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ABSTRACT

We Already Live in a Degrowth World,
and We Do Not Like It

The Degrowth Movement calls for “degrowth” —a reduction in GDP in advanced economies
— to avert an ecological crisis. This paper argues that the Degrowth Movement misses that
the West is already in a state resembling degrowth — a Great Stagnation. This state of
degrowth and its correlates, declining entrepreneurship, innovation, science, and research
productivity, are described. It is concluded that the notion that a degrowth economy can
generate the technological progress necessary to tackle ecological and social crises and
challenges is far-fetched. Moreover, as economic stagnation has taught, the consequence
of degrowth is a zero-sum society: redistribution, instead of production, becomes the basis
of the economy. In such a context, more degrowth will only make problems worse. This
paper concludes by discussing scenarios for moving beyond Degrowth. Whether collapse or
unimaginable riches through breakthrough technological progress will be the future, these
scenarios suggest that there is more to humanity’s future than envisaged by the Degrowth

Movement.
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1 Introduction

There are two broad approaches in the debate on tackling the ecological crisis best. One is
Green Growth, according to which there are essentially no limits to economic growth and
which promotes (eco-) innovation to reduce the impacts of growth on the environment, both
in terms of resource use and emissions. The Green Growth approach is the mainstream
global economic policy approach to the ecological crisis, as promoted for instance, by the

European Commission (EC (2011)), OECD (2009, 2011, 2014), and World Bank (2012).

Another approach is that of the Degrowth Movement, which identifies strict limits to eco-
nomic growth, which, if breached, would lead to an environmental catastrophe and “ghastly
future” (Kallis, 2011; Kallis and March, 2015; Hickel, 2019, 2021; Bradshaw et al., 2021). A
rallying cry is “you can’t have infinite growth on a finite planet” (Phillips, 2019). As such,
economic growth needs to be curtailed, and indeed GDP in advanced economies needs to be
reduced - it is time to “de-develop rich countries” as called for by Hickel (2015). This follows
from Degrowth’s belief that Green Growth will not be able to decouple resource use and
emissions from GDP (Hickel, 2019) - and that “growth is not working” to make the world a
better place (Hickel, 2015).

In the Degrowth narrative, policymakers are “obsessed” with maximizing economic growth
as measured by GDP, because of the nature of global capitalism, which also produces large
inequalities between the Global North and the Global South - degrowth is a “demand for
decolonization” (Hickel, 2021). The Degrowth movement therefore wants to reduce GDP in
advanced economies and not the Global South, and do so via a “radical political project”
of reconfiguration of the entire global socio-economic system, starting in the rich, decadent
and consumption-driven West (Kallis, 2011, p.873). The Degrowth movement believes this is
consistent with abundance and happiness and that the extent of GDP and consumption in the

West can be significantly reduced without making people worse off (Hickel and Hallegatte,



2022). Moreover, they believe that limits and boundaries to GDP, consumption and resource
use will stimulate innovation and creativity - leading to a better society all-round (Raworth,

2017; Kendrick, 2023).

The Degrowth movement is largely accurate! in its analyzes of the shortcomings of Green
Growth in terms of the latter’s ability to decouple growth from material use (Naudé, 2023a).
This paper argues that where the Degrowth movement, however, goes astray, is in insisting
on degrowth, and in claiming that this would make society and the environment better.
Degrowthers misses that in the West, we already live in a degrowth-type world, and that

there is much about it that we do not like.

This paper, therefore, describes the degrowth world - the Great Stagnation as it has been
called by Cowen (2010) - that the West has been approaching since the 1970s, and its
correlates: declining entrepreneurship, innovation and science, and research productivity.
The declines in these suggest that the hope that a degrowth economy can generate the
technological progress necessary to tackle ecological and social crises is far-fetched. Moreover,
as recent decades of suffering under economic stagnation have illustrated, the consequence
of degrowth is a zero-sum society. With the size of the economic cake essentially fixed or
shrinking, the economy is a theatre of conflict. One group, or one country, can only make
itself better off at the expense of another. Redistribution, instead of production, is the basis

of the economy.

Thus, in a context of a curtailed ability to generate technological innovations and a zero-
sum economy, even more degrowth, as proposed by the Degrowth Movement, will only make
problems worse. Hence, this paper concludes by making some suggestions for moving beyond
Degrowth - pointing to two divergent views of humanity’s future, the one expecting societal

collapse, the other expecting that breakthrough technology, such as an Artificial General

L As is argued elsewhere, the Degrowth Movement is less accurate in analysing the links between economic
growth, poverty reduction and subjective welfare. See e.g. Naudé (2023b), Coyne (2019) or Bruers (2021).



Intelligence (AGI) and/or whole brain emulations may result in a Singularity. Whether col-
lapse or an unimaginably prosperous future enabled by breakthrough technological progress
will be the future, these scenarios at suggest that there is more to humanity’s future than

envisaged by the Degrowth Movement.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 asks: Can economic growth continue
forever? In this section, it is shown that if one wants to believe in indefinite growth, that
strong assumptions are needed concerning entrepreneurship, innovation, science, population
and R&D productivity - and that the experience of the West over the past fifty years shows
that these assumptions do not seem to hold. Sections 3, 4 and 5 lays out the empirical
evidence in this regard, briefly analyzing the decline in the West of entrepreneurship (section
3), innovation and science (section 4) and research productivity (section 5). These sections
are brief, as more details are available elsewhere, for instance, in Bhaskar (2021), Erixon
and Weigl (2016), Gordon (2018) and Naudé (2022), amongst others. Section 6 argues that
the declines in economic growth and its correlates have resulted in an economy increasingly
characterised by zero-sum outcomes. Then, section 7 examines the Degrowth Movement’s
agenda against the context of an already degrowing economy in the West. It is argued that
the Degrowth Movement itself can be seen as a social reaction against degrowth. Section
8 explores at least two possibilities for humanity beyond what the Degrowth Movement

proposes, and section 9 concludes.

2 Can Economic Growth Continue Forever?

As a result of the take-off in economic growth since around the end of the 18th century,
world GDP per capita today, around US$5400, is 5600% higher than what it was 10,000
years before, when we lived as foragers and hunter-gatherers (Syvitski et al., 2020) - see

Figure 1.



Figure 1: World GDP, 1000 - 2000
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Source: Naudé (2023a) based on data from DeLong (1998, pp.7-8).

Growth not only transformed the nature of the economy, but also of society, including its
values. Democracy, tolerance, human rights, freedom, social justice - these were all enabled,
and in turn contributed to, an expanding economy. As historian Tan Morris reminds us
“Most people in the world today think democracy and gender equality are good, and that
violence and wealth inequality are bad. But most people who lived during the 10,000 years

before the nineteenth century thought just the opposite” (Morris, 2015).

But can this continue? The field of economics, in the time of Adam Smith, David Ricardo and
Thomas Malthus started considering economic growth bounded by the finiteness of resources,
such as land, labour and capital. Robert Solow’s 1956 Nobel Prize-winning contribution
suggested that economic growth will over time decline to zero, unless technology “rain down”

exogenously to keep growth positive (Solow, 1956). In 2018 Paul Romer received the Nobel



Prize in economics for showing how technological innovation can emerge endogenously from
within the economic system, and so long as there is technological innovation, economic

growth can continue indefinitely (Romer, 1986, 1987, 1990).

Romer’s central contribution was to argue that innovation is unbounded because it is based
on ideas (recipes) which are non-rival in use and can have increasing returns to scale - the
more people there are, the more ideas there will be, and with a larger stock of ideas more new

ideas can arise by combination of existing ideas (Romer, 1993). As Romer (2016) explains:

“For recipes that can have four elements, there are 100 x 99 x 98 x 97 recipes,
which is more 94 million. With up to 5 elements, more than 9 billion. Mathemati-
cians call this increase in the number of combinations “combinatorial explosion.”
Once you get to 10 elements [ideas], there are more recipes than seconds since

the big bang created the universe.”

If economic growth therefore depends on ideas/recipes (technology), then, if one believes
in unlimited economic growth, one must believe that (1) entrepreneurs will face sufficient
incentives to continue to search for new ideas; (2) the population, from which ideas spring,
will continue to grow; and (3) that research productivity (the search for new ideas) will
not decline. Hence, if entrepreneurship, population and research productivity decline, there
would not be increasing returns to scale in ideas, and indefinite economic growth would not

be possible. Economic growth would be decreasing over time and eventually stop.

If we look at economic growth rates in the advanced economies, of say, Western Europe,
then we see that it indeed has been declining since the 1950s and 1960s, which were in a
historical context, the golden years of economic growth. Average economic growth rates in
Western Europe today are historically low and resemble those of the 1860s (which saw the
rise of Marxism and the founding of the First International), the 1870s (which saw the rise

of the New Imperialism) and 1900s (a period of rising nationalism and militarism).
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The decline in growth since the 1950s, which looks similar in the USA, has been described
as the Great Stagnation (Cowen, 2010). No respite is in sight; indeed not only growth in the
west, but in the rest of the world is according to a World Bank study set to fall further in
coming decades, concluding that “Today nearly all the economic forces that drove economic
progress are in retreat” (Kose and Ohnsorge, 2023, p.xix).

Figure 2: GDP per capita growth rates per decade in Western Europe, 1820s t0 2010s.
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Source: Author’s compilation based on data from the Maddison Project Database 2020, see Bolt and van
Zanden (2020).

The Great Stagnation has been accompanied by declines in entrepreneurship, population
growth, innovation, and research productivity. These are, in terms of Romer’s theoretical
framework, causal mechanisms for slowing growth down. But, because these are endoge-
nous to the economy, slower economic growth will also in turn depress entrepreneurship,

innovation, and research productivity (Romer, 1994).

Let us consider some empirical trends in entrepreneurship, innovation, and research pro-
ductivity in the West. Not everybody realises that behind the fascination with the digital

world’s shiny objects, the economy has lost its innovative lustre. We do not really live in



such a fast-changing technological world as it is often made out to be. It is not that we have

too many technological disruptions: it is rather that we may not have enough.

3 Declining Entrepreneurship

We live in an ossified, and not an entrepreneurial economy (Naudé, 2022). A growing volume
of research has confirmed that entrepreneurship, according to many measures, has been
declining since around the 1970s in the USA and other western economies, including the
UK, Belgium, and Germany. For example, the share of new to old firms in the USA has
dropped by 50% between 1978 and 2011 (Hopenhayn et al., 2018, 2022). The share of
entrepreneurs in the country’s working population has declined from 7.8% in 1985 to 3.9%
in 2014 (Salgado, 2020). In Belgium, the new business formation rate declined from 12%
in 1986 to -1% in 2014 (Bijnens and Konings, 2018), and in the UK start-up rates declined
between 1998 and 2012 from 6.5% to 0.8% between 1998 and 2012 (Ugur et al., 2016). And
evidence from Germany suggests that start-up activity declined by 50% between 1990 and
2013 (Naudé and Nagler, 2018).

These declines om entrepreneurship measures have been across sectors - including high-
tech (Haltiwanger, 2022) - and has seen the share of young firms (who tends to be more
innovative) dropping (Decker et al., 2014). It has been accompanied by declines in labor
mobility, as the opportunities that firm dynamism create dries up (Konczal and Steinbaum,
2016). Historically, entrepreneurship has been a vehicle for social mobility (Connor and
Storper, 2020), and accordingly, as this vehicle has been running out of steam, inequality
has increased (Pikkety, 2013). Declining entrepreneurship leads to slower growth and higher
inequality, but it is just as much the case that slower economic growth and degrowth leads

in turn to declining entrepreneurship (Naudé, 2008).



4 Declining Innovation and Science

Famously, as entrepreneur Peter Thiel said, “We wanted flying cars, instead we got 140
characters.” Predictions of the 2020s made back in the 1950s and 1960s turned out over-
optimistic. According to Huebner (2005, p.980), “The rate of innovation peaked in the year
1873 and is now rapidly declining. We are at an estimated 85% of the economic limit of

technology, and it is projected that we will reach 90% in 2018 and 95% in 2038.”

Other measures are consistent with such a bleak conclusion. For instance, in the UK labour
productivity growth is the lowest in 200 years (Tenreyro, 2018); in Germany, total factor
productivity growth (an indirect measure of innovation) averaged 2,73% in the 1960s but
declined to -0,26% between 2000 and 2010 (Naudé and Nagler, 2018). Increasingly, patent
registrations (another measure of innovation) have been getting narrower in scope and less

original (Akcigit and Ates, 2019).

Kelly et al. (2021) constructed, using patent data, an aggregate innovation index for the USA
covering 1840-2020. This shows that origin of breakthrough-patents has shifted over time,
from engineering and manufacturing in the 19th century, to transport and chemistry in the
first half of the 20th century, eventually to ICT (e.g., microchips) in the late 20th century.
Indeed, outside of the computer industry there have been historically few breakthrough-

patents the past three decades.

The slowdown in innovation is part of the broader slowdown in scientific progress and discov-
ery. In particular, the fact that fundamental physics have not been making much progress in
fifty years has been highlighted by several scientists. Hossenfelder (2018) for example pointed
out that “Nothing is moving in the foundations of physics. One experiment after the other

is returning null results: No new particles, no new dimensions, no new symmetries.”

Park et al. (2023, p.138) using data on 45 million papers and 3.9 million patents from six



large-scale datasets “finds that “papers and patents are increasingly less likely to break
with the past in ways that push science and technology in new directions. This pattern

holds universally across fields.” It suggests indeed that “progress is slowing in several major

fields.”

More generally, in recent years scientific progress has been marked by hyper-specialization
and hyper-authorship (Funk and Smith, 2022); reproducibility crises and false results (Baker,
2016; loannidis, 2005); retractions (Steen, 2011), and misconduct (Archer, 2020), an out-of-
date peer review system (Dattani, 2022) where 90% of scientific papers are never cited (Meho,

2007).

5 Declining Research Productivity

The declines in entrepreneurship, innovation and science have been accompanied by a de-
cline in research productivity - which in turn contributes to poorer entrepreneurship and
innovation. Bloom et al. (2020), found that “Research productivity for the aggregate U.S.
economy has declined by a factor of 41 since the 1930s, an average decrease of more than
5% per year.” This has been despite a substantial and steady increase in the number of

researchers in the country. The authors conclude that “ideas are getting harder to find.”

It is not only that ideas are getting harder to find. Ideas are also getting harder to fund
(Bhaskar, 2021). It is not possible to fund every new idea (there are basically infinite numbers
of new ideas). In the competition for scarce funding, we may be selecting less-effective ideas
- ideas which may promise more than they can deliver, which may be a problem pervasive

in the ICT/digital industry where “gaming” R&D is common (Funk, 2019b,a).

The instability and crises in the global financial system - there has been more than 150

financial crises since the 1970s - is a feature of a stagnating economy in decline (Laeven and



Valencia, 2020) It has contributed, through central banks pumping trillions of $’s and euros
into economies as “quantitative easing” to prevent massive bank failure and recession, to
excessive liquidity (Calcagnini et al., 2022) - real interest rates have in recent times declined
to their lowest levels in 5,000 years (Holodny, 2016). In this environment, cash chases short
term returns, with little consideration for long-term investments in technology and science

that really matter.

6 The Zero-Sum Society

The consequence of the decline in growth in the west, and the simultaneous decline in en-
trepreneurship, innovation, science, and research productivity has created a zero-sum society.
With the size of the economic cake essentially fixed, or shrinking, the economy becomes a
theater of conflict. One group, or one country, can only make itself better off at the expensive
of another. Redistribution, instead of production, becomes the basis of the economy. In a
zero-sum economy, higher and higher inequality is most often the outcome (Pikkety, 2013)

- an outcome also acknowledged by proponents of degrowth - see Hartley et al. (2020).

For firms, in a zero-sum economy defensive innovation (aimed to exploit a fixed niche )
becomes the default mode - to keep competitors out and extract more profits from existing
markets. Hence, we have seen indicators of corporate dominance and industry concentration
increase (Covarrubias et al., 2020), the share of labour in output decline (Autor et al., 2020),
the rise of industrial policy nationalism (Johnston, 2023), de-globalization (Zeihan, 2023),

poor quality, low-paying jobs (Graeber, 2018), and trade wars (Fetzer and Schwarz, 2021).

And in this degrowth, zero-sum economy, society is seemingly getting more risk averse.
Schrager (2022) observes that “the effort to stop growth misunderstand human nature, which

thrives on the motivation to create and improve. Dooming people to stagnation deprives

10



them of curiosity and purpose.” And in the process, new ideas are not so welcome anymore.
According to Bhaskar (2021), “society has become more hostile to radical innovation, risk-
averse, fractious, short-termist.” Society has also become less tolerant towards migrants,?
and have experienced personal rights decline and inclusiveness stagnate (Deloitte, 2022).
Governments are less trusted : public trust in government in the USA has, for instance,
fallen from 77% in 1964 in the economic growth golden age, to 17% in 2019.% Science used
to be a “candle in the dark” (Sagan, 1997). In the zero-sum, degrowth economy of the
West, it is not so anymore: moral relativism (Boudry, 2021), religious dogma (McPhetres
and Zuckerman, 2018) and even outright anti-science sentiment (Kuntz, 2012) is eroding

whatever is left of Europe’s Enlightenment legacy.

7 The Degrowth Movement

It is in this context in which the Degrowth Movement has arisen. It is, like the rise in dogma,
intolerance, and anti-science sentiment one of the outcomes - or symptoms -of degrowth in
the West.? But paradoxically, the Degrowth Movement wants more of the same: more
degrowth, not less. It is akin to prescribing alcohol for a hangover. It wants to degrow the
world economy because it considers the world economy to be too big - overshooting planetary
boundaries (Fanning et al., 2022). Ecological disaster, including runaway climate change will
result in a “ghastly future”, unless we can live within planetary boundaries (Bradshaw et al.,
2021; Huggel et al., 2022; Lenton et al., 2019; Steffen et al., 2015). The Movement often
refers to the claim that we will need almost three planets® if everyone consumes as much as

the average western citizen.

2See https://news.gallup.com/poll/320678/world-grows-less-accepting-migrants.aspx.

3See https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2022/06/06/public-trust-in-government-1958-2022/.

4Demaria et al. (2016, p.390) locates the “birth of degrowth as an international research agenda” to the
first degrowth conference, in Paris in 2008: hence the Degrowth Movement was born in the midst of the
Global Financial Crisis.

5See https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/programmes/sustainable-lifestyles-education/
about.
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According to the Degrowth movement, policy makers are obsessed with maximizing economic
growth as measured by GDP (Hickel and Hallegatte, 2022). This is, according to their
narrative, due to the deep nature of global capitalism, which also generates large inequalities
between the Global North and the Global South (Hickel, 2021). The Degrowth movement
therefore wants to proactive reduce GDP in advanced economies (and not the Global South)
and do so via a “radical political project” (Kallis and March, 2015, p.873). This entails
reconfiguration of the entire global socio-economic system, starting in the rich, decadent and
consumption driven West, in accordance with degrowth’s “powerful oppositional Marxist

ecology that represents a path to a truly sustainable Earth” (Boettcher, 2021, p.vi).

The Degrowth movement believe that this will prevent an ecological overshoot and environ-
mental collapse. It believes that, despite the facts to the contrary in the degrowth-west of
the past 50 years, that this would lead to abundance and happiness, and that limits and
boundaries to GDP, consumption and resource use will stimulate innovation and creativity

- leading to a better society all-round (Raworth, 2017; Kendrick, 2023).

The Degrowth Movement is not wrong® in pointing to the limits of economic growth, or of its
impacts on the ecological carry capacity of the Earth. But they are hardly the first, or only
one, to do so. Romer’s Nobel-winning contribution implies that economic growth cannot be
maintained indefinitely if entrepreneurship, innovation, science, and research productivity
are subject to decreasing returns - as the experience of the West suggests they are (Johansen
and Sornette, 2001; Jones, 2022; Naudé, 2022; Nordhaus, 2020). And the empirical literature
has noted the lack of absolute decoupling between economic growth and material use, and
economic growth and carbon emissions on a global level (Haberl et al., 2020; Hannesson,

2021; Jackson and Victor, 2019; Ward et al., 2016; Wiedmann et al., 2015).

The problem with the Degrowth movement is to think that we cannot decouple material use

SPerhaps worth repeating that the Degrowth Movement is less accurate in its analysis of the links between
economic growth, poverty reduction and subjective welfare. See e.g. Naudé (2023b), Coyne (2019) or Bruers
(2021).
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and carbon emissions from economic growth, but that we can indeed decouple innovation,
happiness, social progress, tolerance, and 21st century values from the size and dynamics of
the economy. As Murphy (2015) warned, Degrowth may undo the social progress that has

taken place in a growing, positive-sum economy:

“In times of plenty, we can afford to be kind to those who are different. We are
less threatened when we are comfortable. If our 21st Century standard of living
peaks [...] then we may not have the luxury of viewing our social progress as
an irreversible ratchet. Hard times revive old tribal instincts: different is not

welcome.”

The Degrowth Movement may also be mistaken in assuming that we can in centralized
fashion, through the political process, dictate an orderly process of scaling down resource
use consumption (and hence GDP), when redistribution, instead of production, becomes the
basis of the economy. A similar fantasy did not play out well in the Soviet Union, indeed,
the ecological damage from the degrowth period under communism turned the Soviet Union
and its Eastern European satellites into one of the most polluted regions in the world (Brain,
2010; Shahgedanova and Burt, 1994; Schiermeier, 2019). The legacy endures to the present
(Varieur et al., 2022).

Degrowth has been labelled as “dirty” (van den Bergh, 2011); as a program of “ecological
austerity for working-class people” (Chambers, 2021); and has been accused that it will “do
more harm to the planet than good” (Nordhaus, 2020). When one realizes that we already

live in a world resembling degrowth, and that we do not like it, these labels make sense.

A comprehensive critique of the Degrowth movement falls outside the scope of this paper.
The reader is referred to critical analyses by amongst others van den Bergh (2011), Bruers
(2021), Chambers (2021), Horowitz (2022), McAfee (2020), Naudé (2023b), Nordhaus (2020),
Phillips (2019), Schrager (2022) and Schwartzman (2012).
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8 Beyond Degrowth

In the ossified, degrowth economy of the West, we do not (yet) have the technological know-
how, and organizational innovations to prevent, in a timely manner, ecological overshoot.
Decades of low growth and stagnating science have left us less resilient and more vulnerable
to adverse shocks. Certainly, the decarbonisation needed to achieve the climate targets nec-
essary to prevent potentially dangerous global warming, will not be reached (Kaplan, 2023;
Mann, 2014; Taylor and Vink, 2021). Green growth, the mainstream global economic policy
approach to the ecological crisis, as promoted for instance by the European Commission (EC
(2011)), OECD (2009, 2011, 2014), and World Bank (2012) will not be effective to prevent

ecological overshoot.

But even more of degrowth, as the Degrowth Movement proposes, will only make the problem

worse. The Degrowth Movement is mistaking the brake for the accelerator.

There are at least two possibilities for humanity beyond what the Degrowth Movement
proposes. The first is that societal collapse may be inevitable.” It may be a feature, not
a bug, of universal patterns characterizing growth from the smallest to the grandest scale
(Bardi, 2017; West, 2017). The interest in societal collapse rose noticeably following the
slowdown in Western growth rates in the 1970s and 1980s, starting with the Club of Rome’s
Limits to Growth (LtG) report in 1972 Meadows et al. (1972). The tone was further set by
Joseph Tainter, in his 1988 book The Collapse of Complex Societies (Tainter, 1988) and John
Leslie’s 1996 book The End of the World (Leslie, 1996). Collapse could result in humanity
ending up in a dystopian future - with a fate like that of the inhabitants of Easter Island

(Diamond, 2005). Or collapse could, as an increasing number of scholars have been arguing,

"The question is whether collapse will entail the extinction of humanity. Ord (2020), in his study of
existential risks facing humanity, concludes that while the risks from climate change and environmental
damage are serious, and higher than the risks of extinction from natural risks (which he puts at a probability
of less than 0.05% per century) there is nevertheless a significant probability that humanity will survive.
Collapse need not be fatal.
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be necessary to make a new mode of economic growth - rebound growth - possible (Bardi,
2017; Beard and Torres, 2020; Odum and Odum, 2001; Scranton, 2015). Phoenix-like, a new

and better society may arise.

More recently Hagens (2018, 2020), somewhat in line with Tainter’s view that collapse is a
result of societies becoming too bureaucratic and inflexible because of growing complexity,
recommended that the world prepare for a post-collapse, or Great Simplification.® For Bardi

(2017), collapse would offer the opportunity to “get rid of obsolete structures.”

Foremost amongst the obsolete structures to rid the world of would amongst others be
those structures that tilt the power in favour of large oligopolistic corporations (Fichtner
et al., 2017); subsidizes fossil fuel giants (Kotchen, 2021) and promotes techno-feudalism
(Varoufakis, 2021); that perpetuates the financialization of the economy (including so-called
Modern Monetary Theory, and banks that are too big to fail) (Johnson and Kwak, 2011;
Lazonick, 2014; Rogoff, 2019); that has created an unsustainable and unfair global food
system (Monbiot, 2022; Holden et al., 2018; Willett et al., 2019); that burdens the innovation
system with “systematic misalignment between market incentives and social objectives”
(Acemoglu, 2023, p.1); and that have resulted in universities becoming risk-averse places
gaming the R&D system, being locked into delivering at most incremental innovations -
if not mostly non-replicable and fraudulent science (Archer, 2020; Baker, 2016; Ioannidis,
2005; Steen, 2011). The UN-system, based on the 1648 Peace of Westphalia idea of national
sovereignty, is likely well past its sell-by date in its current form (Lépez and Rodé, 2020;

Peters, 2015). One could go on.

If ridding the world of these obsolete structures, and others, would generate a qualitatively
different kind of economic growth,® perhaps supported with what Mazzucato (2018) calls

“missions” and which Stern et al. (2022) termed “new approaches to the economics of cli-

8See https://www.thegreatsimplification.com/.
9This indeed suggests that the Degrowth Movement fails to give sufficient attention to the qualitative
aspects of economic growth, as Schwartzman (2012) has argued.
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mate change,” a period of rebound growth could be possible wherein growth would be more

inclusive and shared.

The second possibility for humanity beyond Degrowth is that societal collapse will be averted,
and that the world will rid itself of its obsolete structures without collapse. Many put their
hopes in exponential technological change, in particular Artificial Intelligence (Al) leading
to a Singularity (Kurzweil, 2005). A Singularity - an inflexion in the world economy’s
growth mode - could herald super-exponential economic growth - a growth explosion of
more than 30% GDP growth per annum (Davidson, 2021) - and enable humanity to eradicate
poverty and disease, and deal with other wicked problems such as environmental overshoot.
According to Domingos (2015, p.289) AI could turn the next millennium into “the most
amazing in the life of planet Earth.” Russell (2019) considers it plausible that AT may help
raise GDP per capita for the world’s population to the current 88th percentile of that of the

USA - which would add US$674 trillion per year to the world economy.

Hanson (2018) argues that AI may not be needed for a growth explosion - but that the
creation of digital people “Ems” through brain emulations may become a possibility in the
future. In such an economy where digital people “largely work and play in virtually reality”
at subsistence levels to produce the computer hardware, and the supporting infrastructure
for the virtual reality, GDP growth will be so fast - because of all the billions and billions
cheap digital people and the combinations of new ideas that can generated very rapidly -

that the world economy doubles every month.

The Singularity and Ems are still more science fiction rather than fact (Nordhaus, 2021). And
Al may pose an existential threat to humanity, rather than being a saviour of sorts (Bostrom,
2014). Al may even accelerate ecological overshoot through rebound effects (Ligozat et al.,
2022). For a discussion of the long-run risks and opportunities of Al in the context of

economic growth, see Naudé (2023a).

16



9 Conclusion

Whether a collapse, with or without rebound-growth, or no collapse, and an unimaginably
prosperous future enabled by breakthrough technological progress lies in store for humanity,
the scenarios outlined in the previous section suggest that there is more to humanity’s future

than envisaged by the Degrowth Movement.

Perhaps the Degrowth Movement’s most fundamental shortcoming is its shorttermism.!®

If seen from a planetary perspective, human civilization is extremely young. Of the brief
300,000 years that humans have been around, the economic growth that the Degrowth Move-
ment is against, has taken place only in the last 0,08% of human history. Most humans,
including potentially trillions of sentient digital people, must yet be born. Bostrom (2003)
and Cirkovic (2002) have stressed the enormous loss in terms of potential lives lost if hu-
manity fails to develop technologies to enable galactic colonization. According to Bostrom
(2003, p.309), “the potential for approximately 10*® human lives is lost every century that

colonization of our local supercluster is delayed.”

The development of technologies to prevent planetary overshoot, including a climate and
ecological catastrophe, and the development of technologies to eventually reduce other exis-
tential risks and colonize the galaxy, enabling trillions of future humans to live prosperous
lives, will come to a screeching halt if the Degrowth Movement’s shorttermist worldview
is imposed. Loeb (2023) reminds us that “Unrealistic illusions were the trademark of past
civilizations that perished on Earth. Adaptation to reality based on evidence places a higher
bar for our long-term survival.” We should not wait for collapse to rid us of the unrealistic

illusions that continue to shackle humanity’s potential.

10The shorttermism of the Degrowth Movement partly reflects its lack of consequentialist ethics, which is
in turn perhaps ideological, but can also reflect that most proponents of the movement are far removed from
any of the potential bad outcomes of their advice (the majority live privileged lives in the Global North)
and/or that they do not have any “skin in the game” - if their policy advice should work out well, they
benefit; if not, they do not lose anything.
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