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The Human Nature of “Reality”

 Humans ‘socially construct’ what they take to be 
reality—i.e., we make it up as we go along!

 Religious doctrines, tribal myths, academic paradigms, 
scientific theories, political ideologies and cultural 
narratives are all social constructs.

 Social constructs are powerful. People ‘act out’ of their 
constructed beliefs as if they were true (consider 
suicide bombers).  

 Not all social constructs are valid—some are ‘truer’ 
than others, i.e., they are a good ‘map’ of reality 
(consider climate science vs. climate change denial).

 Many belief- based social constructs are little more 
than potentially dangerous shared illusions. 



Consider this two-part 
globally-shared illusion

 Economic: Technology and increased 
efficiency (‘factor productivity’) are 
enabling the human enterprise to ‘decouple’ 
from nature.

 Political: There is no conflict between the 
growth of the human economy and 
protection of ‘the environment’. 

Major implication?  Material economic 
growth can continue indefinitely.



Facilitating Growth: 
Globalization and Trade

 Globalization = dissolution of national boundaries 

and the horizontal integration of national 

economies into one. 

 Trade rules encourage countries to specialize in 

those few products that they produce most 

efficiently (i.e., which they have an internal 

‘comparative advantage’).

 Countries should export these products to earn the 

foreign exchange required to import all their other 

needs.



Trade Theory: Through efficiency, 
everybody wins!
 If each country specializes in products for which it has 

a comparative advantage, the world can maximize 

global production. 

 Because goods are being produced efficiently and for 

the largest possible market, prices will be lower and 

demand higher. Producers’ incomes and wages paid

increase . 

 Higher incomes and lower prices enable people to 

maximize their consumption of goods from all over 

the world. I.e.,

 More liberal trade facilitates growth in gross world 

product (production and consumption) at least cost.



Other Assumptions Implicit in
Growth-via-Globalization 

Higher income/consumption always 

increases human well-being.

Individualism, free markets and corporate 

values are in everyone’s best interest.

There are no resource impediments to 

continuous economic growth. 

Interdependence enhances geopolitical 

security.



The construct is failing: Hidden costs 
and unexamined realities
 Beyond a certain modest level, higher incomes do not 

improve individual or collective well-being.

 Globalization accelerates eco-degradation and resource 
depletion – conventional oil production peaked in 2006; 
several other resource peaks are occurring or in sight; 
fisheries are collapsing; we have only 50 years of arable 
soils left, etc.

 Material de-coupling is not taking place. 

 Many other values are sacrificed for efficiency and market 
freedom—local self-reliance and control, worker pride and 
satisfaction, economic diversity/resilience, community 
cohesion, ecological stability, etc. 

 With ‘off-shoring’, once prosperous communities collapse; 
physical capital is abandoned; populations are ‘de-skilled’.

Can we really afford efficiency?



Then There’s the Unsustainable 

Entanglement of Nations 
 Specialization and trade make every country dependent on 

others for various resources and manufactured goods.

 Trade-dependent regions are increasingly vulnerable to 

inevitable future supply / price shocks. 

 Globalization enables rich countries to use paper wealth to 

acquire the real wealth of developing and resource rich 

countries. (This used to require territorial occupation.)

 Globalization encourages mergers, acquisitions (suppressing 

competition) and labour exploitation, all of which contribute 

to greater income gaps.*  The 1% flourish at the expense 

of everyone else. 

* Middle income countries with greater equity (narrow income gaps) are 

happier and healthier than rich countries with greater inequality.



Drilling Down: Globalization facilitates the un-
sustainable oil-based expansion of the human 
enterprise-

The  heavy use of fossil fuel beginning in 
the 19th Century  and the expansion of 
markets allowed the explosive growth of 
the human enterprise.

Continuous growth—population and economic—is an anomaly. The growth spurt that recent 

generations take to be normal is the single most abnormal period of human history.

Nov 2017 population:
~ 7.6 billion 

A four-fold 

expansion 

(from 1.5 to 

6.0 billion) 

in the 20th

century 

alone.



The ‘Great Acceleration’
The exponential growth of production/consumption on a finite planet 

 Note that this 

explosion of 

consumption (and 

pollution) has 

occurred during a 

period of 

unprecedented  

increases in 

technological and 

economic efficiency. 

Source: Steffen, Crutzen & McNeill 2007 [Ambio 36: 314-321]



Driving Climate Change: A 44% increase 

in CO2 over pre-industrial levels

Pre-industrial 

level = 280 ppm

Result: 

2014, 2015, 

and 2016 

were each, 

sequentially, 

the hottest 

year in the 

instrumental 

record.  

2017 will be 

in the same 

league.



Humans 

<1%

Wild 

Mammals 

99%

Terrestrial Mammal Biomass 
10,000 Years Ago



Humans 

32%

Wild Mammals 

1.5%

Cattle 

45%
Other 

Livestock …

Terrestrial Mammal Biomass 2015

Humans have ‘competitively displaced’ 

most other mammalian species from their 

habitats and food sources.



Humanity has gone ‘rogue’

 H. sapiens is now the dominant species on Earth and the 
major geological force changing the face of the planet. 

 An unprecedented human-induced great global die-off 
is already well under way. I.e., we are undermining vital 
life support functions that sustain civilization.

 Half the fossil fuels and many other resources ever 
consumed have been consumed in just the past 
35-40 years!  

 Climate change may already have passed a dangerous 
tipping point.

Can the functional integrity of the ecosphere survive the next 
doubling of material consumption that many expect by mid-
century?



ffads

65% OVERSHOOT!

Global biocapacity :  

12.2  billion hectares 

(1.7 ha/capita) 

We are already

in dangerous overshoot

Economic growth is 

being ‘financed’, in part 

by the liquidation of 

nature and the 

impairment of global 

life support systems 

(e.g., climate).  We are 

literally consuming  and 

dissipating the 

ecosphere from within.

Human eco-footprint (2012): 

20.1 billion hectares

(2.8 ha/capita)



Societies in overshoot invite 
catastrophic collapse

“...what is perhaps most intriguing in the evolution of human societies is the regularity 

with which the pattern of increasing complexity is interrupted by collapse…”
(Tainter 1995)

One 

Planet 

Living

Overshoot represents humanity’s 

‘ecological deficit’



Scientists (unheeded) warnings

 Twenty-five years ago, the Union of Concerned Scientists published the 

1992 ‘World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity.’

“...a great change in our stewardship of the Earth and the life 

on it is required, if vast human misery is to be avoided.”

A ‘second notice’ was published in Bioscience earlier this month:

 “...humanity has failed to make sufficient progress in solving… 

environmental challenges, and alarmingly, most of them are getting far 

worse. 

“To prevent widespread misery and catastrophic biodiversity 

loss, humanity must practice a more environmentally 

sustainable alternative to business as usual.  Soon it will be 

too late...”



In theory, we should be 
able to avoid collapse
Qualities that distinguish modern H. Sapiens from 

all other species: 

 high intelligence, (e.g. logical analysis, reasoning 

from the evidence); 

 the ability to plan ahead; 

 the capacity to exercise moral judgement;

Empathy/compassion for other people and other 

species.

The challenge requires that we exercise these 

uniquely human qualities cooperatively for the 

common good. 



The transition to sustainable 

communities depends on relocalization

Goal:  To reduce local dependence on uncertain external 
sources by re-establishing community coherence, enhancing 
regional self-reliance and reducing per capita eco-footprints.

 Re-conceive settlements as self-reliant, regenerative human 
ecosystems—e.g., town-centred bio-regions.

 Supply food, fibre and energy needs as much as possible 
from ‘domestic’ (i.e., intra-regional) production systems.

 Maintain inter-regional relationships—including necessary 
trade—to enhance resilience.

(Trade if necessary, but not necessarily trade.)



Does the idea have legs?

The Transition Movement (2005) =  community 
initiatives that build community resilience in the face of 
peak oil, climate change, ecological degradation the 
economic crisis, etc., through economic diversification, 
enhanced local self-reliance and investments in both 
natural and social capital.

The basic goal: “Elegant descent” into a lower-energy 
lifestyle which, on balance, could actually be richer and 
more enjoyable than what we have now.  

Transition movement founder, Rob Hopkins: “Change is 
inevitable, but this is a change that could be fantastic.”

There are more than 1000 Transition Town and related 
initiatives world-wide. 



From Reform to Transformation:  

Ecological Design Principles

 Create a system of bioregions (or eco-regions) centered on 
existing communities with management boundaries based on 
ecologically meaningful land forms and biophysical features 
(e.g., watersheds, heights of land). 

 Ideally each bio-region would incorporate an  ecosystem 
area sufficient to support its human  population. This area 
constitutes that population’s de facto ‘eco-footprint’ (currently 
scattered all over the planet).

 Restore depleted soils, degraded landscapes, wooded areas 
and other wildlife habitats to promote biodiversity, enhance 
regional production, increase carbon sink capacity, and help 
mitigate climate change. 

 Re-engineer urban utilities to convert towns/cities from 
resource-depleting throughput systems into self-sustaining 
circular-flows ecosystems (reduces both the need for artificial 
fertilizers and ground/surface water pollution).



Socio-Political Requirements for
Living within the Means of Nature 

 Re-localize government and economy; devolve sufficient governance 

and taxation powers to bioregions to enable effective management of their 

domestic resources and ecosystems.

 Diversify local economies and re-skill the population to live 

substantially on local ecosystems, resources and manufacturing, thus 

reducing reliance on trade goods.  (Trade if necessary, but not necessarily 

trade.)

 Create multiply-redundant energy/water/food sources and related 

infrastructure systems that are not fossil fuel-dependent.

 Engineer substantial community-based storage capacity to buffer 

water and food supplies from short-term climate vagaries (e.g., crop 

failures, drought, flooding.

 Implement economic, social and life-style changes to reduce per capita

ecological footprints from six global average ha toward a globally 

equitable 1.6 gha per capita (This is technologically possible and, if 

skillfully implemented, could actually improve well-being.)



Self-reliant, town-centred

regenerative eco-regions (i.e., 

humans living as part of their 

supportive ecosystems) would 

constitute the highest form of 

bio-mimicry



The major cultural barrier: We have been 

socially engineered to ignore reality 

Want 

sustainability?

It’s up to all of 

us to work 

cooperatively to 

‘socially 

construct’ a new 

cultural 

narrative that 

accepts the 

inconvenient 

truth.


