


















The global economy is structured 
around growth — the idea that firms, 
industries and nations must increase 
production every year, regardless of 
whether it is needed. This dynamic 

is driving climate change and ecological 
breakdown. High-income economies, and 
the corporations and wealthy classes that 
dominate them, are mainly responsible for this 
problem and consume energy and materials at 
unsustainable rates1,2.

Yet many industrialized countries are now 
struggling to grow their economies, given eco-
nomic convulsions caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
resource scarcities and stagnating produc-
tivity improvements. Governments face a 
difficult situation. Their attempts to stimu-
late growth clash with objectives to improve 
human well-being and reduce environmental 
damage.

Researchers in ecological economics call 
for a different approach — degrowth3. Wealthy 
economies should abandon growth of gross 
domestic product (GDP) as a goal, scale down 
destructive and unnecessary forms of pro-
duction to reduce energy and material use, 
and focus economic activity around securing 

Wealthy countries can create 
prosperity while using less 
materials and energy if they 
abandon economic growth as 
an objective.

Degrowth can work — 
here’s how science can help
Jason Hickel, Giorgos Kallis, Tim Jackson, Daniel W. O’Neill, Juliet B. Schor,  
Julia K. Steinberger, Peter A. Victor & Diana Ürge-Vorsatz
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Policies that support degrowth include the provision of high-quality, affordable public housing, such as that in Vienna.
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Viewpoint 

Digital degrowth innovation: Less growth, more play 
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In the article that launched this forum, Robbins (2020) describes a 
dairy farm in rural Wisconsin where human labor—farmers waking at 3 
a.m. to milk cows in the freezing cold —has been replaced by a 
highly-efficient milk production system run by robots. Robbins’s 
intention is to explore how labor-saving technologies, often associated 
with capitalist growth, might have a role in creating more livable and 
sustainable futures. While seeking compromise, Robbins’s example 
seems to offer a binary choice: large-scale technological socialism, or the 
romance of green, technophobic local projects. Subsequent contribu-
tions to this forum further highlight the tensions that remain between 
primitivist and techno-optimist views in degrowth debates. Our research 
suggests many alternatives to this binary. Focusing on digital innova-
tion, our aim in this contribution is to find common ground among 
degrowth factions, and between degrowth and socialist eco/modernist 
positions, while acknowledging areas of probable divergence and 
incompatibility. 

In today’s system of global industrial capitalism, technical innova-
tion is both the driver and response to environmental crises. Economic 
growth-orientated development models necessitate innovation as a 
‘techno-fix’. With a profit motive, the apolitical hubris of industrial 
capitalism ultimately creates new crises that necessitate further inno-
vation for profit. In challenging such a system, it is tempting to reject 
technical innovation as something that ultimately capitalizes on (or 
actively creates) crises. Rather than understanding innovation as part of 
a wider growth imperative, we argue that growth is an impediment to 
innovation. In a post-capitalist society, innovation can be untethered 
from the constraints and imperatives for economic growth. Whereas 
capitalist techno-fixes are leveraged in pursuit of economic growth and 
are reliant upon crises, we consider how degrowth innovations can 
enable political-technical strategies for more equitable human devel-
opment, without an associated profit-incentive for crisis. 

Some contributions to this forum differentiate degrowth from so-
cialist eco/modernism based on the relative enthusiasm of each towards 
technology. As Kallis (2021), Paulson (2021) and Gómez-Baggethun 

(2020) have argued, advocates of socialist eco/modernism tend to 
oversimplify the degrowth position on technology, falsely implying that 
degrowthers uniformly reject ‘modern’ technology and digital innova-
tion. However, puritan-primitivist cliques that are either agnostic or 
hostile towards innovation do have a presence in the degrowth move-
ment. Even in the more techno-optimist branches of the degrowth 
movement, technology appears as something to be tolerated rather than 
actively embraced or pursued. Much of the recent degrowth literature 
repeats critiques of technology articulated by earlier thinkers like 
Charbonneau (1980), who understood that growth-motivated innova-
tion destroys both Nature and human freedom. While physical infra-
structure takes its toll on Nature, our ‘smart’ devices, for many 
degrowthers, have become synonymous with ‘data-colonialism’ and 
‘surveillance capitalism’ (Zuboff, 2019) – the digital destroyers of 
human freedom. Digital communication and data-driven solutions 
become marketing platforms – a social and environmental scourge that 
should eventually prove redundant and disappear post-capitalism 
(Büscher, 2020). This position is problematic. Degrowth proponents 
argue that a post-growth society is inevitable. However, continued 
digital innovation is also inevitable. A transition towards more convivial 
online lives with degrowth or a descent into digital slavery are both 
possible outcomes when exiting the global market economy. But, as 
others have already argued in this forum, capitalism is the problem here, 
not technology. 

Degrowthers should not give up on digital innovation while building 
exit strategies towards post-capitalist sustainability. Instead, alternative 
modes of digital connection must be expanded beyond capitalist ‘sharing 
economy’ apps and social media advertising platforms to facilitate 
degrowth projects. Blockchain—an append-only, distributed, digital 
database used to facilitate cryptocurrencies and automated transactions 
without the need for third-party intermediaries, like banks and regu-
lators—is an especially promising technology. Examples from our recent 
work include blockchain-based basic income schemes and distributed 
energy microgrids (Howson, 2021), food-sharing apps and platform 
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