
The Joyful Economy
A Next System Possibility1

By James Gustave Speth

Introduction
In his 1976 book, The Joyless Economy, Tibor Scitovsky saw environmental neglect and other 
problems as results of a very American pattern of “putting the earning of money ahead of the 
enjoyment of life.”2 Four decades later, his observation remains valid.

In this essay, I will explore the transition from a Joyless Economy to a Joyful one. In the Joyful 
Economy, the goal of economic life is to sustain, nourish, and restore human and natural com-
munities, so that the material and non-material blessings of life are available to all. It is a new 
system of political economy that gives true and honest priority not to profit, production, and 
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power but rather to people, place, and planet. Its watchword is caring—caring for 
each other, for the natural world, and for the future. I will argue that promoting 
the transition to such a new political economy should be the central task of a new 
environmentalism. 

To guide us, we desperately need a new American Dream—a dream of an Amer-
ica where the pursuit of happiness is sought not in more getting and spend-
ing but in the growth of human solidarity, devoted friendship, and meaningful 
accomplishment; where the average person is empowered to achieve his or her 
human potential; where the benefits of economic activity are widely and equita-
bly shared; where democracy and civic participation flourish at all levels; where 
the environment is sustained for current and future generations; and, where the 
virtues of simple living, community self-reliance, good fellowship, and respect 
for nature predominate. These traditions do not always prevail today, but they 
are not dead. They await us, and indeed they are currently being awakened across 
America.

“More than a little utopian,” some may be thinking. Yes, but a utopian vision is 
precisely what today’s situation requires. Things are much too bad for pessimism, 
it has been noted. And as Richard Flanagan asked recently, “What reality was 
ever created by realists? . . . What we cannot dream we can never do.”3

The Environmentalist’s Tale 
There are many areas of public concern that can frame the case for this economic 
and political transformation to a new system of political economy.4 I will present 
the environmental one.

Almost a half-century has flown by since a group of us launched the Natural 
Resources Defense Council (NRDC). Over that period, NRDC and other 
mainstream US environmental groups have racked up more victories and accom-
plishments than one can count. I shudder to think what our world would be like 
had they not.

~2~
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Yet, despite those accomplishments, a specter is haunting American environmen-
talism—the specter of failure. All of us who have been part of the environmental 
movement in the United States must now face up to a deeply troubling paradox: 
Our environmental organizations have grown in strength and sophistication, but 
the environment has continued to go downhill. The prospect of a ruined planet is 
now very real. We have won many victories, but we are losing the planet.

Climate change is coming at us very hard. A great tragedy is now likely. Around 
the world, we are losing biodiversity, forests, fisheries, and agricultural soils at 
frightening rates. Fresh water shortages multiply. Toxics accumulate in ecosys-
tems, and in us.5

But those are global-scale issues, some say; we have done better here at home. In 
some ways that is true, but the reality is that our domestic environmental chal-
lenges are far from met. Half of the fresh water bodies in the US still do not meet 
the goal of “fishable and swimmable” set for 1983 in the 1972 Clean Water Act.6 
And about half of Americans suffer from unhealthy levels of air pollutants.7

We have protected an area the size of California as designated wilderness, but 
since 1982 we have lost open space fully the size of Washington state to devel-
opment—urban and industrial sprawl—much of it prime agricultural land.8 
Thirty percent of US plants and 18 percent of our animals are now threatened 
with extinction.9 And these estimates do not take into account the full impacts 
of likely climate change. America’s record of climate inaction must rank as the 
greatest dereliction of civic responsibility in the history of the Republic.

Something is terribly wrong. Clearly more of the same cannot be the answer. 
We’ve had decades of more of the same.

~3~

A specter is haunting American 
environmentalism—the specter of failure.“ ”



~4~

possibilitie s & propo
sa

ls

ne
w systems

Here we are, forty-six years after the burst of energy and hope at the first 
Earth Day, headed toward the very planetary conditions we set out to prevent. 
Indeed, all we have to do—to destroy the planet’s climate, impoverish its biota, 
and poison its people—is to keep doing exactly what we are doing today, with 
no growth in the human population or the world economy. Just continue to 
release greenhouse gases at current rates, just continue to degrade ecosystems 
and release toxic chemicals at current rates, and the world in the latter part of 
this century won’t be fit to live in. But human activities are not holding at cur-
rent levels—they are accelerating, dramatically. It took all of human history to 
grow the $7 trillion world economy of 1950. Now, we grow by that amount in 
a decade. The potential for much larger and continuing environmental losses is 
very real.

We American environmentalists must take some responsibility for what has hap-
pened. In particular, we did not take stock and adjust to the dangerous new con-
ditions ushered in by the Reagan revolution of 1980. As I will discuss, that was a 
moment to reassess and reboot.

But our part of the blame is decidedly the lesser part. To chronicle the much 
larger part, it is useful to begin with Frederick Buell and his valuable book, From 
Apocalypse to Way of Life. He writes: 

Something happened to strip the environmental [cause] of what seemed in 

the 1970s to be its self-evident inevitability. . . . In reaction to the decade of 

crisis, a strong and enormously successful anti-environmental disinforma-

tion industry sprang up. It was so successful that it helped midwife a new 

phase in the history of US environmental politics, one in which an abun-

dance of environmental concern was nearly blocked by an equal abundance 

of anti-environmental contestation.10

Nowhere has this disinformation campaign been more important—and success-
ful—than with climate change, all brilliantly documented in Naomi Oreskes and 
Erik Conway’s book, Merchants of Doubt.11



~5~

possibilitie s & propo
sa

ls

ne
w systems

The disinformation industry that Buell notes was part of a larger picture of oppo-
sition. That reaction can perhaps be dated from Lewis Powell’s famous 1971 
memorandum to the US Chamber of Commerce, in which he urges business to 
fight back against environmental and other regulations. Powell, then a corporate 
attorney who would become a Supreme Court justice, urged corporations to get 
more involved in policy and politics. Since then, well-funded forces of resistance 
and opposition have arisen. Especially since Reagan became president, virtually 
every step forward has been hard fought. It is not just environmental protection 
that has been forcefully attacked but essentially all progressive causes, even the 
basic idea of government action in the interests of the people as a whole.

The story of the conservative assault on environmental protections has now 
been well told in Judith Layzer’s important 2012 book, Open for Business. As she 
explains: 

Since the 1970s, conservative activists have disseminated a compelling 

antiregulatory storyline to counter the environmentalist narrative, mobi-

lized grassroots opposition to environmental regulations, and undertaken 

sophisticated legal challenges to the basis for and implementation of en-

vironmental laws. Over time, these activities have imparted legitimacy to 

a new antiregulatory rhetoric, one that emphasizes distrust of the federal 

bureaucracy, admiration for unfettered private property rights and markets, 

skepticism about science, and disdain for environmental advocates. By em-

ploying arguments rooted in this formula, conservatives have been instru-

mental in blocking efforts to pass major new environmental legislation or 

increase the stringency of existing laws.12

A constantly building opposition is, to my way of thinking, the obvious, immedi-
ate reason for our mounting environmental failure. But this exercise of power and 
control is, as I will discuss, merely the surface political manifestation of deeper 
systemic imperatives.

Here is the biggest mistake I believe we environmentalists made. As federal envi-
ronmental laws and programs burst onto the scene in the early 1970s, we eagerly 
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pursued the important goals and avenues those laws opened up. There, the path 
to success was clear. But in doing so we left by the wayside the more difficult and 
deeper challenges highlighted by leading environmental thinkers of the 1960s 
and 1970s—Barry Commoner, Paul Ehrlich, Donella Meadows, and others.13 
Their overall point was that we should strike at the root causes of environmental 
decline. They saw that doing so would require us to seek fundamental changes in 
our prevailing system of political economy—to proceed down the path of system 
change. They saw that the problem was the system.

Most of us ignored these calls for systemic change. In particular, we should have 
revisited these deeper issues when our momentum stalled after 1980, especially in 
light of the anti-environmentalism of the Reagan years. What happened instead 
was that the 1970s’ successes locked us into patterns of environmental action that 
have since proved no match for the system we’re up against. New laws created 
major opportunities to make large environmental gains. But in pursuing these 
changes, we were drawn ever more completely inside the DC Beltway. Once there, 
inside the system, we were compelled to a certain tameness by the need to succeed. 
As Washington became more conservative, mainstream environmentalists became 
more cautious. In sum, we opted to work within the system of political economy 
that we found, and we neglected to seek transformation of the system itself.

The central precept has been that the current system can be made to work for the 
environment. America has now run a forty-six-year experiment testing whether 
this is true. The results are now in, and we have learned that our system of political 
economy does not work well, to put it mildly, when it comes to the environment.

Today’s environmentalism is fine as far as it goes. The problem has been the 
absence of huge, complementary investments of time, energy, and money in 
other, deeper approaches to change. And here, the leading environmental organi-
zations must be faulted for not doing nearly enough to ensure these investments 
in system change were made.

System change is essential because our environmental problems are actually 
rooted in defining features of our current political economy. These include: 
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	an unquestioning society-wide commitment to economic growth 
at virtually any cost; 

	a measure of growth—GDP—that includes not only the good 
but also the bad and the ugly;

	powerful corporate interests whose overriding objective is to 
generate profit and grow, including profit from avoiding the so-
cial and environmental costs they create;

	markets that systematically fail to recognize these costs unless 
corrected by government; government that is subservient to cor-
porate interests and the growth imperative;

	rampant consumerism spurred endlessly by sophisticated adver-
tising;

	social injustice and economic insecurity so vast that they para-
lyze action and empower often false claims that needed mea-
sures would cost jobs and hurt the economy; and,

	economic activity now so large in scale that its impacts alter the 
fundamental biophysical operations of the planet. 

All these combine to deliver an ever-growing economy that is undermining the 
ability of the planet to sustain human and natural communities.

It is clearly time for something different—a new environmentalism. And here is 
the core of this new environmentalism: It seeks a new economy. And to deliver 
on the promise of a new system, we must build a new politics. New environ-
mental leaders will learn from the ideas of the 1960s and early 1970s, rediscover 
environmentalism’s original roots, and step outside the system in order to change 
it before it is too late.

We must ask again the basic question: What is an environmental issue? Air and 
water pollution, of course. But what if the right answer is that environmental 
issues include anything that determines environmental outcomes. Then, surely, 
the creeping plutocracy and corporatocracy we face—the ascendancy of money 
power and corporate power over people power—these are environmental issues. 
And more: The chartering and empowering of artificial persons to do virtually 
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anything in the name of profit and growth—that is the very nature of today’s cor-
poration; the fetish of GDP growth as the ultimate public good and the main aim 
of government; our runaway consumerism; our vast social insecurity with half US 
families living paycheck to paycheck. These are among the underlying drivers of 
environmental outcomes. They are environmental concerns, imperative ones, but 
they rarely appear on the agendas of our main national environmental groups.

The agenda of the new environmentalism should embrace a profound challenge 
to consumerism and commercialism and the lifestyles they offer; a turning away 
from growthmania and a profit-centered economy; a redefinition of what society 
should be striving to grow; a challenge to corporate dominance and a redefinition 
of the corporation and its goals; a commitment to deep change in both the reach 
of the market and the ownership of productive assets; and, a powerful assault 
on the materialistic, anthropocentric, and contempocentric values that currently 
dominate American culture.

Environmentalists must also join with social progressives in addressing the crisis 
of inequality and deprivation now unraveling America’s social fabric. Similarly, 
environmentalists must make common cause with those seeking to reform pol-
itics and strengthen democracy. What we have seen in the United States is the 
emergence of a vicious circle: Income disparities shift political access and influ-
ence to wealthy constituencies and large businesses, which further imperils the 
potential of the democratic process to act to correct the growing income dis-
parities. Environmentalists need to embrace public financing of elections, new 
anticorruption ethical restrictions on legislatures, the right to vote, tougher regu-
lation of lobbying and the revolving door, nonpartisan Congressional redistrict-
ing, and other political reform measures as core to their agenda. We must join in 
campaigns like Move to Amend to forge a new Constitution that recognizes that 
corporations are not people and money is not speech.

The new environmentalism must work with a progressive coalition to build a 
mighty force in electoral politics. This will require major efforts of grassroots 
organizing, strengthening groups working at the state and community levels, 
and both supporting and fielding candidates for public office. It will also require 
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developing motivational messages and appeals. Our environmental discourse has 
thus far been dominated by lawyers, scientists, and economists. Now, we need to 
hear a lot more from the poets, preachers, philosophers, and psychologists.

Above all, the new environmental politics must be broadly inclusive, reaching 
out to embrace the concerns of working families and union members, people 
of color, frontline communities, religious organizations, the women’s movement, 
and other communities of complementary interest and shared fate. Much stron-
ger alliances are needed, alliances powerful enough to overcome the “silo effect” 
that separates the environmental community from those working on domes-
tic political reforms, a progressive social agenda, gender equality, racial justice, 
international peace, consumer issues, world health and population concerns, and 
world poverty and underdevelopment.

The final goal of the new environmental politics must be to “build the move-
ment.” Environmentalists are still said to be part of “the environmental move-
ment.” We need a real one—networked together with other progressives, protest-
ing, demanding action and accountability from governments and corporations, 
and taking steps as consumers and communities to realize sustainability and 
social justice in everyday life.

Can we see the beginnings of a new social movement in America? Perhaps I am 
letting my hopes get the better of me, but I think we can. In particular, we can 
hope for a post-2016 election fusion of forces: the followers of Bernie Sanders 
and Elizabeth Warren, those who appreciate the powerful message of Pope Fran-
cis, the movements for Black Lives Matter and climate justice, and more. I will 
return to movement building in a moment.

System Change 
In my books I have endeavored to make the case for driving systemic changes 
so deeply that our country emerges with a new system of political economy, one 
programmed to routinely deliver good results for people, place, and planet. I know 
that the idea of a new political economy is too big to swallow whole. System 
change can best be approached, I think, through a series of interacting, mutually 
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reinforcing transitions—transformations that attack and undermine the key moti-
vational structures of the current system, while replacing these old structures with 
new arrangements needed for a flourishing of human and natural communities.

I believe the following transitions hold the key to moving to a new and joyful 
political economy. We can think of each as a progression from today to tomor-
row. In each of these areas, there are currently laws and policies that shape today’s 
realities. Collectively, we can think of these laws as the law of today’s corporatist, 
consumerist capitalism. What we should be moving toward is the law of the next 
system, beyond today’s capitalism and yesterday’s socialism.

	The market: from near laissez-faire to powerful market gover-
nance in the public interest; from dishonest prices to honest ones 
and from unfair wages to fair ones; from commodification to 
reclaiming the commons, the things that rightfully belong to all 
of us.

	The corporation: from shareholder primacy to stakeholder prima-
cy, from one dominant ownership and profit-driven model to 
new business models embracing economic democracy and goals 
other than profit; and from private to public control of major 
investment decisions.

	Economic growth: from growth fetish to post-growth society, 
from mere GDP growth to growth in social and environmental 
well-being and growth focused squarely on democratically de-
termined priorities.

	Money and finance: from Wall Street to Main Street, from mon-
ey created through bank debt to money created by government; 
from investments seeking high financial returns to those seeking 
high social and environmental returns.

	Social conditions: from economic insecurity to security; from vast 
inequalities to fundamental fairness; from racial, religious, and 
other invidious discrimination to just and tolerant treatment of 
all groups.
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	Indicators: from GDP (“grossly distorted picture”) to accurate 
measures of social and environmental health and quality of life.

	Consumerism: from consumerism and affluenza to sufficiency 
and mindful consumption, from more to enough.

	Communities: from runaway enterprise and throwaway commu-
nities to vital local economies, from social rootlessness to rooted-
ness and human solidarity.

	Dominant cultural values: from having to being, from getting to 
giving, from richer to better, from isolated to connected, from 
apart from nature to part of nature, from near-term to long-term.

	Politics: from weak democracy to strong, from creeping corpora-
tocracy and plutocracy to true popular sovereignty and empow-
erment of marginalized groups.

	Foreign policy and the military: from American exceptionalism to 
America as a normal nation, from hard power to soft, from mil-
itary prowess to real security.

The good news is that we already know a great deal about the policy and other 
changes needed to move strongly in these directions.14 Even better, we are already 
seeing the proliferation of innovative models along many of the lines sketched 
here, particularly at the local level: sustainable communities, transition towns, 
solidarity and local living economies, sustainable and regenerative agriculture, 
new regional and organic food systems, locally owned and managed renewable 
energy, and community development and investment institutions. We are also 
seeing the spread of innovative business models that prioritize community and 
environment over profit and growth—including social enterprises, for-benefit 
business, worker-owned and other cooperatives, and local credit unions—as well 
as numerous campaigns for fair wages, worker rights, and pro-family policies.15 
Together with new community-oriented and earth-friendly lifestyles, these ini-
tiatives provide inspirational models of how things might work in a new political 
economy devoted to sustaining human and natural communities. Practical uto-
pians at work and play, bringing the future into the present!
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A Change In Values 
In describing these transitions, I have stressed the centrality of new values and 
the evolution to a new consciousness. I would never say that no progress can be 
made until America’s dominant culture has been transformed. But I do believe 
that we won’t get far in addressing our major challenges unless there is a parallel, 
ongoing transformation in values and culture.

To elaborate, our dominant culture should shift, from today to tomorrow, in the 
following ways:

	Instead of viewing humanity as something apart from nature, 
and nature as something to be transcended and dominated, we 
will see ourselves as part of nature, as offspring of its evolutionary 
process, as close kin to wild things, and as wholly dependent on 
its vitality and the services it provides.

	Rather than seeing nature as humanity’s resource to exploit as it 
sees fit for economic and other purposes, we will see the natural 
world as holding intrinsic value independent of people and hav-
ing rights that create the duty of ecological stewardship.

	We will no longer discount the future by focusing so intently on 
the short term, but instead take the long view and recognize our 
duties to human and natural communities well into the future.

	Instead of today’s hyperindividualism and social isolation, we 
will reward those who foster a powerful sense of community, 
conviviality, and social solidarity, in all venues from local to cos-
mopolitan.

	Violence will no longer be glorified nor wars easily accepted. The 
spreading of hate and invidious divisions will be frowned on and 
will no longer be a launching pad for careers in broadcasting and 
politics. Women’s and LBGTQ rights and racial and ethnic jus-
tice will be realized in everyday life.

	Materialism, consumerism, and the primacy of ever-more pos-
sessions will give way to a culture that grants priority to family 



~13~

possibilitie s & propo
sa

ls

ne
w systems

and personal relationships, learning, experiencing nature, service, 
spirituality, and living within Earth’s limits.

	Rather than tolerate gross economic, social, gender, racial, and 
political inequality, we will demand and achieve a high measure 
of equality in all of these spheres.

Here’s an often-overlooked fact: We don’t need to wait on these changes but can 
bring them about. “The central conservative truth is that culture, not politics, 
determines the success of a society,” Daniel Patrick Moynihan remarked. “The 
central liberal truth is that politics can change a culture and save it from itself.”16

We actually know important things about how values and culture can change. 
One sure path to cultural change is, unfortunately, the cataclysmic event—the 
crisis—that profoundly challenges prevailing values and can delegitimize the sta-
tus quo. The Great Depression is the classic example. I think we can be confident 
that we haven’t seen the end of major crises, but they will drive events in the right 
directions only if we are prepared.

Two other key factors in cultural change are leadership and social narrative. 
Howard Gardner has written:

Whether they are heads of a nation or senior officials of the United Na-

tions, leaders . . . have enormous potential to change minds . . . and in the 

process they can change the course of history . . . .

	 I have suggested one way to capture the attention of a disparate 

population: by creating a compelling story, embodying that story in one’s 

own life, and presenting the story in many different formats so that it can 

eventually topple the counterstories in one’s culture. . . . The story must be 

simple, easy to identify with, emotionally resonant, and evocative of posi-

tive experiences.17

Bill Moyers, a powerful force for good in our country, has written, “America 
needs a different story. . . . The leaders and thinkers and activists who honestly 
tell that story and speak passionately of the moral and religious values it puts in 
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play will be the first political generation since the New Deal to win power back 
for the people.”18 There is some evidence that Americans are ready for another 
story. Large majorities of Americans, when polled, express disenchantment with 
today’s lifestyles and offer support for values similar to those urged here.19 (Of 
course, respondents do not always act on the high-minded sentiments expressed 
to pollsters.)

Another key source of value change is social movements. Social movements are 
all about consciousness raising, and if successful, they can help usher in a new 
consciousness.

Another way forward to a new consciousness lies with the world’s religions. 
Mary Evelyn Tucker has noted that “no other group of institutions can wield the 
particular moral authority of the religions.”20 The potential of faith communities 
is enormous, and they are turning more attention to issues of social justice, peace, 
and environment. Spiritual awakening to new values and new consciousness can 
also derive from the arts, literature, philosophy, and science

Consider, for example, the long tradition of “reverence for life” stretching back to 
the Emperor Ashoka more than 2,200 years ago and forward to Albert Schweitzer, 
Aldo Leopold, Thomas Berry, E. O. Wilson, Terry Tempest Williams, and others.21

Education, of course, can also contribute enormously to cultural change. Here 
one should include education in the largest sense, embracing not only formal 
education but also day-to-day and experiential education, as well as the fast-de-
veloping field of social marketing. Social marketing has had notable successes in 
moving people away from bad behaviors such as smoking and drunk driving, and 
its approaches could be applied to these themes as well.

Social movements can usher in a new 
consciousness.“ ”
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A major and very hopeful path is seeding the landscape with innovative, instruc-
tive models. As noted, there is a proliferation of innovative models of commu-
nity revitalization and business enterprise. Local currencies, slow money, state 
Genuine Progress Indicators, locavores—these are bringing the future into the 
present in very concrete ways. These actual models will grow in importance as 
communities search for answers on how the future should look, and they can 
change minds. Seeing is believing.

In sum, cultural transformation won’t be easy, but it’s not impossible either.

Joy
The fundamental importance of these changes in values and culture is under-
scored by the findings of the relatively new field of positive psychology. Studies 
that compare levels of happiness and life satisfaction among nations at differ-
ent stages of economic income find that the citizens of wealthier countries do 
report higher levels of life satisfaction. Yet, the correlation between income and 
life satisfaction is rather poor, and it is even poorer when factors such as quality 
of government are statistically controlled. And this positive relationship virtually 
disappears when one looks only at countries with GDP per capita over $10,000 
per year. In short, once a country achieves a moderate level of income, further 
growth does not significantly improve perceived well-being.22

Even more challenging to the idea that well-being increases with higher 
incomes are extensive time-series data showing that throughout almost the 
entire post–World War II period, as incomes skyrocketed in the United States 
and other advanced economies, reported life satisfaction and happiness lev-
els stagnated or even declined slightly. The consistency of this finding across 
a broad range of societies is impressive.23 After reviewing the new evidence, 
Richard Easterlin and Laura Angelescu conclude that “there is no significant 
relationship between the improvement in happiness and the longterm rate of 
growth of GDP per capita.”24

But that is not all. Ed Diener and Martin Seligman, two leaders in positive psy-
chology, note, 
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Even more disparity [between income and well-being] shows up when 

ill-being measures are considered. For instance, depression rates have in-

creased 10-fold over the same 50-year period, and rates of anxiety are also 

rising. . . . There is [also] a decreasing level of social connectedness in soci-

ety, as evidenced by declining levels of trust in other people and in govern-

mental institutions.25

You may have heard the joke: “Those who say money can’t buy happiness just 
don’t know where to shop!” But the truth is that the data indicate that money 
can’t buy joy or satisfaction in life among the more affluent. Study after study 
show that there is a sharply declining marginal utility to extra income. As Diener 
and Seligman put it: 

Economic growth seems to have topped out in its capacity to produce more 

well-being in developed nations. . . . Efforts and policies to raise income 

in wealthy nations are unlikely to increase well-being and might even un-

dermine factors (such as rewarding social relationships or other cherished 

values) that have higher leverage for producing enhanced well-being.26

	 If incomes are such weak generators of well-being in our more affluent 
societies, what are the things that really do produce happiness and well-being? 
The answer is somewhat complicated, but when a founder of the field of posi-
tive psychology was asked to state briefly the lessons of positive psychology, his 
answer was: “Other people.”27 We flourish in a setting of warm, nurturing, and 
rewarding interpersonal relationships, and within that context we flourish best 
when we are giving, not getting.

The Joyful Economy 
Envisioning a better alternative is the first step in realizing it. Can we begin 
to envision the contours and texture of daily life in the Joyful Economy? We 
can certainly draw on what numerous communities are striving to do today, and 
there is an extensive literature on transition towns, intentional communities, new 
enterprise forms, and more.28 Pointers can also be drawn from the findings of 
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positive psychology and our understanding of national and local needs in many 
areas. When all this is pulled together, we can see that life in the Joyful Economy 
will tend strongly in these directions:

Local life. Economic and social life will be rooted in the community and the region. 
More production will be local and regional, with shorter, less-complex supply chains, 
especially but not only in food and energy supply. Enterprises will be more com-
mitted to the long-term well-being of employees and the viability of their commu-
nities and will be supported by local, complementary currencies and local financial 
institutions. People will live closer to work and walk and bike more. Energy pro-
duction will be decentralized, typically with local ownership and management, and 
overwhelmingly renewable. Socially, community bonds will be strong; neighbors 
and genuine, unpretentious relationships important; civic associations and com-
munity service groups plentiful; support for teachers and caregivers high. Personal 
security, tolerance of difference, and empathy will be impressive. Local governance 
will stress participatory, direct, and deliberative democracy. Citizens will be seized 
with the responsibility to manage and extend the commons—the valuable assets 
that belong to everyone—through community land trusts and otherwise.

New business models. Locally owned businesses, including worker-, customer-, 
and community-owned firms, will be prominent. So too will hybrid business 
models such as profit/nonprofit and public/private hybrids. Many will be coop-
eratives, large and small. Everywhere, the profit motive will become second-
ary, often fading entirely, and social and public missions of many varieties will 
guide enterprises. Investments, frequently promoting import-substitution, will 
be locally sourced. Business incubators will help entrepreneurs with arranging 
finance, technical assistance, and other support. Enterprises of all types will stress 
environmental and social responsibility.

Plenitude. Consumerism will be supplanted by the search for abundance in things 
that truly bring happiness and joy—family, friends, the natural world, meaningful 
work. Recognition will go to those who earn trust and provide needed services 
to the community. Individuals and communities will enjoy a strong rebirth of 
re-skilling, crafting, and self-provisioning. Overconsumption will be considered 
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vulgar and will be replaced by new investment in civic culture, natural amenities, 
ecological restoration, education, and community development.

More equality. Because large inequalities are at the root of so many social and 
environmental problems, measures will be implemented to ensure much greater 
equality not only of opportunity but also of outcomes. Because life will be sim-
pler, more caring, and less grasping, and people less status-conscious, a fairer 
sharing of economic resources will come naturally. Livelihoods will be secure, 
including through measures such as a guaranteed living income for all.

Real democracy. Popular sovereignty and government of, by, and for the people 
will prevail at all levels. Participatory, direct, and deliberative democracy will be 
commonplace. Following the principle of subsidiarity, government actions will 
be taken at the smallest, least centralized level that can be effective. Local and 
regional authorities will be vital in political life, and the saying “the nation-state 
is too big for the little things and too little for the big things” will be followed in 
practice.

Time regained. Formal work hours will be cut back, freeing up time for family, 
friends, hobbies, household productions, continuing education, skills develop-
ment, caregiving, volunteering, sports, outdoor recreation, and participating in 
the arts. Life will be less frenetic. Frugality and thrift will be prized and wasteful-
ness shunned. Mindfulness and living simply with less clutter will carry the day. 
As a result, social bonds will strengthen. The overlapping webs of encounter and 
participation that were once hallmarks of America, a nation of joiners, will have 
been rebuilt. Trust in each other will be high.

New goods and services. Products will be more durable, versatile, and easy to 
repair, with components that can be reused or recycled. Applying the principles 
of industrial ecology, the negative impacts of products throughout their life 
cycles will be minimized, and production systems will be designed to mimic 
biological ones, with waste eliminated or becoming a useful input elsewhere. 
The provision of services will replace the purchase of many goods, and sharing, 
collaborative consumption, and community ownership will be commonplace. 
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Fewer people will buy, and more will prefer to lend and lease and to make and 
grow their own.

Resonance with nature. Energy will be used with maximum efficiency. Zero dis-
charge of traditional pollutants, toxics, and greenhouse gases will be the norm. 
Green chemistry will replace the use of toxics and hazardous substances. Organic 
farming will eliminate pesticide and herbicide use. Prices will reflect the true envi-
ronmental and social costs of the products we consume. Schools will stress envi-
ronmental education and pursue “no child left inside” programs. Natural areas and 
zones of high ecological significance will be protected. Environmental restoration 
and cleanup programs will be focuses of community concerns. There will be a 
palpable sense that all economic and social activity is nested in the natural world. 
Biophilic design will bring nature into our buildings and our communities.29

Growth off, children on the pedestal. Growth in GDP and its local and regional 
variants will not be seen as a priority, and GDP will be seen as a misleading mea-
sure of well-being and progress. Instead, indicators of community wealth cre-
ation—including measures of social and natural capital—will be closely watched. 
Special attention will be given to children and young people. Their education and 
receipt of loving care, shelter, good nutrition and health care, and an environment 
free of toxins and violence will be our measures of how well we’re doing in our 
communities and as a nation.

Scale and resilience. Society and economy and the enterprises within them will not 
be too big to understand, appreciate, or manage successfully. Key motivations will 
be to maintain a human scale and resilience—the capacity to absorb disturbance 
and outside shocks without disastrous consequences.

Glocalism. Despite the many ways life will be more local, and in defiance of the 
resulting temptation to parochialism, Americans will feel a sense of citizenship 
at larger levels of social and political organization, including, importantly, a pow-
erful sense of global citizenship. In particular, there will be a deep appreciation 
of the need to bring political accountability and democratic control to the many 
things that can be done only at national and international levels.
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It is important to remember that there are many visions of successful new econo-
mies and next systems. The one I have sketched here comes closest to what Paul 
Raskin has described as “Arcadia.” But the Joyful Economy also includes features 
of what Raskin calls “Agoria,” which builds on the best features of modern social 
democracy, and “Ecodemia” which takes economic democracy as its premise and 
stresses worker ownership and socialized control of investment decisions.30

Having sketched possible life in the next system, it is nevertheless true that we 
know a lot more about the desired directionality of change than we do about the 
ultimate destination. Some may be most comfortable with settling for just that. 
It is useful, then, to sketch the questions we can ask to decide whether we are at 
least headed in the right directions. The accompanying box contains twenty-four 
questions I think are important in this context.31

Questions such as these can help point us toward a new system:

Economy 

	Does the initiative move an ever-larger share of the economy away 
from the profit motive?

	Does the initiative assert ever more democratic control over financial 
investment decisions and the creation of money? 

	Does the initiative diversify the ownership of productive assets and 
businesses through public enterprises, public-private hybrids, coop-
erative enterprises, and other forms of economic democracy? 

	Does the initiative increase wealth among the many rather than ac-
cumulating it among the few? 

	Does the initiative promote a new world of locally and employee 
controlled, earth-friendly, and cooperative enterprises rather than 
further entrench large corporations? 

	Does the initiative assert more democratic control over the actions, 
size, governance, and motivations of large corporations? 

	Does the initiative promote the growth and health of the commons 
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rather than commodification, commercialism, and capture of com-
mons assets by for-profit corporations? 

	Does the initiative promote limiting the market to what it does well? 
	Does the initiative move away from the growth fetish, GDP wor-
ship, and efforts at aggregate economic stimulus and toward policies 
that invest in and otherwise promote discrete, democratically deter-
mined priorities, high social and environmental returns, and alterna-
tive indicators of human and environmental well being and progress 
at various levels? 

Polity 

	Does the initiative increase decentralization and the diffusion of 
power, both economic and political, rather than their concentration? 
Does it respect the principle of subsidiarity? Does it favor democrat-
ic governance at the local and regional levels?

	Does the initiative reverse the evident trends toward corporatocracy 
and plutocracy, reassert people power over money power, and reclaim 
government by, for, and of the people—real democracy at all levels 
from local to global? 

	Does the initiative enhance human freedom and protect both liberty 
and privacy? 

	Does the initiative recognize the important role of planning in suc-
cessful governmental undertakings? 

	Does the initiative contribute to the ongoing strengthening of the 
movement for deep change? 

	Does the initiative contribute to a more just, peaceful situation inter-
nationally rather than the opposite? 

Society 

	Does the initiative increase not only equality of opportunity but also 
actual social and economic equality, including the elimination of 
poverty? 
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	Does the initiative promote community, solidarity, care, and inclu-
sion rather than strife, division, and social neglect? 

	Does the initiative strengthen children and families rather than 
weaken them? 

	Does the initiative celebrate diversity of all forms rather than pro-
mote marginalization, discrimination, or homogenization? 

	Does the initiative work against consumerism, materialism, and “af-
fluenza” rather than depend on them? Does the initiative embrace 
the maxim: work and spend less, create and connect more? 

Environment 

	Does the initiative envision the economy as nested in and dependent 
on the world of nature, its resources, and its systems of life? 

	Does the initiative recognize the rights of species other than humans 
and otherwise transcend anthropocentrism? 

	Does the initiative recognize that environmental success depends on 
correcting the underlying drivers of environmental decline and work-
ing for deep, systemic change outside the current framework of envi-
ronmental law and policy? 

	Does the initiative respond to global-scale environmental challeng-
es through innovative approaches like the establishment of a World 
Environment Organization that is every bit as powerful as the World 
Trade Organization? 

To conclude this discussion, one cannot do better than to quote from the remark-
able John Maynard Keynes. He was also thinking about possible futures in his 
1933 essay “Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren.” There, he envisioned 
the day much like ours today, when the economy could provide a decent standard 
of living for all. Then, he wrote, 

For the first time since his creation man will be faced with his real, his per-

manent problem—how to use his freedom from pressing economic cares, 
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how to occupy [his] leisure . . . how to live wisely and agreeably and well. . . .

	 When the accumulation of wealth is no longer of high social im-

portance, there will be great changes in the code of morals. The love of 

money as a possession . . . will be recognized for what it is, a somewhat 

disgusting morbidity, one of those semi-criminal, semi-pathological pro-

pensities which one hands over with a shudder to the specialists. . . .

	 I see us free, therefore, to return to some of the most sure and cer-

tain principles of religion and traditional virtue—that avarice is a vice, that 

the exaction of usury is a misdemeanour, and the love of money is detest-

able, that those walk most truly in the paths of virtue and sane wisdom 

who take least thought for the morrow. We shall once more value ends 

above means and prefer the good to the useful. We shall honour those who 

can teach us how to pluck the hour and the day virtuously and well, the 

delightful people who are capable of taking direct enjoyment in things. . . .

	 Chiefly, do not let us overestimate the importance of the economic 

problem, or sacrifice to its supposed necessities other matters of greater 

and more permanent significance.32

How Might It Happen?
In thinking about the need for transformation, I have had to think about a “the-
ory of change”—how transformative change can happen. The theory embraces 
the seminal role of crises in waking us from the slumber of routine and in shining 
the spotlight on the failings of the current order of things. It puts great stock 
in transformative leadership that can point beyond the crisis to something bet-
ter. The theory adopts the view that systemic changes must be driven both bot-
tom-up and top-down—from communities, businesses, and citizens deciding on 
their own to build the future locally as well as to develop the political muscle to 
adopt system-changing policies at the national and international levels. And it 
sees a powerful citizens’ movement as a necessary spur to action at all levels.

Here is how it might all come together. As conditions in our country continue 
to decline across a wide front, or at best fester as they are, ever-larger numbers 
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of Americans lose faith in the current system and its ability to deliver on the 
values it proclaims. The system steadily loses support, leading to a crisis of legit-
imacy. Meanwhile, traditional crises, both in the economy and in the environ-
ment, grow more numerous and fearsome. In response, progressives of all stripes 
coalesce, find their voice and their strength, and pioneer the development of 
a powerful set of new ideas and policy proposals confirming that the path to 
a better world does indeed exist. Demonstrations and protests multiply, and a 
powerful movement for pro-democracy reform and transformative change is 
born. At the local level, people and groups come together to take control of 
their communities’ futures and thus plant the seeds of change through a host 
of innovative initiatives that provide inspirational models of how things might 
work in a new political economy devoted to sustaining human and natural com-
munities. Sensing the direction in which the current is moving, our wiser and 
more responsible leaders, political and otherwise, rise to the occasion, support 
the growing movement for change, and frame a compelling story or narrative 
that makes sense of it all and provides a positive vision of a better America. It is 
a moment of democratic possibility.

One sure sign that the search for a new political economy has begun is the way 
that constituencies have formed around new concepts of the economy—includ-
ing the solidarity economy, the caring economy, the sharing economy, the restor-
ative economy, the regenerative economy, the sustaining economy, the commons 
economy, the resilient economy, and, of course, the new economy. There is ongo-
ing discussion of the need for a “next system” and a “great transition” and for 
a “just transition” rooted in racial, gender, and class justice. In 2012 the most 
searched words on the Merriam-Webster site were “capitalism” and “socialism.”

Under whatever names, the needed transformations require institutions to pro-
mote them. Existing institutions like the Democracy Collaborative, the Insti-
tute for Policy Studies, the Tellus Institute, Yes! magazine, the Capital Institute, 
Friends of the Earth, People’s Action, the Labor Network for Sustainability, 
Jobs with Justice, the National Domestic Workers Alliance, Chelsea Green 
Publishing, the Institute for Local Self-Reliance, among others, have taken up 
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the cause, as have organizations strengthening new types of businesses such as 
the Business Alliance for Local Living Economies and the American Sustain-
able Business Council. Joining them are a series of new entities seeking to bring 
the many “new economy” issues and organizations together, including the New 
Economy Coalition (at this time, 140 organizations have already joined the 
New Economy Coalition) and the Next System Project that I co-chair. Finally, 
there are a number of impressive new economy groups with a focus on the law. 
Here, I would mention the Sustainable Economies Law Center, the Commu-
nity Environmental Legal Defense Fund, the Earth Law Center, and the New 
Economy Law Center at the Vermont Law School. This is important work, and 
it is a privilege to be involved in it.

Whether driven by climate and fossil fuel insults; poverty, low wages, and job-
lessness; deportation of immigrants and other family issues; treatment of women; 
or voter suppression, movements are now challenging key aspects of the system, 
seeking to drive deep change beyond incremental reform, and offering alternative 
visions and new paths forward. There are groups that are marching in the streets, 
state capitals, and local congressional offices. Others are starting to run people for 
office around alternative agendas. There are places where the needed research is 
occurring, and new coalitions are bringing diverse groups together. Strong move-
ments can be found in other countries, and, indeed, many countries are further 
along than we Americans are. These are among the grounds for hope, the reasons 
to believe that real change is possible. 

I hope today’s young people will not worry unduly about being thought “radical” 
and will find ways to short circuit the long and tortuous path I took. If it seems 
right to you, embrace it. A wonderful group of leaders and activists who are try-
ing to change the system for the better are building new communities in which 
we can all participate. 

March 2017
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New Systems: Possibilities and Proposals
Truly addressing the problems of the twenty-first century requires going 
beyond business as usual-it requires “changing the system.” But what does this 
mean? And what would it entail? 

The inability of traditional politics and policies to address fundamental U.S. 
challenges has generated an increasing number of thoughtful proposals 
that suggest new possibilities. Individual thinkers have begun to set out-
sometimes in considerable detail-alternatives that emphasize fundamental 
change in our system of politics and economics. 

We at the Next System Project want to help dispel the wrongheaded idea that 
“there is no alternative.” To that end, we have been gathering some of the most 
interesting and important proposals for political-economic alternatives-in 
effect, descriptions of new systems. Some are more detailed than others, but 
each seeks to envision something very different from today’s political economy. 

We have been working with their authors on the basis of a comparative 
framework-available on our website-aimed at encouraging them to 
elaborate their visions to include not only core economic institutions but 
also-as far as is possible-political structure, cultural dimensions, transition 
pathways, and so forth. The result is two-dozen papers, to be released in small 
groups over the coming months. 

Individually and collectively, these papers challenge the deadly notion that 
nothing can be done-disputing that capitalism as we know it is the best and, 
in any case, the only possible option. They offer a basis upon which we might 
greatly expand the boundaries of political debate in the United States and 
beyond. We hope this work will help catalyze a substantive dialogue about the 
need for a radically different system and how we might go about building it.

James Gustave Speth, Co-Chair, Next System Project

Visit thenextsystem.org to learn more.


