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Though there are currently no post-growth societies, there is real-world evidence that degrowth is plausible. United Nations data show that various countries have achieved the highest category of educational attainment and life expectancy at a GDP per capita of just $9,000.34 Adding in employment, nutrition, social support, democracy, and life satisfaction at the highest category still requires a GDP per capita below the world average: theoretically, the entire world could “degrow” immediately while drastically increasing virtually everyone’s quality of life.35 However, degrowth does not intend to degrow the entire world. Many countries still need to increase economic activity in key sectors to meet their material needs, and the vast majority of environmental harm is caused by rich countries. The more immediate question is can rich countries maintain a high quality of life while massively reducing economic activity. The data say: absolutely. Japan’s life expectancy is almost six years higher than the United States with 35 percent lower income per capita. Portugal has higher levels of human welfare than the United States with $38,000 less in GDP per capita, meaning $13 trillion of the American economy is essentially wasted every year from the perspective of improving quality of life.36 Costa Rica also has a higher life expectancy and self-reported happiness than the United States with 80 percent less income per capita and a massively lower impact on the environment.37 Countries like Costa Rica are far from optimized, so it is safe to say that massive amounts of resources can be cut from the budgets of developed countries like the United States without negative effects on well-being. Many degrowth policies have already had pilots and full-scale implementations with favorable results. Experimental UBI programs have shown improvements in mental health, happiness, sanitation, nutrition, trust in people and institutions, entrepreneurship, education outcomes, addiction rates, stress, poverty, crime, and even employment.38 Countries that invest in universal public health care (a quintessential UBS) see better health outcomes and some of the fastest increases in life expectancy.39 The popularity of recent programs to cut working hours suggests a four-day work week will be as popular as the 40-hour week once was.40 Finally, could degrowth really be implemented? The opposition of entrenched interests, particularly the fossil fuel industry, pose major obstacles.41 However, many of degrowth’s flagship proposals—like universal health care, jobs guarantees, and wealth taxation—are already wildly popular.42,43,44 Successfully implementing them can increase their popularity further. Lastly, as John F. Kennedy School of Government researcher Erica Chenoweth’s research shows, only one government has ever survived a social movement mobilizing 3.5 percent of the country’s population.45 The numbers don’t lie: demanding a degrowth future, by ballots or mass movements, can make a degrowth future not just essential, but real.
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