Non

rofit

JUARTERLY

REPRINT

Just So Much and No More

The laws of economics
say, “Grow . .. Compete
... Useitupfast...
Take it now and turn it
into dollars ... Do
whatever makes sense in
monetary terms.” The
laws of the Earth say,
“Just so much and no
more . .. Compete,
yes, but keep your
competition in
bounds . .. Never take
more in your generation
than you give back to
the next.” Only time will
tell which laws
eventually prevail, and
the consequences we
will suffer if we do not
make our economic laws
consistent with our

planetary ones.
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Editors’ note: Every issue of the Nonprofit Quarterly begins with a framing article that in one
way or another puls the edition’s focus into context. As we prepared this edition on the function
of competition in the nonprofit sector, we recognized the importance of including something about
the framework we use to understand competition, because there are two that can be seen as being
at odds with one another. One framework recognizes that competition is useful within bounds but
wnsufficient to guide economies; another is what we might call a “scorched-earth” approach. What
JSollows s the last column of ecologist Donella Meadows, who died suddenly of meningitis on Febru-
ary 20, 2001. Meadows wrote extensively about economic systems and sustainability, and wrote and
worked tirelessly on behalf of the Earth. We offer this column, which was first published on June 30,

2001, in Yes! Magazine, as macro context for this edition. We thank the Donella Meadows Institute

(www.donellameadows.org) for their kind permission.

HE FIRST COMMANDMENT OF ECONOMICS IS:
Grow. Grow forever. Companies must get
bigger. National economies need to swell
by a certain percent each year. People

should want more, make more, earn more, spend

more—ever more.

The first commandment of the Earth is: Enough.
Just so much and no more. Just so much soil. Just
so much water. Just so much sunshine. Everything
born of the Earth grows to its appropriate size and
then stops. The planet does not get bigger, it gets
better. Its creatures learn, mature, diversify, evolve,
create amazing beauty and novelty and complexity,
but live within absolute limits.

Economics says: Compete. Only by pitting your-
self against a worthy opponent will you perform
efficiently. The reward for successful competition
will be growth. You will eat up your opponents, one
by one, and as you do, you will gain the resources
to do it some more.

The Earth says: Compete, yes, but keep your
competition in bounds. Don’t annihilate. Take only
what you need. Leave your competitor enough to
live. Wherever possible, don’t compete, cooperate.
Pollinate each other, create shelter for each other,
build firm structures that lift smaller species up to
the light. Pass around the nutrients, share the terri-
tory. Some kinds of excellence rise out of competi-
tion; other kinds rise out of cooperation. You're not
in a war, you're in a community.

Economics says: Use it up fast. Don’t bother
with repair; the sooner something wears out, the
sooner you'll buy another. That makes the gross
national product go round. Throw things out when
you get tired of them. Throw them to a place where
they become useless. Grab materials and energy to
make more. Shave the forests every 30 years. Get
the oil out of the ground and burn it now. Make jobs
so people can earn money, so they can buy more
stuff and throw it out.
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“Some kinds of excellence
rise out of compelition,
other kinds rise out of cooperation.
You’re not in a war,

you’re in a community.”

The Earth says: What'’s the hurry? Take your
time building soils, forests, coral reefs, moun-
tains. Take centuries or millennia. When any
part wears out, don’t discard it, turn it into food
for something else. If it takes hundreds of years
to grow a forest, millions of years to compress
oil, maybe that’s the rate at which they ought
to be used.

Economics discounts the future. Ten years
from now, $2 will be worth $1. You could invest
that dollar at 7 percent and double it in ten years.
So a resource 10 years from now is worth only
half what it’s worth now. Take it now. Turn it
into dollars.

The Earth says: Nonsense. Those invested
dollars grow in value only if something worth
buying grows, too. The Earth and its treasures
will not double in 10 years. What will you spend
your doubled dollars on if there is less soil,
dirtier water, fewer creatures, less beauty? The
Earth’s rule is: Give to the future. Lay up a frac-
tion of an inch of topsoil each year. Give your all
to nurture the young. Never take more in your
generation than you give back to the next.

The economic rule is: Do whatever makes
sense in monetary terms.

The Earth says: Money measures nothing
more than the relative power of some humans
over other humans, and that power is puny com-
pared with the power of the climate, the oceans,
the uncounted multitudes of one-celled organ-
isms that created the atmosphere, that recycle
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the waste, that have lasted for 3 billion years.
The fact that the economy, which has lasted
maybe 200 years, puts zero value on these things
means only that the economy knows nothing
about value—or about lasting.

Economics says: Worry, struggle, be dissatis-
fied. The permanent condition of humankind is
scarcity. The only way out of scarcity is to accu-
mulate and hoard, though that means, regretta-
bly, that others will have less. Too bad, but there
is not enough to go around.

The Earth says: Rejoice! You have been born
into a world of self-maintaining abundance and
incredible beauty. Feel it, taste it, be amazed by
it. If you stop your struggle and lift your eyes
long enough to see Earth’s wonders, to play and
dance with the glories around you, you will dis-
cover what you really need. It isn’t that much.
There is enough. As long as you control your
numbers, there will be enough for everyone and
for as long as you can imagine.

We don’t get to choose which laws, those
of the economy or those of the Earth, will
ultimately prevail. We can choose which ones
we will personally live under—and whether
to make our economic laws consistent with
planetary ones, or to find out what happens if
we don’t.

To comment on this article, write to us at feedback
@npgmag.org. Order reprints from http://store
.nonprofit quarterly.org, using code 210302.
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