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Terms 
• Neoclassical  (= growth) economics focuses on the 

determination of prices, outputs, and income 
distributions in markets through supply and 
demand, often mediated through a hypothesized 
‘maximization of utility’ (satisfaction) by income-
constrained individuals (Campus 1987). Together with 
Keynesian economics it forms the neoclassical 
‘synthesis’ which dominates mainstream 
economics today (Clark 1998).  

• Ecological economics is an economics that 
acknowledges the ecological limits of the planet, 
that considers interactions between economic 
systems and ecological systems (Common and Stagl 2005).  

 



Assumptions of neoclassical economics 
1. Strong anthropocentrism. Nature is seen as ‘just a resource’. 
2. The idea that the ‘invisible hand’ of the free market will control all 

that is needed for human benefit (Daly 1991). This has become 
almost a religion. 

3. The idea that the economy can grow forever in terms of continually 
rising GDP, (which went up 25-fold over the last century (Dietz and 
O’Neill 2013). 

4. The refusal to accept any biophysical limits to growth (Daly 1991).  

5. A circular theory of production causing consumption that causes 
production in a never-ending cycle. Real production and 
consumption are in no way circular . 

6. Neoclassical economics ignores the Second Law of 
Thermodynamics. 

7. Environmental damage is seen as merely an ‘externality’ of 
peripheral importance (Daly and Cobb 1994).  

8. All forms of capital can be substituted, thus human capital can be 
substituted for natural capital (= ‘weak sustainability. This assumes 
money can replace ecosystem services that support society. 

 Washington (2015) 
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Key movements within ecological economics 
over time 

1) The steady state economy 

2) Degrowth 

3) The circular economy 

4) UNEP’s green economy  

5) The sharing economy 

6) Doughnut economics.  



The steady state economy 

 The key points of the steady state economy (Daly 1991) are:  

1. Constant population (at an ecologically sustainable level)  

2. A constant low level of throughput in materials and 
energy.  

3. A distribution of wealth which is equitable on an 
intergenerational basis  

• Neither population nor artefacts can continue to grow 
forever. What is not held constant is growth in our culture, 
knowledge, goodness, and ethics. 

• Czech (2000, 2013), Victor (2008), Jackson (2009), Heinberg 
(2011), Dietz and O’Neill (2013) and Washington and 
Twomey (2016) have continued to develop this theme. 

‘Toward a Steady State Economy’ published 1973, 
building on the earlier work by Georgescu-Roegen 
(1971).  



Degrowth 

• Degrowth came to public attention through its first 
conference in 2008 and the work of Latouche (2009).  

• Voluntary transition towards a contraction-based 
economy in line with ecological limits and greater 
social equity.  

• The Declaration of the first Degrowth Conference in 
2008 argued that degrowth should apply primarily to 
developed nations. 

• However, many degrowth proponents argue 
degrowth should apply to all nations. 

• First Conference agreed society should degrow and 
then stabilise to a steady state economy. 



The circular economy (c. 2010) 
• Based on idea of ‘cradle to cradle’ production 

• A regenerative system in which resource input and 
waste, emission, and energy leakage are minimised by 
closing material and energy loops. Can use long-lasting 
design, repair, reuse, remanufacturing, and recycling. 

• Potential to reach ‘Factor 5’ and use only 20% of 
materials and energy. 

• Hence strong potential to lower resource use and GHG 
production, aiding climate change action. 

• Relies on 100% decoupling to avoid environmental 
impact. 

• However, sees itself as ‘a new engine of growth’. 



UNEP Green economy (c. 2011) 
• One that results in ‘improved human well-being and 

social equity, while significantly reducing 
environmental risks and ecological scarcities … one 
which is low carbon, resource efficient and socially 
inclusive’ (UNEP 2011).  

• Compared to the circular economy, the green 
economy has a stronger focus on the whole economy, 
including issues such as national or global 
employment and emissions.  

• However, also describes itself as ‘a new engine of 
growth’. 

• Relies on 100% decoupling to avoid environmental 
impact. 



The sharing economy (c. 2015) 

• A socio-economic system built around the 
sharing of human, physical and intellectual 
resources. It includes the shared creation, 
production, distribution, trade and 
consumption of goods and services (Matofska 2016). 

• The sharing economy is currently in its infancy, known 
mostly as a series of services and 'start-ups’ which 
enable ‘peer to peer’ (P2P) exchanges through 
technology (e.g. ‘Uber’ for transport, ‘Airbnb’ for 
accommodation). 

• Probably the broadest attempt to list the principles of 
the sharing economy is by ‘The People Who Share’. 



Doughnut economics (c. 2017) 
• The book ‘Donut economics’ (Raworth 2017) seeks to 

ensure that every person has the resources they 
need to meet their human rights, while 
collectively they live within ecological limits. The 
‘doughnut’ is the circular diagram made up of 
nine ‘planetary boundaries’ plus 12 social 
boundaries added by Raworth.  



The problem of ‘decoupling’ 
• Decoupling is having similar lifestyle but using much less 

energy and materials. 

• As such this is a ‘good thing’  and a key part of CC action. 

• However, the circular and green economies rely on the 
term ‘100% decoupling’ to keep growing, while supposedly 
having no environmental impact. 

• However, while there has been some relative decoupling 
there is no evidence for 100% decoupling (Victor, 2008), and it 
is likely to be impossible.  

• However, green and circular economies claim to be ‘new 
engines of growth’ by relying on 100% decoupling mirage. 

• Hence the idea of decoupling can become part of the 

denial of the impossibility of endless growth. 



Comparing models 
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Conclusion 
• All ecological economics models have value and reduce 

environmental impact and seek to improve equity 
• However, the only model that addresses all aspects is 

the steady state economy, and possibly degrowth 
• Hence all other models are actually component parts 

of the umbrella steady state economy 
• However, the partial solution models will not stop 

endless growth and the ecocide it causes 
• Hence CASSE argues that the steady state economy is 

the over-arching sustainable economy to  
      replace neoclassical economics. It includes all 
      the others. 



‘Positive Steps to a Steady State 
Economy’, CASSE NSW 

Available $20 at the New Economy 
Conference, 444 pages of solutions 

Available $10 at 
the New Economy 
Conference 
 

The ‘Good 
News’ is the 
positive steps 
we can take 
right now! 


