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What is Economics about?



• How did we get here? I will track the evolution of the understanding of 
the economy—that is, the way the economy has been framed and 
addressed—, and how Economics, once it emerged as an autonomous 
discipline in the 18th century, has done so

• What are the implications of this evolution, particularly in current times 
and for Agroecology?



ARISTOTLE (4th-c BCE)

Chrematistike
‘art of making 

money’

Oikonomia
‘the wise 

management of the 
household or the 

community’

18th century

Mercantilism
‘the wealth of nations 

derives from 
monetary wealth, 

accumulation of gold, 
and the balance of 

trade’

Physiocracy
‘the wealth of nations 

derives from 
agriculture, from a 
Natural order that 

humans had to 
understand in order 

to live in harmony 
with it’

Exchange value
‘monetary aspect of 

value and constitutes 
the bedrock of a 

commodity’s price’

Use value
‘the concrete way in 
which a thing meets 

human needs’

Debate 
on the

foundations
of the

economy

SOURCE: Gerber, J. F., & Scheidel, A. (2018). In Search of Substantive Economics: Comparing Today’s Two Major Socio-metabolic Approaches to the Economy – MEFA and MuSIASEM. Ecological Economics. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.08.012 

MARX (19th century) 19th century 19th century - now

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2017.08.012
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Formal Economics Substantive Economics

Neoclassic and Keynesian Economics

Focus on the market

Single unit of account: 
exchange value (prices)

Ecological Economics

Multiple units of account 
(biological, chemical, physical…)

Beyond the market

The economy is an isolated system in 
which abstract exchange value circulate 

between firms and households

The economy is a subsystem of the 
biosphere; all economic activity requires 

resources and produces waste



The Neoclassic Economics 
vision

SOURCE: Economía neoclásica vs. economía ecológica by Dan O’Neill. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JFIBZIDTPzY

The Ecological Economics 
vision

(Where is the environment in this picture?)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JFIBZIDTPzY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JFIBZIDTPzY


Profitability, productivity, efficiency… may look very different

The productivity of a given agricultural activity can be measured as:

𝑚𝑜𝑛𝑒𝑦 𝑜𝑏𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑛𝑒𝑑 (€)

𝑚𝑜𝑛𝑒𝑦 𝑖𝑛𝑣𝑒𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑑 (€)

𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑔𝑦 𝑜𝑏𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑛𝑒𝑑 (𝐽)

𝑚𝑜𝑛𝑒𝑦 𝑖𝑛𝑣𝑒𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑑 (𝐽)



Ecological Economics: not only flows, but also funds

Fund elements are «dissipative structures that use inputs to transform them into 
goods, services, and waste, i.e., into outputs, within a given time scale; they remain 

constant during the dissipative process (Scheidel and Sorman, 2012)»

Examples: soil, biodiversity, livestock, farmers…



Agroecology would greatly benefit from a substantive understanding of 
Economics—as is the case in Ecological Economics

We need to bring a substantive foundation back into Economics!



Policy-making implications

SOURCE: Doughnut Economics Action Lab. https://doughnuteconomics.org/ 

https://doughnuteconomics.org/
https://doughnuteconomics.org/
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