
 

 

 
 

Interview to Erik Assoudurian  

 
Can the planet’s resources, if managed effectively, ensure a prosperous future for the world’s 

entire population? 

  

Every year that we continue to live as consumers, we destroy a little more of the ecological capital 

that humanity depends on.  So future prosperity slips a bit further from our grasp. But, yes, in 

theory, if we lived more simply and moved away from a consumerism paradigm and instead lived 

in cultures that celebrated simple living, thrift, and working less (instead of earning more to 

consume more), we could provide for all 7 billion people on Earth, and even for the 9 billion 

projected to be alive in 2050. But this will a significant transformation of our cultural systems to 

orient us away from consuming ever more. 

  

  

Does the world have a demographic limit or is the problem simply one of resource 

management and consumption models? 

  

Paul Ehrlich's famous equation makes it clear that Human Impact equals total population multiplied 

by consumption (or affluence) multiplied by technologies (I = P*A*T).  If we all lived very simple 

lives, Earth could sustain 7, 8, even 9 billion people. But if everyone lived like an Italian, Earth 

could only sustain 2.8 billion people. And if everyone consumed like an American, we could only 

sustain half of that--just 1.4 billion people, a mere fifth of today's population. 

  

So the demographic limit depends on consumption level. Yes, stabilizing population at a smaller 

number, and ideally even bringing it back down to 4 or 5 billion people will help, as will shifting to 

cleaner technologies and phasing out coal as rapidly as possible. But most important in the equation 

is the Consumption variable, as it has been artificially inflated for decades and is aggressively being 

grown in developing countries now too. Until we work to curb over-consumption, and all that 

stimulates it--like marketing, business practices, and government policies--we cannot hope to have 

a sustainable society. 

  

  

Can we distinguish between an “ecology of the poor” and an “ecology of the rich”? Which of 

the two groups is more aware of the existence of insurmountable natural boundaries? 

  

The tragic beauty of being rich is that you can outsource the damage your lifestyle does. If we were 

exposed to all the pollution tied up to the materials and fossil energy, quite simply, we'd suffocate 

in this toxic stew. But we can put this into the ground, air, and water, and it diffuses. While BP 

made news recently with its giant oil spill. The oil coming out of cars as these vehicles drive 

produce many times more oil runing off into our oceans than this spill. Our entire system is 

unsustainable, but we rarely see the effects. The poor, who perhaps due to lack of options or 

knowledge, may destroy their soils in order to survive, or are flooded out of their homes and have 

no help in rebuilding, they clearly have more awareness. However, awareness does not equal 

power. Consumers--with their unsustainable way of life--equate for almost all of the ecological 

 



 

 

problems we face, and they must make dramatic changes in how they live, even if these are 

uncomfortable, if they want to continue to live secure lives in coming decades.  

  

  

Is the boundless greed to possess and to dominate part of human nature, rather an accident 

caused by the dominant economic model? 

  

No, regarding consumption, humans are born with a blank slate. If the culture dictates that they live 

simply in small homes in walkable villages, this is what they will do. If they are exposed to 

romantic consumerist images on television and live in giant homes and drive everywhere--the 

consumer culture is what will appear natural.  For us to thrive in the future, the goal necessarily 

needs to be to re-engineer cultures so that consumerism becomes a taboo and living sustainably and 

simply feels as natural as living as a consumer feels today.  

  

  

Which area of the world will have a crucial role in the future of humanity: resource-rich 

Africa with a population now reduced to poverty, or China with its rapid economic growth 

but beset by many socio-political and ecological contradictions? 

  

All parts of the world play a crucial role as this is a global crisis. But unfortunately, if I had to pick 

one area, due to the advanced state of climate change, I'd say the leading players in the world will 

be population-sparse Canada, Russia, and Scandanavia. These countries will decide the fate of 

millions of people, by determining whether they will open their borders to the millions of climate 

refugees or if they will keep them sealed preserving their increasingly arable land for themselves. 

Before then, if China takes a leadership role, halting the consumerization of their country, this 

would be near miraculous and move the global system quickly toward sustainability. However, the 

global economic system will most likely continue on its self-destructive course until it finally 

explodes into a global collapse, triggered by a series of ecological disasters that either cause 

massive food scarcities (Russia's grain export ban combined with Pakistan's massive flooding is an 

interesting example of what could come) or bankruptcies that bring down entire economic sectors, 

like the insurance industry after a series of massive catastrophes. 

  

  

To ensure an equitable distribution of wealth, do the rich countries have to give up part of 

their wealth, or rather simply learn how to produce it differently? 

  

Of course, better production techniques will help to some extent, but to pretend that rich countries 

can maintain their current consumerist way of life is delusional. The era of flying, eating huge 

quantities of meat, owning large homes and cars, is over. Either because we learn to restrain 

ourselves or because the Earth does it for us. The faster rich country governments work to pull 

money out of their citizens hands and exchange that with more leisure time (for example through 

shortening the average work week to 20 hours) the more likely we will be to stabilize our 

consumption and thus start repairing the massive damage we've done to the ecological systems on 

which humanity depends.  
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