You’ve misunderstood growth – it can attempt to resolve some symptoms, but not the root cause.
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Climate change & sustainable development are two of the greatest challenges of the 21st century. The mandate is clear. According to the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (2018), our world must achieve net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 in order to prevent global temperatures from rising 1.5°C above pre-industrial level by the end of this century. At that point, the negative impacts on our environment & society will be irreversible. The United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) (2021) states that the world will need to halve annual GHG emissions in the next 8 years - an enormous undertaking for society at all levels. In response, governments, industries, communities, and individuals around the world are taking action at varying speeds.
At the COP26 climate summit, 151 countries have submitted climate plans but commitments to deep emission cuts remain weak and ambiguous (Mountford et al., 2021). The UNEP (2021) estimates that these NDCs place the world on track to reach 2.7°C in temperature rise by the end of the century. Tensions exist between countries in the Global South that require funding to leapfrog fossil fuel technologies and countries in the Global North who are largest historical emitters.
After leaving the Paris Agreement in 2017, the United States under President Joe Biden has reentered the treaty and has committed to a 50-52 percent reduction in GHG pollution from 2005 levels by 2030 (The White House, 2021). Biden’s effort has centered on his Build Back Better domestic bill, which seeks to assert US leadership in clean energy technologies and to rebuild America’s decade old infrastructure. The bill has unfortunately faced significant opposition to passage in congress and the outcome will determine United State’s climate credibility on the global stage.
By the end of 2021, more than 2,200 companies covering 70 countries and 15 industries have made commitments to science-based targets to reach net-zero (SBTi, 2022). These commitments are voluntary and there is no authority that holds corporations legally accountable to their decarbonization plans. Institutional capital is leading the ESG movement and urging corporations to reimagine capitalism (Sorkin & Merced, 2022), yet both remain incentivized to make decisions that prioritize short-term quarterly performance and profit maximization. Private capital is pouring into climate technology in support of a renewable energy transition that will generate outsized financial return (The Economist, 2021).
Communities are mobilizing to demand change from government and industry. Long-time grassroots organizations such as Greenpeace and the Sierra Club continue to raise awareness of environmental issues in the public arena. A new generation of activist organizations such as Extinction Rebellion and Sunrise Movement are aggressively pushing for political action on climate change.
Individuals are making lifestyle changes after COVID-19 with some returning to pre-pandemic behaviors & norms and others charting a path forward to new ways of living (Echegaray et al., 2021). While consumers report they are concerned about the environment, they often fail to follow through on green purchases – also known as the attitude-behavior gap (Young et al., 2010). Climate anxiety is on the rise due to an uncertain future (Pihkala, 2020) and millions of Americans are leaving their jobs in the Great Resignation in search of fair working conditions (Parker & Horowitz, 2022) .
In these turbulent times, the dominant narrative for addressing climate change that is circulated by government institutions and industry leaders is climate salvation by technological innovation brought about by stakeholder capitalism. A major issue with this narrative is that it presents an incomplete framing of the problem and therefore, proposed solutions will only address symptoms and not the root cause of our existential predicament. Technology is essential but it only buys time so we can address the underlying drivers of greenhouse emissions & material waste - consumption and its associated production.
The elephants in the room are the unsustainable lifestyles of the affluent living in the Global North (Akenji et al., 2021). These lifestyles have emerged from a system of consumption & production constructed for the ideological pursuit of economic growth. In order to meet the targets of the Paris Agreement, countries must reduce aggregate production-consumption levels associated with energy & material use (Alfredsson et al., 2018). The radical changes needed for achieving sustainable development require a mindset shift – one that I hope this thesis can facilitate.
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