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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Seeing beyond One Concept

Seen from outer space, the global economy is imperceptible. To the na-
ked eye, even the most ambitious engineering proj ect loses definition 

and dissolves into earth, oceans, and sky. The roads and railways, facto-
ries, and suburbs all seem to vanish without a trace. Only on the night 
side of the earth does the modern economy come into view: millions of 
lights joined together in a planetary luminescence.

Lights alone do not tell the  whole story, of course. To take in the 
planetary impact of the global economy, other forms of observation are 
necessary. Hundreds of monitoring stations across the world now map 
the impact of economic growth on the carbon cycle. No physical trend of 
the last  century has had a more profound e!ect than the accumulation 
of green house gases. In the atmosphere, carbon dioxide forms a trace gas 
of miniscule proportions, yet this tiny chemical fluctuation turns out to 
have calamitous consequences for the climate system over time. Since 
the nineteenth  century, green house gas emissions from manufacturing 
and other energy- intensive sectors have begun to nudge the earth sys-
tem  toward a new state. Humanity has left the relatively stable climate of 
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the Holocene epoch and entered a new stage in the history of the planet, 
provisionally named the Anthropocene.1

The cumulative e!ect of all our economic actions casts a shadow 
across the atmosphere, locking in heat in the biosphere and thereby rais-
ing the annual mean temperature of the planet. This is the consequence 
of a highly peculiar phenomenon: exponential economic growth. For 
99.9993   percent of the time that Homo sapiens has lived on earth,  there 
was no sustained economic growth at all. Only in the last two, maybe 
three, centuries has economic growth become a natu ral part of  human 
life— a seemingly unequivocal good essential to the thriving of humanity. 
Pre sent generations find it di#cult even to conceive of the world without 
the concept of economic growth. Since the seventeenth  century, scientist 
and engineers have become more and more confident in their ability to 
control the natu ral world. Yet this new power is terrifyingly partial and 
perhaps far more blind than we realize. While  humans have learned to 
split the atom, manipulate the genome, and put  people on the moon, they 
have also inadvertently produced pollution and biodiversity loss on a 
planetary scale. The seventeenth- century proj ect to control nature has 
given rise to a series of nightmarish side e!ects that are now jeopardizing 
the very conditions that have enabled the emergence of complex socie-
ties. Global environmental change is putting the  future of the  human 
species at risk.2

To address  these prob lems, cap i tal ist socie ties have to change the 
way they interact with the planetary environment. We need to alter the 
way we think about the economy and nature, as well as the relationship 
between the two. For the better part of the last  century, much of our ap-
proach has been grounded in modern neoclassical economics and its fun-
damental axiom of scarcity.  Because  human desire for consumption is 
assumed to be insatiable and nature is by definition finite, economists rea-
son that all  humans and firms are forced to make tradeo!s to maximize 
their happiness and profits. This means that, at any given moment, eco-
nomic actors seek to make the most e#cient use of natu ral resources and, 
over time, they strive to develop science and technology to engender as 
much economic growth as pos si ble. If, in this pro cess, natu ral resources 
start  running low, economists predict that entrepreneurs aided by new sci-
ence  will respond to higher prices and develop substitutes. The concep-
tion of nature as scarce, yet capable of infinite improvement and infinite 
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substitutability, has proven remarkably e!ective in promoting economic 
growth and ever- expanding consumption. Yet this conception of scarcity 
is also at the heart of the planetary crisis we now face.

For some time now, scientists have warned of sweeping, systemic 
changes to the earth system caused by fossil fuel economies and over-
consumption. Anthropogenic climate change is the best- known threat. 
Green house gases are pushing the planet  toward new extremes of heat, 
humidity, drought, and flood.  These changes  will likely lead to a decline 
in agricultural productivity in key regions. Global warming  will cause 
sea levels to rise, threatening densely populated coastal areas that are 
particularly vulnerable to rising seas. Oceanic ecosystems are also  under 
increasing strain. Acidification threatens vital biota like coral reefs and 
phytoplankton. Closely linked to climate change is a second trend of ris-
ing extinction rates. Climate deterioration and land- use change are 
rapidly reducing the terrestrial biodiversity that underpins the proper 
functioning of ecosystems and  human economies. As if this  were not bad 
enough, chemical pollution also poses unpre ce dented risks to the plane-
tary environment and  human well- being. Meanwhile, modern agriculture 
produces excess flows of nitrogen and phosphorus that damage the health 
of waterways and coastal ecosystems. Industrial agriculture and land 
clearance also appear to accelerate the emergence of new pathogens like 
COVID-19. With so many interrelated and escalating threats, cap i tal ist 
socie ties appear to have reached a breaking point. Without fundamental 
transformation, humanity confronts planetary disaster.3 We are there-
fore left with no other option than to reconsider fundamentally how we 
or ga nize our economy.

To create an economy for the  future, we need novel ways of think-
ing. To develop new ideas, we need to understand the past. This book 
condenses five hundred years of debates about the relationship between 
nature and economy, surveying how phi los o phers, po liti cal theorists, 
and economists in the past have conceived of this relationship. While 
historians often point out that knowing history prevents us from repeat-
ing it, we believe, more ambitiously, that historical knowledge not only 
allows us to avoid repetition but provides us with a shared understanding 
that can help us construct a better  future. We hope that readers of this 
book, by gaining a better sense of how  people in the past have conceived 
of the nature- economy nexus,  will be inspired to think imaginatively 
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about alternatives to the neoclassical idea of scarcity. We need to move 
 toward an economy that is capable of meeting  human needs at the same 
time that it allows for the earth system to operate in a manner that  favors 
both  human flourishing and the diversity of nonhuman life.

Although focused on the concept of scarcity, the centerpiece of 
modern economics, this book is not written from within the discourse of 
neoclassical economics. Rather, it locates economic thinking in a much 
broader historical context. We hope that many scholars, including anthro-
pologists, historians, sociologists, po liti cal scientists, and economists,  will 
find our historical approach useful. Our main purpose, however, is to reach 
concerned global citizens intent on pursuing solutions to the looming plan-
etary crisis. Much of the argument  here took shape in the classroom as we 
debated  these ideas with undergraduates. We have written the book with 
students and other young  people in mind, trying to make our ideas as ac-
cessible as pos si ble, even to newcomers to intellectual history.

Va ri e ties of Scarcity

The past is filled with di! er ent ways of thinking about scarcity. Since the 
sixteenth  century, an array of phi los o phers, po liti cal theorists, economic 
theorists, even novelists and poets, have sought to identify and articulate 
the “ideal” relationship between nature and the economy. In their writ-
ings, we find a diverse set of ideas about scarcity: its sources, its implica-
tions, and its demands on  human actors. The organ ization of this book 
reflects what we consider to be major trends and shifts in the evolution of 
 these historical conceptions. Moving roughly chronologically through the 
centuries to our pre sent day, each chapter identifies past ideas of scarcity 
that emerged in con temporary writings about the nature- economy rela-
tionship. To make sense of  these di! er ent intellectual currents, we have 
grouped ideas that are closely related  under a common rubric. Our names 
for  these types of scarcity are not necessarily actor’s categories— that is to 
say, they  were not used by  people in the past. Yet by categorizing and nam-
ing  these past versions of scarcity, we have put together a rich and long- 
term history of a concept that  today is all too often considered synonymous 
with neoclassical economics. The modern neoclassical conception of scar-
city emerged only in the 1870s. Prior to that moment,  people understood 
the nature- economy nexus in many di! er ent ways. We seek to make clear 
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that scarcity itself can and should be liberated from its connotations in 
modern economics.

While this book names several distinct historical conceptions of 
scarcity, most ultimately fall within one of two umbrella categories. Cor-
nucopian ideologies include a series of ideas that endorse an active mas-
tery of nature together with a dynamic and expansive notion of desire. All 
versions of Cornucopianism are rooted in optimism that nature’s re-
sources, however  limited, can be extended infinitely by  humans— although 
as we  will see, they often di!er on how exactly to improve nature’s bounty 
and how expansively to embrace  human desire. The category of Cornuco-
pian ideologies includes what we call Cornucopian Scarcity, Enclosure 
Scarcity, Enlightened Scarcity, Cap i tal ist Scarcity, and Neoclassical Scar-
city. This tradition first emerged in the seventeenth  century and eventu-
ally reached a dominant position by the end of the nineteenth  century. As 
an intellectual current, Cornucopianism has helped push us headlong 
down our current path of ever- expanding economic growth and planetary 
crises.

The category of Finitarian scarcity, meanwhile, emphasizes the lim-
its to  human power over nature and$the need for constraint and modera-
tion of  human desires. As we  shall see, the Finitarian ideologies featured 
in this book variously perceive the reasons for  these limits and o!er dif-
fer ent approaches to constraining  human desires. But at their base,  these 
ideologies are rooted in the fundamental belief that nature’s abundance 
is finite— and that  human desires must be curbed to maintain a balance be-
tween nature and economy. While several of  these ideologies have had 
power ful and recurring influence over culture and politics, as we  shall see, 
none has achieved cultural hegemony since the sixteenth  century. The cat-
egory of Finitarian ideologies consists of what we term Neo- Aristotelian 
Scarcity, Utopian Scarcity, Malthusian Scarcity, Romantic Scarcity, Social-
ist Scarcity, and Planetary Scarcity. We note that Enclosure Scarcity and 
Socialist Scarcity can be understood as composites of Finitarian and Cor-
nucopian forms.

Although the Romantic and Socialist versions of scarcity have had a 
power ful and recurring influence over culture and politics, only their 
sixteenth- century pre de ces sor, Neo- Aristotelian Scarcity, achieved cul-
tural hegemony in the West. Finitarianism therefore primarily repre-
sents a history of re sis tance and aspiration rather than dominance. Yet we 
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would be remiss to underestimate Finitarianism’s intellectual force, which 
drives not only its ability to attract devoted adherents, but also its power 
to stimulate creative thinking about alternative  futures.

Finitarian and Cornucopian worldviews developed side by side in 
mutual opposition. Conflict bonded them together, such that each side 
defined itself by rejecting the other.  Because they sought to answer the 
same question— are  there limits to economic growth?— they often ended 
up feeding on each other, generating rival forecasts of the  future and com-
peting conceptions of the public good. The intellectual currents we ex-
amine in this book demonstrate how Finitarianism and Cornucopianism 
emerged as oppositional intellectual frameworks. We might think of their 
development as a form of  family feud inherited from one generation to an-
other, always locked in  battle, but producing new grievances and new ar-
eas of conflict over time. The fear of limits to economic growth provoked 
optimistic visions of abundance, which in turn came  under attack by crit-
ics. Of course, this conflict did not happen in a material vacuum. Both sides 
looked to the natu ral world and technology to justify their positions: where 
Cornucopians celebrated the bounty of natu ral resources, the power of 
 human ingenuity, and the insatiability of desires, Finitarians emphasized 
limits, unintended consequences, and  simple needs.

Nearly all of the ideas of scarcity that we examine in this book are 
part of the system of capitalism. Capitalism, although di#cult to define as 
it assumes so many di! er ent forms across time and space, we take to be a 
social system that emerged for the first time in Eu rope during the early 
modern era (circa 1500–1800). The cap i tal ist order is based on the insti-
tutions of private property, markets, money, profits, capital, corporations, 
and wage  labor. Some of  these institutions can be found in  earlier social 
systems, but when we add that, in capitalism, competition, entrepreneur-
ship, consumerism, colonization, commodification, specialization, and sci-
entific pro gress serve the larger purpose of capital accumulation, we inch 
closer to a robust definition. We also need to include a centralized state 
that is capable of intervening, regulating and legislating in a manner that 
promotes the expansion and stability of capitalism. All of  these character-
istics do not have to be si mul ta neously pre sent for us to view a society as 
cap i tal ist— after all, capitalism contains both  free and enslaved  labor,  free 
competition and monopolies, private and public property,  free trade and 
protectionism, demo cratic and authoritarian states. Yet, the fewer of  these 
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institutions a society contains, the further away from capitalism it drifts. 
We can also define capitalism by looking for its ecological footprint. Cap-
i tal ist accumulation requires intensifying exploitation of the local and 
global environment through pro cesses of commodification, extraction, 
and scientific management. Lastly, we need to take seriously capitalism’s 
capacious ideological apparatus, with room for numerous conflicting ide-
ologies. Without able intellectual defenders, capitalism could never have 
become a dominant social and po liti cal force in the world.

Five Hundred Years of Scarcity

To understand how the rivalry between Cornucopian and Finitarian forms 
of scarcity emerged, we must begin by considering the notions of limits and 
abundance in pre industrial socie ties. Prior to the age of capitalism, the 
nature- economy nexus was conceived of in a variety of ways. Anthropol-
ogists have found evidence of hunter- gatherers enjoying “a%uence with-
out abundance.”&4 Paleolithic foragers did not have much, but  because their 
wants  were small, they always had more than they needed. Only in the 
aftermath of the Neolithic Revolution, when new institutions emerged 
based on centralized power and sedentary populations, did the view of na-
ture and desire shift. The formation of agricultural socie ties was made 
pos si ble by the interglacial epoch known as the Holocene which began 
11,700 years ago. While the early Holocene was considerably warmer than 
the last few millennia, the trend overall was  toward relative stability. Car-
bon dioxide levels in the atmosphere during the Holocene varied between 
260 and 285 parts per million while the temperature shifted only very 
 little, about one degree Celsius up or down from the global average. Inter-
nal variations like the Roman and Medieval Warm Period or the drop in 
temperatures during the seventeenth- century  Little Ice Age  were tri-
fling compared to the  great cycles of the Pleistocene. This relative stability 
of climate allowed agricultural socie ties to rely on predictably recurring 
cycles and flows within the organic economy.5

In agrarian socie ties,  people began to conceive of the social order as 
a steady oscillation between physical scarcity and material plenty. The bib-
lical notion of seven good years followed by seven years of famine cap-
tured the prevailing fatalism. The word scarsete or skarcete first appeared 
in  Middle En glish during the  fourteenth  century as a loan from the Old 
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French escharseté.6 During this period scarcity referred specifically to the 
insu#cient supply of necessities to feed the common  people. It was an 
earthly phenomenon, produced by bad weather and harvest failures. When 
scarcity proved per sis tent over a large area or a long time, it led to subsis-
tence crisis and mass death,  unless socie ties maintained emergency sup-
plies. Along with material constraints, a moral imperative to curb  human 
appetites also emerged. According to the Christian worldview of the six-
teenth  century, as we show in Chapter 1, the relationship between  human 
desires and nature was conceived as a delicate balance of limitations. Re-
ligious doctrine made it clear that pious  people never let their desire for 
plea sure, of any kind, run amok. When kept within socially and spiritu-
ally circumscribed limits, desires could exist in harmony with nature’s 
 limited yield.  People  were expected to re spect the inherent restrictions of 
nature and to realize that they had to make do with the  little they had. It 
is thus in sixteenth- century Eu rope that we locate this book’s earliest Fini-
tarian model, and the only one to achieve any kind of cultural hegemony: 
what we call Neo- Aristotelian Scarcity. Losing control over one’s desires 
was, as Aristotle had said long ago, tantamount to losing one’s humanity. 
Yet even in the 1500s,  these ideas about  human desire  were challenged by 
a growing culture of commerce and enclosure that spurred critiques and 
alternatives from the likes of Thomas More and Martin Luther.

A radically new Cornucopian way of conceiving of the relationship 
between nature and the economy emerged in the seventeenth  century, 
starting the slow and circuitous route  toward the modern neoclassical 
concept of scarcity. As Chapter 2 shows, the natu ral phi los o pher and 
politician Francis Bacon pop u lar ized the idea that humanity could, 
with the aid of scientific knowledge, bring nature  under control and 
force it to share its dormant riches. Bacon’s disciple, Samuel Hartlib, 
praised nature as an infinite trea sure, capable of giving rise to earthly 
abundance. Soon thereafter, the economic writer, fire- insurance entrepre-
neur, and London real estate tycoon Nicholas Barbon endorsed insatia-
ble desires as not only natu ral, but also socially beneficial. In contrast 
with the traditional notion of harmonious limitations, scarcity was now 
seen as the product of intertwining infinities: the endless  human desire for 
consumption and infinitely expandable nature. We describe  these ideas 
collectively as Cornucopian Scarcity, reflecting their position as pro-
genitors of  later Cornucopian ideologies that developed across the ensuing 
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centuries. Unlike its sixteenth- century pre de ces sors, Cornucopian Scar-
city legitimized boundless wants as the force that— supported by scientific 
advances— would propel the infinite improvement of nature and hence in-
finite  human pro gress.

Paradoxically, Bacon and Hartlib’s dream of godlike power took 
shape in the midst of the  Little Ice Age, when mean temperatures in 
Eu rope decreased by one degree Celsius. While we do not have a full picture 
of how climate deterioration challenged seventeenth- century society, we 
know that Hartlib and his circle sprang to action during the harsh winters 
and near- famine conditions of the 1640s and 1650s. Like most  people in 
the period, they regarded the relationship between the economic order and 
the climate as interdependent. If the landscape could be brought  under sci-
entific control, “savage” nature would become “civilized.”7 Writing in the 
following  century, the Scottish Enlightenment phi los o pher David Hume 
explained, according to the logic of the day, that the warming trend was 
the result of the fact that “the land is at pre sent much better cultivated, and 
that the woods are cleared, which formerly threw a shade upon the earth, 
and kept the rays of the sun from penetrating to it.”8

If the seventeenth  century witnessed a radically new form of 
thinking about nature and economy, the eigh teenth  century— the focus of 
Chapter 3— emphasized gradual pro gress. While much of the previous 
 century’s optimism survived, Enlightenment- era thinkers  were not quite 
as enamored with the ideas of infinite  human desire and endlessly boun-
tiful nature. David Hume, Daniel Defoe, and Adam Smith, among  others, 
argued that nature could provide  great— but perhaps not endless— wealth. 
For example, Hume suggested that nature was always scarce but that it was 
pos si ble, through industriousness and scientific pro gress, to slowly extend 
its bound aries. As long as  human creativity remained vibrant,  there  were 
no absolute limits to growth. Enlightenment- era thinkers  were also more 
inclined to believe that  humans, while drawn to consumption, should 
temper their selfish desires. Hume argued that commercial civilization, 
po liti cal liberty, and liberal education would refine and redirect  human 
desires onto a higher plane. Civilized  people would become more prone 
to poetry and philosophy than to rampant consumption of luxuries. The 
Enlightenment version of scarcity therefore envisioned an incremental 
curtailment of initially strong desires for material a%uence and a gradual, 
scientifically engineered, expansion of nature’s bounty. This was a more 
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sensible and mea sured form of Cornucopianism, in which the  future held 
the promise of a partial easing of the yoke of scarcity.

While the Hartlibians and Hume opened a path for the modern no-
tion of scarcity,  there  were con temporary voices who objected to the ide-
ology of infinite growth and infinite consumption. During the seventeenth 
 century, the anti- Enclosure militant Gerrard Winstanley put forth a rad-
ical critique of property and money, arguing that they polarized society 
and drove a wedge between rich and poor. Winstanley saw scarcity as a 
universal condition, experienced even during moments of abundant har-
vests and economic flourishing, with the rich constantly striving for more 
and the poor always fearing starvation. Winstanley was responding to the 
vio lence of the enclosures— the first crucial step in agrarian capitalism 
whereby the land was transformed from a shared space of common use and 
existential meaning to an economic resource accumulated in the hands of 
the few— what we  will call Enclosure Scarcity. About a  century  later, a phil-
osophical contrarian from Geneva, Jean- Jacques Rousseau, argued that 
the constant desire for consumption had contaminated the social fabric. 
Every thing in society and nature had become subjugated to the quest for 
trivial luxuries, resulting in the corruption of the good life. Insatiable de-
sires, infinite growth, and perpetual scarcity, Winstanley and Rousseau 
argued,  were social constructs that had a beginning and should have an 
end. They each formulated their own Finitarian vision of the world.

The full flourishing of the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth 
 century fostered a new wave of Finitarian notions of scarcity. Chapter 4 
examines the Romantic writers who launched a systematic rethinking of 
both  human desire and nature.  These thinkers  imagined a world in which 
 people  were motivated by beauty and community rather than consump-
tion, and treated nature as the spiritual center of  human life. What we call 
Romantic Scarcity embraced  human restraint and material simplicity that 
respected the finite resources and the transcendental value of the natu-
ral world. At the same time, Thomas Malthus pessimistically argued that 
the needs of a geometrically growing population would soon outstrip the 
agricultural yield, since the latter could grow only at an arithmetic rate. 
Disease, war, and famine would cull the surplus population  until,  after 
much su!ering, the excess numbers  were brought back into balance with 
a strictly circumscribed natu ral world. As Chapter 5 shows, Malthusian 

514-109354_ch01_1P.indd   10 13/09/22   10:36 AM



 I N T R O D U C T I O N  11

—-1
—0
—+1

Scarcity held that the world’s finite supply of land placed immovable phys-
ical limitations on  human growth.

The revolutionary changes underway in the nineteenth  century 
also sparked Karl Marx’s radical critique of both the Enlightenment and 
Malthusian versions of scarcity. Marx argued that scarcity was driven 
not by the boundless desire for consumption but rather by industrial cap-
i tal ists’ incessant pursuit of capital accumulation. He shifted the blame 
for scarcity from humanity in general to the emerging industrial cap i tal ist 
class, who constantly sought to impose  labor on the working classes not 
primarily to enjoy the fruits thereof but to reproduce their dominance. 
Since the incessant force driving the cap i tal ists, as a class, was the repro-
duction of command and control, we call it Cap i tal ist Scarcity. Together 
with other radicals, such as Robert Owen and Charles Fourier, Marx en-
visioned an alternative  future, one based on an entirely di! er ent relation-
ship between nature and the economy. They looked forward to a world in 
which technology would produce an abundance of material wealth to 
satisfy all basic needs, while liberation from cap i tal ist domination would 
 free  people to pursue the full spectrum of  human passions, not just  those 
that could be satisfied through consumption. Whereas Malthus identified 
the sources of scarcity in the clash between the earth’s physical limits 
and the insatiability of collective  human desire, the originators of what 
we call Socialist Scarcity saw the  future as the interplay between a needs- 
based economy and the scientifically driven mastery of nature.

 After the disruption of the  Little Ice Age, the climate of the north-
ern hemi sphere grew more favorable during the Enlightenment and the 
nineteenth  century. This warm spell coincided with the wide- ranging 
adoption of fossil fuel, first in Britain and then across the West. A geologi-
cal endowment, stored up over millions of years, enabled a quantum leap 
in energy use during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Yet precisely 
this windfall also disrupted the carbon cycle that controls the planetary 
climate. By unleashing carbon dioxide into the atmosphere on a scale not 
seen for millions of years, the new fossil fuel economy brought the Holo-
cene epoch to an end. Carbon dioxide levels indicate clearly that this shift 
had happened already by the end of the nineteenth  century, just as social-
ist theorists and marginalist economists launched their rival bids to re-
make the world.9
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Marx’s vision of an overthrow of existing social relations shook the 
Eu ro pean bourgeoisie to the core. Liberal thinkers set out to develop an 
alternative ideology, one that put capitalism in a more favorable light. 
Nearly si mul ta neously, William Stanley Jevons, Leon Walras, and Carl 
Menger developed what would become modern neoclassical economics. 
The version of scarcity at the heart of the new economic discourse that 
they pioneered had very  little to do with  either the prob lem of poverty 
or the challenge of resource exhaustion. Instead, their version of scarcity, 
explored in Chapter 7, was a philosophical conjecture that originated in 
the assumption of insatiable  human wants and infinite substitutability on 
the one hand, and on the other hand, the fact that all resources are by 
definition finite. They all argued that, while  people who experienced pov-
erty or confronted dwindling natu ral resources certainly faced scarcity, 
their experiences di!ered only by degree from  those of every one  else. 
Without tapping into the scholarship in anthropology or psy chol ogy, econ-
omists alleged that  people everywhere confronted the same universal 
condition of scarcity. This textbook example makes their position clear: 
“Small bands of African Bushmen face it; so do Amazon Indians and 
Greenland Eskimos. Peasants in China, Egypt, and Peru su!er from it; so 
do urban dwellers in Moscow, Paris, and New York. All of them,  every day, 
wrestle with the basic economic prob lem of scarcity.”10 To be  human thus 
means to be involved in the Sisyphean task of constantly striving for 
abundance in the context of inescapable scarcity. Regardless of how much 
wealth is attained or how it is distributed, the nagging desire for more 
never goes away. This version of Cornucopian Scarcity was systematized 
and pop u lar ized by the neoclassical economists, starting with the Lon-
don School of Economics professor Lionel Robbins. “We have been 
turned out of Paradise,” he began. “We have neither eternal life nor unl-
imited means of gratification. Everywhere we turn, if we choose one  thing 
we must relinquish  others.” Robbins concluded: “Scarcity of means to 
satisfy ends of varying importance is an almost ubiquitous condition of 
 human be hav ior.”11 It is one of history’s many ironies that at the same time 
that the West enjoyed a golden age of unpre ce dented a%uence (1945–1975), 
scarcity became the centerpiece of economic analy sis.

In the twentieth  century, fossil fuel– induced economic growth gath-
ered further momentum as petroleum and natu ral gas facilitated the 
development of new technologies, from international air travel to synthetic 
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fertilizer. The sustained boom  after World War II led to an escalation of 
carbon emissions, increasing the level of atmospheric carbon dioxide from 
311 parts per million (ppm) in 1950 to 331 ppm in 1975. Cheap energy ush-
ered in unpre ce dented a%uence in the advanced economies of the world, 
but also set the planet on the path  toward multiple tipping points. By the 
end of the twentieth  century, the new, interdisciplinary field of earth sys-
tem science illuminated the risks posed by runaway growth to the stabil-
ity of the system. The discovery of ozone depletion in the 1980s brought 
home to a stunned world how seemingly trivial forms of consumption 
could lead to planetary danger. Common  house hold goods like refrigera-
tor coolants and shaving cream posed a lethal threat to the safety of the 
biosphere. Around the same time, anthropogenic climate change entered 
into public awareness. More and more voices warned that the old dream 
of godlike power over nature had opened a Pandora’s box of environmen-
tal horrors.

By the early twenty- first  century, the dominant idea of Neoclassical 
Scarcity was on a collision course with a new understanding of the world: 
Planetary Scarcity, which we take up in Chapter 8. In 2000, the atmo-
spheric chemist Paul Crutzen and the ecologist Eugene Stoermer coined 
the term Anthropocene to draw attention to the dramatic rupture in the 
history of the planet. Rapid economic growth based on fossil fuel use had 
forced the earth out of the Holocene and into a new geological epoch. From 
the beginning, the concept of the Anthropocene included a host of threats 
besides climate change. The Planetary Bound aries framework, devised by 
the environmental scientist Johan Rockström, described nine major tip-
ping points that had the capacity to force the earth out of its Holocene 
state: climate change, biosphere integrity, land use change, freshwater use, 
biochemical flows, ocean acidification, atmospheric aerosol loading, 
stratospheric ozone deletion, and novel chemical entities.  These nine 
bound aries revealed a tragic flaw in the Cornucopian conception of scar-
city embraced in mainstream economics. Instead of seeing the natu ral 
world as a boundless stock of resources to control and command, earth 
system science models suggested that exponential economic growth was 
producing more pollution than the planet could absorb, risking major dis-
ruption to the safe functioning of the system.12

The growing threat to the global environment served up a fright-
ening twist on the old fear of natu ral limits to growth, expanding the 
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prob lem of finite stock to a scarcity of sinks. Energy and  matter flow through 
the earth system between di! er ent reservoirs. When the flux of  matter 
into a reservoir is greater than the outflow, the reservoir is defined as a 
sink. When coal, oil, and natu ral gas are burned, carbon dioxide is trans-
ferred from the ground to the atmosphere. Naturally occurring pro cesses 

Planetary Bound aries, 2015. The planetary bound aries model defines the  human 
economy as a subset of the global environment. Each of the nine bound aries suggests 
a quantitative mea sure for safe development. Credit: Stockholm Resilience Center.
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gradually remove carbon from the atmosphere and sequester it in sinks 
like the oceans, terrestrial vegetation, rocks, and soil, but the capacity of 
 these sinks to store carbon dioxide is not unlimited. Beyond a certain 
threshold, excess carbon in the atmosphere  will trigger a cascade of tip-
ping points that undermine the safe functioning of the system.13

At the same time, earth system science also pointed to a second 
closely related planetary crisis of biodiversity. Rapid land use change and 
climate change threatened to unleash a sixth mass extinction in the near 
 future.  Here, too, science challenged the idea of nature as a mere stock of 
resources for  human use. By defining biodiversity as a nonrenewable and 
irreplaceable foundation for all life, ecologists insisted that  there  were 
sharp limits to  human power over the earth.  These warnings have only 
grown louder in recent years. The Finitarian concept of Planetary Scar-
city captures this tension, acknowledging that the earth system itself can 
and  will be overwhelmed by insatiable wants and endless growth.14

 Under  these manifold pressures, neoclassical economics came  under 
attack from a variety of directions. Many of its most prominent advocates 
sought to address  these critiques by revising the neoclassical doctrine. 
Just to mention a few, in the 1970s the Hungarian émigré Tibor Scitovsky 
and the American economist Richard Easterlin revised the more- is- better 
assumption.15 Around the same moment, the Oxford- trained economist 
Fred Hirsch argued against the idea that economic growth necessarily 
contributes to the quality of life.16 Harvard- economist Amartya Sen 
launched a new form of development economics centered on freedom and 
quality of life rather than the “narrower views” fixated on gross national 
product or industrialization.17 More recently, the British economist Karen 
Raworth fused the Planetary Bound aries framework with a universal 
model of social and economic development. She, too, rejected the growth 
ethos of conventional economics in  favor of satisfying all  humans’ basic 
needs within the ecological limits set by Planetary Bound aries. She ac-
cused the neoclassical economists of adopting a model of scarcity that 
neglected the moral ends and environmental constraints of  actual eco-
nomic life.18 Fi nally, Cambridge economist Partha Dasgupta has devel-
oped a program for the economics of biodiversity, focusing on not just 
physical capital but also  human capital and natu ral capital.19 Many other 
e!orts are currently underway within economics to address previous 
shortcomings. Yet the extent to which academic economists have re-
oriented their research agendas should not be overstated. Out of nearly 
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nineteen thousand articles in the top five economics journals between 
1957 and 2019, “climate change” and “global warming” appeared only 
twenty- six times in the titles and thirty- two times in the abstracts.20 
Moreover, most of the economics curriculum taught at universities around 
the world remains faithful to its traditional princi ples. As such, the 
conception of scarcity that informs how policy makers, journalists, and 
business leaders approach the world is still very much grounded in the 
canonical version of neoclassical economics. To be absolutely clear, this 
book does not o!er a critique of the usefulness or instrumentality of 
the neoclassical concept of scarcity— instead, the prob lem we highlight is 
that it has been far too successful. That is, by promoting the optimal use 
of resources and maximum economic growth, it has fostered a world in 
which the economy and nature are on a collision course. The primary aim 
of this book is therefore to expand our intellectual toolbox by drawing 
on how  people in the past have understood the sources, meanings, and 
repercussions of scarcity, so that we can transcend the current hegemony 
of neoclassical economics.

The Power of Ideas

As intellectual historians, we believe that the manner in which  people 
make sense of the world deeply shapes their actions. Each generation 
produces a world in the image of its ideas. The institutions we form, the 
policies we implement, the laws we pass, and the practices we pursue are 
undeniably structured by the prevailing worldview. As the  great econo-
mist John Maynard Keynes declared:

The ideas of economists and po liti cal phi los o phers, both 
when they are right and when they are wrong, are more power-
ful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled 
by  little  else.21

This is not to suggest that ideologies govern every thing or that history 
unfolds according to a  simple inherent logic, only that ideologies play a 
profoundly impor tant role in shaping po liti cal agendas,  legal changes, 
economic pro cesses, and individual be hav ior. We reject deterministic mod-
els that see a one- to- one relationship between any par tic u lar society and 
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its ideas; all socie ties are capable of producing an array of ideologies. 
While ideas always mirror the social structure, economic conditions, and 
po liti cal realities of their time, they also have the power to reshape  these 
conditions to a significant degree.

The concept of ideology often has negative associations; it is seen as 
the opposite of the  actual, the real, or the true. We employ the term dif-
ferently  here. For us, ideology constitutes a worldview: a basic understand-
ing of a society and how its constitutive parts fit together and acquire a 
discernable logic and purpose. An ideology o!ers a coherent perspective 
on a society that unifies its believers and creates a shared identity. Ideolo-
gies tend to be both rationalizing and legitimizing, in the sense that they 
provide “plausible explanations and justifications for social be hav ior 
which might other wise be the object of criticism.”22 Ideologies can be said 
to be naturalizing, in the sense that they are often presented as natu ral, 
self- evident, and commonsensical. They are also frequently made to ap-
pear ahistorical, having no discernible beginning and thus no inevitable 
end. While ideologies pretend to be universal, applicable to every one, they 
never achieve absolute dominance. Alternative ways of understanding the 
world are always available for  those who seek them out.

Currently, the ideology of modern economics holds a power ful sway 
over the world. Neoclassical economists o!er a coherent explanation of 
economic phenomena, and in so  doing powerfully legitimize and encour-
age the maximization of e#ciency, profits, utility, and growth. The theory 
also sets bound aries for what is considered real and common sense. Once 
students of economics accept the neoclassical notion of scarcity, only a 
par tic u lar understanding of the pre sent and a  limited set of  future worlds 
become pos si ble. Even though the  actual conditions of modern capitalism 
do not look much like the models employed in modern economic theory, the 
theory nevertheless plays a critical role in structuring the modern under-
standing of capitalism. Thinking of nature as a store house of appropri-
able and tradeable material wealth alters how  people interact with the 
earth system and all its ele ments. It makes it reasonable to conceive of 
the biosphere, first and foremost, as a standing reserve and a  factor of eco-
nomic growth.

If economists and politicians continue to use the modern neoclassi-
cal concept of scarcity to address the looming planetary crisis, they run 
the risk of generating solutions that only exacerbate the prob lems. They 
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trap us in an intellectual framework that is unlikely to yield the kind of cre-
ative thinking we need. It certainly would be con ve nient if we  were able 
to continue addressing our environmental prob lems with ever more eco-
nomic growth— something  humans have become very skilled at  doing— but 
that is no longer an option. Yet the very idea of stepping o! the infinite 
growth trajectory invokes multiple anx i eties: we can no longer be confi-
dent that each generation  will be better o! materially than the previous 
one, modern pension systems might not remain solvent, and we might not 
be able to generate enough jobs for every one. Voluntarily extracting our-
selves from the infinite growth paradigm  will require a fundamental 
transformation in the way we think about and approach the world.

 Because this book examines ideas that  shaped capitalism and mo-
dernity, we focus our attention on the writers in the Western canon.23 This 
means that we explore, for the most part, a narrow range of elite, white, 
male thinkers, who enjoyed the privilege to publish their ideas and had ac-
cess to institutions of intellectual authority. Among them are phi los o phers, 
po liti cal, and social theorists, as well as economists, including Francis 
Bacon, David Hume, Adam Smith, Carl Menger, and Alfred Marshall. Some 
of  these figures advanced ideas of infinite economic growth, in which we 
can identify the roots of  today’s Neoclassical Scarcity.  Others, however, 
voiced oppositional discourses, among them Gerrard Winstanley, Jean- 
Jacques Rousseau, Dorothy Words worth, Karl Marx, and Hannah Arendt.

For some of our readers, this book contains too many intellectual 
figures already, whereas for  others we have not included enough, omitting 
writers who perhaps deserve to be included. We have aimed, however, to 
select the thinkers who pre sent each version of scarcity we want to high-
light with the greatest lucidity. Had we tried to capture  every nuance of 
this genealogy, our book would have been many thousand pages long. We 
have also aimed throughout the text to capture the ideas of  those who 
first formulated them, not to elaborate on subsequent debates and inter-
pretations by our fellow academics. For this reason, endnotes are kept 
to a minimum.

Re sis tance and opposition are, of course, not a mono poly of Western 
dissidents. We recognize that  there have been many other oppositional 
voices, both within and outside the Western canon; voices that sang out as 
capitalism spread around the globe. We do not believe that the Western 
canon should be the only fountain of ideas from which to draw when think-
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ing about the  future, and we are strongly in  favor of movements  toward a 
new global intellectual history. But we also recognize that other scholars 
are better equipped to write this more expansive history of opposition to 
capitalism beyond the Western canon. Indeed,  there is a rich and growing 
scholarly lit er a ture on conceptions of the relationship between nature and 
economy in subaltern and non- Western ideologies. Our hope is that read-
ers ultimately  will consider our book within the context of this larger 
global discourse, as part of an urgent, collective search for new paths of 
flourishing on the planet.24

While this book largely examines the past, our ultimate aim is to 
foster discussion about how to conceptualize the relationship between na-
ture and economy in the  future. It is still pos si ble to change  human be hav-
ior in ways that  will enable socie ties to stay clear of the worst e!ects of 
the looming climate and biodiversity crises. This  will require, however, a 
decisive shift beyond the hegemonic neoclassical conception of scarcity. 
It is in this sense that we believe the ideologies explored in this book can 
bear productively on our current planetary crisis. First, only by examin-
ing the development of ideas over centuries can we come to fully appreci-
ate when and why perceptions of the relationship between nature and the 
economy changed. Second, a broader understanding of past ideas about 
scarcity gives us a comparative framework within which to evaluate what 
is historically specific about each concept and therefore how they di!er. 
Third, and perhaps most importantly, the historical rec ord shows that 
many di! er ent versions of scarcity have existed over centuries. The mod-
ern neoclassical version was never inevitable, but just one of many ideas 
of scarcity. If it was created at some point in time, it can also have an end: 
 there is no universal truth or permanence to it. Fi nally, the historical rec-
ord also o!ers a reservoir of alternative ways of thinking about nature 
and economy. None of them, of course, can be fully retrieved and rein-
stated in their original form; and some indeed are best left in the past. 
 Others, however, might inspire us to think creatively about our  future. In 
fact, as we explore in our Conclusion, ongoing responses to Planetary Scar-
city already contain some echoes of  earlier oppositional discourses from 
centuries past. Ideas do not discreetly come and go, but tend to linger. 
Although each chapter of this book describes the emergence of a new 
concept of scarcity, none of  these worldviews completely replaced the 
preceding ones or was replaced by  those that followed. At any given point, 
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 there are numerous competing worldviews, old and new, vying for attention. 
One or a few ideologies might gain ascendancy for some time, but their 
triumph is never absolute. Nestled in the social fabric, they reappear in 
the  future in a slightly di! er ent guise, once again ready to shape the course 
of history.

No  matter which intellectual traditions frame our imagination of the 
 future, one  thing is clear: all socie ties face the same universal emergency 
in the twin threats of anthropogenic climate change and mass extinction. 
For a prob lem of this magnitude,  there are no  simple technical fixes. While 
innovation in technology and infrastructure  will no doubt be indispens-
able, the deeper challenge we confront is how to rethink the relation 
between economy and nature. Instead of seeing economic activity as an 
in de pen dent power that masters nature,  those of who live in cap i tal ist 
socie ties need new ways to understand production as a joint endeavor 
between humanity and earthly forces, from the microcosm of soil bacteria 
to the carbon cycle of the earth system. Instead of thinking of creativity 
as a purely  human phenomenon, we should recognize how the natu ral 
world makes pos si ble and shapes  human agency and well- being. We also 
need to re orient the public debate  toward new normative aims.  After 
so much thoughtless destruction and degradation, ecological repair and 
restoration must become central priorities. At the same time, the work of 
repair must go hand in hand with new ideals of justice that help us over-
come long- standing inequalities, within and between nation- states and 
continents.25

As historians we do not claim to have a ready and easy solution to any 
of  these prob lems. But we insist that the reconstruction of the economic 
imagination  will require historical detective work. We can only hope to 
 free ourselves from the force of destructive ideas by understanding their 
historical roots. By delving into the past, we begin to see scarcity as his-
torically contingent and tied to peculiar social and po liti cal contexts. Such 
inquiries widen the scope of our creativity in this moment of planetary 
emergency, clearing a space for new thought and action.
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