Faith in technology is a unique link—it justifies endless growth through the attempt to decouple, but in reality continues far towards extinction and is terminally unsustainable.
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In a previous chapter, we took a critical look at the multitude of promises made over the last three or four decades that our economic system can simultaneously produce sustainability, climate change mitigation, and hefty incomes for all. Books and articles with such promises continue to get trotted out will a certain regularity with doing well while doing good as the core message. While we have been telling ourselves this for a very long time, yet the conditions for creating global warming have worsened steadily and unabated. Proponents of so-called green capitalism argue that the reason for this is that the suggestions have never been properly implemented. The reason for that, however, is that they are contradicting goals. Capitalism is a system that is programmed for continuous growth, and continuous growth is the opposite of sustainability. In the previous three chapters, we explored the problems of a declining resource base and environmental destruction, rising inequality, and financial market instability. To a significant degree, these problems are the destructive consequences of the capitalist system’s relentless drive for profits and growth. We saw that environmental degradation and resource depletion are the direct consequences of the growth imperative that is inherent in the capitalist system, and any serious reflection on continuous growth must inevitably lead to the conclusion that it cannot be sustained. We saw that stark inequalities of wealth and income are also inherent features of a capitalist economy, and any serious reflection on principles of social justice, fairness, or democracy must lead to the conclusion that such inequalities are also not sustainable. Finally, we saw that a chief cause of financial market instability is speculative buying and selling, which are inherent features of capitalism, and any serious consideration on how to avoid another financial crisis must lead to the conclusion that this speculation cannot be sustained. That these problems are both systemic and unsustainable indicates that comprehensive change will be inevitable. Given that such change is inevitable, we must consider whether we want to bring about change in a thoughtful and careful way, or have it thrust upon us in the form of a continuous series of massive economic and environmental crises. In a mindful economy, we seek to avoid debilitating crises and set out to follow a thoughtful and careful path toward change. Throughout the years between 1980 and 2005 there was a general assumption that technology was going to transform economic production in ways that would require fewer resources. This included the so-called “New Economy” years of the 1990s in which the U.S. economy was supposed to be shifting to a resource-light “information economy.” Computers and the internet were supposed to make us efficient and help us save on material resources, but the result was the opposite. During that twenty-five-year period, the consumption of materials in North America increased many times over whereas increased by a much slower rate. This means that material consumption per person has steadily risen without regard for the carrying capacity of the planet. Information technology served to pick up the pace of globalization and economic expansion such that consumers were able to devour ever-larger quantities of our planet and spewed ever-larger quantities of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Endless growth on a finite planet is not possible. Among the first to raise this issue in economic discourse was Kenneth Boulding with his 1966 essay, “The Economics of the Coming Spaceship Earth.” Boulding warned that the relationship we have with the planet is going to change.11 His message was primarily directed at his fellow economists who see the national economy as a super machine that rolls out ever larger quantities of things for consumers to buy. The economists have been correct about this machine up to now. Aside from recessions that occur now and then, the machine has been running nonstop. Boulding’s warning was that such a perpetual growth machine will eventually slam against a wall of limitations to growth imposed on us by the laws of nature and physics. He concluded that a rather more sobering and realistic image would be to see ourselves as passengers on a spacecraft, which implies that our survival depends on how we use the finite and limited provisions that are stored on the ship. One aspect of the scenario Boulding missed in the spaceship metaphor is that we are not only using up our provisions we are toxifying the ship’s internal atmosphere. But that was when scientists were just beginning to form their hypotheses about the effects of elevated levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide. Over five decades have passed since Boulding wrote his essay and the economics profession remains captured by the myth of the everlasting growth machine. Though economists acknowledge that resources are scarce and finite, they assume that the machine will always be kept running with the support of new technologies. This is like believing in magic or the transmutation powers of alchemy. Ancient alchemists were obsessed with discovering the elixir of longevity. In addition to their fascination with trying to turn lead into gold, they sought tirelessly to find a substance that could keep restoring the human body to youth so that they could live forever. In a similar way, economists hold on to the belief that technology is a magic elixir that will allow the growth machine to defy the immutable laws of physics and expand forever. The general belief is that as we bring one important resource to exhaustion, we will always be able to concoct new resources with new technology, and when those resources are exhausted, others will be invented to replace them, and so on into infinite growth. Whenever they are called on to address the physical limits to economic growth, economists inevitably turn to the technology-willsolve-it arguments. Most economists would admit that things like turning lead to gold or eternal life are scientifically not possible, but for them such science apparently does not apply to economic growth. In the Buddhist view of the three fires of greed, hatred, and delusion this could very well be the premier delusion of our time. It is a delusion defended fiercely with a certain wrath as it the last line of defense for the argument of why there is nothing wrong with greed—institutionalized or otherwise. Technology will be an important part of our efforts to cope with the economic and ecological issues that confront us. It provides hope and possibilities. Not many of us would advocate that we should allow our productive technology to regress back to premodern standards. Technology can and does lead to effective solutions and this should not be ignored, but technology is always fostered within a specific institutional context, and this should not be ignored either. If our institutions are warlike, then we will develop weapons technology. If our institutions are oriented toward economic growth for growth’s sake, then we will develop technology that serves that purpose. If they are oriented toward social provisioning and genuine sustainability, then we will develop technology that leads to provisioning and sustainability. Without a critical perspective, belief in technology becomes an irrational faith that every problem we face will always have a technological fix. Like a secular religion, blind faith in technology provides comfort and reassurance in the delusion that perpetual growth is possible. The appropriateness of technology should be assessed mindfully, and with a critical understanding of kinds of institutions fosters its development. Recall the IPCC 2018 report in which it warned that to avoid the worst-case scenario “would require rapid and far-reaching transitions in energy, land, urban and rural infrastructure (including transport and buildings), and industrial systems.” The message is that we have no choice now but to move toward a very different type of economic system from what we have, and one that will foster technologies that are yet to be imagined. If the IPCC is correct, the biggest obstacle is to mitigate global warming’s effects is institutional, then institutional change has to be the solution. This means creating new social structures that will script our social behavior with entirely different rules, norms, and codes. If done with insight, wisdom, and a wholesome set of beliefs about our relationships with nature and each other, then our survival as a species is possible. This will also require a transformation of our mindset, expectations, and what we consider to be the good life. This is a tall order. But as Paul Rogat Loeb reminds us, “the impossible will take a little while,” and in fact the process is already happening.2
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