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CHAPTER 10

Re-engineering Cultures to
Create a Sustainable Civilization

Erik Assadourian

At the heart of how humans live their lives are the cultures they are part
of. These cultures—and the norms, stories, rituals, values, symbols, and
traditions that they incorporate—guide nearly all of our choices, from
what we eat and how we raise our children to how we work, move, play,
and celebrate. Unfortunately, consumerism—a cultural pattern that was
nurtured by a nexus of business and government leaders over the past
few centuries—has now spread around the globe, becoming the dominant
paradigm across most cultures. More people are defining themselves first
and foremost through how they consume and are striving to own or use
ever more stuff, whether in fashion, food, travel, electronics, or countless
other products and services.!

But consumerism is not a viable cultural paradigm on a planet whose
systems are deeply stressed and that is currently home to 7 billion people,
let alone on a planet of 8-10.6 billion people, the population the United
Nations projects for 2050. Ultimately, to create a sustainable human civili-
zation—one that can thrive for millennia without degrading the planet on
which we all depend—consumer cultures will have to be re-engineered into
cultures of sustainability, so that living sustainably feels as natural as living
as a consumer does today.?

Granted, this is no easy task. It will and is being resisted by myriad in-
terests that have a huge stake in sustaining the global consumer culture—
from the fossil fuel industry and big agribusiness to food processors, car
manufacturers, advertisers, and so on. But given that consumerism and the
consumption patterns it fuels are not compatible with the flourishing of a
living planetary system, either we find ways to wrestle our cultural patterns
out of the grip of those with a vested interest in maintaining consumerism
or Earth’s ecosystems decline and bring down the consumer culture for the
vast majority of humanity in a much crueler way.
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Consuming the Planet

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

Of course, not every human consumes at the same level. While the aver-
age Southeast Asian used 3.3 tons of materials in 2008, the average North
American used 27.5 tons—eight times as much. And the spread of consum-
erism has driven many regions to dramatically accelerate material consump-
tion. Asia used 21.1 billion tons of materials in 2008, up 450 percent from
the 4.7 billion tons that the region used in 1980.*

This vast differentiation in consumption is often explained as simply a
difference in development levels—with growth in consumption trends rou-
tinely celebrated by leading newspapers, policymakers, and economists, re-
gardless of the current size of the host economy. In reality, however, such
high levels of consumption often undermine the well-being of high-income
consumers themselves, while also deeply undermining humanity’s long-
term well-being and security.

The United States, for example, now suffers from an obesity epidemic
in which two thirds of Americans are overweight or obese. This leads to
significant increases in mortality and morbidity from a variety of chronic,
diet-related diseases like diabetes, heart disease, and several forms of can-
cer. Worse, obesity has reached a point that it is affecting children and
even shortening the average American life span, not to mention costing
the United States $270 billion a year in additional health care costs and
lost productivity.®

Beyond the personal impact, this obesity epidemic—which has spread
around the world, with 1.9 billion people now overweight or obese glob-
ally and suffering similar health impacts—adds significantly to the demands
humanity puts on Earth. Obesity has added an extra 5.4 percent of human
biomass to the planet—15.5 million tons of human flesh—which means
that people are eating enough extra food each year to feed an additional 242
million people of healthy weight. And obesity is just one manifestation of
the ills of overconsumption, to which we could add urban sprawl, traffic,
air pollution from automobiles and factories, and dependence on a growing
number of pharmaceutical drugs like anti-depressants.®

Consuming at such high levels is depleting the capacity of Earth to pro-
vide vital ecosystem services—from a stable climate, due to the profligate
use of fossil fuels and consumption of meat, to provision of freshwater and
fish, through pollution by chemicals and plastics. And as high consump-
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tion levels are promoted as ways to increase well-being, development, and
economic growth, these pressures only increase. Indeed, if all humans con-
sumed like Americans, the earth could sustain only about one quarter of the
human population without undermining the planet’s biocapacity. But even
if everyone only consumed like the average Chinese, the planet could sustain
just 84 percent of today’s population.’

Why are people consuming so much? The answer cannot be simply be-
cause they can afford to. In short, it stems from decades of engineering of
a set of cultural norms, values, traditions, symbols, and stories that make it
feel natural to consume ever larger amounts—of food, of energy, of stuff.
Policymakers changed laws, marketers and the media cultivated desire, busi-
nesses created and aggressively pushed new products, and over time “con-
sumers” deeply internalized this new way of living.*

In a majority of societies today, consumerism feels so natural that it is
hard to even imagine a different cultural model. Certain goods and ser-
vices—from air conditioning and large homes to cars, vacation travel, and
pets—are seen as a right, even an entitlement. Yet it is these and countless
other lifestyle choices that in the aggregate are undermining the well-being
of countless humans, today and for centuries into the future.’

Moving away from consumerism—now propped up by more than $500
billion in annual advertising expenditures, by hundreds of billions of dol-
lars in government subsidies and tax breaks, billions more in lobbying and
public relations spending, and the momentum of generations of living the
consumer dream—will undoubtedly be the most difficult part of the transi-
tion to a sustainable society. Especially if, as analysts predict, an additional 1
billion consumers join the global consumer class by 2025.'

But ultimately consumerism will decline whether people act proactive-
ly or not, as human society has far transcended Earth’s limits. Our profli-
gate use of fossil fuels has all but guaranteed an increase in average global
temperatures of 2 degrees Celsius, and current projections suggest that
unless a dramatic shift in policies and behaviors occurs, an increase of 4
degrees Celsius or more by the end of this century, or even mid-century,
is possible.'!

These vast climatic changes will bring unprecedented heat waves, mega-
storms, massive droughts, dramatic floods, population displacements, and
the deaths of tens, even hundreds of millions of people—not to mention
political instability. (See Chapter 31.) None of these are conducive to the
perpetuation of a global consumer culture, though surely a small elite will
still be able to maintain the materialistic version of “the good life.” Ideally,
however, we will not accept this as our likely future but instead will grapple
with the main challenge of our times: re-engineering human cultures to be
inherently sustainable. (See Box 10-1.)"
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Box 10-1. What Would a Culture of Sustainability Look Like?

When discussing the transition beyond consumerism,
opponents often conjure up a return to hunting and
gathering and living in caves. In reality, if proactive—
that is, if we do not wait until Earth’s systems are irre-
vocably degraded—humanity can maintain a decent
quality of life for all (and not just current consumers) at
a much lower level of impact.

Roland Stulz and Tanja Lutolf of Novatlantis looked
at what an equitable and sustainable consumption
level would look like. They found that from an energy
perspective—with a commitment to move to a sustain-
able energy paradigm based on renewables (admittedly
a big qualifier)—the average human could continu-
ously use 2,000 watts of energy (or 17,520 kilowatt-
hours per year) for all of his or her needs, including,
food, transportation, water, services, and possessions.

This is the current global average energy use—but it
is unequally divided, with people in industrial countries
using far more, such as in the United States, which uses
six times this amount per person. What does living off
this amount of energy look like?

One Australian researcher and inventor, Saul Griffith,
analyzed a 2,000-watt lifestyle at a personal level and
found that he would need to own one tenth as much
stuff and make it last 10 times as long, that he would
have to fly rarely, drive infrequently (and mostly in

efficient vehicles fully loaded with passengers), and
become six-sevenths vegetarian.
Put simply, a 2,000-watt lifestyle looks like the way
much of the world lives today, or better, but gone
are the celebrated entitlements of the high-income
lifestyle—79 kilograms of meat a year (2.5 servings a
day), nearly daily access to a private car (often with only
one passenger), air-conditioned homes, family pets, and
unfettered access to flights around the world. In truth,
these luxuries will no longer be routinely accessible to
the vast majority of people in a truly sustainable society,
though they may be available as rarer treats, like the
once-every-three-years flight to visit his parents that
Saul Griffith factored in to his new energy allowance.
Sometimes these lost consumer luxuries will be diffi-

cult sacrifices to accept after a lifetime with free access to
them, though rarer consumption of luxuries may actually
make them more enjoyable, like escaping to a cool café
on a very hot day or enjoying meat on special occasions.
But offsetting these lost consumer luxuries will in all
likelihood be improved health, more free time, less stress,
a strengthening of community ties (as people rely on
each other instead of on privatized services), and—most
important—a stop to the decline of major ecosystems
on which a stable human civilization depends.

Source: See endnote 12.

Learning from Past Greatness

Keep in mind that cultures are always changing in large ways and small—
sometimes organically and other times intentionally with a push in certain
directions, whether driven by religious, political, technological, or other
forces. There have been many spectacular beneficial cultural shifts in recent
history: slavery was abolished in the United States, apartheid disappeared in
South Africa, women have equal representation in many societies, fascism
was defeated in Western Europe. Of course, some of these shifts required
military power, not just “people power,” and none of the victories is guaran-
teed to stay with us indefinitely without vigilance. But perhaps the biggest
cultural transformation of all—one often overlooked but in reality one to
draw inspiration from—was the initial engineering of consumerism.

At first there was resistance to the introduction of some elements of
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consumerism. For example, the first generation of factory workers typi-
cally chose to work fewer hours when receiving raises, not buy more stuff.
The purpose of life, after all, was not to spend most of a person’s waking
hours in hot, dangerous conditions, away from family and community. This
resistance could be seen over and over: to disposable goods that were in-
troduced in the 1950s, which went against the cultural norm of thrift that
had been so important to family survival; even to the switch from oil lamps
to gas lights, which to some seemed unnaturally bright and “glaring.” But
over time people got used to new products, some of which did indeed im-
prove life quality and many of which were at least marketed as such by clever
entrepreneurs and a new advertising industry. Eventually we could hardly
imagine life without an abundance of products. Three sectors deserve spe-
cial recognition for so effectively shifting (and continuing to shift) cultural
norms around transportation, food, and even relationships—and in turn,
even if unintentionally, helping to engineer a global consumer culture."

The automobile industry offers an excellent case study on how to change
cultural norms. Car companies used nearly every societal institution to shift
transportation norms and even our understanding of the street, which be-
fore cars came along was understood as multimodal—shared by humans,
horses, carts, and trolleys. A combination of tactics shifted this norm.

Automobile companies bought up city trolley systems and disman-
tled them. They distributed propaganda (disguised as safety educational
materials) in schools, teaching children from an early age that the street
was built for cars, not them. Companies helped create and finance citizen
groups to oppose people who were concerned with the spread of cars and
the accidents they were causing. They even helped local police forces fine,
arrest, or shame pedestrians who crossed streets wherever they wanted to
(known today as “jaywalkers”™—a word that was intentionally spread by
car companies and their allies), helping to further establish the car as the
dominant user of streets. And of course they spent huge sums marketing
cars as sexy, fun, and liberating. Today the car industry spends $31 billion
a year just in the United States on advertising and has effectively exported
car culture to developing countries—like China, where the automobile fleet
has grown from less than 10 million to 73 million in just 11 years—using
lessons learned in earlier successes."

The fast-food industry provides another good example. Serving over 69
million people around the world every day, McDonald’s is a global power.
So it may come as a surprise that less than a century ago the hamburger—
today’s iconic American meal—was a taboo food, unsafe, unclean, and eaten
only by the poor. But technological changes, including the assembly line and
the automobile, helped make the conditions right for a transformation in
how we eat: quickly, on the go, and out of the home. McDonald’s not only
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seized on this, it accelerated the transformation, retraining the palates of
entire generations of Americans and now the 119 countries in which the
company operates.'

McDonald’s did not just create a cheap and tasty food, it effectively tar-
geted children to get them to eat at McDonald’s early on—shaping their
palate for both the company’s food and the high-sugar, high-salt, high-fat
consumer diet. McDonald’s was one of the earliest companies to market to
children. It created cartoon characters to appeal to kids, including the glob-
ally recognized clown, Ronald McDonald. The company built playgrounds
in its restaurants and offered toys in its kids’ meals to get children excited to
go to McDonald’s (and to pressure their parents to bring them), even before
they had acquired a taste for the food. Add to that the more than $2 billion
in global advertising the company spends each year, and the sheer economic
and political power today to keep its prices low (through lobbying and com-
modity purchasing power), and you have a powerful shaper of cultural and
dietary norms that has a global and even generational reach.'

The third relevant case study is the pet industry. In India, dog ownership
has grown significantly in recent years. In part this has been driven by de-
mographic changes that include later marriages and increasing social isola-
tion, but the obvious solution to this did not have to be pet ownership. Yet
a global pet industry, recognizing an opportunity to grow, worked to stoke
this enormous potential new market. It is part of the larger industry effort to
transform pets into family members so that more people will buy pets and
that owners will spend more on them (which industry and many owners call
their “children”)."”

And it has worked. People spend more than $58 billion on pet food each
year around the world. Americans spend another $11.8 billion on pet sup-
plies annually—with nearly $2 billion of that on just cat litter, adding up
to billions of pounds of litter annually diverted to landfills—and $13.4 bil-
lion on veterinarian care that is often more sophisticated than most humans
have access to. Considering the ecological impact of the millions of dogs and
cats (133 million dogs and 162 million cats in just the top five dog- and cat-
owning countries in the world), this is not just another curious consumer
trend. Two German Shepherds have a larger ecological footprint from their
food requirements alone than a person in Bangladesh does in total. And un-
fortunately it is Bangladeshis—whose country is one of the most vulnerable
to climate change—not wealthier people’s pets, who will bear the brunt of
climate change."®

These products and countless others—from doughnuts to disposable
diapers—are all being spread to new consumer populations, supported by
$16,000 of advertising every single second somewhere in the world. So how
do we transform the world’s cultures so that living sustainably becomes as
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natural as living as a consumer has been made to feel today? Just as con-
sumer interests learned over the decades as they worked to stimulate mar-
kets and, intentionally or inadvertently, engineer cultural norms, it will be
essential to use the full complement of societal institutions to shift cultural
norms—business, media and marketing, government, education, social
movements, even traditions."’

First Attempts to Pioneer Cultures of Sustainability

While consumerism is being spread more aggressively every year, many cul-
tural pioneers are working to spread a culture of sustainability, in both bold
and subtle ways, locally and globally, and often in ways they may not even
recognize as culture changing. The most effective of these pioneers tend to
use dominant societal institutions to normalize an alternative set of prac-
tices, values, beliefs, stories, and symbols.?

Within the business sector, a handful of executives are using their com-
panies to transform broader consumption norms. The clothing company
Patagonia, for instance, recognizing that its continued success depends on
the earth and that “the environmental cost of everything we make is aston-
ishing,” has taken the bold step of encouraging its customers to not even buy
its products unless truly needed, encouraging them to instead either buy
used Patagonia products or do without. The company even worked with
eBay to create a ready supply of used Patagonia gear.*!

While some change will be driven by large corporations—which have
significant capital and influence at their disposal—the real drivers of a cul-
ture of sustainability in the business sector are entrepreneurs and business
leaders working to transform the sector’s mission altogether, with a positive
social purpose being first and foremost and with revenue generation simply
being the means to achieve that. The good news is that an increasing num-
ber of business leaders, when creating new businesses, are establishing these
“social enterprises” with the specific goal of using their businesses, and the
profits they generate, to improve society. In Thailand, the restaurant Cab-
bages & Condoms has for decades helped to normalize safe sex to prevent
sexually transmitted diseases and unwanted pregnancies—using a clever
mix of décor, events, and information. It donates its profits to the Popula-
tion and Community Development Association (its parent organization) to
promote family planning projects in Thai communities.*?

And today, more social enterprises like these are flourishing and even
locking their beneficial missions directly into their corporate charters.
Many businesses are now incorporating or getting certified as “B” or “ben-
efit” corporations. Twelve states in the United States have set up laws that
allow businesses to incorporate as benefit corporations, which requires
them to work toward having an overall positive effect on society and the
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environment. And the company must take into account the impact of its
decisions on not just shareholders but all stakeholders, including workers,
local communities, and the planet. Where laws do not allow incorporation
as a benefit corporation, many businesses have worked with B Lab, a non-
profit organization, to be certified as B corporations. As of fall 2012, there
were 650 certified B corporations in 18 countries and 60 industries, with
annual revenues of more than $4.2 billion.”

Within government, more policymakers are recognizing the need to use
this institution to help steer citizens toward consuming less and living more
sustainably, editing out unsustainable options like supersized sodas in New
York City and plastic bags in San Francisco. (See Box 10-2.) And some are
supporting sustainable choices like mass transit, bicycle lanes, even super
accessible libraries, as with the series of library kiosks that Madrid placed in
its subway system.*

A few governments are starting to lead even bolder transformations—
such as expanding fundamental rights to the planet itself. Just as the intro-
duction of human rights transformed the legal realm and was a catalyst for
social change around the world, Earth’s rights could have the same potential.
In recent years, Ecuador and Bolivia have both incorporated Earth’s rights
into their constitutions, in turn empowering people to legally defend Earth’s
interest even when no humans are directly harmed—for example, by stop-
ping mining projects in an uninhabited area.”

Beyond governance, local communities are organizing themselves to
both reinforce sustainability norms locally and inspire others to do the
same. There are now hundreds of ecovillages around the world modeling
sustainable and low-consumption lifestyles. And hundreds of Transition
Towns are working to transform existing communities to be both more sus-
tainable and more resilient. While all these efforts are small in scale and
scope, their potential to inspire and experiment with new cultural norms is
exponentially larger.”®

A number of schools and universities are also working to embed sus-
tainability directly into their school cultures, including integrating environ-
mental science, media literacy, and critical thinking into their curricula. In
Europe, 39,500 schools have now been awarded a “Green Flag” for greening
their curricula, empowering students to make their schools more sustain-
able, and articulating the schools’” ecological values alongside their educa-
tional values. Some schools are also modeling a sustainable way of living,
from integrating gardening programs and renewable energy production
onto school grounds to changing what is served in the cafeteria. In Rome,
a leader in school food reform, two thirds of food served in cafeterias is or-
ganic, one quarter is locally sourced, and 14 percent is certified Fair Trade.”

Like education, cultural and religious traditions play a central role in
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Box 10-2. Shifting Norms with Choice Editing

On September 13, 2012, after months of debate, stacks
of scientific reports, several City Hall press events, and

a $1-million counter-campaign by the soda industry,
the New York City Board of Health banned the sale of
large cups of sodas and other sugary drinks. For Mayor
Michael Bloomberg, the ban was the “the single big-
gest step any city has taken to curb obesity.” But some
people are not so sure. Fearing that the ban will spread
to other cities (Richmond, California, and Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, are considering similar action), the soda
industry promises to fight on. Many New Yorkers are
also skeptical—60 percent view the ban as infringing
on their consumer freedom. And yet the science is
clear: large portion sizes, defined as 32 ounces or more
for soda and sugary drinks, increase consumption, often
beyond the point of any additional satisfaction, and are
a major driver of the obesity crisis.

With this ban, Mayor Bloomberg joins the swell-
ing ranks of policymakers, scientists, public interest
groups, and communities that are re-engineering the
norms of consumerism through a frontal assault on the
fabric of choice. Colleges and universities are remov-
ing trays from their cafeterias, making it more difficult
for students to pile on food as they move down the
line. This simple “choice edit” has reduced food waste
by 30 percent on many campuses. A plastic bag tax in
Washington, DC, and a ban in San Francisco have pro-
duced striking reductions in plastic-bag pollution; more
important, it has begun to foster a culture of reuse (in
this case, of cloth shopping bags) that could spill over
into other consumer venues.

The construction of bicycle superhighways in Den-
mark and the focus on better bike paths, joined with
financial incentives to bicycle to work in the United
States, promise to make the choice of riding a bike
over driving a car more attractive. And communities

like Albert Lea in Minnesota are enjoying better health,
longer life spans, and greater happiness by subtly
changing everything from the size of plates in restau-
rants and the choice of snacks in vending machines to
the configuration of sidewalks and the availability of
walking paths.
Successful choice editors tend to focus on small
aspects of choice that produce big outcomes, like
the food trays in cafeterias or the 5¢-per-bag tax in
Washington. They foster choices that clearly deliver
benefits to health and happiness. They also strive to
preserve choice, or at least the illusion of choice. The
ban on incandescent lightbulbs soon to take effect in
the United States will succeed in part because of the
expanding choice of acceptable lighting alternatives.
The best choice editors, moreover, resist reacting too
quickly to initial public objections to choice edits. They
know that people frequently become habituated to
their new choices and forget their initial objections.
Scores of choice-editing strategies for sustainability
are hiding in plain sight. They remain largely untapped
in part because of qualms about the manipulative qual-
ity of choice editing. It is easy to forget, though, that
existing patterns of choice are often no less manipula-
tive than the more-sustainable patterns that choice
editors advocate. After all, 32-ounce drink cups were
created to drive consumers to buy more, while the lack
of good sidewalks and bicycle paths subtly but firmly
pushed people to motorized transport. Reconfiguring
cultural norms will mean, in part, overcoming the aver-
sion to choice editing while simultaneously engaging
the public in a conversation about the growing costs of
a consumer society.
—~Michael Maniates
Professor, Allegheny College
Source: See endnote 24.

shaping our understandings of the world. Fortunately, more religious com-
munities are drawing attention to practices and teachings that reinforce our
sustainable stewardship of Creation. These initiatives include everything
from promoting carbon fasts for Lent to reclaiming shemitah—the seven-
year sabbath cycle in Judaism—to encourage sustainability. Perhaps most
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important is the greening of life’s rites of passages—births, coming-of-age
celebrations, weddings, and funerals—which, while infrequent, have dispro-
portionate impacts both on the planet and on shaping cultural norms.*

In many cultures, funeral traditions reinforce an idea that humans are
separate from nature, with humans being embalmed and hermetically
sealed in coffins to delay the decaying process. If, on the other hand, fu-
nerals celebrated our return to the natural cycle of life and reinforced our
place as part of a larger living Earth system, this ritual could play an im-
portant role in nurturing a culture of sustainability. Instead, the current
form uses significant ecological resources. In the United States, 3.1 million
liters of embalming fluid, 1.5 million tons of concrete, 90,000 tons of steel,
and more than 45 million board feet of lumber are used each year in buri-
als, costing the average family about $10,000, often a significant financial
burden at a distressing time. Groups like The Green Burial Council are
helping to shift this tradition, promoting natural burial—free of chemicals
and of expensive coffins or vaults and in natural cemeteries that provide
parkland for people to enjoy, space for biodiversity, and trees to absorb
carbon dioxide.”

Storytelling and myth building also have tremendous potential to help
transform cultures, from efforts like Big History, which is working to in-
corporate sustainability into cultural creation stories (see Chapter 20), to a
plethora of documentaries and films that wrestle with sustainability themes.
Two examples are worth noting for their similarity: the documentary Crude
and the blockbuster science-fiction film Avatar. These films, each produced
in 2009, are essentially the same story, both about indigenous peoples fight-
ing to protect their land from those pursuing the resource wealth under-
neath. Avatar—with its global reach and $2.8 billion in sales so far—in par-
ticular has the potential to deeply shift beliefs and raise awareness that our
current consumptive path will lead to the future of Earth described by the
protagonist Jake Sully in the final moments of the film: “There’s no green
there. They killed their Mother.”*

Finally, given that media—and the marketing now embedded at its every
level—play such a powerful role in shaping modern cultures, social market-
ing and “ad jamming” will be a powerful means to harness marketing energy
for positive ends. Examples include social marketing efforts like The Story
of Stuff project, which uses short, catchy videos to build political support
for reduced consumption (see Chapter 23), and ad jamming efforts by Ad-
busters, the Billboard Liberation Front, and The Yes Men. The Yes Men, for
example, uses fake ads and press conferences to draw attention to hypocriti-
cal positions of businesses and global institutions, such as their subversive
effort to pose as Dow Chemical representatives and announce that the com-
pany would pay reparations for the 1984 Bhopal disaster (leading to a stock
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plunge of 4.2 percent in 23 minutes and the company’s temporary loss of
$2 billion in market value) and their efforts to jam the multimillion-dollar
“We Agree” advertising campaign by the oil company Chevron. With few
resources—leveraged in aikido-like fashion—these efforts garner significant
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attention and undermine the public relations efforts of those spending mil-
lions on advertising to shape the public’s view of the company, their prod-
ucts, and, more generally, progress.*!

Just as water can erode rock into a grand canyon, the continuing pursuit
of culture-changing efforts can add up to much more than their constituent
parts. And the seeds that pioneers like these sow today, even if they fail to
take root while consumerism is dominant, may sprout as humanity desper-
ately reaches for a new set of norms, symbols, rituals, and stories to rebuild a
semblance of normality once Earth’s systems unravel under the unbearable
burden of sustaining a global consumer economy.

Tilting at Cultural Norms?

When the dominant institutions of most societies are primarily still pro-
moting consumerism, and probably will not stop anytime soon, how will
upstart efforts to engineer cultures of sustainability have any chance of suc-
cess? Ultimately, if Don Quixote had just waited long enough, the passage
of time would have brought down his windmill giants. The same is true
for the consumer culture giants, which depend completely on the bounty
of the energy embedded in fossil fuels, abundant resources, and a stable
planetary system provided to humanity at this stage in its development.
(See Box 10-3.)*

But given Earth’s weakening capacity to absorb greenhouse gases and
other wastes generated in pursuit of the consumer dream, the end of the
consumer culture will come—willingly or unwillingly, proactively chosen
or not—and sooner than we would like to believe. The only question is
whether we greet it with a series of alternative ways of orienting our lives
and our cultures to maintain a good life, even as we consume much less.
Every culture-changing effort, whether small or large, will help facilitate this
transition and lay the foundation for a new set of cultural norms—quite
possibly only implemented when humanity has no other choice.

While some will argue until the bitter end that letting go of certain con-
sumer luxuries is a step backwards, as North Face apparel company co-
founder and environmentalist Doug Tompkins notes, “What happens if you
get to the cliff and you take one step forward or you do a 180-degree turn
and take one step forward? Which way are you going? Which is progress?”
Patagonia founder Yvon Chouinard answered that the solution for a lot of
the world’s problems may be “to turn around and take a forward step. You
can’t just keep trying to make a flawed system work.”*

The challenge will be convincing more individuals that further efforts to
spread a consumer culture are truly a step in the wrong direction and that
the faster we use our talents and energies to promote a culture of sustain-
ability, the better off all of humanity will be.
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Box 10-3. Development and Decline

Since 1990, development has been added to the rub-
bish heap of dismantled ideas in history. The develop-
ment age lasted 40 years, from President Truman’s
announced intention at the onset of the Cold War to
raise the living standards of poor nations through to
the Washington Consensus in 1989 that paved the way
for the end of Keynesianism and the ascent of market
fundamentalism.

The epoch of development was then replaced by
the age of globalization. It was not the nation-state
developing but the purchasing power of consumer
classes worldwide. Cold War divisions faded away,
corporations relocated freely across borders, politicians
and many others pinned their hopes on the model of
a western-style consumer economy. In a rapid—even
meteoric—advance, a number of newly industrializing
countries acquired a larger share of economic activity.
For them, it was as if President Truman’s promise—that
poor nations would catch up with the rich—had finally
come true. But this success was paid for by destruc-
tion of local and global ecosystems. Development-as-
growth turns out to be mortally dangerous.

Since the outbreak of the financial crisis in 2007, the
age of security is on the rise. States line up to bolster
the failing confidence of the economy, and in turn the
economy burdens the state with an insurmountable
pile of debt. The newcomers are preoccupied with the
fossil and biotic raw materials needed for growth: the
resource imperialism of China, India, and Brazil is similar
to that of the rich countries, albeit in fast motion. Above
all, the age of security is an era when human security
of the poor and powerless is being violated on a large
scale. Freeways cut through neighborhoods, high-rise
buildings displace traditional housing, dams drive tribal
groups from their homelands, trawlers marginalize local
fishers, supermarkets undercut small shopkeepers. As
development proceeds, the land and the living spaces
of indigenous peoples, small farmers, and the urban

poor are put under ever more pressure.

Economic growth is of a cannibalistic nature; it feeds
on both nature and communities, and shifts unpaid
costs back onto them as well. The shiny side of develop-
ment is often accompanied by a dark side of displace-
ment and dispossession; this is why economic growth
has time and again produced impoverishment next to
enrichment.

In hindsight, the consumptive Euro-Atlantic devel-
opment path turns out to be a special case; it cannot be
repeated everywhere and at any time. Access to biotic
resources from colonies and fossil raw materials from
the crust of the earth were essential to the rise of the
Euro-Atlantic civilization. There would have been no
industrial or consumer society without the mobilization
of resources from both the expanse of geographical
space and the depth of geological time. Climate chaos
as well as the limits to growth suggest that the past
200 years of Euro-Atlantic development will remain a
parenthesis in world history.

Indeed, it is difficult to see how, for example, the auto-
mobile society, chemical agriculture, or a meat-based
food system could be spread completely across the
globe. In other words, pursuing the resource-intensive
Euro-Atlantic model requires social exclusion by its very
structure; it is unfit to underpin equity on a global scale.
Development-as-growth cannot continue to be a guid-
ing concept of international politics unless global apart-
heid is taken for granted. Politics, therefore, is at a cross-
roads. The choice is for either affluence with persistent
disparity or moderation with prospects for equity. If there
is to be some kind of prosperity for all world citizens, the
Euro-Atlantic model needs to be superseded, making
room for ways of living, producing, and consuming that
leave only a light footprint on the earth.

—Wolfgang Sachs
Senior Fellow, Wuppertal Institute
Source: See endnote 32.




Notes | 397

15. Andre Dierderen, Global Resource Depletion: Managed Austerity and the Elements of Hope (Delft: Eburon Aca-
demic Publishers, 2010), p. 53.

16. Sandu and Syed, op. cit. note 10.

17. Gavin M. Mudd, Zhehan Weng, and Simon M. Jowitt, “ A Detailed Assessment of Global Cu Resource Trends
and Endowments,” Economic Geology, forthcoming.

18. Cutler J. Cleveland, “Net Energy from Extraction of Oil and Gas in the United States,” Energy, April 2005.

19. Carey W. King and Charles A. S. Hall, “Relating Financial and Energy Return on Investment,” Sustainability,
vol. 3, no. 10 (2011), pp. 1,810-32.

20. Dobbs, Oppenheim, and Thompson, op. cit. note 8.

21. Ernst von Weizsicker, Factor Five: Transforming the Global Economy Through 80% Improvements in Resource
Productivity (London: Earthscan, 2009).

22. Figure of $600 million is a 2009 estimate from Global Subsidies Initiative, at www.iisd.org/gsi/fossil-fuel-sub-
sidies/fossil-fuels-what-cost; $775 billion to $1 trillion from Alexander Ochs, Eric Anderson, and Reese Rogers,
“Fossil Fuel and Renewable Energy Subsidies on the Rise,” Vital Signs Online, 21 August 2012; European Commis-
sion, Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe (Brussels: 2011); Kerryn Lang, The First Year of the G-20 Commitment
on Fossil-Fuel Subsidies: A Commentary on Lessons Learned and the Path Forward (Geneva: Global Studies Initiative,
International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2011).

23. Box 9-2 from the following: USGS, “Metal Stocks in Use in the United States,” Fact Sheet 2050-3090 (Reston,
VA: July 2005); Ben Schiller, “Trash to Cash: Mining Landfills for Energy and Profit,” Fast Company, 7 September
2011; Group Machiels, “Enhanced Landfill Mining,” at www.machiels.com, viewed 23 September 2012.

24. European Commission, op. cit. note 22; UNEP, Green Jobs: Towards Decent Work in a Sustainable, Low-carbon
World (Nairobi: 2008).

25. Office of the Mayor, “Mayor Lee Celebrates San Francisco’s Composting Achievements,” press release (San
Francisco: 28 March 2012); United States from U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Municipal Solid
Waste Generation, Recycling, and Disposal in the United States: Facts and Figures for 2010 (Washington, DC: 2011);
Barbara K. Reck and T. E. Graedel, “Challenges in Metal Recycling,” Science, 10 August 2012.

26. Table 9-2 from the following: Elliot Martin, Susan A. Shaheen, and Jeffrey Lidi, “Impact of Carsharing on
Household Vehicle Holdings: Results from North American Shared-Use Vehicle Survey,” Transportation Research
Record, March 2010; John A. Mathews and Hao Tan, “Progress Toward a Circular Economy in China: The Drivers
(and Inhibitors) of Eco-industral Initiative,” Journal of Industrial Ecology, June 2011, pp. 435-57; U.S. Department
of Energy and EPA, Combined Heat and Power: A Clean Energy Solution (Washington, DC: August 2012); Eric S.
Belsky, “Planning for Inclusive and Sustainable Urban Development,” in Worldwatch Institute, State of the World
2012 (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2012), p. 45; “Neighborhood Tool Libraries in Portland Oregon,” at www
.neighborhoodnotes.com, viewed 23 September 2012; Osamu Kimura, Japanese Top Runner Approach for Energy
Efficiency Standards (Tokyo: Socio-economic Research Center, Central Research Institute of Electric Power Indus-
try, 2010).

27. Jeremy Grantham, “Welcome to Dystopia! Entering a Long-term and Politically Dangerous Food Crisis,” GMO
Quarterly Letter, July 2012.

Chapter 10. Reengineering Cultures to Create a Sustainable Civilization

1. Erik Assadourian, “The Rise and Fall of Consumer Cultures,” in Worldwatch Institute, State of the World 2010
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2010), pp. 3-20.

2. Population Division, World Population Prospects: The 2010 Revision (New York: United Nations, 2011).

3. Monika Dittrich et al., Green Economies Around the World? (Vienna: Sustainable Europe Research Institute,
2012); WWE et al., Living Planet Report 2012 (Gland, Switzerland: WWE, 2012).

4. Dittrich et al., op. cit. note 3.



398 |

Notes

5. Overweight Americans from Trust for America’s Health, F as in Fat: How Obesity Policies Are Failing in America
(Washington, DC: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2008); medical and productivity costs from Society of Actu-
aries, “New Society of Actuaries Study Estimates $300 Billion Economic Cost Due to Overweight and Obesity,”
press release (Schaumburg, IL: 10 January 2011); Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, “Life Expectancy
in Most US Counties Falls Behind World’s Healthiest Nations,” press release (Seattle, WA: 15 June 2011); David
Brown, “Life Expectancy in the U.S. Varies Widely by Region, in Some Places Is Decreasing,” Washington Post, 15
June 2011; S. Jay Olshansky et al., “A Potential Decline in Life Expectancy in the United States in the 21st Century,”
New England Journal of Medicine, 17 March 2005, pp. 1,138—45.

6. Global obesity from Richard Weil, “Levels of Overweight on the Rise,” Vital Signs Online, 14 June 2011; Sarah
Catherine Walpole et al., “The Weight of Nations: An Estimation of Adult Human Biomass,” BMC Public Health,
vol. 12 (2012), pp. 439-45; other ills from Erik Assadourian, “The Path to Degrowth in Overdeveloped Countries,”
in Worldwatch Institute, State of the World 2012 (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2012), pp. 22-37.

7. Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, Ecosystems and Human Well-being: Synthesis (Washington, DC: Island
Press, 2005); WWFE et al., op. cit. note 3.

8. Assadourian, op. cit. note 1, pp. 11-16.
9. Ibid,, p.9.

10. Advertising from Jonathan Barnard, “ZenithOptimedia Releases September 2012 Advertising Expenditure
Forecasts,” press release (London: ZenithOptimedia, 1 October 2012); other expenditures from Assadourian, op.
cit. note 1, pp. 13-14; new consumers from McKinsey Global Institute, Urban World: Cities and the Rise of the Con-
suming Class (McKinsey & Company, June 2012).

11. Kevin Anderson and Alice Bows, “Beyond ‘Dangerous’ Climate Change: Emission Scenarios for a New World,”
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society A, January 2011, pp. 20-44; Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact
Research and Climate Analytics, Turn Down the Heat: Why a 4°C Warmer World Must Be Avoided (Washington,
DC: World Bank, 2012); Mark G. New et al., “Four Degrees and Beyond: The Potential for a Global Temperature
Increase of Four Degrees and Its Implications,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society A, January 2011, pp.
6-19 ; Joe Romm, “Royal Society Special Issue Details ‘Hellish Vision” of 7°F (4°C) World—Which We May Face in
the 2060s!” Climate Progress, 29 November 2010.

12. DARA International, Climate Vulnerability Monitor: A Guide to the Cold Calculus of a Hot Planet, 2nd ed.
(Washington, DC: 2012). Box 10-1 from the following: Roland Stulz and Tanja Liitolf, “What Would Be the Reali-
ties of Implementing the 2,000 Watt Society in Our Communities?” presentation, Novatlantis, 23—24 November
2006; Saul Griffith, “Climate Change Recalculated,” presentation at The Long Now Foundation, San Francisco,
16 January 2009; Danielle Nierenberg and Laura Reynolds, “Disease and Drought Curb Meat Production and
Consumption,” Vital Signs Online, 23 October 2012; Assadourian, op. cit. note 1; Juliet Schor, Plenitude: The New
Economics of True Wealth (New York: Penguin Press, 2010).

13. Peter N. Stearns, Consumerism in World History: The Global Transformation of Desire (New York: Routledge,
2001), pp. 34-35; “Not Such a Bright Idea: Making Lighting More Efficient Could Increase Energy Use, Not
Decrease It,” The Economist, 26 August 2010; Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic: The Politics of Mass Con-
sumption in Postwar America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003).

14. Peter D. Norton, Fighting Traffic: The Dawn of the Motor Age in the American City (Cambridge, MA: The MIT
Press, 2008); Peter Dauvergne, The Shadows of Consumption: Consequences for the Global Environment (Cambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 2008); automobile advertising from Stephen Williams, “Report Predicts Auto-Ad Spend-
ing Will Grow 14% This Year,” Advertising Age, 30 April 2012; Michael Renner, “Auto Production Roars to New
Records,” Vital Signs Online, 11 September 2012.

15. McDonald’s, “Company Profile,” at www.aboutmcdonalds.com/mcd/investors/company_profile.html; Eric
Schlosser, Fast Food Nation (New York: Harper Perennial Company, 2005), pp. 197-98.

16. Schlosser, op. cit. note 15; advertising from Keith O’Brien, “How McDonald’s Came Back Bigger Than Ever,”
New York Times, 6 May 2012.

17. Lydia Polgreen, “Matchmaking in India: Canine Division,” New York Times, 17 August 2009; David Lummis,



Notes | 399

Packaged Facts Pet Analyst, U.S. Pet Market Outlook 2009-2010: Surviving and Thriving in Challenging Times,
PowerPoint presentation; Packaged Facts, Pet Supplies in the U.S., 7th ed. (Rockville, MD: August 2007), pp. 141-43.

18. Pet food from Transparency Market Research, “Global Pet Food Market is Forecasted to Reach USD 74.8 Bil-
lion by 2017, press release (Albany, NY: 10 August 2012); supplies and vet care from American Pet Products
Association, “Industry Statistics & Trends,” at www.americanpetproducts.org/press_industrytrends.asp, viewed 18
November 2012, and from William Grimes, “New Treatments to Save a Pet, but Questions About the Costs,” New
York Times, 5 April 2012; Packaged Facts, “Cat Litter a Nearly $2 Billion Market in the U.S.,” Pets International, Issue
4/2010; total populations and impacts from Robert Vale and Brenda Vale, Time to Eat the Dog: The Real Guide to
Sustainable Living (London: Thames & Hudson, 2009), pp. 235-38.

19. David W. Chen, “Shanghai Journal; A New Policy of Containment, for Baby Bottoms,” New York Times, 5
August 2003; William Foreman, “Pork-flavored Doughnuts? A Chinese Market Beckons,” Associated Press, 13 Feb-
ruary 2010; calculation based on Barnard, op. cit. note 10; Assadourian, op. cit. note 1.

20. Assadourian, op. cit. note 1.

21. Adam Aston, “Patagonia Takes Fashion Week as a Time to Say: ‘Buy Less, Buy Used,” GreenBiz, 8 September
2011; Tim Nudd, “Ad of the Day: Patagonia,” Ad Week, 28 November 2011.

22. Johanna Mair and Kate Ganly, “Social Entrepreneurs: Innovating Toward Sustainability,” in Worldwatch Insti-
tute, op. cit. note 1, pp. 103-09.

23. Number of B Corporations from B Corps website, at www.bcorporation.net, viewed 10 November 2012; Col-
leen Cordes, “The Earth-Friendly Corporation: Campaigning Opportunities and Caveats for the Environmental
Community,” White Paper, September 2012, unpublished; $4.2 billion from Heather Carpenter, “A Scoop of Social
Responsibility: Ben and Jerry’s the B Corp,” Nonprofit Quarterly, 29 October 2012.

24. George Lerner, “New York Health Board Approves Ban on Large Sodas,” CNN, 14 September 2012; Neal Riley,
“Expanded Plastic Bag Ban Takes Effect Monday,” SFGate, 29 September 2012; Michael Maniates, “Editing Out
Unsustainable Behavior,” in Worldwatch Institute, op. cit. note 1, pp. 119-26; Erik Assadourian, “The Mallport and
the Bibliometro” (blog), Transforming Cultures, 30 March 2010. Box 10-2 based on the following: Michael Gryn-
buam, “In Soda Fight, Industry Focuses on the Long Run,” New York Times, 12 September 2012; Larry Gordon,
“All You Can Carry: College Cafeterias Go Trayless,” Los Angeles Times, 14 September 2009; Nate Berg, “The Math
Behind Sacking Disposable Bags,” Atlantic Cities Place Matters, 26 September 2011; “Albert Lea, MN—Blue Zones
Pilot Project,” Blue Zones website, at www.bluezones.com; Nancy Perry Graham, “Creating America’s Healthiest
Hometown,” AARP The Magazine, September/October 2012.

25. Cormac Cullinan, “Earth Jurisprudence: From Colonization to Participation,” in Worldwatch Institute, op. cit.
note 1, pp. 143-48; Geoff Olson, “Bolivia’s Law of Mother Earth,” Common Ground, July 2011.

26. Ecovillages from Erik Assadourian, “Engaging Communities for a Sustainable World,” in Worldwatch Institute,
State of the World 2008 (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008), p. 154; transition towns from Assadourian,
op. cit. note 6, p. 34.

27. Trine S. Jensen et al., From Consumer Kids to Sustainable Childhood (Copenhagen: Worldwatch Institute
Europe, 2012), p. 53; Rome from Kevin Morgan and Roberta Sonnino, “Rethinking School Food: The Power of the
Public Plate,” in Worldwatch Institute, op. cit. note 1, pp. 69-74.

28. Gary Gardner, “Engaging Religions to Shape Worldviews,” in Worldwatch Institute, op. cit. note 1, pp. 23-29;
Gary Gardner, “Ritual and Taboo as Ecological Guardians,” in Worldwatch Institute, op. cit. note 1, pp. 30-35;
shemitah from Nina Beth Cardin, Baltimore Jewish Environmental Network, discussion with author, 16 October
2012.

29. Embalming fluid and concrete from Dave Reay, Climate Change Begins at Home (London: Macmillan, 2005),
p- 147; steel, wood, and cost from Mark Harris, Grave Matters: A Journey through the Modern Funeral Industry to a
Natural Way of Burial (New York: Scribner, 2007), pp. 10, 34; green burial from Joe Sehee, The Green Burial Coun-
cil, presentation, 2010.

30. “Avatar,” and “Memorable Quotes for Avatar,” IMDb.con; “Crude,” IMDb.com.



400 |

Notes

31. Bhopal from “Yes Men Hoax on BBC Reminds World of Dow Chemical’s Refusal to Take Responsibility for
Bhopal Disaster,” Democracy Now, 6 December 2004; Andy Bichlbaum, “Chevron Ad Campaign Derailed” (blog),
The Yes Men, 19 October 2010; “Chevron’s $80 Million Ad Campaign Gets Flushed” (blog), The Yes Men, 19 Octo-
ber 2010.

32. Box 10-3 from Wolfgang Sachs, ed., The Development Dictionary (London: Zed Books, 2010).
33. Tompkins and Chouinard quotes from 180° South, Magnolia Pictures, 2010.
Chapter 11. Building a Sustainable and Desirable Economy-in-Society-in-Nature

1. This chapter is adapted from a report commissioned by the United Nations for the 2012 Rio+20 Conference as
part of the Sustainable Development in the 21st century project; see R. Costanza et al., Building a Sustainable and
Desirable Economy-in-Society-in-Nature (New York: United Nations Division for Sustainable Development, 2012).
Table 11-1 from R. Costanza et al., “The Value of the World’s Ecosystem Services and Natural Capital,” Nature, 15
May 1997, pp. 25360

2. New research from T. Kasser, The High Price of Materialism (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002).

3. R.A.Easterlin, “Explaining Happiness,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 16 September 2003, pp.
11,176-83; R. Layard, Happiness: Lessons from a New Science (New York: Penguin Press, 2005).

4. Costanza et al., “Value of the World’s Ecosystem Services and Natural Capital,” op. cit. note 1; R. Costanza,
Ecological Economics: The Science and Management of Sustainability (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991);
H. E. Daly and J. Farley, Ecological Economics: Principles and Applications (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2004).

5. Easterlin, op. cit. note 3; Layard, op. cit. note 3.

6. Figure 11-1 from R. Herndndez-Murillo and C. J. Martinek, “The Dismal Science Tackles Happiness Data,” The
Regional Economist, January 2010, pp. 14-15.

7. R.Costanza et al., Beyond GDP: The Need for New Measures of Progress (Boston, MA: The Pardee Papers, 2009);
P. A. Lawn, “A Theoretical Foundation to Support the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW), Genuine
Progress Indicator (GPI), and Other Related Indexes,” Ecological Economics, February 2003, pp. 105-18.

8. Figure 11-2 from J. Talberth, C. Cobb, and N. Slattery, The Genuine Progress Indicator 2006: A Tool for Sustain-
able Development (Oakland, CA: Redefining Progress, 2007).

9. K. Raworth, A Safe and Just Space for Humanity: Can We Live within the Doughnut? (Oxford: Oxfam Interna-
tional, 2012).

10. Costanza et al., Building a Sustainable and Desirable Economy-in-Society-in-Nature, op. cit. note 1; Great Tran-
sition initiative, at www.gtinitiative.org; The Future We Want, at www.futurewewant.org.

11. R. Costanza et al., “Principles for Sustainable Governance of the Oceans,” Science, 10 July 1998, pp. 198-99.

12. R. Beddoe et al., “Overcoming Systemic Roadblocks to Sustainability: The Evolutionary Redesign of World-
views, Institutions, and Technologies,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 24 February 2009, pp.
2,483-89.

13. R. Costanza, W. J. Mitsch, and J. W. Day, Jr., “A New Vision for New Orleans and the Mississippi Delta: Applying
Ecological Economics and Ecological Engineering,” Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment, November 2006, pp.
465-72; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

14. J. B. Schor, “Sustainable Consumption and Worktime Reduction,” Journal of Industrial Ecology, January 2005,
pp- 37-50; A. Durning, How Much Is Enough? (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1992); T. Jackson, Prosperity
without Growth: Economics for a Finite Planet (London: Earthscan/James & James, 2009).

15. D. Acemoglu and J. Robinson, “Foundations of Societal Inequality,” Science, 30 October 2009, pp. 678-79; Jack-
son, op. cit. note 14.

16. H. E. Daly, “From a Failed-Growth Economy to a Steady-State Economy,” Solutions, February 2010, pp. 37—43.



Advance Praise for
State of the World 2013: Is Sustainability Still Possible?

“State of the World 2013 cuts through the rhetoric surrounding
sustainability, providing a broad and realistic look at how close
we are to achieving it and outlining practices and policies that can
steer us in the right direction. ... A must-read for those seeking
authentic sustainability.”

—Hunter Lovins, President, Natural Capital Solutions
and Author of Climate Capitalism

“This is a book of hope for a world in profound crisis. It gives honest
assessments of the enormous challenges we face and points us
toward institutional and cultural changes that are proportional to
our dire situation. State of the World 2013 reaffirms that we are not
helpless but that we have real choices—and that transformation is
both possible and desirable.”

—Reverend Peter S. Sawtell, Executive Director,
Eco-Justice Ministries

“State of the World 2013 cuts through ‘sustainababble’ with crisp
coverage that puts the news of the year in context and provides an
expert survey of today’s and tomorrow’s big issues. It’s a perennial
resource for everyone concerned about our common future.”

—Karen Christensen, publisher of the 10-volume Berkshire
Encyclopedia of Sustainability

“Every elected official in the world needs to read this book. Mass
denial is no longer an option. An‘all hands on deck’ approach to
transforming our culture and economy is the only path to a safe,
resilient future. This book is the blueprint for that safe path forward.”

—Betsy Taylor, President, Breakthrough Strategies & Solutions
and Founder, Center for a New American Dream



SCIENCE | ENVIRONMENT

2013

STATE OF THE WORLD

Is Sustainability Still Possible?

“State of the World 2013 assembles the wisdom and clarity of some of the earth’s finest thinkers,
visionaries, and activists into a dazzling array of topics that merge to offer a compellingly lucid
and accessible vision of where we are—and what is the wisest and healthiest course for the future.”

—NINA SIMONS, Cofounder, Bioneers

“This edition forges a new path for the State of the World series, and for environmental thinking
in general. . . . A pivotal book that marks a defining moment for our species.”

—RICHARD HEINBERG, Senior Fellow, Post Carbon Institute, and author of 7he End
of Growth

“State of the World 2013 is a powerful collection of articles, and the vision behind it is impressive.
Here is a book that gets beyond ‘sustainababble’ and asks the tough, essential questions. It should
make readers more determined than ever to do their part in avoiding planet-wide disaster—and
better informed about how to do that.”

—PETER SINGER, Professor of Bioethics, Princeton University, and author of Animal
Liberation, One World, and The Life You Can Save

Sustainability gets plenty of lip service, but the relentless worsening of key environmental trends
reveals much of that attention to be “sustainababble.” From climate instability and species
extinctions to approaching scarcities of freshwater, minerals, and energy, worrisome limits to human
economic activity look more pressing each year—all while our political institutions seem impotent
to address the challenge.

THE WORLDWATCH INSTITUTE, in this edition of the celebrated State of the World series,
takes an unflinching look at what the data say about the prospects for achieving true sustainability,
what we should be doing now to make progress toward it, and how we might cope if we fail to do so.

ISBN 13: 978-1-61091-449-9

ISBN 10: 1-61091-449-X
O ISLANDPRESS 90000 >
Washington | Covelo | London
www.islandpress.org
All Island Press books are printed on recycled, acid-free paper.

9"781610"914499

Cover photos: Binoculars Reflecting the Sky ©iStockphoto.com/Jill Fromer
Rain clouds, vertical ©iStockphoto.com/Adrian Assalve




