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Abstract: This paper explores the messages of various economic growth policies through the lens of the imperative of 

natural capital sustainability. It highlights the key differences between the policy of green growth and the recommended 
policies of stagnation and deceleration of economic growth, as advocated by the Degrowth and Post-growth concepts. 
These differences are evident in the fact that the green growth concept and the associated greening policies are based on 
the assumption that future economic growth is feasible if measures related to increased use of renewable energy, extensive 
recycling, and the transition from linear to circular production are implemented. In other words, proponents of green growth 
do not consider fundamental changes in economic systems necessary to address global environmental issues such as 
climate change, the biodiversity crisis, and other problems associated with the unsustainable exploitation of natural capital. 
Conversely, the critique of green growth from the Degrowth and Post-growth perspectives argues that such policies cannot 
achieve a decoupling of production increases from the consumption of natural capital. Consequently, these concepts 
critique not only economic growth as a central macroeconomic category but also challenge the potential of green growth 
to ensure sustainable global production and consumption in the future. 
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Sažetak: Ovaj rad istražuje različite politike ekonomskog rasta kroz sočivo imperativa održivosti prirodnog kapitala. Ističu 

se ključne razlike između politike zelenog rasta i preporučenih politika stagnacije i usporavanja privrednog rasta, koje 
zagovaraju koncepti odrasta i post-rasta. Te se razlike očitavaju u činjenici da se koncept zelenog rasta i povezane politike 
ozelenjavanja temelje na pretpostavci da je budući ekonomski rast izvodljiv ako se preduzmu i implementiraju mere vezane 
za povećano korišćenje obnovljive energije, ekstenzivno recikliranje i prelazak s linearne na kružnu proizvodnju. Drugim 
rečima, zagovornici zelenog rasta ne smatraju da su fundamentalne promene u ekonomskim sistemima neophodne za 
rešavanje globalnih ekoloških problema kao što su klimatske promene, kriza biodiverziteta i drugi problemi povezani sa 
neodrživom eksploatacijom prirodnog kapitala. Nasuprot tome, kritika zelenog rasta iz perspektive odrasta i post-rasta tvrdi 
da takve politike ne mogu postići razdvajanje povećanja proizvodnje od potrošnje prirodnog kapitala. Shodno tome, ovi 
koncepti kritikuju ne samo ekonomski rast kao centralnu makroekonomsku kategoriju, već i dovode u pitanje potencijal 
zelenog rasta da obezbedi održivu globalnu proizvodnju i potrošnju u budućnosti. 
 

Ključne reči: prirodni kapital, zeleni rast, politike ozelenjavanja, odrast, post-rast.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The origins of modern criticism of economic 
growth, particularly in the context of increasingly 

evident negative environmental externalities and the 
overexploitation of natural resources, can be traced 

back to the 1972 Club of Rome report, The Limits to 
Growth. This report emphasized the necessity for 

economic analysts to consider the physical dim-
ensions of the economy and its functioning in 

accordance with the basic laws of thermodynamics 
(Meadows et al., 1972). Despite its shortcomings, 

the report highlighted a paradox in development 
economics: the notion of limitless production growth 

on a finite planet. 

Brundtland's 1987 report, Our Common Future, 

introduced the concept of sustainable development, 

defining it as the capacity to meet current human 
needs without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs. Overall, 
sustainable development underscores the need to 

balance economic, social, and environmental goals 
(Our Common Future, 1987). 

Criticisms of economic growth policies that 

promote unlimited growth without adequate cons-
ideration of the limits imposed by natural capital 

sustainability have led to the emergence of alt-
ernative frameworks and development policy tools. 

While many criticisms remain theoretical, a smaller 
subset provides concrete guidance for policy-

makers. 

The most common critique of conventional ec-

onomic growth policies centers around the sust-
ainability of natural capital as a driver of unlimited 

growth, and the increasing inequalities in the 
distribution of newly created value and wealth. This 

paper focuses particularly on the first aspect, 
examining how different critiques address the issue 

of natural capital sustainability. 

The scope and messages of criticisms regarding 

the feasibility of unbridled economic growth in the 

context of natural capital sustainability vary sign-
ificantly. These range from advocating minor adjust-

ments to GDP calculations, without questioning the 
central role of growth in policy-making, to supporting 

continued growth with reduced natural capital 
consumption through green economy measures, 

and even to more radical positions advocating for 
the curtailment and slowdown of economic growth. 

The main debates over growth policies in the 

past decade have revolved around the concepts of 
Green Growth, Degrowth, and Post-Growth. How-

ever, the essential differences between these 
concepts and their implications for development 

policy are not always sufficiently highlighted in the 
literature on economic growth and sustainable 

development. Therefore, this paper aims to explain 

the messages of different economic growth appr-
oaches from the perspective of natural capital 

sustainability. 

The structure of the paper includes three 

sections. Following the introduction, the second 

section provides a descriptive analysis of Green 

Growth and its key criticisms from the perspective of 

natural capital sustainability, focusing on Degrowth 

and Post-Growth concepts. The third section 

interprets the results of this descriptive analysis, 

primarily assessing their implications for contemp-

orary macroeconomic development policies. 

1. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

1.1. Natural Capital as an Engine of Economic 

Growth 

From a broad perspective, economic growth 

represents a holistic view of the world, reflecting the 

rise of modern industrialized societies and dominant 

modes of production and consumption. In macro-

economic terms, economic growth is seen as the 

main driver of wealth creation, new investments in 

physical and educational infrastructure, and improv-

ements in innovation at all levels. 

Economic growth is most often measured by 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which quantifies 

the total value of produced and marketed goods and 

services within a country over a year. The GDP per 

capita is commonly used to illustrate the standard of 

living of the population. It is therefore not surprising 

that GDP growth is associated with solving a wide 

range of economic and political problems, including 

increased employment, higher incomes, and impr-

oved social outcomes in education and healthcare. 

Since the mid-20th century, many countries have 

focused their development policies on economic 

growth. However, over the past twenty years, this 

focus has been increasingly criticized as an ins-

ufficient measure of economic and social progress. 

A significant issue is the neglect of the serious 

consequences of human activities on the excessive 

consumption of natural capital. 

Natural capital encompasses all renewable and 

non-renewable natural resources and environm-

ental functions essential for human life and 

economic activity. In other words, it includes natural 

resources, both renewable and non-renewable, the 

environment, and land as a production factor for 

agriculture. Natural capital has four primary funct-

ions for humans: it provides raw materials for 

economic goods, serves as a waste repository, 

supplies natural goods, and supports life. Created or 

produced capital represents everything humans 

have made, while human capital refers to the total 

knowledge, education, and skills possessed by ind-

ividuals.
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Although natural capital has been recognized as 

an input in production, it has long been absent from 

economic growth models. When incorporated, it was 

generally based on the premise of substitutability 

between natural and created capital. In other words, 

it was assumed that a reduction in natural capital 

could be offset by an increase in created or human 

capital, keeping the final output constant (Costanza 

& Daly, 1992). 

Neoclassical economic theory assumes that 

natural and created capital are almost perfectly 

substitutable. Nobel laureate Robert Solow argues 

that this substitution occurs over time: current 

generations consume natural capital but leave a 

greater volume of created and human capital for 

future generations (Solow, 1993). This idea is based 

on two important assumptions: that technological 

progress will enable the transformation of natural 

capital and that market mechanisms will effectively 

allocate resources. Consequently, the need to 

incorporate environmental values into the market 

through the internalization of external effects has 

become increasingly evident. 

If we assume that it is sufficient to maintain the 

sum of all types of capital constant, then addressing 

the preservation of nature and its functions would be 

unnecessary. It would be sufficient to increase 

created capital proportionally to the destruction of 

natural capital. From a neoclassical perspective, the 

weak sustainability approach is considered 

acceptable. Hartwick's rule, for instance, posits that 

consumption can remain constant or increase if the 

rent from non-renewable resources is reinvested in 

renewable capital (Hartwick, 1977). 

The neoclassical assumption of perfect 

substitutability between natural and created capital 

has faced significant criticism. Critiques commonly 

question why so much natural capital has historically 

been converted into created capital if they are true 

substitutes (Daly, 2007). Natural capital is essential 

for producing created capital, suggesting that they 

are not true substitutes. Moreover, while the destr-

uction of created capital is not irreversible, the loss 

of certain plant and animal species, as well as non-

renewable fossil fuels, is often irreversible. Add-

itionally, if created capital was a true substitute for 

natural capital, it would be unclear why increasing 

created capital is necessary when natural capital is 

abundant (Costanza & Daly, 1992). Unlike created 

capital, natural capital can, in some cases, renew 

itself (Farley & Daly, 2006). Therefore, while there 

may be some degree of substitutability between 

labor and created capital or between different types 

of natural capital, perfect substitutability between 

created and natural capital is not feasible. 

If natural and created capital are complem-

entary, then economic growth is constrained by the 

type of capital that is in the shortest supply. Hist-
orically, when the production subsystem was 

relatively small compared to the global ecosystem, 
created capital was the limiting factor. Today, with 

exponential population growth and accelerated 
economic development, natural capital has become 

the limiting factor. 

The fact that economic growth can no longer be 
considered without acknowledging the constraints 

imposed by the finite nature of natural resources and 
the capacity of ecosystems to absorb environmental 

pollutants is frequently overlooked. This oversight is 
often viewed as an inevitable consequence of 

expanding economic activities. Within this fram-
ework, discussions about economic growth have 

increasingly centered on the tension between prod-
uction and consumption growth and the susta-

inability of natural capital. This tension highlights the 
challenges and potential scope of the concept of 

green growth. 

1.2. The Essence of the Green Growth Concept 

At the core of the green growth concept is the 
belief that it is possible to achieve economic growth 

while maintaining a stable or preferably declining 
trend in the exploitation of natural capital. Green 

growth aims to address long-standing economic and 
environmental challenges while promoting new 

forms of growth. This involves stimulating production 
through reduced consumption of natural resources 

and energy and minimizing pollution per unit of final 
output (Loiseau et al., 2016). 

Analytically, the idea of green growth can be 

related to the Environmental Kuznets Curve. 

According to this model, economic growth initially 
leads to environmental degradation, but beyond a 

certain level of development, a turning point occurs 
where economic growth becomes decoupled from 

environmental harm (Figure 1). In the context of 
economic growth analysis, this concept of decoupling 

should be understood in two dimensions: first, as the 
separation of economic growth from the use of 

natural resources, and second, as the separation of 
economic growth from environmental pollution. 

The concept of decoupling is crucial because 

humanity's tendency to intensify economic growth 
and improve human well-being often implies incr-

eased consumption of natural resources. According 
to neoclassical mainstream principles, this cons-

umption typically has serious negative consequences 
for the environment and human health. The deco-

upling of economic growth from natural resource 
consumption and the impact of production growth on 

environmental degradation could, all else being 
equal, positively influence human well-being (Wood 
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et al., 2018; Charlier & Fizaine, 2023). Therefore, in 
evaluating the success of the transition from 

traditional production models to green economy, it is 
important to consider not only GDP growth rates, 

natural resource use, and pollutant emissions but 
also indicators of human well-being growth. 

 

 

Figure 1: Environmental Kuznets Curve 
Source: Karić et al., 2023 

 

Proponents of green economic growth continue 

to view growth as a central policy goal but advocate 

for various adjustments to make growth more 

sustainable and inclusive. Examples of green growth 

policy instruments include environmental taxes, 

decarbonization measures, and other similar initiat-

ives. Essentially, green growth is a key component of 

the green economy and a fundamental premise for 

achieving sustainable development goals. It fund-

amentally refers to economic growth driven by 

resource-efficient and cleaner production practices. 

1.3. Critiques of Green Growth: Degrowth and 

Postgrowth Concepts 

Criticisms of the green growth concept often 

highlight that many of the so-called planetary 

boundaries have already been exceeded, resulting 

in a high risk of generating large, sudden, or 

irreversible changes in the natural environment. In 

2009, the Thomson Reuters Foundation introduced 

the framework of 'planetary boundaries,' assessing 

anthropogenic impacts on nine biophysical proc-

esses critical for maintaining the state of the planet 

necessary for modern human society. The 2009 

report indicated that three of these planetary 

boundaries had been surpassed (Rockström et al., 

2009). A subsequent study published in September 

2023 found that six of the nine planetary boundaries 

had now been exceeded (Richardson et al., 2023). 

These processes are interdependent and can disrupt 

each other, leading to significant uncertainty. Sci-

entists believe that the boundary for climate change 

has been most critically surpassed (Figure 2).  

Critics of green economy policies argue that 
their proponents fail to fully address the fundamental 
changes required in economic systems to resolve 
critical issues such as the climate crisis, biodiversity 
loss, and various forms of environmental degrad-
ation. Instead, these critics advocate for alternative 
frameworks that propose significant economic 
transformations, including the cessation of econ-
omic growth. Among the approaches that question 
the efficacy of green growth policies in addressing 
escalating environmental challenges are the 

concepts of Degrowth and Post-growth. 

Proponents of the Degrowth concept assert that 
a declining economy could potentially address ecol-
ogical limits and social issues. This perspective adv-
ocates for profound structural reforms and proposes 
several policy options, including the cessation of 
fossil fuel extraction and consumption, restrictions on 
advertising, a focus on community practices and the 
sharing of goods, shorter working hours, and the 
implementation of a universal basic income.  

The central motive behind the Degrowth conc-
ept is to enhance quality of life and promote envir-
onmental sustainability. Degrowth advocates for a 
shift in societal priorities from relentless economic 
growth and production to a focus on sustainability, 
well-being, environmental stewardship, and coop-
eration. It is a framework that mobilizes numerous 
researchers and activists to challenge the domin-
ance of economic growth, arguing for a radical 
societal reorganization that significantly reduces the 
use of natural resources and energy as a necessary, 

albeit challenging, option (Kallis, 2018). 

 The current form of economic growth in ind-
ustrialized countries is deemed unsustainable. Even 
if this growth is characterized as "green" - part of a 
transformative agenda investing heavily in renewable 
energy and sustainability - industrialized countries 
cannot rapidly reduce their negative impacts on 
natural capital while their economies continue to 
expand (Schmelzer et al., 2022: 11). Thus, transf-
orming industrial production in economically devel-
oped countries is crucial for mitigating environmental 
damage and excessive resource consumption (Klein, 
2019). Supporters of Degrowth argue that it is not 
only feasible but highly desirable to live well without 
continuous growth, aiming to create a more just, 
democratic, and truly prosperous society. This 
perspective is driven by issues such as inequality in 
value distribution, exceeding biophysical limits of 
natural capital, work overload, and rising living costs 
(Demaria et al., 2013). Achieving this requires a 
fundamental political and economic restructuring to 
overcome the structural dependence on growth 
embedded in capitalist economies, from industrial 
infrastructure to social systems and ideological 

growth myths (Jackson, 2017).   
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Figure 2: Current status of control variables for all nine planetary boundaries. 
Source: Richardson et al., 2023  

 
 

 

Figure 3: Steady State Economy 

Source: Authors  
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Degrowth rejects the conventional growth theory 

notion that crises are resolved by recession and 

reduced savings, advocating instead for new 

approaches to sustainable production and demand. 

Evidence increasingly suggest that economic 

growth is not a sufficient condition for improving 

quality of life (Schmelzer et al., 2022). In essence, 

Degrowth represents a targeted reduction in 

economic activity and consumption in high-income 

countries to foster a more socially sustainable 

society. While certain economic sectors, such as 

renewable energy and public transportation, must 

grow to ensure a sustainable future, other sectors 

that primarily boost corporate profits and cons-

umption among the wealthiest have minimal impact 

on overall human well-being (Hickel, 2020). The 

constant pursuit of economic growth, critics argue, 

benefits only a small portion of the population and 

incurs substantial social and environmental costs. 

The challenge is to halt the unending quest to 

increase global production and consumption and 

instead create socio-ecological conditions that 

support meaningful, fulfilling lives for all. The core 

idea of Degrowth is living well with less, which can 

be achieved by prioritizing welfare, justice, and 

sustainability through transformative strategies that 

allow societies to decelerate (Kallis et al., 2020). 

This approach envisions a post-capitalist economy 

that is more socially responsible, focusing on impr-

oving human well-being and preventing ecological 

collapse. By consuming less from nature, it is poss-

ible to achieve more, with proponents advocating for 

the abandonment of growth as the primary econ-

omic goal and reorganizing economies to enhance 

well-being rather than capital accumulation. 

The Post-growth concept challenges the est-

ablished economic position that a higher GDP per 

capita invariably indicates greater human well-being 

(Wiedmann et al., 2020). This approach suggests 

that wider economic justice, enhanced social well-

being, and ecological regeneration can be achieved 

without the continuous intensification of economic 

growth. Economies function within a physical env-

ironment and depend on the ongoing use of natural 

capital. Natural resources, whether non-renewable 

or renewable at a rate limited by environmental 

capacity, inherently limit future economic growth. 

Similarly, the environment's capacity to absorb 

waste and pollution is strained by continually grow-

ing production and consumption. Evidence from the 

late 20th century indicated that the rate of natural 

resource consumption outpaced renewal rates, 

while waste emissions exceeded the environment's 

capacity to manage them. 

Supporters of the Post-growth concept argue 

that it is possible to structure the economy so that 

production remains within the limits imposed by 

available natural capital. They emphasize that hum-

an activities and flawed production-consumption 

patterns place significant pressure on a planet with 

limited resources. Future economic and social 

development should focus on operating within 

natural limits, with waste production matching envir-

onmental absorption capacities. Technological adv-

ances alone cannot overcome physical limits, such 

as finite oil reserves. Therefore, future economic 

policies must be more committed to addressing 

natural capital sustainability. Post-growth advocates 

believe that respecting natural capital constraints 

requires rejecting the paradigm of unlimited econ-

omic growth. Existing societies, economies, and 

cultures, however, promote consumption expansion 

and inhibit necessary social changes due to the 

growth imperative in competitive market economies 

(Wiedmann et al., 2020). 

2. DISCUSSION 

 The preceding descriptive and graphical 

analysis of economic growth sustainability, cons-

idering the limitations imposed by natural capital, 

leads to the following conclusions: 

Green Growth Perspective: Proponents of 

Green Growth assert that it is possible to achieve 

increased production while avoiding transgression 

of planetary boundaries, thanks to the decoupling of 

economic growth from environmental degradation. 

This concept hinges on the idea that economic 

expansion can be reconciled with environmental 

sustainability through efficient resource use and 

technological innovation. 

Criticism of Green Growth: Critics argue that 

natural capital is fundamentally the limiting factor for 

economic growth, making indefinite production 

increases unfeasible. They contend that the 

neoclassical view of substituting natural capital with 

other forms of capital in the production process is 

unrealistic. This necessitates a qualitatively new 

approach to understanding the future possibilities of 

economic growth, recognizing the intrinsic limits of 

natural resources. 

Degrowth and Post-growth Alternatives: In 

contrast to the Green Growth paradigm, which is 

rooted in sustainable development, the Degrowth 

and Post-growth concepts offer alternative visions of 

"development without growth." These perspectives 

suggest that development must occur within the 

constraints imposed by finite natural capital. They 

argue that a future perspective on development 

should focus on satisfying needs within the limits of 
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natural resource availability, advocating for a 

reduction in economic activity and consumption as a 

path to sustainability.  

This discussion underscores the critical debate 

on how economic growth interacts with envir-

onmental sustainability and the need for innovative 

approaches to reconcile human development with 

ecological limits. 

CONCLUSION 

Degrowth and Post-growth represent inter-

secting philosophies that underscore the necessity 

for profound socio-ecological transformation. They 

both recognize the inherent limits to growth, emph-

asizing the need to safeguard planetary boundaries 

and societal well-being to mitigate potential trade-

offs. 

Degrowth advocates for a fundamental shift in 

societal priorities from relentless economic growth 

and production to a focus on sustainability, well-

being, environmental stewardship, and cooperation. 

Proponents argue that the continuous expansion of 

production and consumption, whether measured by 

GDP or other metrics, is untenable on a finite planet. 

Post-growth offers a fundamentally different 

approach compared to Green Growth. While Green 

Growth focuses on integrating green technologies to 

achieve sustainable development within the current 

growth paradigm, Post-growth challenges the very 

premise of continuous economic expansion. 

According to Post-growth advocates, the primary 

challenge lies not in implementing green techn-

ologies but in rethinking and transforming the 

relationship between society, the economy, and the 

environment. 

Together, these concepts highlight the urgent 

need to reassess how economic activities align with 

ecological limits and social needs, advocating for 

transformative changes that prioritize ecological 

balance and human well-being over unchecked 

growth. 
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