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Factsheet 19: Controversies – growth and sacrifice 

 

There is a long history of a divide between 
environmentalists and trade unionists about growth 
and sacrifice. At its most basic, greens fear growth, 
workers want jobs. This divide has implications for 
climate change.  
 
Against growth 
 
The argument against growth runs like this: 
 
“Growth means a relentless consumption of 
resources. At the moment houses are getting bigger 
and more numerous, fuel use in transport is growing, 
and more and more electricity is needed as industry 
makes more and more things.  
 
“There are two ways of understanding what drives 
this endless growth. One is that consumerism makes 
people want more and more things they don't need. 
The other is that capitalism requires endless growth 
or profits will collapse. 
  
“Growth means that we will eventually use up all the 
natural resources of the world. It also means we are 
filling the sky with the waste of our wealth creation – 
CO2. If the global economy grows 3% a year, in 50 
years it will four times the size it is now. And we will 
have four times as much CO2. No amount of 
alternative energy can cope with that. 
  
“We have to stop wanting things we do not need. We 
have to learn to live with less. This will be hard for 
many people, but we have no alternative. 
  
“Moreover, there is no need for the poorer countries 
to follow the toxic Northern model of accumulation 
without happiness. They can build a society of 'well 
being', taking the best from traditional society, living 
with enough. 
  
“There is no Planet B. The Earth is our mother. It is 
not a toy for rich children.” 
 
 
 
 

Against sacrifice 
 
The arguments for growth are usually arguments 
against sacrifice. They start: 
 
“We cannot cut CO2 and other greenhouse gas 
emissions by simply doing less of what we do now. 
We need to cut 80% of our current emissions in the 
rich countries, and at least 50% on average across the 
world. Most workers in the rich countries spend at 
least 80% of their income on transport, housing, 
clothing, food, health, child care, and household bills. 
Many spend more than 100% and live in debt. These 
are not luxuries. 
  
“The trouble with the anti-growth approach is that it 
considers the amount of resources or emissions as 
fixed. People who think this way assume that we will 
go on in the same old way – that we can change how 
much we do, but not what we do. 
  
“This is wrong. The way to reduce emissions is not to 
do less of the same. It is to do things differently. The 
governments can build enough renewable energy to 
provide all our current electricity use, and to run 
buses and trains for everyone, and to heat houses 
with renewable electricity. Instead of turning down 
the heating, the government insulates all the houses 
so people can have the same temperature using less 
energy. And so on.  
 
Government programmes like this will bring jobs, not 
sacrifice. And there is a problem asking people to 
sacrifice. They won't do it. 
  
In the richer countries working people have learned 
something the hard way over the last thirty years. 
They have seen a young man or woman in a suit 
come to their workplace, or community, and tell 
them we will all have to sacrifice for the good of the 
country. Working people have learned that means 
they will sacrifice, and the suit will not.  
 
Workers and farmers in poor countries feel the same, 
only more so. They want to escape from poverty, and 
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do not want to be told that industrialisation is bad for 
them. 
  
This matters because the leaders of the world are not 
going to act on climate change soon. We need a mass 
movement that can force them to act, or replace 
them with leaders who will act. That movement will 
not succeed without the enthusiastic support of 
workers and farmers in China and India. No one 
thinks those people will support calls for sacrifice. 
They will support a campaign for millions of climate 
jobs. And that would count as growth. 
 
Equality  
  
These are two opposed positions – one against 
growth, one against sacrifice. But it is worth also 
thinking about who sacrifices – about equality.  
  
Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett's book The Spirit 
Level: Why Equality is Better for Everyone shows that 
once countries reach a certain level of wealth, getting 
richer doesn't make life better. What makes life 
better is more equality. Wilkinson and Pickett rank 
the industrialised countries of the North according to 
inequality of incomes. The most unequal rich 
societies are the US, the UK, and Portugal. The most 
equal are Japan and the Scandinavian countries.  
 
Wilkinson and Pickett looked at wide range of social 
indicators you can count – life expectancy, drug 
addiction, alcohol addiction, mental illness, 
achievement in schools, teenage pregnancy, rates of 
imprisonment, murder, rape and obesity. The most 
unequal countries are worst in all categories, the 
most equal best.  
  
They then measured the inequality in income in the 
50 states of the USA, and counted the same 
categories – life expectancy, drug addiction and so 
on. The correlations worked the same for the 50 
states. 
  
They also found that well-to-do people in very 
unequal countries like the US and the UK had shorter 
life expectancies than well-to-do people in more 
equal countries like Japan and Sweden. And the well-
to-do Americans and British were also more likely to 

have serious mental illness, drug addiction, obesity, 
etc. Unequal societies are bad for rich people too. 
  
We cannot be sure of the reasons for these 
correlations. But it looks likely that inequality makes 
people feel sad, disrespected and worthless. It also 
makes them lonely, because the more unequal the 
society, the fewer people are like them. So people 
are desperate to have more things, because they 
need more respect, and respect is measured in 
money and things.  
 
In the USA, for instance, almost 80% of the 
population has less than the average income. It may 
be that those people need less than they have. But if 
you tell them that, they hear you saying they should 
have less respect and equality. 
  
Take the example of an unemployed 30 year old 
African-American man in Baltimore, USA. Compare 
him to a 30 year old university lecturer in Accra, 
Ghana. The American probably has more things – 
more space in a house, a car, a sound system. The 
Ghanaian has a life expectancy 20 years longer. He is 
near the top of an unequal country. The American is 
near the bottom of an unequal country.   
  
This has implications for how people talk about 
growth and climate change. The key here is the word 
'we'. People who argue that 'we' have too much are 
calling for everyone to sacrifice – to keep inequality 
level. People who listen to them know this. 
 
Instead, it is possible to say that 'they' – the rich – 
have too much. and 'we' – the majority –  should 
have more. In simple terms, tax the rich to create 
more jobs for the rest of us. 
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