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ForumWord
With this issue of Open Space, we introduce to you the umbrella 
theme of degrowth - an awkward word, but one that might begin 
to capture the imagination as it becomes more known.  It is a way 
to bring together economics and ecology.   And economic growth, 
of course, is the driving force for corporations to pursue ever 
more natural resources by taking over land.  In the global south, it 
means land-grabbing for mining and for cash crops;  in Canada, it 
increasingly means pipelines and oil extraction.

And people, especially Indigenous communities, are threat-
ened and those who speak out are killed.  A recent speaker, the 
Reverend Rex Reyes, general secretary of the National Council of 
Churches in the Philippines, reminded an audience in Toronto that 
killings of anti-mining activists continue at a rate of one every two 
weeks. It was heart-breaking to soulful cry for the killings to stop.

We want to be clear that the frenzied pursuit of economic growth 
means getting at land and whatever natural resources are there at 
any cost......  

Meanwhile, as a recent Canadian study shows, economic growth 
has not translated into better quality of life.  Measures for envi-
ronment, health and standard of living show an outright decline 
according to the Globe and Mail, October 23rd 2012.

At the Jesuit Forum, 

Anne-Marie Jackson  

A snail, after adding a 
number of widening rings 
to the delicate structure of 

its shell, suddenly brings its 
accustomed activities 

to a stop.

A single additional ring would 
increase the size of the shell 

sixteen times.  Instead of 
contributing to the welfare of 
the snail, it would burden the 

creature with such excess 
weight that any increase in its 
productivity would henceforth 
be literally outweighed by the 
task of coping with the difficul-
ties created by enlarging the 
shell beyond the limits set by 

its purpose.

At that point, the problems of 
overgrowth begin to multiply 

geometrically, while the snail’s 
biological capacity can be 

best extended arithmetically.

Ivan Illich quoted in 
Farewell to Growth
by Serge Latouche
Polity Press 2009



“That’s not the right way to look at it.”   This was the 
spontaneous reaction of Lawrence Summers to Herman Daly’s 
book Beyond Growth, published in 1996.  (Summers was Secretary 
of the US  Treasury and economic advisor to President Obama.)  
Because Daly’s thinking is still popular and is bandied about 
in international circles seriously questioning the ideology of 
economic growth, we decided to reprint Bill Ryan’s 1997 review of 
his book, originally written after meeting him personally.  

Beyond Growth: The Economics of Sustainable Development 
Herman E. Daly. Boston: Beacon Press, 1996

The thesis of this book will be profoundly exhilarating and 
challenging for some, and profoundly disturbing - even heretical  
– for most involved in the World Bank, academia and the business 
community. The chief economist at the World Bank [in 1996], 
Lawrence Summers, refused to debate its thesis with the simple 
put-down:  ‘That’s not the right way to look at it!’   And, although 
economist Herman Daly was a distinguished employee of the 
Bank, it refused to publish his views. So did MIT University 
Press, even though four out of five of its official readers voted for 
publication!

Daly’s crime? Using traditional economic logic, he dethrones 
the saviour-god of ‘economic growth.’ He also defies political 
correctness by including a section on ‘Ethics, Religion, and 
Sustainable Development’ in a professional economic study. In 
fact, his final paragraph says: “We must face the failure of growth 
idolatry. We must stop crying out to the growing economy, ‘Deliver 
me, for thou art my god!’ Instead, we must have the courage to ask 
with Isaiah, ‘Is there not a lie in my right hand?’“

Daly’s own preanalytic vision is that the economy must be seen 
as a subsystem of the world’s environment, sustained by this 

larger system whose limits and capacities are finite and must 
be respected· Neoclassical and neo-liberal economists simply 

ignore any limit to the natural resources [natural capital] 
transformed in production, and only recently have some 
of them begun to advert to the fact that this process also 

produces mountains of low-energy, non-recyclable waste. 

continued next page   
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In practice, most have continued to deny the relevance of the 
second law of thermodynamics by not taking into account that 
modern economic production is rapidly consuming the huge 
amounts of energy stored over the ages in natural resources and in 
the world’s environment. Their glib solution to all related problems 
is technology; but we have growing evidence that human-made 
capital is already failing to replace natural capital.

More sophisticated fishing boats are useless without fish in the sea; 
better sawmills do not produce more bounteous forests! Natural 
capital, not human capital or technology, has now become the 
real limit on economic growth. Since our world is a closed system 
environmentally, the economy, its sub-system, must also be limited. 
We must now finally face, as crucial, three separate issues: overall 
scale of the economy, distribution of wealth and income, and 
allocation of resources.
 
For Daly there is no market magic here. Decisions on scale and 
distribution are political and social, and must be taken prior to 
letting the free market allocate scarce resources efficiently. Indeed, 
if governments and civil societies renege on making these decisions 
they will simply be offering MNCs [multinational corporations] 
a power vacuum to use at their whim without accountability! 
Daly also argues that GNP [Gross National Product], our daily 
much-overworked statistic, is becoming useless as a measure of 
comparative human welfare. In his eyes, globalized free trade is 
operating on a fundamentally false assumption.

continued next page   

continued from page 3
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More sophisticated 
fishing boats are useless 
without fish in the sea; 

better sawmills 
do not produce more 
bounteous forests! 
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David Ricardo, free trade’s intellectual founder, based comparative 
advantage in free trade on the assumption that capital stays in 
the home country: goods, not capital, move between countries. 
However, if goods, capital and labour are all mobile, how can a 
local community or even a country long keep its identity? Daly 
believes that within a decade popular slogans will again be 
advocating the protection of domestic natural capital and warning 
of the dangers of letting foreign capital mindlessly exploit it to the 
detriment of local populations and their environment.

Daly makes suggestions for re-writing Samuelson’s basic economic 
textbook, since its basic contents remain the bible for training 
young economists worldwide. He would keep traditional economic 
logic but keep it consistent with his own very different pre-analytic 
vision. For him this is crucial. He is convinced that economists 
and politicians are at least vaguely aware of the weakness of 
continuing to regard the economy as a closed circulatory system. 
Their real problem, as he sees it, is that they consider it ‘politically 
impossible’ at present to face the political consequences of having 
to take political and social decisions on population size and 
natural resource control, as well as on the distribution of wealth 
and income. We had some evidence of this nightmare dilemma for 
political leaders at the recent international meeting in Kyoto on 
climate change!  [1997]

Guaranteed minimum income - but also 
maximum individual income

Finally, Daly turns to religion for energizing insight and inspiration 
to help convince people that - in spite of the World Bank and the 
MIT press - his is ‘the right way of seeing it.’ He does not expect 
the necessary sustained motivation and commitment to come 
from those materialist scientists who believe our world is merely 
a cosmological accident. He will accept any help he can get from 
secular ethicians such as John Rawls, but he prefers to go back 
to the original sources of the values needed, that is, to world 
religions, and in particular to the Judeo-Christian revelation. He 
believes he can find there, as well in other religions, the inspiration 
necessary to help us accept our human and natural limits and social 
obligations towards one another. He also finds in the institution 
of the Jewish Jubilee Year compelling insight into the limits of 
private property as well as society’s consequent need regularly to 
redistribute its wealth, income and power.

Daly notes that the need for guaranteed minimum income is 
already widely accepted. He now sees that society also needs 
to accept the concept of maximum individual income. It is 
economically feasible since there is no evidence that incomes more 
than ten to twenty times average earnings are needed to motivate 
high achievers and wealthy people to work energetically for the 

continued from page 4

The land has an owner?
How’s that?

How is it to be sold?
How is it to be bought?

If it does not belong to us, 
well, what?  We are of it.  

We are its children.  
So it is always, always.  

The land is alive.  
As it nurtures the worms, 

so it nurtures us. 
How is it to be sold?  

How bought?

Eduardo Galeano
from “The Indians say” 1985
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common good. He also sees belief in a Creator God as the source of 
our obligation to creation, including other creatures and especially 
members of our own species who are suffering.

Develop qualitatively without 
growing quantitatively

Daly draws from religious insights found in the Old and New 
Testaments two ethical principles applicable to our present 
situation.  The first which he calls an ‘eleventh commandment: 
‘Thou shalt not allow unlimited inequality in the distribution of 
private property.’ The second is more embracing: ‘We should strive 
for per capita income wealth - efficiently maintained and allocated, 
and equitably distributed - for the maximum number of people 
that can be sustained over time under these conditions.’ And, like 
the earth itself, we must develop qualitatively without growing 
quantitatively. Sustainability, not growth, should become the 
ruling ethic for ‘a Creation-centred economy.’ In this vision, along 
with sustainability, the associated values of sufficiency, equity and 
efficiency become the organizing principles of the economy.  

For him, the technical and economic problems involved in 
achieving sustainability will be less difficult than getting our experts 
to overcome their addiction to growth as the favoured way to 
assert our creative power, and the idolatrous belief that our derived 
creative power is autonomous and unlimited. Religious belief can 
and should prove a source of achieving the personal and societal 
freedom to break this destructive addiction. In turn, Daly uses 
religious terms because he believes that ‘sustainable development 
will require a change of heart, a renewal of mind, and a healthy dose 
of repentance. 

Continued from page 5

 
What are we to make of Daly’s challenging 
tour-de force in economic and ethical thinking?

 
Personally, I find it intellectually stimulating and 
spiritually compelling. For me as an economist 
and a theologian, it is the book I was waiting for 
an economist to write! 

One can find most of the economic and ecological 
insights elsewhere, in the writings of such 
authors as Hazel Henderson and Thomas Berry. 
Nor are the religious insights new. 

What is new is to have all these insights 
synthesized together in a consistent, well 
thought-out, well ordered, and well written thesis 
by a respected – even if controversial - economist.

 
Daly’s crisp, clear general introduction and 
briefer introductions to his seven general themes 
are a welcome service to the reader. 

I believe that for specialist and non-specialist 
alike this will be an intense, exhilarating and 
challenging read! Perhaps not the final word - but 
still a very welcome contribution in an atmsphere 
of economic growth and global free-market 
madness!

Bill Ryan sj [1997]

Women: We transform 
the world, we work the 
land, we produce food, 
we demand land and

 investment, recognition 
and justice! 

Photo and text thanks to 
Oxfam Canada’s GROW 

campaign
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Stories abound illustrating the horror of mining.  
Whether it’s Peru, the Philippines, the Democrat-
ic Republic of the Congo, Guatemala, Mali, South 
Africa, Mexico, Colombia or Canada – the stories 
are similar:  the voracious appetite for natural 
resources has little time or patience for the people 
living on the land or for the eco-systems in the 
way of access to the treasure underground.  And 
ever more credible stories are being reported 
showing the growing human rights abuses and 
situations of conflict.  When we talk of peace in 
our world, let’s make some changes and give real 
peace to such communities.

In fact, in constant search for economic growth, 
the industry is exploding around the world.  And 
75% of mining companies globally are headquar-
tered in Canada.

“The land employs many people and these fami-
lies of peasants and small-scale farmers feed the 
rest of the population.  In 2011 in Mali many of 
these families do not even own a plough.  This is 
the sad reality.  In spite of this, families manage 
more or less to feed themselves, but they have no 

social security, or health insurance.  The govern-
ment says it wants to take care of these families, 
and yet it seizes their land to give to investors.  
Land grabbing is increasing at an alarming rate, 
like a rocket, in fact.  More than 30 thousand hect-
ares have been grabbed on the African continent.  

In Mali alone, the government has committed 
itself to granting 800 thousand hectares.  This is 
land that belongs to villages, as land always be-
longs to someone, from generation to generation.  
Peasants and family farmers have been impris-
oned for demanding their rights.   This is a denial 
of the historic rights of peoples.  These rights 
have existed for centuries and sometimes for mil-
lennia, while states have only existed for the past 
60 years.  Leaders do not hear these villagers.”

Ibrahima Coulibaly, from his opening speech at 
the international conference against land grab-
bing, Mali, November 2011, organized by La Via 
Campesina and the National Organization of 
Peasant Organizations (Mali).   (link to Dakar Ap-
peal against land grabbing at the WSF 2007)

Economic growth means corporate land grabbing

Economic growth means the tar sands and pipelines
The proposed Northern Gateway pipeline from 
Alberta to Kitimat, BC presents intersecting chal-
lenges for economy, ecology and Canada’s rela-
tions with Indigenous peoples.

A strong focus on anticipated wealth creation 
threatens to obscure the magnitude of profound 
challenges for ecological justice and Indigenous 
rights…

The pipeline would enable increased extraction 
of bitumen from the Alberta tar sands, resulting 
in a substantial increase in greenhouse gas emis-
sions which cause climate change.  If the North-
ern Gateway pipeline were to operate at capac-

ity, combustion of the oil it would carry would 
add about 82 megatonnes (millions of tonnes) of 
carbon dioxide to the atmosphere each year.  This 
quantity is almost as large as the 94 megatonnes 
of annual greenhouse gas emission reductions ex-
pected by 2020 from all existing federal, provin-
cial and territorial abatement policies as projected 
by the National Roundtable on the Environment 
and the Economy.

Although the pipeline proposal is currently being 
reviewed by a Joint Review Panel under the Na-
tional Energy Board Act and the Canadian Envi-
ronmental Assessment Act, the government has 
introduced new legislation that would move final 

C
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It is obvious that the growing economic, 
ecological and financial crises facing the planet 
and humanity necessitates thinking outside the 
box in order to challenge the nostrums of the 
growth economy.  Within that context, degrowth 
serves a valuable function as a symbolic word 
that challenges the ‘tyranny of growth’ and the 
absurd pursuit of growth at all costs…   One well-
known degrowth academic put it this way:

… degrowth is not just a quantitative question of 
doing less of the same, it is… more fundamentally 
about a paradigmatic re-ordering of values, in 
particular the (re)affirmation of social and ecological 
values and a (re)politicization of the economy..

Degrowth academics also speak of ‘decolonizing 
the mind’ or ‘decolonizing the imaginatio’ noting 
that once economic growth is recognized as an 
abstract idea and not an objective reality one 
can begin to seriously envision and espouse 
alternatives.  Some in the movement speak of this 
as ‘escaping the economy’.

In the same manner, Buen Vivir allows for the 
escape from the old notions of economic growth 
because it provides an alternate economic 
paradigm already being tested within certain 
Latin American countries, even if only on the 
fringes at this time.

Janet Eaton......

decision-making to the federal cabinet. 

A substantial majority of First Nations communi-
ties that would be affected by the pipeline anticipate 
significant negative impacts from Northern Gateway.  
Though not all affected First Nations have publicly 
stated their opposition to this project, most have…

At the Northern Gateway Joint Review Panel hearings 
in Skidegate BC, Haida elder Ray Jones Sr. spoke to 

the interconnectedness of species and the fragility of 
ecosystems:
We need the herring because all salmon feed on the 
herring… The herring will get affected quicker than 
any fish in the ocean because they surface and flip in 
the morning, night and evening.  They can be wiped 
out if there ever was an oil spill.”

The above are excerpts from Ethical Reflections 
on the Northern Gateway Pipeline published by 
KAIROS:Canadian Ecumenical Justice Initiatives, 

What is Degrowth (continued from page 9)

Economic growth means the tar sands and pipelines (continued from page 7)

Now this is the kind of 
growth we like to see! 

Organic soya bean seed 
and proud members of the 
......  in Zambia...
Photo by.....  with thanks 
to Canadian Jesuits Inter-
national
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Degrowth... and buen vivir
by Janet M. Eaton

Degrowth is a call for a radical break from traditional 
growth-based models of society whether ‘left’ or 
‘right’, to invent new ways of living together in a true 
democracy, respectful of the values of equality and 
freedom, based on sharing and cooperation and an 
economy that reduces the use of natural resources and 
energy.  

International Conference on 
Degrowth in the Americas

Montreal, May 2012

The term degrowth is a translation of the French 
word décroissance which was first referred to by 
ecological economist, Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen 
in his 1971 paper on ‘entropy and the economic 
process’ which brought into prominence the 
ecological limits to growth as it relates to the 
industrial economic growth model…

The French degrowth movement also built 
upon a tradition within French politcal culture, 
critical of the social ills related to consumerism 
and the misguided assumptions of the economic 
growth model.   The writings of philosophers and 
scholars like Marx, Gandhi, Karl Polanyi, Hannah 
Arendt, Ivan Illich, E.F. Schumacher and others 
have informed the movement.  

While France has been the centre much of the 
degrowth movement, it is gaining traction in 
other parts of Europe and in North America 
where it is associated to a larger degree with 
ecological economics and the biophysical limits to 
growth.

In North America, ecological economics founder, 
Herman Daly, York University professor and 
author of Managing Without Growth, Peter Victor, 
co-author of The Ecological Footprint William Rees 
and co-author of Energy and the Wealth of Nations, 
Charles Hall, are associated with the degrowth 
movement and the latter three all spoke at 
the Montreal Conference on Degrowth in the 
Americas.

Of particular interest, however, are the parallels 
between western degrowth discourse and 
indigenous perspectives and discourse which 
have emerged in Latin America, especially a 
model called ‘live well, not better’ (vivir bien in 
Spanish, Sumak Kawsay in Quechua, commonly 
referred to as buen vivir) and now a central 
element of Bolivia and Ecuador’s political 
framework…

It is important to note that degrowth proponents 
do not call for contraction of the economy within 
the existing neo-classical economic paradigm, 
where contraction is generally understood 
as recession or depression and the miseries 
they bring, but rather a planned economic 
contraction or equitable down-scaling, leading 
to an alternative paradigm where the focus is on 
ecology, participatory democracy, community 
and a ‘good life’.

Similarities with the Latin American 
indigenous idea of ‘buen vivir’

In this regard, worksharing, consuming less, 
inventing creative ways of living together, 
devoting more time to art, music, family, culture 
and community and voluntary simplicity are 
all important elements of sustainable degrowth.  
Here we see similarities with the Latin American 
indigenous concept of ‘buen vivir’ which 
emphasizes the harmonious relation between 
human beings and their environment and 
between humans in their communities.  In fact 
different societies around the world have similar 
views of this shared basic aim of a good life 
as, for example, beumran meaning thriving or 
flourishing, as used by the early Arab historian 
and philosopher Ibn Kaldûn and Gandhi’s 
swadeshi-sarvodaya.
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Full of hope, 
it is time to rise up and make history.

James Gustave Speth

There are historical circumstances that require 
the birth of this progressive movement.  

The widespread persistence of relative poverty 
at home and absolute poverty abroad, the 
emerging exhaustion of the planet’s renewable 
and nonrenewable resoures, the resonsibility of 
ongoing exponential growth on a finite planet, 
the destruction of the climate regime that 
has nurtured human civilization, the drift to 
militarism and endless war - these warn us that 
business as usual is not an option.  

America the Possible awaits us  - if we are 
prepared to struggle, to put it all on the line.  I 
have argued here that the day will come when 
large numbers of Americans will conclude, with 
the Howard Beale character in the film, Network, 
“I’m as mad as hell and I’m not going to take this 
anymore!”  The progressive movement must not 
only be ready for that day, it must also hasten its 
arrival.

Here is a good passage on which to end, from the 
poet Seamus Heaney.

History says, Don’t hope
On this side of the grave.

But then, once in a lifetime
The longed-for tidal wave
Of justice can rise up,
And hope and history rhyme.

Full of hope, it is time to rise up and make history.

Above are the closing paragraphs from America the Possible, Manifesto for a New Economy
by James Gustave Speth, Yale University Press, 2012


