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A I've been reading about an extraordinary idea: the post-growth economy. Many people apparently believe that the existing 

economic status quo is doomed, and needs to be replaced by something more sustainable from two points of view, the social 

and the ecological. Proponents of this line of thought say that we need to recognise the limits of our planet, and act to avert the 

impending environmental disaster that's inevitable if we continue to pursue growth for growth's sake. 

B Nonsense. These kinds of doom-mongering predictions are reproduced every generation: the same old rubbish is repeated 

again and again about how we can't go on the way we are, that there will be a revolution. Nothing of the sort will happen, 

economic growth is here to stay, and we're all better off for it. 

A On the contrary, maybe they've always been right, and maybe we really are now approaching some kind of limit. It doesn't 

necessarily have to be a disaster. 

B We've made so much progress in the last hundred years: life expectancy has gone up all around the world, living standards are 

now even improving in the developing world as their economies evolve, just as ours once did. 

A Living standards may be improving, but my impression is that we're working harder and harder just to maintain our standard 

of living. Our lives are becoming more stressful, rather than less; mental illness is increasing; public health's deteriorating; we're 

destroying the environment... the list goes on and on. And all this despite the technology we have, and the so-called progress 

we've made. If I'm correct, our economies have to move on to the necessary next stage in their evolution, which means being 

more inclusive and less violent. The economist John Maynard Keynes thought that the free market would give way to a more 

civilised society as soon as economic development had advanced enough to provide the basic conditions for real human 

freedom. 

B That's just utopian, wishful thinking, day dreams. You need to be realistic. The dynamism of our economies is what keeps 

everything going. Without sustained economic growth, things will just grind to a halt, and we'll all suffer. 

A It seems to me to be a matter of common sense that a finite world can only sustain a finite amount of activity. And forgive me 

for hoping that one day the world will be able to cooperate for peace, without worshipping greed. We're already so advanced 

that we could quite easily provide more than enough of the basic human needs, such as food, housing, clothing etc., for 

everyone. It would be the greatest tragedy in the history of humankind if we kept ignoring global economic injustices and 

continued driving the planet to an environmental disaster. I think we should be thinking seriously about alternative ways of life. 

B I think that's naïve. I just don't see how it would work. Our whole economic model is based upon growth. Take that away, you 

stop progress completely. 

A I think that's the point. The post-growth thinkers don't want to destroy everything, they're simply spelling out what a 

sustainable future might look like. They foresee a move towards local markets, and using the power of technology and the new 

networks we have at our disposal to cooperate. 

B But we're already using these networks. Take Uber for example, it's revolutionised the way the taxi industry works by 

connecting people instantly using an everyday smartphone app. 

A Uber is the exact opposite of what post-growth thinkers are talking about. Uber is part of the problem because it uses its 

power to make huge profits, while its workers are struggling to make the minimum wage. That's the opposite of progress to me. 

The idea, rather, is that people can use networks to interact without the profit motive. This won't show up as growth in the 

traditional sense, but it will still be economic activity. It's about quality of life and not quantity, which are often in conflict. From 

bigger to better. And it will remove a lot of the harmful economic activity, consumption, and waste that we don't really need 

and really can't afford. 

B I'm still not convinced. It sounds so pie in the sky to me. 

A And for me, it's only those with vested interests who reject such a transformation. 

Outline 

Many people believe that the existing economic status quo is doomed. We need to recognise the limits of our planet, and act to 

avert the impending environmental disaster that is inevitable if we continue to pursue growth for growth's sake. Our economies 

have to move on to the necessary next stage in their evolution, which means being more inclusive and less violent. A finite world 

can only sustain a finite amount of activity so we should be thinking seriously about alternative ways of life. People can network 

to interact without the profit motive, which will not show up as growth in the traditional sense, but will still be economic 

activity. The second speaker is sceptical and believes that conventional economic growth is here to stay. 

Questions 

1. Do you consider that living standards are improving? 

2. What would a post-growth economy look like? 

3. Is there a physical limit to economic growth? 

4. Do you see the future as one where people use networks to interact without the profit motive? 

 

 


