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In our quest to understand sustainability we have rushed to comprehend
such factors as energy transformations, biophysical constraints, and environ-
mental deterioration?, as well as the human characteristics that drive produc-
tion and consumption, and the assumptions of neoclassical? economics. As
our knowledge of these matters increases, practical applications of ecological
economics are emerging. Yet amidst these advances something important is
missing. Any human problem is but a moment of reaction to prior events
and processes. Historical patterns develop over generations or even centuries.
Rarely will the experience of a lifetime disclose fully the origin of an event or a
process. Employment levels in natural resource production, for example, may
respond to a capital investment cycle with a lag time of several decades. The
factors that cause societies to collapse take centuries to develop. To design
policies for today and the future we need to understand social and economic
processes at all temporal scales, and comprehend where we are in historical
patterns. Historical knowledge is essential to sustainability. No program to
enhance sustainability can be considered practical if it does not incorporate
such fundamental knowledge.

(A) In this era of global environmental change we face what may be humanity’s
greatest crisis. The cluster of transformations labeled global change dwarfs all
previous experiences in its speed, in the geographical scale of its consequences,
and in the numbers of people who will be affected. Yet many times past human
populations faced extraordinary challenges, and the difference between their
problems and ours is only one of degree. One might expect that in a ratio-
nal, problem-solving society, we would eagerly seek to understand historical

| experiences. lIn actuality, our approaches to education and our impatience for

innovation have made us averse to historical knowledge. In ignorance, policy
makers tend to look for the causes of events only in the recent past. As a
result, while we have a greater opportunity than the people of any previous
era to understand the long-term reasons for our problems, that opportunity is
largely ignored. Not only do we not know where we are in history, most of our
citizens and policy makers are not aware that we ought to.

A recurring constraint faced by previous societies has been complexity in
problem solving. It is a constraint that is usually unrecognized in contem-
porary economic analyses. For the past 12,000 years human societies have
seemed almost inexorably to grow more complex. For the most part this has
been successful: complexity confers advantages, and one of the reasons for our




success as a species has been our ability to ‘increase rapidly the complexity of
our behavior.” Yet complexity can also be detrimental® to sustainability. Since
our approach to resolving our problems has been to develop the most complex
society and economy of human history, (p)it is important to understand how
previous societies fared when they pursued analogous strategies.
()Complexity is generally understood to refer to such things as the size of
a society, the number and distinctiveness of its parts, the variety of special-
ized social roles that it incorporates, the number of distinct social personalities
present, and the variety of mechanisms for organizing these into a coherent?,
functioning whole. Augmenting any of these dimensions increases the complex-
ity of a society. Hunter-gatherer societies® (by way of illustrating one contrast
in complexity) contain no more than a few dozen distinct social personalities,
while modern European censuses recognize 10,000 to 20,000 unique occupa-
tional roles, and industrial societies may contain overall more than 1,000,000
different kinds of social personalities.
(extract from Getting Down to Earth, J. A. Tainter 1996)
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