Hospice workers for the world or midwives to a new one?

Helen Drewery
Nearly 350 people – the majority of them Quakers – spent a gloriously sunny Saturday in the Large Meeting house at Friends House on 26 September, pondering some really tough issues. Deep pessimism and profound hope about the future of the world sat side by side in the four talks we were given. The conference, chaired by Jocelyn Bell Burnell, was called ‘Zero Growth Economy: what would it mean for us?’ and it was clear that Quaker Peace & Social Witness (QPSW) had been prescient in choosing the subject many months ago. 

Miriam Kennet and two of her colleagues from the Green Economics Institute spoke of the flawed ways in which growth is currently measured, using GDP (gross domestic product). One result is that the Exxon Valdez disaster ended up increasing the GDP of Alaska, while most childcare is uncounted. We need ‘de-growth’ to reduce consumption to sustainable levels, and should aim for labour intensive rather than capital intensive ways of working.

Richard Douthwaite, economist and author of The Growth Illusion, explained some of the links between debt, growth and peak oil. Diagrams vividly reminded us what a tiny ‘blip’ in human history the period when we depended on the exploitation of oil will represent. Muslims and early Christians rejected usury – charging interest on loans – because in a steady-state economy it could only work if a business taking out a loan grew at the expense of others. It is charging interest that makes it hard to give up growth, yet we must, if the world is to survive.

Duncan Green, head of research at Oxfam, spoke in a personal capacity about the dilemma of needing to see growth for the poorest in the world, but that is only possible if the rest of us are prepared to cut our carbon emissions drastically. How can politicians be convinced that the sum total of human happiness will be maximised that way? He showed us evidence that happiness increases as incomes rise, but only until a threshold of about $20,000 is reached. Above that, additional happiness is achieved less by buying things and more by how we relate to one another.

Alastair McIntosh, the only Quaker among our speakers, started his talk by running round the platform and crashing into the entrance doors while making train noises. Our brains, he said, were feeling like a train had crashed inside them. And he wasn’t far wrong. His bleak outlook was that climate change had already gone so far that we needed to concentrate on being hospice workers to a dying world, drawing deeply on our spiritual resources to provide succour for the suffering that is to come.

Participants had been invited to hand in question cards for the panel of speakers to address, and over 300 were submitted. The largest number asked about population. Speakers differed on whether reducing population was a priority for reducing emissions or whether empowering women and making contraception available would solve the problem.

Richard differentiated between frugal living and destitution – our aim should be a society based on a rich frugality that nevertheless gets to the roots of destitution. Jocelyn wondered whether Quakers are being called to be midwives to a new way of living and being? The last question was about whether artists and poets had anything to contribute. Duncan responded that you can’t eat poetry, but with poetry you can have a fulfilled life without eating profligately. But we need good science too.

The discussion will continue at a fully booked weekend at Woodbrooke. Meanwhile, if this has whetted your appetite, look at <http://www.quaker.org.uk/zero-growth-economy-conference>www.quaker.org.uk/zero-growth-economy-conference to find the talks as text and as podcasts. And then join in the ‘Quakernomics’ blog at <http://www.quaker.org.uk/quakernomics>www.quaker.org.uk/quakernomics to discuss the issues. If this technology isn’t feasible for you, ask someone in your Meeting to help or contact Miranda Girdlestone on 020 7663 1158 for paper copies of the talks. 

Helen is the general secretary of QPSW.





