The attempt at “new economics” only further re-entrenches capitalism
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For decades we have seen one economic initiative after another stepping forward promising to turn our social and environmental messes around. In the mid-1980s, for instance, a group of scholars convened for two conferences aimed at building a “New Economics” paradigm. The first was held in London, England in 1984 and the second was held in Bonn, Germany the following year. The goals set out for the new paradigm were to develop and promote an economic system that is centered on social justice, the satisfaction of a wide range of human needs, sustainable use of resources, and environmental conservation. The meetings were called The Other Economic Summit (TOES) to symbolize a clean break from the business-as-usual Group of Seven meetings or World Economic Forums. TOES addressed a spectrum of economic issues that were becoming increasingly exigent such as the problem of trying to achieve endless economic growth within the confines of a finite planet, the widening income and wealth gap between the world’s rich and poor, the need for economic indicators that could better assess human wellbeing than gross domestic product (GDP), chronic unemployment, access to education and health care services for the world’s population, alternative business models, alternative systems of finance and trade, gender equality, and tax policies. The conference presentations were compiled, edited by conference organizer and economist Paul Ekins, and a year later published in a book titled, The Living Economy: A New Economics in the Making (1986).
This was followed by a host of a new economics proposals. Among the pioneers were Paul Hawken, Frances Cairncross, Amory and Hunter L. Lovins, Jonathan Porrit, Lester R. Brown, James “Gus” Speth, and others. Of the next two decades the like-minded economists launched a library of information in books: Costing the Earth (1992), Ecological Commerce (1993), Natural Capitalism (1999), Eco-Economy (2001), Capitalism as if the World Mattered (2005), and the Green Collar Economy (2009). The core message in all this work is summarized by Yale economist and founder of the National Resource Defense Council, Gus Speth, as an articulation of the notion that, “the market can be transformed into an instrument for environmental restoration; the incentives that govern corporate behavior can be rewritten; growth can be focused on things that truly need to grow and consumption on having enough, not always more; and the rights of future generations and other species can be respected.”14 As this “new economics” vision continued to gain momentum, market-oriented eco-entrepreneurship expanded with differentiated green product identities, conventional products were rebranded as to be seen as sustainable to stay ahead of market saturation. At the same time, there was an explosion of socially responsible investment funds, or SRIs, which later morphed into impact investing
Among the most recent and compelling developments in the “new economics” movement in the US is an initiative spearheaded by the Sustainable Accounting Standards Board and The Climate Disclosure Standards Board. These are non-profit organizations working to provide material information for investors and financial markets through the integration of sustainability and climate change-related information into mainstream financial reporting of publicly traded corporations. In other words, they are trying to place climate and sustainability practices on equal footing as the corporate bottom line. This initiative is largely in response to what they perceive as a shifting attitude among investors, particularly professional asset managers. Institutional investors are increasingly getting pressured by their clients to find investment funds that do good and do well. As such, they are pushing for new reporting and accounting standards that will be binding for all publicly traded corporations, and to make their track records transparent to investors.
“Do good and do well” has been the mantra, and corporations, investors, and consumers alike find it irresistible. Workers were promised that now in addition to becoming information workers, they were also going to secure lucrative green collar jobs. As they make big money, they green collar professionals can afford to buy high end organic, sustainable, certified consumer goods, and the businesses that successfully market those goods will be plowing their profits back into even greener economic development. Everybody wins: producers make profits, investors get big returns, workers get jobs, and consumers save the planet by shopping conscientiously.
All of these initiatives over the last thirty years are very positive and doubtless are contributing, in some way or another, to a better world. But the central problem with this movement is that these initiatives continue to be forged from within the same cauldron of greed and delusion as were the corporations that have brought us to the brink of annihilation. Corporate institutions seem unable to change or adapt to the climate situation unless there is money to be made by doing so as they are still have a fiduciary responsibility to shareholders whose expectations have not changed since Veblen warned about the dangers of such an arrangement over a century ago.
This fiduciary responsibility to shareholder value is sovereign in the corporate capitalist world. If the Three Es of sustainable business— economy, equity, ecology—are like a three-legged stool in which the “do well” leg is much longer than the other two “do good” legs, and it is virtually impossible for a corporation to cut the other two legs down to match. Corporate executives are most likely to give a salute to sustainable practices, but if these do not result in handsome bottom-line returns, they will likely pass.
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