s long-term ecological and economic
prospects, they will be moved to action.  In this sense, the
Steady State Revolution is similar to a Marxist revolution
in which the proletariat develops a unified front to mod-
ify the behaviour of the capitalists.49 A major difference is
that the Steady State Revolution is peaceable due to the
psychological power of social castigation.

The amorphs in the Steady State Revolution are rough-
ly analogous to the bourgeoisie in a Marxist revolution.
Some of the bourgeoisie, prior to a Marxist revolution, are
simply budding capitalists, and many are aspiring capital-
ists.  Similarly, prior to the Steady State Revolution, some
amorphs are almost in the liquidating class, and many
aspire to be.  The aspirations of the amorphs change dra-
matically, however, when the steady state class castigates
the liquidating class.  Watching this unfold, amorphs will
temper their consumption to avoid being deemed 
liquidators.

Another important political prerequisite to a revolu-
tion in political economy is that the classes are readily
identifiable.  Such is the case in the Steady State
Revolution due to the very conspicuousness of the liq-
uidators’ consumption.  In early 21st century American
society, Hummers, mansions, fur coats and related trap-
pings are the “uniforms” of the liquidating class.
Conversely, hybrid cars, small houses, and modest organ-
ic cotton clothing readily identify the steady staters.

Eventually, of course, consumption behaviour will
need to change across a much wider swathe of society
than the upper 1% in personal consumption expendi-
tures.  Again, this broader change will be effected through
the process of trickle-down consumption.  It is important
to begin the revolution with a large, relatively responsible
majority identifying a small, reckless minority for the sake
of developing solidarity and to add to the psychological
viability of the revolution.
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PSYCHOLOGICAL RATIONALE FOR THE
STEADY STATE REVOLUTION

What makes us think an attitude developed by a “lower”
class will have an effect on the behaviour of the wealthi-
est?  This is readily answered using the theory of motiva-
tion developed by Abraham Maslow (1908-1970).
Maslow developed a “hierarchy of needs” that explains
much of human behaviour.50 He identified five basic lev-
els of needs, increasing in complexity, that tend to domi-
nate human activities in succession.  In the first level,
people are motivated by the need for nutrition.  When
people are short on food and water, they lose interest in
other things and behave in whatever way is required to
obtain nutrition.  In the second level, the need for safety
motivates behaviour.  Using a simple but illustrative
metaphor of an animal at a watering hole, the first con-
cern is drinking, but as thirst is slaked the animal becomes
more wary of predators and this wariness affects the ani-
mal’s behaviour accordingly.  In the third level, behaviour
is motivated by the need for love, affection, and sexual
reproduction.  At this level things become more compli-
cated.  People are “hard-wired” genetically to mate and
have a host of affectionate emotions that may also have
genetic origins.  In any event, the behaviour of the well-
fed, safe and secure person will tend to be oriented toward
mating and affection.  

At first glance, this aspect of Maslow’s hierarchy may
seem at odds with the notion of a “demographic transi-
tion” in which wealthier societies tend to have lower
birthrates.  However, demographic transition theorists do
not simplistically argue, “the poorer, the more kids”, all
across the spectrum of wealth.  That would be tanta-
mount to arguing that literally starving societies have the
highest birthrates.  Rather, the demographic transition is
focused on the intermediate interface between poverty
and moderate wealth.

Nor did Maslow simplistically deny that people need
love and affection, and do reproduce, even when strug-
gling to put food on the table and a roof overhead.
Maslow’s point was that people need a certain amount of
nutrition and security before love, affection, and repro-
ductive needs become the dominant motive.  That
amount of nutrition and security may be quite minimal,
appearing as poverty by most modern standards, yet if it
is not attained, the love and affection needs will not be the
driving force in the society.

Demographic transition theory posits that, as wealth
increases from a relatively poor, typically agrarian level, -
things other than reproduction become more important
in driving behavior, and birth rates decline.51 This is quite
similar to what Maslow posited by identifying his fourth
and fifth levels in the hierarchy of needs.

The fourth level is where things become even more
complex.  Behaviour is motivated in the fourth level by
self-esteem, which may be garnered in a wide variety of
ways.  However, it has long been known that conspicuous
consumption is often conducted for the sake of displaying
one’s prowess in worldly affairs.  As such, it clearly is a
behaviour subject to the motives of self-esteem.  This is
the primary level at which the Steady State Revolution
will be engaged.

When liquidators are castigated for conspicuous con-
sumption rather than emulated (as is largely the case in
current affairs), self-esteem will tend to be lost rather than
gained.  Liquidators will therefore be motivated to con-
sume less and regain their self-esteem.  This may not work
smoothly across the board because some liquidators may
be sociopathic or may not interact enough with main-
stream society to experience the castigation.  In general,
however, the Steady State Revolution will turn the tables
of self-esteem based on consumption 180 degrees.
Steady-statish consumption will be upheld as responsible,
unselfish, exemplary behaviour conducive to the welfare
of the poor and especially of posterity.  Steady staters will
be “selected for” in the evolution of a steady state 
economy.

The castigation of the liquidating class will also oper-
ate more powerfully at the third level in Maslow’s hierar-
chy of needs, especially if young steady staters develop a
preference for mates who are not liquidators.  In fact, the
third and fourth levels overlap to the extent that many
people’s self-esteem is based partly on their mates.  

The fifth level in Maslow’s hierarchy is called “self-
actualization” and is the most complex concept in
Maslow’s theory.  Self-actualization is beyond the scope of
this chapter, but it should be noted that Maslow was
adamant about materialistic behaviour (such as conspicu-
ous consumption) falling short of self-actualization.  In
the Steady State Revolution, then, the liquidator is per-
ceived not only as problematic for posterity but as falling
short of the higher standards of human experience.  Those
driven to conspicuously consume for the sake of self-
esteem may be perceived as suffering from “liquidator
syndrome”, a sort of psychological retardation that denies
them the finer experiences in life and lowers their attrac-
tiveness to potential mates, friends, and fellow citizens.

INTERNATIONALIZING THE STEADY STATE
REVOLUTION

As originally set forth in Shoveling Fuel for a Runaway
Train,52 the Steady State Revolution was intended as an
American movement.  The transition to a steady state
economy in the United States is perhaps the most impor-
tant development for the sake of a sustainable world econ-
omy and international stability.  However, the Steady
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State Revolution will eventually be needed in all nations
with the goal of economic growth.  Some of these nations,
however, deserve and need a certain amount of economic
growth, especially in per capita terms, before the establish-
ment of a steady state economy becomes politically feasi-
ble or ethically appropriate.  

Due to the importance of an American Steady State
Revolution, we can also consider another means to that
end, i.e. international diplomacy.  In an international
Steady State Revolution of diplomacy, the principles of
ecological economics and limits to economic growth are
recognized by a “steady state class of nations” who then
find especially problematic the “liquidating class among
nations” including the United States, Japan, some of the
western European nations, and perhaps the richest of the
Middle East OPEC53 nations.  Certainly the United States
is the primary subject of this international Steady State
Revolution, however.  

The analogy to social castigation on the international
stage is diplomatic sanction, and the United Nations is
probably the most important venue in which this may
transpire.  The steady state nations develop solidarity
based upon ethical and responsible consumption patterns.
They express their opprobrium toward the consumption
patterns of the United States in the form of economic
sanctions, especially sanctions affecting international
trade.  The effect on the United States polity would be
similar to the effect that castigation by American steady
staters will have on American liquidators; i.e., its con-
sumption patterns will become much more conservation
oriented, leading toward the establishment of an
American steady state economy.  The American govern-
ment, upon establishing a steady state economy, may then
turn some of its considerable resources toward assisting
other nations in the establishment of their own steady
state economies rather than putting its greatest efforts
into economic growth, as is currently and unsustainably
the case.
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