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ABSTRACT: The conceptual approach to real social phenomena and problems, as well
as factors influencing and shaping them, although theoretical in nature, has momen-
tous practical consequences. The issue of nature, and in a narrower sense of climate,
constitutes a telling and representative example of the implications of the theoretical
and methodological orientation adopted to study society and its relationship with the
environment and its resources. This short paper aims to highlight the consequences
of the shift in research perspective from ‘political economy’ to ‘political sociology’ in
the context of climate change and its challenges. The article’s main argument is to
outline the implications of the change of reference point for the conceptualisation
and operationalisation of theoretical frameworks related to social problems and chal-
lenges, which, nota bene, are conditioned directly and indirectly by the state of the
ecosystem. And the central thesis is that a fundamental reorientation towards nature
and climate change within the dominant capitalist system will only be a camouflaged
maintenance of the status quo (accompanied noisily by a series of technological and
fiscal solutions that solve nothing).

KEYWORDS: political sociology, political economy, climate change, natural environ-
ment, social welfare, degrowth



8 SOCIETY REGISTER 2021 /VOL. 5.,NO. 3

INTRODUCTION

olitical economy, a term first introduced in 1615 [2017] by mercantilist proponent

Antoine de Montchrestien (Montchrétien) in his work Traité de I’ceconomie poli-
tique, refers to “the study of how a country—the public’s household—is managed or
governed, taking into account both political and economic factors” (Veseth & Balaam
2020: n.p.). Neoclassical economists seem not to have fully assimilated the informa-
tion that, however, “[e]conomics is a social science. It is neither a branch of mathe-
matics nor the study of nature. It is, instead, analysis of humans by humans” (Wolf
2018: xiii). However, relations between people are both mediated by and influence
nature. It would be difficult to imagine studying the processes of production, distri-
bution, and exchange of means of satisfying individual and social needs without tak-
ing nature into account. In addition, economists, including contemporary ones, have
failed or refused to recognise the increasing and irreversible costs of environmental
exploitation and their secondary effects on the socio-economic system (with its atten-
dant inequalities and injustices).

If we try to look at the current situation from a distance, we can see the absurd stub-
bornness of continuing with the dominant model of economic development, which
completely ignores the question of the general social welfare, nature and “techno-sci-
entifically produces risks” (Beck 1992: 19).

THE POVERTY OF ECONOMICS?

Although political economy—irrespective of the different ways it is understood by, for
example, Adam Smith or Marxists—contains strongly articulated historical and social
components, its primary domain of interest is economic. This fact is not altered by
emphasising its sociopolitical connections, as in the following excerpt:

Political economy, branch of social science that studies the relationships between
individuals and society and between markets and the state, using a diverse set of
tools and methods drawn largely from economics, political science, and sociol-
ogy. The term political economy is derived from the Greek polis, meaning ‘city’
or ‘state, and oikonomos, meaning ‘one who manages a household or estate.’
(Veseth & Balaam 2020: n.p.)

In the context of the ‘problem’ of nature and climate change, and the search for al-
ternative modes of production, visions of the economy other than capitalist ones must
be developed, because “[i]t is possible, therefore, that economic theory may continue
to function mainly as a surrogate ideology for the market economy, right up until the
day, in some distant future, when society evolves into something so profoundly differ-
ent it no longer warrants the moniker ‘capitalism’” (Keen 2011: 5).

To achieve this, one needs, above all, a sociological imagination (cf. Mills 2000
[1959]) rather than an economic one (Baranowski 2011; Kassner 2021; Ziétkowski
2021). However, the latter will be crucial for building a system for meeting social needs,
or social welfare, under new social conditions (Baranowski 2019). All the more reason
to watch the evolution of particular heterodox economics, breaking with the approach
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that “a market economy necessarily maximizes social welfare” (Keen 2011: 65). This
is particularly important because the purely instrumental and commodity-like treat-
ment of nature and the environment has gained ground under the neoliberal type of
capitalism. This variety of dominant economic system fetishises economic growth,
systematically privatises, commodifies and deregulates various areas of life, generat-
ing environmental devastation and marginalising the weakest social groups (cf. Aber-
crombie 2020; Zidétkowski, Baranowski, & Drozdowski 2020).

It can no longer be ignored in the design of economic solutions from the fact that
“since 1970 (...) the number of birds, mammals, reptiles and amphibians has dropped
by more than half. A quarter of all species are at risk of extinction” (IPBES 2019 as cit-
ed in Hickel 2020: 26). These hard facts (based on 15,000 studies), combined with the
consequences of rising global temperatures, set key planetary boundaries (Rockstrom
et al. 2009) that many schools of economics ignore but whose severe consequences
will affect everyone.

Even what are described as progressive approaches to economics, by which I mean
MMT (Modern Monetary Theory), while challenging the fiscal and monetary assump-
tions of mainstream economics, do not offer comprehensive solutions to the climate
challenge or to reducing the commodification of nature. I am not saying that the issue
of money creation and the inflation mechanism is not important at all. But they are
secondary to the real challenges we face. Let us look at the statement of L. Randall
Wray in Modern Money Theory, which shows a bold re-evaluation of ‘professed’ and
taught formulas, and let us ask ourselves the role of MMT in reducing the negative
impact of economies on the environment:

Imagine how the policy discourse will be changed when our President could no
longer claim that ‘Uncle Sam has run out of money’; when our government can
no longer refuse to create jobs, or to build better infrastructure, or to put as-
tronauts on Mars because of lack of funds; or when pundits would no longer be
allowed to raise the scary spector of striking ‘bond vigilantes’ who might refuse
to ‘lend’ more to government! There may be reasons we want to leave millions of
workers unemployed, or to live with unsafe bridges and highways, or to remain
earth-bound, but lack of funding cannot be one of them. (Wray 2015: 8)

In perspective adopted in this article, what MMT offers is no alternative either
to externalising the costs of economic growth to the environment or to undermin-
ing popularised consumption styles. And without these solutions and their underly-
ing phenomena, such as commodification, basing the economic model on economic
growth, and the predatory exploitation of nature, we will not stop the coming ecolog-
ical disaster (Walker, Druckman, & Jackson 2021).

DOES ‘POLITICAL’ SOCIOLOGY MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

Politically and civically oriented sociology (more in the Burawoy’s [2005] sense of
public sociology) offers much more in a radical change of lifestyles, that is, behav-
iours, motivations, needs, and values. And it must be remembered that implementing
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post-capitalist scenarios in the form of, e.g. degrowth, is not a simple task (Romano
2020; Smith, Baranowski, & Schmid 2021). It involves a complete re-evaluation of the
world as we know it, from its tiniest details at the personal level (cf. Heimburg & Ness
2021), through mid-range institutional solutions (cf. O’Brien & Penna 1998), to issues
of geopolitical relations (cf. Cichocki & Jabkowski 2019; Lekkai 2020; Lemanczyk &
Baranowski 2021) that have never been ultimately settled.

We must not forget that sociology has historically played—and can still play—a
servile role to the dominant political, economic and cultural powers. A critical view
of sociology and its application should be an immanent and distinctive feature of the
discipline.

One of the ‘positive’ sticking points in this highly complicated and challenging situ-
ation is that we simply must work out (and very quickly) concrete solutions for reduc-
ing consumption and completely changing the economic model. The other option is
out of the question. The second point concerns the wisdom of the people themselves,
who anticipate progressive solutions without waiting for the decisions of politicians
and business people. As Christian Felber, an Austrian economist and the creator of the
concept of the Economy for the Common Good (ECG), noted, “[w]herever you meet
people in any country in the world, who know themselves well, they reject intuitively
capitalism” (The Mint 2017).

Even Adam Smith, who is considered the father of economics (Norman 2018), very
eloquently and unambiguously characterised ‘the great proprietors’ with the follow-
ing words: “All for ourselves, and nothing for other people, seems, in every age of the
world, to have been the vile maxim of the masters of mankind” (Smith 2003: 525). In
another passage the Scottish thinker used the term “the principal architects” (Smith
2003: 841).

Beyond these ‘principal architects’, however, there is an essential part of the pop-
ulation whose position, even within liberal and most developed economies, leaves
much to be desired. The data presented in Figure 1 on relative poverty, i.e. the share of
people living with less than half the median disposable income in their country, show
that both the USA, UK, Australia and Canada are above the OECD average. These are
countries categorised as shareholder capitalism and the residual welfare state model.
But for the record, we also find Israel, Japan and Korea above the OECD average.

Even being aware of the weakness of this indicator, that “it precludes the possible
existence of ‘absolute’ or ‘primary’ poverty as this is conventionally understood” (Marx
& den Bosch 2008), it—and a number of other measures—cannot be ignored in stig-
matising systemic socio-economic inequalities. These inequalities not only exclude a
huge part of the population from full citizenship, that is, from responsibility for the
fate of the community (Parenti 2010), but also deprive them of real control over the
‘the masters of mankind’ in environmental matters (Klitkou et al. 2017; Kopnina et
al. 2021). Over four decades ago, Howard Zinn (1980: 565-566) wrote in A Peoples’s
History of the United States taht “where there was a powerful drive for profit overriding
concern for human welfare, as in a capitalist system, the dangers were multiplied, and
the remedies more difficult to achieve”.
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Figure 1. People living in relative poverty
% of population with less than half the middle income in their country, 2019 or nearest year
Source: OECD Income Distribution Database

CONCLUSION

However, let us remember ‘a sociological theory of a political economy’ as described
by Charles Wright Mills in the following interdisciplinary way:

As each social science advances, its interaction with the others has been inten-
sified. The subject matter of economics is again becoming what it was in the
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beginning—the ‘political economy,” which is increasingly viewed within a total
social structure. An economist such as John Galbraith is as much a political sci-
entist as Robert Dahl or David Truman; in fact his work on the current structure
of American capitalism is as much a sociological theory of a political economy
as Schumpeter’s view of capitalism and democracy or Earl Latham’s of group
politics. Harold D. Lasswell or David Riesman or Gabriel Almond is as much a
sociologist as a psychologist and a political scientist. (Mills 2000: 139)

In order to radically reformulate the foundations of the existing economic ‘order’ in
the context of the climate crisis, ‘a sociological theory of a political economy’ must be
replaced by a progressive vision of political sociology aimed at (i) redefining capitalist
social relations and (ii) working out the foundations of a ‘post-capitalist society’, since
“democracy itself is either marking time or in retreat; it is everywhere under threat”
(Amin 2003: 1). This line of thinking also resounds in Tim Jackson’s book Prosperity
without Growth, particularly in the passage emphasising the social foundations of—
what the British researcher calls—‘prosperity’, and what I prefer to refer to as ‘social
welfare’:

For at the end of the day prosperity goes beyond material pleasures. It transcends
material concerns. It resides in the quality of our lives and in the health and hap-
piness of our families. It is present in the strength of our relationships and our
trust in the community. It is evidenced by our satisfaction at work and our sense
of shared meaning and purpose. It hangs on our potential to participate fully in
the life of society. (Jackson 2009: 16)

This significant observation shifts the focus from economics to the broader field of
social relations. It also takes into account the ecological barriers of our planet, so com-
monly ignored and disregarded. And yet—as Tim Jackson (2009: 16) continues—"[p]
rosperity consists in our ability to flourish as human beings—within the ecological
limits of a finite planet. The challenge for our society is to create the conditions under
which this is possible. It is the most urgent task of our times”.

If our task is a real transformation of the economic model towards respect for na-
ture and a halt to climate change, the primary objective is a political sociology of
change, not only in lifestyles, but above all in the ways in which decisions are made
and social welfare is realised, which must necessarily be nature-based social welfare.
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