


exchanged through markets. And anything that falls outside of the price contract is called an 

externality. And when I was studying economics 30 years ago at university, that's where the 



at it, number one, I'd never studied Earth system science, but for the first time I could 

understand this. It was expressed in a way that we can get.  

And number two, I saw there, this is the limits of the human economy. This is what 

ecological economists who have always drawn a circle around the economy and said the 

economy should always be recognized to be a subsystem of the biosphere, but they never 

were able to quantify it. Along comes the scientists and they quantified it. And it was, I had 

just this adrenaline rush moment. I really felt the adrenaline of seeing this image and I 

thought, that's it. This is the beginning of 21st century economics because they have 

quantified it. They've specified these are the planetary boundaries. This is the limit. We 

believe this is the boundary limit beyond which we shouldn't go. And look, we're actually 

already way over those limits. So we need to come back within this space.  

And that means that the economy has to be a subsystem of not only society, but the living 

world. And it has to be compatible with coming back within the space, it puts restrictions on 

the economy. This is not about externalities. This centers the living world and says the 

economy is a subsystem of that, and must be transformed to be compatible with the 

conditions conducive to staying within planetary boundaries.  

So I see that and I thought, this is the beginning of 21st century economics. Here I am sitting 

and working in Oxfam where we work on human rights, on social justice, on ensuring health 

and education for all, a decent income for all. So if there's an outer limit beyond which 

resources you shouldn't go, isn't there also an inner limit for each person? We each need 

sufficient food and water and income and a roof over our heads and clothing to be able to 

meet our human rights. So just as there's one circle on the outside, I drew a circle within a 

circle and it looked like a doughnut. As somebody pointed out, one of the scientists said to 

me, oh, it's not a circle, it's a doughnut. That's the diagram we've been missing. So that's 

where the doughnut came from.  

And if you think of it, it's a goal that says leave no one in the hole of the doughnuts, falling 

short on the essentials of life, make sure everybody has the resources they need to meet 

their human rights, to lead a life of dignity and opportunity and community, but at the same 

time make sure that we collectively don't overshoot the outer circle, because that's where 

we cause the breakdown of our life-supporting systems on which all of our well-being 

depends. So human well-being depends upon both of those circles. And to me that becomes 

the starting point for economics. Okay, that's a goal, meet the needs of all people within the 

means of the living planet. 

And then this incredible question comes, if that's the goal, what kind of economy would get 

us there? How would you want us to learn about who we are? Not the competitive, self-

interested, rational economic man, but humanity embedded in the web of life. So this began 

for me the journey of becoming a renegade economist. And I read all the economics I'd 

never been taught, beginning with ecological economics and feminist economics, complexity 

economics, institutional economics, and realized there was a wealth of ideas there. So I 

drew on them and put them together so they could dance on the same page. And I ended up 



calling it Doughnut Economics. A playful name, but many people are afraid of economics, but 

no one's afraid of doughnuts. So it tells everybody this is playful, this is accessible. It invites 

everybody into the conversation.  

Noah: I know when I first saw the diagrams and read the book, it felt intuitive in a way 

that—the way I had experienced that up to that point felt undynamic. 

And I think it's really interesting where you talk about recognition that we're part of the 



by the design of finance. The finance is designed with the expectation of endless 

accumulation. 

It's a completely different pattern. In fact, you couldn't ask for two patterns more 

diametrically opposed, but they've been clumped together in one box named capital. What 

happens is actually land just disappears, the notion of it. So the living world and its own 

dynamics and its own requirements and its own boundaries and constraints and 

generosities and abundances, it's all disappeared and we don't learn about it. 

And I think one of the reasons may be because, for example, David Ricardo began thinking 

that the availability of land was going to be the constraining factor upon economic 

development, but then when you get empires opening up, when you get colonialism and 

extraction of resources from around the world through trade, through power, then 

suddenly, oh, land doesn't seem to be so limited after all. We are extracting globally, and so 

the limits seem to have disappeared temporarily, and the mindset develops around the idea 

that actually those limits are negligible. And so it embeds a deeply extractive and 

exploitative resource mentality, as well as a deep power mentality of other cultures.  

Noah: So I asked, how did Kate respond to this?  

Kate: So, okay, where's the biggest diagram of the economy that's taught? Like if you said, 

you know, you started me here with supply and demand of market, that's starting at the 

level of market interaction, but let's pull out, show me the biggest picture of the economy 

you have. And this is what I often would challenge an economics professor to say, show me 

the biggest picture you have, what's visible and what's not visible. And the biggest picture 

that's usually shown and taught in macroeconomics is called the circular flow of income and 

goods. And it's a diagram that has the household and the business at the center. It's got 

labor and capital flowing around, right? Households provide labor and their capital, their 

finances or their resources. In return, they get wages and they get profit and they get goods 

and services that they can buy for that. 

The living world is just invisible here. In fact, this diagram looks like it's a circular diagram 

and it's called the circular flow. And it looks like things just go round and round. It's drawn 

as if it's a perpetual motion machine. There's no input of, let me say, matter, the living 

materials from the world. There's no outflow of waste and pollutants. There's no 

recognition above that, that actually everything is created and fueled and charged by energy 

from the sun. Energy, so energy and matter are just missing. And the dynamics of that, as 

Georgescu-Rogan, who was one of the founding fathers of ecological economics, would say, 

you know, the fundamental flow of the economy is not round and round, as they tell us 

that's where money's going. The fundamental flow of the economy is a one-way street. It's 

the laws of thermodynamics. It's the quality of energy that comes in, high quality energy 

initially coming in from the sun, and due to the laws of entropy, goes out as waste heat that 

can't be used. 





And this turns into a very 20th century ideological boxing match. Are you for the free 

market, let's say for capitalism, or are you a state loving socialist? Or somewhere in between 

and what kind of mixed economy do you want? The focus on the market and the state 

focuses on value created that actually shows up in GDP. It shows up in monetary exchange, 



founding fathers of economics were fathers, and they didn't really notice the unpaid care 

economy. They left it out of their theories. If you ignore the commons, then you end up with 

the market and the state, and this is measured in monetary output. And so it's much easier 

to say, ah, a successful economy will be one that's maximizing and continually growing the 

monetary value of the goods and services it produces. What's not to like? We're producing 

more goods and services. People want to buy them. They are valued. What's not to like? 













Noah: And I think the deep beauty in that is we also rename ourselves. When we emulate 

nature, we recognize that we ourselves, we can regenerate our thoughts and we can grow in 

different directions and cyclical directions.  

It was a pleasure talking to Kate and our conversation really brought home to me her 

fundamental challenge to any human self-conceptions that overemphasize our separation 

from nature and put us as outside onlookers on a pedestal, tasking ourselves with 

manipulating nature to fit our wants and desires. However, as our conversation touched 

upon, when we start to recognize that we ourselves are sustained and embedded within 

nature's fractal structures, it starts to make much more intuitive sense that it's 

unsustainable to simply chase after growth for its own sake, especially when it causes such 

destruction to our natural environment. Indeed, the natural balance of things isn't constant 

growth. It's also imperative that we work on our roots and make sure that we're firm and 

resilient and, crucially, sustainable. 

Kate's challenge to our thinking, perceptions and notions of who we are in relation to the 

world around us, can, I think, bring about a change in our own thinking, our own self-

identification, and a change in how we identify ourselves in relation to nature. These are 

themes I continue to think about in the next episode, where I travel to meet Philip Lymbery, 

Global CEO of the charity Compassion in World Farming. We discuss how modern industrial 

farming and agriculture practices, which push our planetary boundaries over their limits, 

reflect a deeper disconnection with nature and the natural world. 

I look forward to you joining me for the next episode. Until then, thank you for listening. I've 

been Noah and this has been Entanglements.  

Credits: Written, produced, presented and edited by me, Noah Rouse, on behalf of the Jesus 

College Intellectual Forum. Original music by Xanthe Evans. 

 

 

 


