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The value of sacrifice in (post-)growth scenarios

Valentin Cojanu

Bucharest University of Economic Studies, Bucuresti, Romania

ABSTRACT
This is a conceptual paper, which contributes to the debate on
the measure of intergenerational sacrifice and advances a post-
growth theoretical framework that becomes intelligible within a
wider space of deliberation, at once economic, social, and moral.
We explore the three-pronged argument in two parts. First, we
examine the implications of the socio-economic mechanism of
the transition of the production mode from extractive to genera-
tive, which is envisaged to replace the market automatic response
by allocative efficiency. A second part tackles the moral reason
underlying decision-making. Drawing on the lessons of the post-
growth debate, we propose and defend a working definition of
the moral reason of intergenerational justice that should also
underpin our rationalizing about other issues of similar import-
ance regarding the obligations we owe to future people, such as
passing on languages or containing epidemics.
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1. Introduction

The once dominant concerns about depletion of finite resources and population
growth have been supplemented of late with controversies related to the measure of
sacrifice that we have to accept to ensure the equivalence of living standards between
the present and the future. The sense of urgency is overwhelming insomuch as the
academic world (e.g. Galbraith, 1996; Kallis, 2011; Nelson, 2013; see also Eriksson &
Reischl, 2019) prioritize a bit unusually for their vocation straightforward action over
lucid reflection. Apparently, humankind is unable or unwilling to transgress the scale
of human experience (Zylinska, 2014, p. 44; Hamilton et al., 2015) in search of a live-
lihood pattern that would put neither nature’s nor humanity’s existence in question.
The alarmed tones feed on relentless streams of findings forespeaking climatic cata-
clysms with impact on earth’s biota. Probably the most disturbing of all is the advent
of the Anthropocene (Crutzen & Steffen, 2003; IPCC, 2021; Steffen et al., 2011):
human intervention has already put in motion changes presaging environmental
doom, with or without further action.
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People react to doomsday scenarios in a way that reflects their cultural heritage.
Past lends itself to no recognized models. Various ethical dispositions succeeded one
another from foragers’ time of raw utilitarianism and animistic beliefs until present
times of educated altruism and anthropocentric awareness. Diamond’s (2005) pano-
ramic view of past societies’ collapse1 attempts to set a reference in this debate. He
suggests four explanatory patterns, within which “the society’s responses to its envir-
onmental problems… always proves significant” as a contributing factor (2005, p. 11).
Two patterns are characteristic of unconscious acts leading to “ecocide”: “unintended
consequences” of a society’s “best efforts” to anticipate or to perceive (or detect)
ecological problems (2005, p. 6, 10); the other two are, on the contrary, reflective of
purposeful decisions: failure to solve and to succeed in arriving at successful decision-
making to overcome foreseeable collapse (2005, pp. 420–421).

We start out on the assumption that present scholarship offers an accurate and
predictable view of the threat humanity withstands in consequence of environmental
damage. The degree and timing of harm associated with environmental predictions,
anticipations, and scenarios (see D€uwell et al., 2018; Spash, 2002) suggest we may err on
a false positive in embracing our presupposition, but it is the questions raised by the
last two patterns in Diamond’s framework that match at best our present concerns
about the value of sacrifice in intergenerational equity. Failure to solve points to short-
comings in agreeing on corrections, which are deemed both necessary and sufficient, to
reverse the civilization’s fate. Failure to succeed is indicative of a “clash of values”
(Diamond, 2005, p. 420) that impedes our scientific and policy-oriented efforts to make
(further) progress even if we may be willing to embrace converging lines of action.

The two queries will organize the remaining of the paper in the form of a concep-
tual development about the scientific and moral grounds of “economic” growth. In
the next three sections, we review the present attempts at solving the equity dilemma
between present and future generations starting from the economism perspective,
which is the economics’ dominant view about the centrality of growth in any blue-
print of action. One two-pronged question looms large in this debate: Should the
concept of growth be reconceived on environmental grounds? And, if rescaling of
production and consumption is indeed a feasible option in post-growth scenarios,
how could it engender an acceptable measure of sacrifice, that is acceptable to both
present and future generations? The answers point to a compounding agenda of
Nature – Market – Society (NMS) relations that ask for an integrative resolution pos-
sibly adding a cultural – ethical – accent to current disciplinary and technological
breakthroughs. A separate section draws on that lesson and suggests a view to prefig-
ure the appropriate moral norm underlying decisions with environmental impact
between us and people in alternative futures. We frame successful action in terms of
the culture of growth and fairness that could become intelligible from both a rational
and moral viewpoint.

2. The growth paradigm: from economics to ideology

A sense of irony is inescapable in the context of current targets to abate the
Anthropos’ environmental degradation towards emissions levels set on the verge of
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the first industrial revolution. It was by then when the very growth mindset which
guides presently policy recommendations began taking shape and eventually led to
that outcome in the first place. In this section and the next one, our argument runs
from the origin of the growth paradigm as a scientific yardstick for progress to its
subsequent development into an ideology that has captured decision-making towards
future generations.

Acknowledgment of the harmful impact of human interaction with nature had
been voiced before the economy began to coevolve around fossil hydrocarbons and
their associated technologies at the turn of the 18th c. (Fressoz, 2015). By that time,
however, the progressist theme of liberalism began taking shape and eventually epito-
mized, not only in the confines of Western culture, but also much beyond it (Goody,
2006), the geoculture of the “new world-view of modernity” (Wallerstein, 2011, p. 5).
John Stuart Mill, the authoritative voice of the then nascent economics, gave voice to
one of this civilizational mindset’s emblematic expressions: “[T]here is no reason to
doubt … that most of the other nations of the world, including some not yet
founded, will successively enter upon the same career … the unlimited growth of
man’s power over nature.” (Mill, 1848, p. 696)

The prospect of continued growth became an exemplar of “the modern conception
of the ‘economy’” by the 1930s (Schmelzer, 2016, p. 75). When, in the 1940s, it inter-
sected the statistical technique of valuing a country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP),
economics’ influence on people’s belief in their ability to manage the future path only
strengthened. The growth of GDP value, i.e. economic growth, was to define so pro-
foundly the economic theory as to acquire a sort of mystical belief (Norgaard, 2019;
Van den Berg, 2014) within the profession, despite its frequent depiction as a mis-
leading yardstick of human progress, then, as now (Fforde, 2013, p. 47; Goody, 2006,
p. 25; Haapanen & Tapio, 2016).

Norton (1989) outlines two major versions of the environmental discourse –
exploitationism and conservationism – that were incorporated in the economics’
growth mindset. In the exploitationist view, the intrinsic value of growth resides in
“the need to create durable goods and capital which would be useful to future genera-
tions in the pursuit of prosperity” (Norton, 1989). According to this logic, the wealth
effect or what Mill referred to as “an advancement of … material prosperity” (Mill,
1848, p. 696) will make future generations better off than the current generation as
result of economic growth. This reasoning is valid if we choose to ignore some of its
fallacious assumptions. One stands out among them: the value of GDP, or of all the
final goods and services produced in a country, for the benefit of human wellbeing.

The error of this judgment is apparently as much grandiose as the effort required
to counter it. Two recipients of the Sveriges Riksbank Prize in economic sciences,
Amartya Sen and Joseph Stiglitz, were called upon to dislodge the growth paradigm
(Stiglitz et al., 2009), whereas other scholars were striving to reach the same end to
no avail (see Daly, 2019; Gadrey, 2004; Lennox & Hollender, 2020; Spash, 2002).
Their criticism rests on two antipodal arguments. On the one hand, the GDP valu-
ation counts transactions that do not contribute to wellbeing. This “uneconomic
growth”, based on the gratification we allow ourselves when dealing for instance with
military acts, policing, and repairing (e.g. pollution clean-up), or unconstrained use of
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natural resources, illusory adds to our present wealth. On the other hand, GDP valu-
ation that omits irreplaceable work, socially necessary, like unpaid household produc-
tion (e.g. childcare and housekeeping), volunteer work, or environmental damage
necessarily extracts from future benefits.

At the same time, the parallel venue of the conservationist approach added a
nuanced view of growth qualified by “the scientific use of natural resources … to
maximize productive sustainable outputs over time” (Norton, 1989). Within this
stream of thought, vicious dispositions towards, for example, depletion of Earth’s
resources base or uncontrolled interventions disrupting the eco-systems may be
apparently mitigated by creating markets. The textbook prescription for missing mar-
kets acknowledges the shortcoming of the GDP metric that overlooks critical, yet
non-marketable factors of good life like clean air, nonpolluted water, or safe climatic
conditions, and accordingly justifies a visible hand. The scientific management of
resources comes down to policy interventions to set up competitive markets that are
able to guide resource allocation using prices for the coordination of market actors
who supposedly are capable to instil into the market the alleged virtue of, say curbing
emissions, or abating any environmental harm for that matter, to a socially tolerable
level. In the end, a combination of the two perspectives, exploitationism and conserva-
tionism, set the stage for the received knowledge of the value of sacrifice which we
explore next.

3. The value of sacrifice in the economism perspective

Economism is a genre of reductionism (Sayer, 2010) that turns complex representa-
tions of a society’s economic strata into one-dimensional views revolving around the
centrality of market order and its self-regulatory mechanism. Disciples of economism,
who happen to dominate the profession (Fforde, 2013, p. 10; Komlosy, 2018), show a
high degree of confidence in transforming the world by the sheer force of ideas inso-
far they relate to their paradigm, usually ensconced in quantitative reasoning. A meas-
urable amount of sacrifice to fend off future harm is such an idea. For example, we
may incur costs amounting to (a) between 1.5% and 4% of global GDP to meet the
Paris agreement target of no more than 2 �C temperature increase above preindustrial
levels (see Harris & Roach, 2017), or (b) around 1% of global GDP each year,
whereas if we don’t act, we are predicted to lose at least 5% of global GDP each year
(Stern, 2006, p. vi).

Intertemporal discounting serves to yield a measure of welfare equivalence between
present and future generations. In fact, as economists inform the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), it is the ‘only method’ in economics to cover
‘satisfactorily’ ethical considerations, because distributive justice ‘can be understood as
a value: specifically the value of equality’ commensurable by ‘consumption changes in
the future by equivalent changes in consumption today’ (Kolstad et al., 2014). The
equivalence results from a complex estimate of the discount rate q (rho), known also
as the Social Discount Rate (SDR), derived from parameters d (delta) – the pure rate
at which society discounts the utility of future generations, g (gamma) – the growth
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rate of per capita consumption, and g (eta) – the declining marginal utility of
income, so that q¼ dþgg.

Born out of a combination of educated guess, historical statistics on growth, and
anticipations of behavioural finance (Baer & Spash, 2008; Kolstad et al., 2014; Meade,
1973, p. 60), SDR is a typical finding of economism that aims to answer how much
rather than what value is (Graeber, 2001, p. 46). Their followers, of various methodo-
logical dispositions though they may be (see Gowdy et al., 2013), argue that intertem-
poral discounting approximates well people’s concerns about future generations due
to the internal coherence and rigour of the underpinning analytical techniques. Their
point is typified by a numerical estimate, which suggests, as in Kolstad et al. (2014)
for example, that at q¼ 15.20% for China, the equivalent today of the benefits of
future generations represents 1.4% after 30 years and 0.07% after 100 years. What this
appraisal says is that the more distant in time and the higher present growth rates
the less incentives we find to change or defer current decisions. According to the
same logic, a country recording negative growth rates would not allow for wealth to
accumulate and hence should agree on steep measures of sacrifice for the benefit of
future generations.

Criticism of the economism perspective has become eventually a victim of its own
(academic) success, producing interminable if erudite pleas without converging
though onto a common ground. For some (e.g. Foster, 1994; Moore, 2014; Spash &
Gattringer, 2016), strong valuation of sacrifice – i.e. commensurability – is deficient
because it inevitably neglects values of less measurable yet as much important for
intergenerational equity, such as burden-sharing among countries, food sovereignty,
or responsibility for historical emissions. A separate yet related thread of controversy
is that intergenerational equity finds only partial responses in the environmental
debate. As Gosseries (2008) observes, other matters of global concern, such as fund-
ing of pension schemes or passing on a language, demand equal claims that ultim-
ately require ‘a complete revision of our general theories on justice.’ Other scholars
(Haapanen & Tapio, 2016; Norton, 1989; Zylinska, 2014, p. 19) explain the impasse
by the mere absence of ‘logic’ or ‘critical thinking’, or, conversely, by immersion in a
‘fantasy’ mode of ratiocinating (Fletcher & Rammelt, 2017) underlying the quest for
viable policy options.

All these strands of criticism reveal the need for a line of thought that embraces at
once the whole complexity of the problem of intergenerational equity and not just
parts of it. In the economism perspective, the issue of on what ground, one should
care (about the future) is reduced to a valuation of sacrifice as a function of distance
between generations, whose pace (i.e. rate of discounting) is given by growth trends.
As time elapses, subduing uncertainties affecting personal or community well-being
may construe a bias towards future, but any further into the future reverses the pre-
cautionary attitude towards high discounting rates. To know where eventually a rate
settles on the moral ruler between selfishness and selflessness requires complex
understanding of the social (Gosseries, 2008; Gowdy et al., 2013; Van den Berg,
2014). The complexity, however, does not reveal itself as challenge to discounted util-
ity, but points to reflective paths of investigation that transgress the areal of growth-
related decisional events alone.
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4. Revaluing sacrifice in post-growth scenarios

The early literature announcing the emerging current of post-growth thinking (Daly,
1977; Gabor et al., 1978; Georgescu-Roegen, 1971; Meadows et al., 1972; S€oderbaum,
1982) projected the transition to a new mode of production in a way that would
account for (a) the exhaustible character of natural resources; (b) the nature’s limited
capacity to provide renewable resources (e.g. oxygen, clean water, wind, pollination,
etc.); and (c) the irreversible effect of human activities in the direction of increasing
entropy. These tenets have given birth in time to various, overlapping strands of
post-growth economics such as green growth, de-growth, steady-state economy,
selective growth, evolutionary economic change, or a-growth. Their message cuts
across diverse anti-establishment movements (see Bauwens et al., 2019, p. 35; Ioncic�a
& Petrescu, 2016; Lennox & Hollender, 2020; Moore, 2010; Parrique et al., 2019, p.
58; Zylinska, 2014), but essentially all identify themselves with the goal of controlling
growth to the end of preserving good life between us and future people.

We attempt to confront the model that emerges from post-growth revisionism,
which we outline in Table 1, with the challenge of its being up to the task to provide
a non-nonsensical answer to the value of sacrifice.

Table 1. Outline of post-growth scenarios.a

Core components of phased-
in transition Features Impact

Assumptions Accelerated rate of extinction of
Earth’s biota

Accelerated rate of producing high-
entropy throughput

Finite resource base
Risk of social and environmental

collapse at planetary scale

A fair distribution of burdens and
benefits between communities
within the planet’s
ecological limits

Short- and medium-term
policy goals

Developing national accounts of
wellbeing

Building carbon-saving public assets
Downscaling of production,

consumption, and waste of
goods and services for all non-
renewable resources

Decoupling-targeted policies
Shift in the burden of taxation from

economic goods (e.g. incomes) to
ecological bads (e.g. pollution)

Developing community-based assets
(e.g. bonds, currencies,
habitats, commons)

Improving the work-life balance

Long-term policy goals Ecological education and training of
ecologically literate workforce

Better standards on product
durability, sustainability, and fair
trade

Reform of the multilateral
trading system

Creating resilient eco-communities
Framing issues of social-

ecological justice

a) The plural is meant to emphasize the perspective of various yet related streams of thought within the large basin
of post-growth scholarship. No dominant ‘grand theory’ exists yet, one that would perform not as a disciplinary
specialization like ‘ecological economics’, but like the science of economics itself.
Sources: Compiled from Spash (2002); Jackson (2009); Kallis (2011); Parrique et al. (2019); Bauwens et al. (2019)..
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Understanding of sacrifice in a post-growth scenario should overcome first the dif-
ficulty of escaping economism’s reductionism and finding a substitute for monetary
valuation within a wider space of deliberation, at once economic, social, and moral.
In this space, to make a value a legitimate value amounts, as Williams suggests, to
acknowledge ‘disagreements about that particular value that is of interest to us … in
a way that we can culturally recognize’ (Williams, 1995, pp. 136–138). It is under the
influence of this original conflict over one or another facet of the issues traversing
the spectrum of human life that we can make sense of the claim a value lays on us.

We adopt here the terminology of Kelly (2012) and Bauwens et al. (2019) to
ground the ecological discourse in the original conflict of an economy that can
embrace a dual course, extractive and generative towards people and nature:
‘extractive’, when value, social, economic, and environmental is extracted from the
common good; ‘generative’, when value is added to commons (Bauwens et al., 2019,
pp. 8–35). Values that so emerge and enter the post-growth discourse such as inter-
generational equity, preservationism, or climate debt are meant to address a novel
civilizational stage of humankind, at the same time ‘ecologically and socially literate’
(Jackson, 2009) and ‘ideologically and ethically open’ (Brown et al., 2017; S€oderbaum,
2019). Accordingly, we explore the three-pronged set of implications, i.e. economic,
social, and moral, for a successful resolution to the proper measure of sacrifice in two
parts. First, we examine next the configuration of the socio-economic mechanism
envisaged to replace the market automatic response by allocative efficiency. A second
part, on the moral reason underlying decision-making, constitutes the subject matter
of the following section.

The transition of the production mode from extractive to generative trades off sta-
bility and efficiency for sustainability and sufficiency. Market and growth are
demoted from analytical to descriptive features of the economy; now to the fore
come the sustainable scale of economic activity and decoupling, a byword to denote
the subtraction of ‘uneconomic growth’ from the value of economic output. The
revised perspective does not just claim to lay out better premises for an ethical valu-
ation of present and future net gains: it is conceived from the outset as a scholarly
response to the intergenerational dilemma.

Although the self-correcting, self-stabilizing market mechanism is no longer of ana-
lytical interest, the weight of the argument lies further with a similarly imagined state
of the economy – the stationary state – towards which ultimately the volume of activity
is projected to settle on. The concept is usually referred to J. S. Mill, who reflected on
the limits to ‘the possibility of unlimited pursuance of riches’ (Mill, 1848, p. 746), and
is meant to denote a state (or scale, or size) of economy that would allow human needs
to be met ‘within the ecological limits of the environment’ at a lower rate of material,
resource, energy (MRE)-intensive throughput (Daly, 2019; Lennox & Hollender, 2020).
The possibility of a stationary state is apparently ‘desirable’, wrote Mill, to accord with
his fictional portrait of human nature in which, ‘while no one is poor, no one desires
to be richer’ (Mill, 1848, pp. 748–749), although he also expressed doubts about its
feasibility, for ‘the energies of mankind should be kept in employment by the struggle
for riches, as they were formerly by the struggle of war, until the better minds succeed
in educating the others into better things’ (Mill, 1848, p. 749).
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It may be true that time is indeed ripe now for ecology to educate people ‘into
better things’, but it appears that Mill’s plea for self-controlled progress leaves us
nevertheless without an orientation beyond the growth imperative (‘the struggle for
riches’), let alone one addressing the environmental impasse. Instead of a blueprint
of economic policy grounded on the concept of ‘stationary state’, post-growth scen-
arios seem to be heading purposefully to a direction of vague contour in the
absence of a representation of the value of sacrifice. Key decisions, for instance as
regards consumption, investment, production, or money supply, challenges the
post-growth revisionists with an articulate vision of economic policy, whose outline
they ‘just don’t know’ (Jackson, 2009, p. 77). There are at least three questions
marks, about scale, specialization, and governance, that make us aware of this leap
into the unknown.

The notion of a ‘sustainable’ scale has been debated for long in the context of
observations about the fragility of the ecosystem. It takes first on a purely scientific
idea construed around the balance between people’s ecological footprint and Earth’s
biocapacity (see Lennox & Hollender, 2020; Rockstr€om et al., 2009; Xu et al., 2020).
Subsequently, versions of value-laden significance have become prominent too. Some,
like ‘fair ecological footprint’, ‘ecological integrity’, or ‘ecological debt’, have been
developed to emphasize responsibility in conducting market transactions in respect to
global environmental constraints (Jackson, 2009, p. 77; Hoffmann, 2011; Victor, 2012;
Spash & Gattringer, 2016; Global Footprint Network). Others target values transcend-
ing polities and ethnicities such as ‘safe environment’ or ‘ecological justice’. Thick
concepts like ‘neighbourhoods’ (Sen, 2009, pp. 171–173), historical narratives (Moore,
2014), or ‘commoning’ (Bauwens et al., 2019, pp. 3–6) have added a further dimen-
sion of scale, namely human geography. In environmental terms, territory writ large
is less a source of factor substitution at country level, according to local conditions of
endowments and efficiency, than one of creation and maintenance of shared resour-
ces for good life.

The multifaceted view of scale, technical, ethical, and geographical suggests how
difficult is to act against our inclination (or education) to reduce all different spheres
of interactions to a single rational calculative process (Graeber, 2012, p. 95; Zylinska,
2014, p. 43). The impediment reveals itself even more impervious to clear-cut solu-
tions when dealing with the issues of specialization and governance. The former
informs about the productive structures that should accompany decoupling and other
post-growth strategies as effective, worth pursuing targets of economic policy. The
latter answers questions about our capability to carry on this transition. Are we able
to make it palatable to ordinary and businesspeople alike? We are mostly used to
learn of this life-changing concerns resurfacing in historical not living memory.

Let us first tackle the issue of specialization, which happens to foreshadow for long
present-day post-growth revisionism. Veblen was among the first to admit the exist-
ence of ‘parasitic industries … directed to turning out goods for conspicuously
wasteful consumption’ which ‘would lower the effective vitality of the community to
such a degree as to jeopardize its chances of advance or even its life.’ (Veblen, 1904,
p. 64) In Veblen’s footsteps, a handful of economists subsequently advocated for a
radical change of economics to correct its reductionist approach (e.g. Ayres, 1944;
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Coase, 1988; Galbraith, 1958; Georgescu-Roegen, 1971; Myrdal, 1957), but found no
niche of expression as influential as the orthodoxy. In consequence, the post-growth
recipe has been never worked out systematically. Until our days, its guidance announ-
ces visions rather than policy items; emphasises alternative ways to organise society
rather than sustainable economic change (see Fletcher & Rammelt, 2017; Nasiritousi
et al., 2014); and indicates an elusive if not disconnected response from constituen-
cies, focusing on government as a major driver of change rather than local bottom-
up approaches (Cosme et al., 2017; Soder et al., 2018).

The vague direction is announced by all-purpose interventions, e.g. human-capital
intensive services, medical care, energy-conserving manufactured capital, decentraliza-
tion of banks, or ecological maintenance and protection, and accompanying instru-
ments such as controls on advertising, environmental and consumption taxes, general
redistributive taxation etc. (Jackson, 2009; Buch-Hansen, 2018). More amenable to
pragmatic interventions seems to be the old-fashioned active industrial policy, among
which most notably is the shift in focus from efficiency to sustainability to target
‘activities that have the lowest impacts’ (Victor, 2012), or, in other words, that are
most generative and least extractive. A series of such measures includes, for example,
downscaling production and consumption related to dirty sectors, emission-intensive
inputs, or investments in climate-vulnerable sectors, whereas in parallel resources are
prioritized towards renewables generation, carbon storage, or geoengineering.
Transversal sectors like finance and administration have already taken the lead in
ensuring that new, ‘green’ regulations be in place (Kemp-Benedict & Kartha, 2019;
European Commission, 2020; The Climate Action in Financial Institutions Initiative).

Reflecting the various options of restructuring, from declarative to pragmatic, the
measures of economic (and social) impact vary from catastrophic and unfeasible
(Tokic, 2012) to possibly dramatic (Jackson, 2009; Kallis, 2011) to manageable
(Svenfelt et al., 2019; CLG Europe, 2020). The estimates range results from a wide set
of assumptions, which mostly refer to political decisions, foreseeable business deci-
sions, as well as customary norms of various jurisdictions. Against this background, it
is safe then to admit that the varying costs we project on the way to a new mode of
production are rather incidental to scientifically determined targets (see Eriksson &
Reischl, 2019; Nasiritousi et al., 2014; Parrique et al., 2019, p. 15).

If a decline of sort of economic activity or a rise of novel employment opportuni-
ties are inescapable on the path to sustainability, so are suffering, austerity, and resist-
ance to change for the most affected thereof. The main item on any scholarly and
political agenda would be to configure a prospect for which that sacrifice is worth
making. The principle of voluntary sufficiency, ‘a conscious and democratic limitation
of ends’ (Foramitti et al., 2019), provides a starting point in this attempt. There are
several possible social demands on the table, an eclectic cluster of propositions
though, varying from conventional to untested to not necessarily targeting sustainably
economic goals. A set of examples includes:

� Universal income; reduction of working hours (e.g. 21-hour working week); not-
for-profit cooperatives; open software and hardware; social enterprises; open
contributory systems; shared ownership; cohousing; community gardens;
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community-supported agriculture; solidarity economy networks; eco-communities;
work sharing; time-banks and job guarantees; commons-centric community cur-
rencies (e.g. Bauwens et al., 2019; Foramitti et al., 2019; Kallis, 2011;
Kawano, 2018).

How they are supposed to complement each other and make for a full-fledged sci-
entific theory is, again, a practice not worked out. The direction of change seems to
rest on the critical aspect of governance, economic and environmental, which, for
some observers (e.g. Eriksson & Reischl, 2019; Thorseth & Schuppert, 2018) looks
rather outdated, lacking many of the necessary instruments to deal with the climate
challenge; for others (e.g. Zwarthoed, 2018), it is well ahead of its time counting on a
relatively mature framework of legal and political instruments to represent future
generations. Yet, however corrigible or progressist a governance setting may appear,
it should also be prepared to account for the democratic deficit: how much and how
soon are people expected to align their attitudes to an ecologically conscious path
to wellbeing?

5. What obligation do we have to future generations?

Drawing on the lessons of the post-growth debate, we propose a working definition
of the moral reason of intergenerational justice set out on the acknowledgment that
no generation has most or decisive or enough reason to make any sacrifice for future
generations. We ground our position in two complementary interpretations of the
value of sacrifice: one about the nature of this obligation, another about its moral
requirements.

We recall here that one way out to part with economism has been to embrace a
perspective on value as emerging in a deliberative context about disagreements. The
value of sacrifice is relative to our adjudication in respect to a wide set of choices
derived from technical, economic, institutional, and social calculations. The available
options may also take stock of interventions that are not directly targeting environ-
mental harm but nevertheless partake of the post-growth mindset, like ‘social care’ or
‘work-life balance’. Between the conflicting demands of a generative and an extractive
economy, the social value associated to the economic action seems to result from a
reflective, democratic way of deciding on a ‘consumption corridor’ (B€uchs & Koch,
2019), an idealized consumer preference varying between minimum standards for
good life and maximum standards to ensure a prospective limit on every individual’s
use of natural and social resources, from present to future. As emphasized early in
the literature (e.g. Nelson, 1977; S€oderbaum, 1982), such deliberation on complex
social systems requires democratic legitimization, adaptation and learning, conflict,
and consensus. These are epistemological requirements that go well beyond the
economism perspective; they call for a radically new mindset.

In this view, the concept of ‘distance’ ceases to play a role in moral deliberation:
wrongness does not dissipate in time (or space), neither can it be reduced to a uni-
versal moral norm – i.e. discounting future benefits of growth – that dictates the
terms of wellbeing equivalence between generations. It makes no difference from a
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moral viewpoint to qualify our decision on temporal distance, any more than it does
for remoteness in space (Parfit, 1984, p. 357; Spash, 2002, pp. 234–235). To settle dis-
putes in the latter case, we are used to set up complex institutional frameworks in
relation to say harm done on people residing in distant places. If remoteness in time
could bear on more moral significance than remoteness in space, we would then act
less than fully rational unless we would also rule according to a Spatial
Discount Rate.

This is a sort of dilemma that Parfit attempted to solve by means of a thought
experiment he called the ‘non-identity problem’ (Parfit, 1984: Ch. 16). He created a
template of two policy choices – Depletion and Conservation (of resources) – and
asked about their effects on lives ‘worth living’ in the further future. Since either
choice will affect inevitably the identity of most of the people who will live in the
future, on a moral norm he calls ‘the Two-Tier View’ we may have reason to con-
strue a bias towards the near: ‘because these lives would be lived by different people,
these acts would not be worse for any of these people.’ (Parfit, 2011, II: 219). This is
a scenario that strongly calls for a moral resolution as regards the interests of future
people based on two grounds. First, we have no reason to justify collective future
harm even if the effects would be worse for no one if each of them lives a life worth
living which would not have existed in alternative futures. If we had that reason, we
should also consider whether future people are entitled to a higher quality of life
when we agree on some stringent measures of sacrifice; or, conversely, to reclaim a
right to a clean environment that past generations owed us. Second, if we conceal the
non-identity problem, we falsely believe that our present choices will affect the very
same people that will later live (Parfit, 1984, pp. 372–373). Inevitably, on this premise,
we return to an assessment of the present value of future costs (in alternative scen-
arios) when in fact our purpose is to correct defects in future generations’ time with-
out causing more serious harm for present generations.

Parfit’s experiment is one among various attempts (Gowdy et al., 2013; Singer,
2016, p. xxvii; Van den Berg, 2014) that purport to make moral sense of our evo-
lutionary automatic responses immune to such cases as helping distant strangers.
Considering how harmful and how soon future subjects’ destiny is affected by our
decisions takes us on an ethical route that goes beyond monetization. In dealing
with alternative futures, as with counterfactual past, history and culture join our
biological nature to alter conceptions of what makes or does not make something
‘important’ on very long-time scales (Behrens, 2012; Choy, 2018; Silberbauer,
2000). What we owe to future people, suggests Norton (1984), is rather framed in
terms of a responsibility analogous to that accepted by an individual who is
appointed executor of the trust fund: although decisions affect individuals and
their well-being, ‘the obligation is to the integrity of the trust, not to those indi-
viduals’ (Norton, 1984).

Yet, to see how the trust fund logic works we should look further than the initial
analogy. On what ground, one should care (about the future) presupposes moral
requirements of adopting some value of sacrifice of a different kind than the nature
of property. The integrity of Earth’s health, people included, signifies different things
to different people (Nasiritousi et al., 2014; Zylinska, 2014, pp. 44–45). It is for that
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reason, Singer (2016, p. 19) thinks, that we have become captive from a moral view-
point to the deliberative realm of the supererogatory, of what is good although not
required, which leaves us within a range of interrogations that eventuate in a delib-
erative dead-end. This is an impasse which moral philosophers refer to, in the foot-
steps of Sidgwick, as ‘the profoundest problem’ in ethics because, as Parfit explained,
‘impartial and self-interested reasons are wholly incomparable. No impartial reason
could be either stronger or weaker than any self-interested reason’ (Parfit, 2011, I:
132; our italics).

The habitual way to surpass the clash of environmental values has been to exploit
our own species’ cultural bias. On this disposition, we show concern for human, as
well as for non-human and non-animal interests to varying degrees of benevolence
towards nature’s preservation. The hypothesis of the anthropocentric imprint is illus-
trative: nature is an expression of culture and people attempt to answer what is the
common good to the extent it is already addressed in what is to live well. Recognized
in the literature as early as the 1960s (cf. Maris, 2015), the cultural bias of subduing
nature has been a gradual and irreversible progression of human spirit from the time
of the Agricultural Revolution to the present-day advance of artificial intelligence. A
preference value for blighted landscape, for example, can only be manifest in the con-
text of deliberately pondering over our capacity to keep it intact. Endowment with
‘natural rights’ (of humans and of other species) follows the same logic inferred from
the technological control over nature. We advance therefore the hypothesis that the
value of sacrifice stems from a logic of Earth’s integrity depending on our affirmation
of independence towards nature, based on ‘admiration and respect’ (Williams, 1995,
p. 237) rather than on imposing our morality, in all its varieties (Spash, 2002,
p. 223ff), on nature as a product of humanity.

Field research reveals practices of approaching nature resembling humankind’s ani-
mism of long ago. Usually, they engage the researcher with people of small commun-
ities, detached or not from ‘civilization’, that are struggling to counter the impact of
the marketplace on their ancestral identity. They retain a sense of well-being when,
for example, they are able to attach “old-growth forests” to “ancient mythologies, fan-
tasies of wilderness, … and more generally to ‘naturalness’” (J€arvensivu, 2013). Or,
when their native inclination for interventions based on historical or experiential pre-
cedence builds up a genre of knowledge about “properties and uses of natural species,
… material artifacts produced as part of cultural practices, … therapeutic techniques
and the associated symbolic language; and the public display of games and rituals
that provide a glimpse into their lifestyle and cosmogony” (Vereta-Nahoum, 2019; see
also L�evi-Strauss, 1962; Choy, 2018).

For Maris (2015), this is a lesson to be considered ‘a great asset in facing the
present environmental crisis,’ because it is meant to pave the way to ‘a conceptual,
and possibly practical’ task of returning to a ‘nature not intended for humans.’
Eventually, it teaches us the rules of engagement with nature so that attitudes and
values of co-existence be encouraged and willingly adopted. If progress has any
ultimate significance it might just consist of the fact of enjoying a greater chance
now than in the past to amend our moral categories in response to new social
circumstances.
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6. Concluding

The ecologically oriented economics advances one ambitious message: a (new) social
contract is long due to give humankind the chance of good life and rescue the planet
from imminent self-destruction. It is a revolutionary point of view, at times even
waged from militant positions, that engenders equally grand expectations about its
agenda. However, the items on this agenda do not seem yet to fulfil the promise:
some are well established, but others need further work and possibly corrections, and
all struggle to get accepted in the mainstream.

We did not attempt in this material to contemplate the nuts and bolts of an
exceedingly generative mode of production, but, lesser ambitiously, to search for its
disciplinary and moral prerequisites. Our attempt has pointed to two critical articula-
tions along the way: for one thing, to the scholarly resistance to dislodge the econo-
mism view, but also to the incomplete effort to come up with a similarly dominant
yet alternative mindset; for another, to the moral resistance to evade the idealistic
view of valuing nature’s worth as a process independent of how we relate ourselves
directly to social action, including how we think of other people’s lives. More than
other instances of social action, inter-temporal valuation draws attention to the fact
that the social sphere is confined to the cultural patterns we recognize, and which
lend legitimacy to our resolutions. There is no rule that can give us certainty about
the justice of our moral judgments. At the same time, the deliberative processes are
culturally conditioned: the responsibility and legitimacy of our resolutions are anch-
ored in the community practice bounding our experiences.

If present civilization has not secured yet a feasible and widely accepted modus
vivendi to overcome the environmental dilemma, as they did when confronting other
global threats – e.g., containing world wars, or alleviating mass poverty – it is
because, we have argued, the way we contemplate our relationship with nature is
plagued by one irremediable deficiency – a two-viewpoints logic of superimposing
our culture’s values on the intrinsic value of the nature itself. The possibility at first
to conquer nature and then to master it bequeathed a representation of reality not
only illusory, as expressed in the growth paradigm, but also paradoxical. Williams
points to the inevitable frustration engendered by this unfortunate coincidence: ‘The
paradox is that we have to use our power to preserve a sense of what is not in our
power. Anything we leave untouched we have already touched. It will no doubt be
best for us not to forget this, if we are to avoid self-deception and eventual despair.’
(Williams, 1995)

Acknowledging the morality’s limits does not provide, however, a reason not to
prepare ourselves for a radically different social, political, and economic organization.
The current economic recess unexpectedly offers the opportunity to go through a
period of rapid change in our organizational canons, productive, financial, and educa-
tional, which is a rare experiment in economic life if one can speak of any at all. To
ease the understanding of how this experiment may unfold, we have prepared and
discussed the highlights of the new agenda as introduced in Table 1. Accordingly, we
can relatively easily predict a stage evolution that should lead us on the way from
imminent tasks – e.g., ensuring fair distribution of burdens and benefits between
communities within the planet’s ecological limits – to complex policy interventions
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aiming at an ecologically adjusted work-life balance and eventually to an inter-gener-
ational manifesto conducive to creating resilient eco-communities and framing issues
of social-ecological justice. The perennial caveat, however, rests on humankind’s cap-
ability to solve “the clash of values”, within which Diamond (2005) so emphatically
tied up the fate of civilizations.

Note

1. Collapse: “A drastic decrease in human population size and/or political/economic/social
complexity, over a considerable area, for an extended time.” (Diamond, 2005, p. 3).
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