An indispensable text toward saving Planet Earth  from environmental disaster

“The Bridge at the Edge of the World, Capitalism, the Environment, and Crossing from Crisis to Sustainability” James Gustave Speth   Yale University Press  2008

Speth has written a profoundly important book.  If coercion were possible I would make it compulsory reading for every voter, a mandatory text at every college, and put a copy in every hotel bedside table.   He addresses the crucial issue of the deteriorating global environment.   This is the issue that must haunt all environmental activists: we win a few battles, some of them glorious, but we are losing the war.  Environmental organizations as a whole, from local to international have slowed, but failed to halt the accelerating degradation of Planet Earth.   The  emergence of forces aimed at environmental protection have been countered by forces supporting the status quo.   A crucial factor, Speth argues, is the dynamic of growth capitalism that is the essence of first world economics.  Growth is the metric of economic vitality, but growth must have limits in a finite system.  Unless growth capitalism can be transformed, environmental degradation will accelerate  toward the abyss of no return.   A daunting and discouraging prospect indeed, given the history and momentum of economic growth.   But yes, Speth claims, growth capitalism as we know it can be transformed, and he points to signs that it may already be happening.  There is reason to hope.


I begin to write this review in the Peruvian Amazon beside the muddy Tambopata River, a tributary of the Madre de Dios and in turn the Amazon.  Across the river scrappy expanses of second growth open up to banana plantations  where tropical forest once soared.  Smoke from forest fires yellows the sun.  Cattle from impoverished pasture come to drink at the river’s edge.  In nearby Puerto Maldonado immigrants pour in at 200 a day, attracted by the prospect of fortunes in alluvial gold.  There also are the stark concrete foundations for a bridge that will connect the trade of Brazil with Peru and the Pacific on the Transoceanic Highway that cuts its way like a great red scar through the continent.  It is a good place to contemplate Speth’s message, here in the trammeled Amazon where human population growth, and world trade force their onslaught on the land ethic.


“The Bridge to the Edge of the World” concentrates earth’s challenges into 236 pp 0f compelling text, and 40 more of  footnotes.  In Part  1, System Failure, Speth peers into the abyss of present-day destructive environmental trends.  He then  critiques modern capitalism with its growth imperative as a system out of control.  He bolsters his arguments with references and extensive quotations.   So far the prospect seems dim.

But in Part 2-The Great Transformation- he offers practicable solutions –transforming the market to adapt to a post-growth society that can promote instead the well- being of people and of the environment.   He is most persuasive in advocating living with enough, not always more and more. That will require changing the fundamental dynamics of the Corporation, capitalism’s core.  Historically capitalism solved the challenge of  living with enough; the problem now is living with too much.

On to Part 3, Speth’s perception of the seeds of transformation  and a new consciousness.  He quotes from a wide spectrum of thinkers, from Aldo Leopold on, who call for a new consciousness, a value system epitomized  in the Preamble to the Earth Charter (http://earthcharterinaction.org/ec_splash/.)

He calls for a new politics: ”Democracy in America today is in deep trouble. Weak, shallow, dangerous and corrupted it is the best democracy that money can buy.  The ascendancy of market fundamentalism and antiregulation, antigovernment ideology makes the current moment particularly frightening….” His words written a year before the recent economic crisis are prescient.   He argues convincingly that a government hooked on GDP growth, with powerful interests defending the status quo cannot avoid accelerating environmental impact.  He ends with his perception of the signs of hope.  We can continue to take the path into the abyss, or we can take a different path, the “bridge to the edge of the world.”

It is not possible in the space of a review to cover all of Speth’s arguments for a new consciousness.  You just have to read it and if you do I can assure you that  you will see your efforts on behalf of  North Cascades,  and of the Earth in a new context.

