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Right Relationship – Building a Whole Earth Economy

By Peter G. Brown, Geoffrey Garver, with Keith Helmuth, Robert Howell and Steve Szeghi. Published by Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc. San Francisco, 2009.

A review by Sam Arnold

At last a book has appeared that provides a comprehensive and intelligent approach, with concrete solutions, that goes to the heart of two of the most pressing linked concerns facing our world today: how to create a stable and sustainable world economy which will help improve the ecological challenges that threaten life as we know it.

The authors are all Quakers from Canada, United States, and New Zealand, including Keith Helmuth from Woodstock, N.B. They have been moved into action in a comparable way to another group of Quakers who met at a bookstore in London in 1787 to plan how to abolish the slave trade and slavery throughout the British Empire. That meeting resulted in a very radical movement in its day, for it challenged directly what was then considered to be the “natural law” of slavery and its economic status for the rich. 

In 2003 thirty-nine Quakers met at the Pendle Hill Quaker Study Center in Wallingford, Pennsylvania to consider the moral challenge posed by the global economic system that is heedlessly destroying the integrity of earth’s ecosystems while failing to serve the wellbeing of hundreds of millions of people. One of the outcomes of that meeting is this book.

The title Right Relationship is briefly defined as “providing a guiding ethic for people wishing to lead fulfilling lives as creative and integrated participants in human society and the commonwealth of life as a whole. It is akin to what some would call ‘sustainability,’ though it goes much deeper. Right relationship offers a guidance system for functioning in harmony with scientific reality and enduring ethical traditions.”

When looking at economic health from this perspective it’s clear that there is a huge problem with the integrity of the modern economy, which still operates on the principle of unlimited growth and insatiable consumption, with its damage to the environment and enormous waste. The status quo is unsustainable, and people are beginning to find out why by reading the signs that the earth is increasingly providing.

Four steps to achieving a whole earth economy have been identified in the book that propose a way to help bring about a completely different way of sustaining the economy while recreating an improved quality of life for the entire planet. 

An example given of a wrong relationship with the commonwealth of life are the Alberta tar sands. Oil is brought up from below the earth’s crust along with the sand it permeates and placed in a life-destructive relationship with the ecosystems found on the surface, including forests, rivers, wetlands and lakes. The great Athabaska River, adapted over millennia and nourishing the boreal forests, enters into a long-term new set of relationships. To flush oil from the sands, the river is drained, boiled, forced through oil-drenched sands, and is then deposited in enormous tailing ponds where the oil’s poisonous hydrocarbons are supposed to “settle.”  Much of the life-giving water of the Athabaska used for this purpose is removed from any use by life forms again.

The oil produced is shipped to other parts of the world where it is used for human benefit while inflicting carbon dioxide and other poisons on the earth.  This single industrial project makes Canada’s compliance with the Kyoto Protocol, and future even more stringent accords, virtually impossible to meet. It brings into question ethical and moral considerations about man’s relationship with the basics of life that the earth provides for free, which he relies on to live, but is taking for granted.

An example given to demonstrate how an economic market can operate in right relationship is the Woodstock Farm Market Cooperative. Operating since the early 1970’s, the market provides locally produced foods and crafts. The system works because members cooperate rather than compete with each other. The ecological footprint of the Woodstock Farm Market is much smaller than it is for stores that have their produce and merchandise trucked in from far away places. This means the Market is in a healthy relationship with the ecology of the region.  Because the Market is a Cooperative, the vendors have to work together to make the Market a success. There is an informal sense of fair pricing with allowances for differences in quality. The system works because members work at cooperating rather than just competing with each other. This is a friendly social economy in a right relationship with land and community. 

I found particularly interesting the chapter concerning the boundaries on consumption and waste titled How Big Is Too Big? The authors have modified an earlier formula for a framework originally developed by Paul Ehrlich and John Holdren in 1971 for maintaining economic stability within the commonwealth of life: I=f(PATE). Human impact (I) is a function (f) of population (P), affluence (A), technology (T), and ethics (E). This formula is a way of measuring and monitoring the human economic impact on the integrity, resilience, and beauty of the commonwealth of life without overwhelming it. Creating a balance is an enormous and complex challenge that must be tackled now. Failure to do so or postponement will soon result in far greater difficulties for mankind and all life. 

There still is strong opposition to the scientific research which has overwhelmingly proven that human impact on the environment is contributing to global warming and causing other ecological problems that are causing the earth’s decline. Those who think that the world is fine and that no drastic measures are required cannot be thinking about the welfare of their children and grandchildren. 

Accepting that the welfare of the environment and the economy are intertwined, and taking responsibility by living in right relationship with the commonwealth of life will not only help future generations, it will more likely make our own lives more joyful and fulfilling. 

While the task of reforming the world’s economic system is complicated and promises to be challenging to implement, it is easier to understand the authors’ conclusion for its necessity: “The overall challenge is to establish a global economic system that is grounded in science and operates in accord with the way the earth works.”

Right Relationship has been endorsed by former President Jimmy Carter and numerous other experts and academics around the world. This book is a must read for those who care about the future and their offspring. It can be purchased locally at the Owl Book Store.

