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“Sustainability” is a ubiquitous term in 
public thinking and writings about the 
environment and ecology. After more 
than 40 years of increasingly insistent 
environmentalist education, most 
people now agree without question that 
technology and, in particular, energy 
use must be limited to that which the 
Earth can sustain indefinitely. To achieve 
this goal, we are told that we must 
scale back our use of energy; that as a 
nation, we have to spend billions and 
possibly trillions of dollars on research 
and development of alternate energy 
sources, because fossil fuels are going 
to run out. This is (or would be) a huge 
undertak-ing; industrial civilization runs 
on fossil fuels, and not by a slim margin. 
But the issue is not “How hard is the 
task?” It’s something else entirely. 

To effectively discuss sustainability, 
we have to look first at some of the 
deeper questions involved. The primary 
question to ask about energy use, or 
the use of any resource, is “For what 
purpose?” Why do you want to buy that 
light bulb, or that iPad, or refrigerator, or 

even choose to rent one apartment over 
another? Why do you need electricity, 
or clean running water? How do you 
decide what resources you are willing to 
consume in order to get something? And 
most fundamentally: what standard do 
you use in making those decisions?

The proper standard to use in these 
decisions is human life — by which I 
mean your own life. Any other standard 
involves subordinating your own well-
being to something else.  You will hear 
many suggestions for what to value 
above your own life (e.g., other people, 
social organizations, the Earth, etc.).  
Each per-son has a decision to make: 
Am I my own highest value? If not, then 
there is no reason to refuse a de-mand 
to sacrifice yourself, your pleasures, 
your standard of living, even your life, 
for the sake of a work-er’s paradise, or 
undeveloped wilderness, or whatever 
else you have chosen, or accepted, as 
your standard.

How do you choose which things to buy, 
or make, or do, when your own life is 
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your standard of value? You must think 
rationally about what will contribute to 
your own well-being and happiness on 
a long-term basis. After all, if you are not 
qualified to decide what is best for you, 
who is? And having done that, you must 
be free to act on your own conclusions. 
A society that prohibits its citizens from 
acting on a rationally considered course 
of action is not a moral society, but is 
moving towards dictatorship, if it is not 
already there.

Sustainability attempts to introduce 
something other than your own life, 
each individual’s life, under his or 
her own direction, as the standard of 
valuation, and thus is deeply contrary to 
individual rights, indi-vidual freedom, 
and individual well-being.

Notice that we are not introducing 
“sustainability” to mean “conservation of 
resources.” Conservation, in this sense, 
is nothing more than what used to be 
called thrift, i.e., spending your money 
and other resources prudently to best 
work toward a chosen goal. The concept 

of thrift has been around for many 
thousands of years. Every business, every 
university, every mom-and-pop store has 
a department or employee devoted to 
efficiency; that is what accountants do. 
Their job is to keep an eye on the budget 
and avoid wasting money. Sustainability 
then, is not simply about being prudent 
with your money.

For now, let’s just consider the concept 
of being financially prudent. How do 
you do that? The first thing people 
obviously think of when considering a 
purchase is price. Other factors, such as 
quality, useful-ness, and even fashion or 
style are important, but price is a crucial 
starting point. But what exactly does 
price mean? What does it mean to say 
that the price of a loaf of bread is $3? 
There are a variety of ser-vices built into 
that seemingly singular price: the cost 
to grow the grain, harvest it, grind it, mix 
and bake it, package it, and transport 
the bread to the store. Also, at each step 
along the way, there is an addi-tional 
cost to pay the people involved for their 
voluntary (not volunteer) labor.  The 

price of that loaf of bread includes a 
built-in calculation of the effort and the 
processes that were utilized throughout 
its production -- including the land, the 
fertilizer, the water, the manager who 
scheduled the trucks to transport the 
grain and the finished bread, the metal 
that was mined to make those trucks, 
and hun-dreds of other things that were 
involved in bringing that bread to you. 
In short, it is a measure of the resources 
that went into the bread, as well as the 
resources that were transformed  to 
produce it.

Understanding this relationship between 
price and resource consumption leads 
you to the simple conclusion that fewer 
resources result in cheaper prices.  If 
products that are labeled “sustainable” 
are more expensive than their 
alternatives, then it is logical to assume 
they are more resource-intensive. This 
includes products that come with 
tax-funded rebates, grants or loan 
guarantees, all of which mask their true 
cost. We will return to this point later.
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Fossil fuels provide 85 percent of 
mankind’s power and are considered 
non-renewable because they do not 
regenerate, at least within a timespan 
that matters to mankind. Thus, they are 
called unsustainable and considered 
unsuitable for a sustainable energy 
future.

However, this perspective ignores past 
predictions of resource exhaustion 
that never came to fruition, and the 
consequent redefinition of physical 
resources as being unlimited for man’s 
purposes. Let’s exam-ine this last 
statement, which is counter-intuitive 
because the supply of resources is finite. 
Whatever the resource -- water, oil, iron, 
uranium -- it cannot exceed the Earth’s 
mass. Even sunlight has a known limit to 
the amount of energy it can provide the 
Earth. To define how physical resources 
can be finite, and simultaneously 
unlimited for man’s purposes, let us start 
with a look at the nature of scarcity and 
short-ages. Given that scarcities can and 
do occur, to what end are they resolved? 
Basic economics tells us that costs rise 
when the supply of a resource starts 
to decline. In this scenario, people will 
not continue to purchase or consume 
a resource at the same rate; instead, 
they will alter their behavior in response 
to changes in price. Any or all of the 
following happens:
•	 People	use	less	of	the	scarce	
 resource.
•	 They	look	for	substitutes.	
•	 They	try	to	find	more	of	it.
•	 They	start	or	resume	production	
 from known reserves that were once 
 unprofitable but that are profitable 
 at the new, higher price. This is 
 common practice with metals and 
 oil producers, for example.

All of these responses to rising prices 
tend to lower prices by decreasing the 
quantity demanded and/or increasing 

the quantity supplied. To illustrate this 
point, let us look at some scarcities of the 
past. 
•	 Copper	(1700	BC):	Easily	found	veins	
 and known mines ran low. The 
 scarcity of copper led to 
 development of iron implements (a 
 harder and thus more useful
 material, although more difficult to
 work with)
•	 Tin	(1200	BC)
•	 Wood	for	fuel	(1500’s,	1600’s)
•	 Food	(in	1798,	Robert	Malthus	said	
 that increasing population must 
 lead to famine. Since then there 
 has been continuous improvement 
 in average nutrition, as well as a 
	 6-fold	increase	in	world	population)
•	 Coal	(England,	1885)
•	 Lumber	(early	1900’s)
•	 Rubber	(early	1920’s,	and	again	
 during WW II)
•	 Since	1914,	U.S.	government	
	 agencies	have	predicted	a	12-
 year average timeframe for 
 remaining petroleum reserves

Despite all the scarcities described 
above, we have no shortage of any 
of these resources today. In all of 
these cases, civilization did not stop 
but rather did the opposite. Mankind 
innovated and adapted to the changing 
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circumstances; growth rates increased 
and average living conditions improved. 

So how does scarcity lead to predictions 
of future resource disappearance? 
How can these predictions sound so 
certain, yet be apparently wrong? These 
predictions are made using what Julian 
Simon called the “engineering method,”  
a mathematical and mechanical point of 
view.  Essentially, this method cal-culates 
how much of a resources is in reserve 
divided by the rate at which we are 
using it, resulting in the number of years 
we have until it is depleted.   What this 
method does not consider is that people 
are not mechanical beings. People 
modify their activities constantly, given 
the freedom to do so, based on changing 
circumstances. This adaptability is one of 
the most outstanding characteristics of 
human-kind. This engineering method 
of forecasting is therefore deemed 
inappropriate for making this type of 
prediction, given that it can lead to false 
results – especially in the long term.

Recall	the	phrase	“unlimited	for	man’s	
purposes.” The concept of “purpose” 
introduces the concept of “freedom of 
choice” because individuals are able to 
determine their own purposes, great 
and small, to-wards or against their own 
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well-being.

Notably, Simon calls his method the 
“economic method,” recognizing the 
complexity and potentially complicating 
nature of introducing the human mind 
into the model.  The practical, real-
world effect of this is that no resource 
in history has ever literally “run out,” as 
humans have been able to adapt to new 
circumstances. Some resources have 
become scarcer or have been replaced 
by more modern or eco-nomical 
substitutes, allowing society to thrive 
after adapting to new parameters (these 
evolutions are a benefit, not a problem!). 
Imagine, for example, what life would 
be like if we had never discovered more 

durable and affordable plastics, which 
replaced more expensive natural rubber.  

With the above points in mind — that 
cheaper products consume fewer 
resources, and that if allowed, humans 
can and do adapt to changing resource 
availability, let us take another look at 
sustainability.  Sustainability advocates 
seem to think we should be able to 
examine our current energy use, project 
it into the future, and see no problem 
meeting the demand indefinitely.  
Unfortunately, this approach is 
shortsighted as it considers only what is 
observable today or in the near future, 
simultaneously discount-ing future 
technological discoveries. Assuming 
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that today’s state of technology will 
remain fixed leads to the misallocation of 
resources.  Technology is never stagnant; 
billions of people work hard every 
day to discover a better way of doing 
what they do, with less effort and less 
cost. Sometimes great break-throughs 
are achieved, while other times only 
marginal improvements are realized, 
but in either case, attempting to predict 
or define the power of technology 
becomes questionable.

We frequently decide to buy items in 
the name of sustainability. Sometimes 
we are even urged to buy specific 
items, such as CFL light bulbs, water-
conserving toilets, locally grown foods, 
solar energy sys-tems, certifiably 
“green” appliances such as dishwashers 
and refrigerators, etc., even if they are 
more expensive than other available 
alternatives. Oftentimes, however, these 
expensive items require more resources, 
making them counterproductive, if 
conservation of resources is the goal.

Government grants, rebates, and loan 
guarantees should all be included 
when determining the actual cost of 
a sustainable product. When these 
are considered as a combined cost, 
many “green” products are found to 
be significantly more expensive than 
their alternatives. Further, government 
subsidy pro-grams collect individual 
tax dollars and allocate them at their 
discretion, rather than allowing you the 
choice to invest in “sustainable” projects 
as you choose.  Essentially, this puts the 
government in the position of deciding 
what is best for you.  

While in principle this form of financing 
is corrupt, it is even more disastrous in 
application. Look at the following roster 
of failures and ask yourself whether 
a venture capital company investing 
its own money could possibly survive 

if it insisted on repeating its mistakes 
as the government has done. ,  This 
is not to say that all research must 
produce commercially viable results. 
However, when private companies 
con-duct research with their own 
money, everyone’s rights are preserved. 
Companies cannot force others to 
support a project, and are therefore 
able to do as they choose with their 
own money and resources. There are 
also practical benefits, such as built-in 
limits on spending which depreciate the 
likelihood of repeated mistakes. When 
the government funds a failed research 
project though, as long as official poli-cy 
remains in place, they might continue 
to fund similar projects, on behalf of 
lobbyists’ efforts as well as technical 
merit influencing the decision. All of that 
additional capital is a measure of the 
environmental and human resources 
being wasted -- a lot of resources gone 
with the wind, or rather with the wind 
tur-bine. 

Wrapped within the concept of 
sustainability is the idea that we now 
know what the future will bring; that 
we now know how much energy future 
generations will need, and which sources 
they should use. We are now told to limit 
our use of energy for the sake of future 
generations. Where might we have been 
if previous generations had done the 
same on our behalf? What if they had 
been able to conceive of sustainability 
and put the ideas into practice? Would 
we be any better off? When Malthus 
warned of overpopulation in England 
in	the	late	1700s,	what	might	have	
happened if the King had taken his 
warn-ings seriously enough to institute 
a sustainability policy, and perhaps 
limited families to only two chil-dren? 
That would have been a huge violation 
of individual freedom. Additionally, it 
would have signifi-cantly cut back the 
number of immigrants who helped 

to build America. When Americans in 
the 1800s noticed that we appeared 
destined to run out of trees in a few 
years, what if the government had insti-
tuted sustainability practices that set 
legal limits on available lumber? That 
would have infringed on in-dividuals’ 
rights to manage and harvest their own 
forests, and our ability to build bridges 
and railroads across the continent would 
have been drastically reduced. Would life 
today be better, or worse?

Above all, consider how we use our 
resources in present day society. We try 
to avoid unnecessary waste, because 
acquiring and using energy costs time, 
effort, and money. We don’t mine 
coal and drop it into the ocean, nor 
do we pump oil into pools and burn 
it for no reason. Instead, given the 
opportuni-ty, we use resources and 
spend our energy productively. We use 
them to explore and invent, and enjoy 
the benefits of those explorations, 
inventions, and improved technology 
in an effort to further human life. At the 
individual level, every person judges 
their purchases, activities, and energy 
use based on the ideals of productivity, 
health, and overall happiness. Anything 
that prevents an individual from 
making those choices on how much 
to spend, on which products, and for 
what purpose, essentially degrades 
human life and should be rejected. 
Improvements in our lives here and 
now mean that not only will we lead 
happier, longer, and wealthier lives, but 
that future generations will start from 
a more advanta-geous point than if we 
deliberately refrain from developing our 
resources to the fullest.

Sustainability means something 
other than simply spending your own 
money as you choose, on prod-ucts 
you want to improve your own life. If 
that is all there was to it, there would 
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be no sustainability programs at all. 
This symposium would be about 
home economics and accounting. 
Sustainability specifi-cally adds the 
element of persuasion, even force, 
to convince and invest your interest 
in things you wouldn’t normally 
choose, for the benefit of someone 
or something other than yourself. 
Very literally, this means using more 
resources while sacrificing your 
standard of living. Who benefits from 
that?

The sooner we realize and abandon the 
hoax of sustainability, the better, for 
ourselves and future gen-erations.
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