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Key ideas
» Itis impossible to deny the need for profound change in the face of today’s ecological
crises, which threaten the economy and the well-being of global society.

» The pace and scale of change to date has been inadequate and conventional environmentalism
has failed to win over hearts and minds.

» Change has to be seen as desirable (i.e. about creating a better future) and will not
come about by threatening people with ecological doom.

» We should embrace capitalism as the only overarching system capable of both
reconciling ecological sustainability and reforming it.

» However, we need an evolved, intelligent and elegant form of capitalism that puts the
Earth at its centre and ensures that all people are its beneficiaries.
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Synopsis

Capitalism as if the World Matters starts
with the sobering message that, despite
growing interest in sustainability, things are
still going from bad to worse. This is caused
by population growth, a consumption-driv-
en economy and our inability to accept that
there are ecological limits. According to
Porritt, this reflects the prevailing culture of
denial within business and government -
‘not so much denial of the empirical and
social data, but denial of the implications of
that data’. He cites corporate social re-
sponsibility (CSR) as a typical ‘band aid’
approach, rather than a strategic commit-
ment to becoming genuinely sustainable.

Porritt also acknowledges the failure of the
environmental movement to move beyond
a single-issue focus. Often it gets caught
up in technical discussions and campaigns
and fails to engage with all of us on the lev-
el of values and beliefs. Conventional envi-
ronmentalism has so far failed to win over
hearts and minds either within the elector-
ate at large or within today’s political elites.
So profound change is needed, but it will
succeed only if we adopt a different ap-
proach from that of the past. And, since
capitalism ‘is the only game in town’, this
should be the focus of our efforts, rather
than pursuing utopian dreams.

Porritt proposes two strategies for reform-
ing capitalism: extending the concept of
capital, and changing sustainability into a
positive agenda. The first involves reinter-
preting capital to mean more than financial
and manufacturing capital. Hence, we must
also take into account natural capital, which
is any stock or flow of energy and material
that produces goods and services, human
capital, consisting of people’s health,
knowledge, skills and motivation, and so-

cial capital, which concerns the institutions
that help us maintain and develop human
capital in partnership with others.

Regarding the second reform strategy,
Porritt argues that we cannot scare people
into change. Sustainability needs to be re-
framed as a positive agenda. It must be as
much about new opportunities for respon-
sible wealth creation as about outlawing ir-
responsible wealth creation; it must draw
on a core of ideas and values that speaks
directly to people’s desire for a higher qual-
ity of life, emphasising enlightened self-in-
terest and personal well-being of a different
kind.

A key part of this change is to begin focus-
ing the sustainability discussion more on
well-being. Hence, governments should be
measuring and reporting ‘progress’ in terms
of total well-being, rather than just growth
that brings benefits but also unwanted so-
cial and environmental costs. The public
should also be made aware that individuals
who are focused on extrinsic goals (money,
power, affluence) tend to have a lower qual-
ity of life than those driven by intrinsic goals
(good relationships, personal growth, a
meaningful job, being useful to others).

Porritt concludes that only this message -
of economic opportunities and human well-
being despite natural limits - is likely to
provide any serious political alternative to
today’s economic and political orthodoxy.
And, unless it aligns with this kind of pro-
gressive political agenda, conventional en-
vironmentalism will continue to decline, as
will our quality of life and the Earth’s life-
support systems.
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From the book

* We’ve wasted the best part of 20 years pursuing to the point of utter exhaustion
a model of capitalism that can only succeed by liquidating the life-support sys-
tems that sustain us, and systematically widening the ‘inequity gaps’ upon
which any kind of social cohesion depends in the long run.

Servitude to detached and indifferent shareholders . . . has led to a pattern of
self-serving, irresponsible and illegal [corporate] behaviour that would beg-
gar belief if it was not such a logical consequence of everything that’s been
going on.

The very fact that the majority of companies still opt for CSR as the self-con-
tained box into which to pack all their ‘good stuff’, while they continue to pursue
their core business without the remotest likelihood that they or their products/
services will ever become genuinely sustainable, reveals all one really needs to
know about the empty, seductive illusion that is CSR.

The notion of ‘capitalism as if the world mattered’ demands a reform agenda,
not a revolutionary one. But it requires a different level of engagement and a
much greater readiness to confront denial, to challenge the slow, soul-destroy-
ing descent into displacement consumerism, and to take on today’s dominant ‘I
consume, therefore | am’ mindsets and lifestyles.

We are so preoccupied with avoiding nightmares in the future that we have pret-
ty much given up on offering our dreams of a better world today.

If we don’t learn to live sustainably within the natural systems and limits that
provide the foundations for all life forms, then we will go the same way as every
other life form that failed to adapt to those changing systems and limits. Deep
down in our collective psyche, after hundreds of years of industrialisation that
systematically suppressed a proper understanding of our continuing and total
dependency upon the natural world, that atavistic reality is beginning to resur-
face.
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1984, gave up teaching to become Director
of Friends of the Earth in Britain, a post he
held until 1990.
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Board of the South West Regional Develop-
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Co-director of The Prince of Wales’s Busi-
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96), Chairman of Sustainability South West,
the South West Round Table for Sustaina-
ble Development (1999-2001) and a Trus-
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IN his own words
(2008 interview)

Reflections on the book

The purpose of [my first book] Seeing Green
was really to demonstrate that green poli-
tics was a distinct, radical, progressive way
of looking at the challenges at the time . . .
Capitalism as if the World Matters was a
much more ambitious endeavour, which
was to try and open up the investigation
around the degree of compatibility between
sustainable development and capitalism.

The book is a pragmatic acceptance that,
looking at people all over the world today,
rich and poor, they are not remotely close
to a state of mind that would call for any-
thing revolutionary. There’s no vast upheav-
al of people across the world saying, ‘This
system is completely and utterly flawed and
must be overturned and we must move to-
wards a different system.’



This is not the time for revolution, so what
do we do? The dominant system is capital-
ism. The choice, therefore, if you’re not go-
ing to erect barricades and overthrow capi-
talism, is to firstly explore what sustainable
capitalism would look like, and then com-
mit wholeheartedly to a set of radical reform
processes that would convert today’s capi-
talism into a kind of capitalism that would
deliver a sustainable world.

The role of business and policy

The new energy source is about coupling
up with the business community’s interest
in sustainable wealth creation, and combin-
ing with politicians’ emergent realisation
that the progress model they have to offer
isn’t really cutting it for people today. We do
not have hundreds of millions of happy
bunnies all over the world. If those things
can be brought together, then you could
see how you could aggregate up to a tip-
ping-point moment which would provide a
new kind of momentum. Whether we can
get there building gradually over a period of
time, or whether we need some shocks in
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the system to accelerate that, that is still a
hard one to call.

Looking to the future

There are some breathtakingly inspiring
people who have very powerful visions of a
better world. However, we have not collec-
tively articulated what this better world looks
like: the areas in which it would offer such
fantastic improvements in terms of people’s
quality of life, the opportunities they would
have, the chance to live in totally different
ways to the way we live now. We haven’t
done that. Collectively we’ve not made the
alternative work emotionally and physically,
in terms of economic excitement. We've just
not done it. So my feeling is we’re going to
have to get a lot smarter at that, because
otherwise all we’ll have is this rather half-
hearted set of incoherent thoughts about
what living in a sustainable world would look
like. They won’t be substantive enough to
persuade people that this is much better
than the way we’re living now. And that
means we’ll drift until disaster compels an
emergency response, which won’t be pretty.

MORE INFORMATION
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