Japan proves degrowth possible and necessary for a green future
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TOKYO — Decades after the supposed end of Japan’s “lost years,” the country remains on the cusp of degrowth. Its GDP  by a mere annualized rate of 0.1% in the last quarter of 2022. While most economists thus regard Japan as the sick man among the advanced nations, Kohei Saito considers the trajectory of degrowth exactly where a healthy society ought to be headed when the world is heating up from overconsumption. Saito is the 36-year-old author of “,” which embraces degrowth as the way out of the climate crisis and anxieties of incessant competition that have driven so many sararīman to exhausted despair. Though an unfashionable Marxist, his book clearly hit a nerve, especially among the young, selling more than half a million copies in Japan. This historically frugal island nation that emerged in ancient times from what philosopher Takeshi Umehara called “the civilization of the forest” would seem more fertile ground than most for Saito’s radical message to take root. Going back to the Edo Period of the late 1600s, the Tokugawa Shogunate recognized the ecological crisis of deforestation caused by the extensive use of wood for building. It severely restricted logging and massively planted trees to reforest the landscape. And, of course, the first international effort to stem global warming was called the Kyoto Protocol. The Shinto and Buddhist sensibility that reveres nature as the oneness of all being is still evident in the gardens and shrines that punctuate the ugly concrete sprawl of rapid postwar modernization that spread everywhere during the 1950s and 60s.  It was in that period that the architect Fumihiko Maki and others launched the “metabolism movement,” which sought to integrate traditional spatial patterns into the design of megastructures and borrow ideas from the adaptive capacities of organic biology as a way to cope with the mushrooming density and congestion of hyper-urbanization. Intuitively, they already understood in those days that the unprecedented scope of metastasizing development required a response that looked toward natural forms and systems.
It is not so surprising then that it is a Japanese thinker as well who has retrieved the theory of “metabolic rift” from the more obscure works of Karl Marx. The concept is at the core of Saito’s effort to greenify the red hues of historical materialism. According to Saito, Marx saw the interaction between the human species and its natural environment as “the basis of living.” By turning “nature” into a commodified resource to feed economic growth, capitalism splintered the balanced unity between human and nonhuman beings. That split is now manifested in the Anthropocene where the entire planet has been so transformed by this prevalent mode of production and consumption that the Earth’s livable biosphere is threatened.  For Saito, only a steady-state economy that foregoes the relentless reach for more growth and recovers the natural world as a public commons can mend the rift Marx identified. This reading would place the old master thinker of the Industrial Revolution in the ranks of later “era of limits” apostles such as Ivan Illich. The self-described archeologist of modern certitudes preached the “virtue of enoughness” and contrasted the convivial interdependence of social and natural relations with the ideology that perpetually contrives new markets by transmuting wants and desires into “needs.”
What might postmodern degrowth look like in a place where the small spaces in which people keep their distance are dwarfed by Godzilla-scale towers that even these days are rising ever higher in inverse proportion to the shrinking population, where food portions may be trifling but everything from individual grapefruits to bento boxes are packaged in plastic? Saito’s views are downright heretical in the context of how Japan has measured its postwar success.“We’re preoccupied with GDP ranking and growth, but GDP is a poor measure of a nation’s well-being and happiness,” Saito says. “Here in Japan, we have delicious food, the world’s longest lifespans, safe streets, and excellent public transportation, not to mention the considerable attractions of our culture and art. These assets aren’t reflected in GDP. The adoption of value indicators unrelated to GDP would be a positive step toward degrowth by itself.” 
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