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Abstract: This paper discusses the main criticisms and alternative proposals advanced by several 
scholars regarding the market economy-based development model. The literature review highlights a 
significant and growing awareness of environmental issues and strong criticism of the current econom-
ic development model, which does not account for limited natural resources and Earth’s capacity for 
additional pollutants.
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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The current economic development model is based on a market economy in which decisions 
about production, distribution, consumption and investment are made by various players 

acting on the markets in accordance with the law of supply and demand. In some modern econ-
omies, governments also intervene on a limited basis for reasons of social justice. Such cases 
are considered mixed economies.

However, the current system has revealed its limitations regarding human beings and the envi-
ronment. 

In recent decades, awareness of limited resource availability, environmental degradation and 
social inequalities has led many economists, environmentalists and government officials to re-
think their economic and social policies. 

Many scholars understand that the development model adopted during the Industrial Revolution 
is no longer globally sustainable. This model, which is based on the uncontrolled consumption 
of natural resources and the pursuit of profit at any cost, and which fails to account for the qual-
ity of life of Earth’s inhabitants, has become increasingly globalised. 

The linear economic model adopted so far is characterised by mass production and limited 
benefits from accumulation of wealth available only to some. Such outcomes are accomplished 
through the continuous exploitation of resources without concern for their exhaustion. 

This model has led to the large-scale pollution of the biosphere in a relatively short period of 
time. This is believed to be the basis of the climate change phenomena observed in recent years.

Scholars, politicians and environmentalists have raised a number of doubts and questions about 
environmental issues [1].
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As a result, alternative approaches to the market economy have emerged that go beyond the sole 
problem of economic growth and can better respond to global problems, such as the climate 
crisis, pollution, resource scarcity, world hunger and immigration.

2.	 THE SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT

The modern economy emerged at the end of the 18th century with the classical economics of 
Adam Smith, whose main themes were production and growth [2]. However, in 1798 Thomas 
Malthus, in his paper “An essay of the principle of the population as it affects the future im-
provement of society”, discussed economic stagnation due to excessive demographic increases 
(geometric population growth) that lead to the cultivation of ever less fertile lands, resulting in 
insufficient food supplies (which instead grow arithmetically) [3]. In the 1800s David Ricardo, 
who co-founded the science of political economy with Smith, resumed Malthus’ discussion 
with the “law of diminishing returns”, a problem related to the limited availability of resources. 
Ricardo highlights that the availability of natural resources is limited and there is a limit to be 
respected that cannot be exceeded [4]. In the mid-1800s, even John Stuart Mill [5] and William 
Stanley Jevons [6] highlighted the scarcity and consequent exhaustion of natural resources.

In the late 1930s, even more substantial doubts were introduced by John Maynard Keynes, who, 
inspired by Malthus, proposed a new approach to the economy by focusing on social aspects 
(welfare). His thinking differed from previous economic approaches because it was based on 
liberalism “at all costs” and laid the foundations for a new macroeconomy [7].

In the 1960s, the economist Kenneth Boulding combined ecology and economics, two previous-
ly unrelated concepts, to create the new science of environmental economics. To better explain 
the problem of physical limits, he compared Earth to a spaceship located in the space of the 
universe, from which it acquires limited resources and where it disposes of its waste [8]. Later, 
in the face of environmental damage caused by economic activities, while not questioning the 
fundamental principles of the liberal neoclassical economy, some charging economic compen-
sations for environmental damage was proposed. The Polluter Pays principle, sanctioned by the 
OECD in 1972 [9], constitutes an appropriate corrective measure for the current system because 
it incorporates environmental costs into production costs. According to some, however, such 
compensation cannot heal the damage caused to the biosphere by human activities. For exam-
ple, no economic compensation can reverse the extinction of a living species [1].

In the 1970s, Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, a Romanian economist, founded bioeconomics, or 
ecological economics, and proposed the principle of degrowth as a counterpoised response to 
the neoliberal or neoclassical economy. Georgescu-Roegen and other bioeconomists claim it is 
no longer possible to maintain current consumption levels and that it is necessary to change our 
development model natural resources management. Until then, human beings had unshakable 
confidence in progress as the only solution to problems, including environmental ones, so peo-
ple never bothered to seek current solutions because they trusted that future technologies would 
solve all problems. Furthermore, Georgescu-Roegen introduced the idea that economics must 
account for the laws of physics. He proposed decreasing production and consumption in rich 
countries, not in terms of renunciation, but to facilitate improvement. Referring in particular to 
the second law of thermodynamics, he affirmed that resources, once used, inevitably degrade 
into waste and are no longer usable in production processes, so it is necessary to reduce them or 
recover them for use as secondary materials in other production processes [10].
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At the same time, a Club of Rome report (The Limits to Growth, also called the Meadows Re-
port) described economic growth as a result of the scarcity of raw materials, pollution and loss 
of biodiversity. “Zero growth” was proposed as a solution [11] – [12] – [13] – [14].

A similar approach was proposed by René Passer, in his book „l’Economie et le vivant” of 1979 
which states that the economy must respect the laws of nature [15] – [16].

In Italy, the main supporters of environmental awareness were Giorgio Nebbia and Laura Conti.

In line with these concepts, in 1977, a study on sustainable social development, commissioned 
by President Jimmy Carter (Global 2000), envisioned a population increase and, consequently, 
increased vulnerability and serious conflicts between populations over resources and the envi-
ronment [17].

Following a different approach, Paul Crutzen et al. [18] highlighted the profound changes caused 
by humans to the planet’s physical and biological systems from a geological point of view and 
introduced the concept of the Anthropocene era, or the “Era of Man”, a concept which other sci-
entists also investigated. Crutzen highlighted the problem of ongoing changes that represent a true 
human-induced planetary emergency: a crisis generated by intense, rapid introduction of pollutants 
into the biosphere. Crutzen paid particular attention to the increasing concentration of greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere, especially carbon dioxide. The main cause of the climate crisis is the use 
of fossil fuels such as coal, oil and natural gas as energy sources. This practice has grown consider-
ably since the Industrial Revolution. Earth is becoming much warmer than at the beginning of hu-
man civilisation, and this process grows exponentially, generating ever more unpredictable effects, 
such as climate disruption, on human activities. Human beings are losing the ability to foresee and 
prevent environmental disruptions, and this represents a risk for the entire planet.

These critical points are also highlighted by Dilip Konderpudi and Ilya Prigogine [19]. 

Rachel Carson argued that human beings are losing the ability to foresee and prevent and this 
represents a risk for the entire planet. [20].

In support of these global issues, authoritative researchers listed and measured the nine fun-
damental planetary boundaries to keep Earth’s system in balance and enable human beings 
to survive: climate change, oceanic acidification that threatens marine species, stratospheric 
ozone depletion and the consequent lower protection from harmful ultraviolet radiation, at-
mospheric aerosol that damages the lungs, biogeochemical flows’ interference with nitrogen 
and phosphorus cycles that causes eutrophication, excessive exploitation of global freshwater 
resources, change in land use and deforestation, rate of biodiversity loss and chemical pollution 
caused mainly by industrial activities. Three of these limits (climate change, rate of biodiversity 
loss and biogeochemical flows’ interference with nitrogen and phosphorus cycles) have already 
been exceeded. Therefore, a profound transformation of the economic and productive system is 
urgently needed [21].

Some economists, taking up the proposals of Goergescu-Roegen, go beyond opposing the mar-
ket economy and suggest decreasing production. This is sometimes called sustainable degrowth 
or happy degrowth. This concept criticises economic indicators such as the gross domestic 
product (GDP) as measures of economic well-being. Instead, this model, formalised by the 
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philosopher Serge Latouche, foresees development based on an economic strategy focused on 
environmental problems and local production [22]. Proponents of degrowth criticise modern so-
cieties because their massive consumption of non-renewable resources does not account for the 
environmental damage caused by their growth. In addition, they neglect social welfare (social, 
family relationships, democracy, welfare, etc.) and environmental (air quality, biodiversity, etc.) 
factors and distribute the world’s resources unequally. Supporters of degrowth propose a model 
based on social equity, sustainability and ecological footprint [1].

In the 1970s, environmental issues came to the attention of governments in a detailed and specific 
manner at world conferences. In June 1972, the United Nations conference on the “human envi-
ronment” was held in Stockholm [23] and was followed by conferences on population (Bucharest 
1974) [24], habitat (Vancouver 1976, Cairo 1984, Cairo 1994 and Istanbul 1996) [25]-[26]-[27]-
[28], water (Mar del Plata 1977) [29], desertification (Nairobi 1977 and Paris 1994) [30]-[31] and 
“environment and development”(Rio de Janeiro 1992) [32]. These conferences were followed by 
various attempts to reach agreements to stop or slow climate change and the loss of biodiversity. 
The World Summit on Social Development was held in Copenhagen in 1995 [33], and in 2002 
[34], the United Nations organised the Johannesburg conference on sustainable development [35], 
which was followed by a 2012 conference on the same theme in Rio de Janeiro [36]. Since 1995, 
the United Nations has organised a climate change conference every year [37]. The most impor-
tant of these was the 1997 Kyoto conference, at which an important protocol was signed [38].

Today’s globalised world must change. In 2015, the United Nations approved the 2030 agenda 
for sustainable development, whose 17 goals form a universal scope, divided into 169 specific 
targets, –or Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that all 193 member states must undertake 
to end poverty and inequality and achieve social and economic development. The Sustainable 
Development Report is the first worldwide study to assess where each country stands with re-
gard to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. The SDGs represent the continuation of 
the 2015 Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) completed in 2015 [39].

Religions have also addressed the problem of ecology. Pope Francis, in his encyclical “Laudato 
sii”, published May 24, 2015, highlights all of our planet’s environmental problems with a Christian 
vision. He proposes strengthening the dialogue with all actors (economic, political, social and reli-
gious) and suggests a new reflection on our beliefs and lifestyles toward greater respect for the en-
vironment. He also talks about poverty, economic and social inequalities and the poorer classes and 
populations, which often suffer from the environmental degradation caused by richer countries [40].

Even the Dalai Lama has often addressed the problem of environmental degradation. He has 
said that the environment is a gift and that we must respect the natural cycles, and he has high-
lighted the environmental problems caused by humans, particularly climate change [41].

Numerous references to respecting the environment are found in Islam (Corano Sunna, Hadit) 
and among scholars of Islamic environmentalism, as well as in the precepts of Eastern animist 
religions [42].

Since 1986 until today there are some meetings in Assisi, Italy, representatives of Christianity, 
Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Baha’i, Jainism and Sikhism, together with represent-
atives of the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), presented a statement on the principles of 
their religions in relation to the environment and ecology [43].
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3.	 CONCLUSION

Economic rules can no longer be dictated solely by the market because the planet’s variable 
physical limits play a decisive role which must be taken into account. It is necessary to change 
the current development model because nature cannot maintain the biosphere’s balance inde-
pendently. Nature’s historical capacity to regenerate itself is now influenced by human beings, 
who must take this into account for their own survival. The current development model cannot 
guarantee uncontrolled growth due to the scarcity of resources and worsening environmental 
degradation. Even traditionally “non-economic” natural resources now have a price. For ex-
ample, even air is not free; it has a market, as well as global rules that must be established and 
respected (for example, emissions trading).

This paper illustrated the doubts that have arisen among many factions since the emergence 
of the modern economy. These doubts have grown as the use of resources has become more 
difficult and led to real market failures, such as the 1929 crisis, the 1973 oil crisis and the 2008 
derivatives bubble. Today, human beings influence important natural cycles worldwide. Many 
choices are beyond the reach of national governments and require a common international ef-
fort to which we must respond with new and global power centres that support a more critical 
economy based on respect for human beings and the environment.
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