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Where we’ve come from…

2Source http://ourworldindata.org/economic-growth
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A note of pessimism…
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The Great Stagnation

4See Cowen, T., 2011, “The Great Stagnation”

In the second 
half of the 
twentieth 
century, 
productivity 
growth and real 
wage growth 
seem to have 
slowed down
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5Source: Eli Dourado
https://twitter.com/elidourado/status/1600569373579690019

Secular stagnation

• In his 1938 AEA Presidential address Alvin Hansen 
speculated on a decline in long term growth due to:

6Hansen, A.H., 1939, "Economic progress and declining population growth", The American Economic Review, 29:1-15 
see http://digamo.free.fr/hansen39.pdf

Falling 
technological 

innovation

Declining 
population and 

lack of 
immigration

Closure of the 
economic 
frontier
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The only discontinuity is around 1900 

7See “1960: The year the singularity was cancelled”, Slate Star Codex
https://slatestarcodex.com/2019/04/22/1960-the-year-the-singularity-was-cancelled/

1650 – 1750 seems a 
crucial enabler

This is for England

Globally, it probably 
occurred in the 1960s

The peak of innovation

8

According to Tyler Cowen 
innovation peaked in 1873!* 

* Cowen, T., The Great Stagnation, 2011, p. 19
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How many industrial revolutions?

9See Howes, A., “How many industrial revolutions?!” Capitalism’s Cradle
https://antonhowes.tumblr.com/post/129162052179/how-many-industrial-revolutions

Overemphasis on coal –
the IR started before 
the steam engine

The Industrial 
Revolution was 
the acceleration 
of innovation. 

We’re still living 
through it

For how much 
longer?

Recent transformative innovations

10See “Steve Jobs - iPhone Introduction in 2007”, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9hUIxyE2Ns8

A “transformative innovation” is a 
technology that completely changes 

how we are able do something

It should be:
• Almost unimaginable for previous 

generations
• With broad and non-obvious 

implications
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The pace of innovation seems to be slowing

11

1820-1870 1870-1914 1914-1970 1970-2020 2020-

• Coal gas for 
heating and 
lighting

• Precision tools
• Mass produced

steel
• Steam 

locomotion
• Public hygiene/

sanitation
• Plastics
• Refrigeration

• Mass electricity
• Artificial 

fertilisers
• Production line
• Internal

combustion 
engine

• Skyscrapers
• Mass vaccination

• Nuclear fission
• Silicon chips
• Domestic 

machines 
(washing 
machines)

• Contraceptive 
pill

• Antibiotics
• Jet engine
• Space flight
• Shipping

container
• GMO crops
• Mass plastics

• Personal 
computing (and
the internet)

See “Welcome to the Great Stagnation” Kaleidic Economics, March 2014 and Howes, A., “How many industrial revolutions?!” 
Capitalism’s Cradle

50 years 44 years 56 years 50 years

??

The rise of skyscrapers

12Oriel Chambers has a good claim to being the world’s first skyscraper – it was the first building to be constructed with a metal
framed curtain wall (the stone façade is decorative). For the opening of the Empire State Building (1931) see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JNy5voG7XOo

Harvey Wiley Corbett's 'City of the Future' 
1913

Oriel Chambers, Liverpool 
1864
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Key distinction

Moderate 
improvements on 

existing 
technology Transformative 

innovation

13

Better ways of 
doing things

New things that 
we can do

Park assist

Uber

Nest Protect

As of 2019 key AI advances: Face ID and Google Assistant. 
See Bogomolov, A., 2019, “Some thoughts on artificial intelligence”, JUnQ 9(2)1-4

Air travel

14

1960s

SS Oriana
1 month

1970s

Boeing 747
1 day

?

Boom Technology claim they can use supersonic planes to halve standard flight times see https://boomsupersonic.com/
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House renovation

15

Life extension

16
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1845 2017

Life expectancy in England

At birth At 5

West, G., 2017 [2018], Scale, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, p.187-188
A cure for cancer would add 3 years to life expectancy at birth, and less than 2 years from age 65 (p.193). 

In 1845 surviving until 5 years old 
would add ~15 years to your life 

expectancy

In 2017 it adds only 1 year

22

27

1845 2017

Life expectancy in England at 100

Months

We’ve only 
gained five 
months of 
longevity!

Maximum possible age: 125 years

(Oldest person ever was Jeanne 
Calment, who died in 1997 at 122 

years and 164 days)
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Life extension vs. health span extension

• Many advances in medical treatment were the difference 
between having a full life or none at all
– Smallpox
– Tetanus
– Polio
– Rubella
– Measles
– Diptheria

• Increasing amounts of spending are directed to extending 
lifespans but these are the final years of low quality life

• Real gains would come from extending health spans, i.e. 
the parts of our life where we are mentally and physically 
fit and active. 

17Why cure dementia – nature’s way of helping us cope with our impending bodily shutdown??

Where is the future we were promised?

18

1969

1969

1970s

The situation What happened? Update

• In the 1960s NASA put 
a man on the moon

• We haven’t been back 
since 1972

• BA (7) and Air France (7) 
made regular 
transatlantic flights with 
Concorde throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s

• Under 3.5hrs from Paris 
to New York!

• Commercial nuclear power 
plants began operation in 
the 1950s

• From 1968-1989 the 
number of operators rose 
from 68-420*

• We were on track to have 
domestic energy cheap and 
fossil fuel free

See Matt Clifford’s Thoughts in Between “Jason Crawford: What is progress and how to we get more of it?” 
https://tib.buzzsprout.com/1597213/9342745-jason-crawford-what-is-progress-and-how-do-we-get-more-of-it
*https://world-nuclear.org/information-library/current-and-future-generation/nuclear-power-in-the-world-today.aspx

• America won the space 
race and therefore 
stopped racing

• Less need to use space 
exploration as a cover 
for military technology

• Safety concerns and an 
unviable business 
model meant they 
permanently retired in 
2003

• Concerns over safety 
and long term 
environmental impact

• As of 2021 there are 
still only 437*

• Defeated by:
• Anti war
• Pro environment

Key issue: To gain traction they need to be part 
of a profitable business plan
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The pessimistic response

• Innovation has peaked
• Growth rates are slowing
• Future generations will be poorer
• Living standards will fall

19

A note of pragmatism…

20
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The pragmatic response

• People in cutting edge growth drivers are becoming more 
risk averse
– Start up rates are falling
– People are less likely to move across state lines

• Emphasis on consumption and entertainment instead of 
production and human capital development
– We value environmental protection over future growth
– We value the greenbelt more than new houses

• The debate is more about wealth distribution rather than 
wealth creation

• Our focus is increasingly on comfort

21See “Welcome to the Great Stagnation” Kaleidic Economics, March 2014

We’re cashing in our leisure premium*

22* Except French mothers, apparently!
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Aircraft design

23https://twitter.com/benedictevans/status/1332292031427833858

• These developments took just 60 years!
• After this, speed became less of a design priority
• Significant improvements have still been made

– Fuel efficiency
– Safety

Matching technologies

• Personal computing (and the internet) are used as a 
matching device for existing preferences

• We are becoming more complacent

24See “Welcome to the Great Stagnation” Kaleidic Economics, March 2014 and Cowen, Tyler "Ten Ways to Live a Less 
Complacent Life”, LinkedIn, May 2017

More of the 
same The best 

recording of every 
genre ever made
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Pop culture has become increasingly familiar

25

• Hardly any recent chart-
topping movies are 
original

• The number of different 
artists on the Billboard 
Top 100 at any one time 
has been falling

• There’s been a rise in the 
number of best selling 
authors who have 
multiple books in the top 
10

• Almost all bestselling 
video games are 
franchise instalments

“Pop Culture Has Become an Oligopoly” by Adam Mastroianni, May 2022
https://experimentalhistory.substack.com/p/pop-culture-has-become-an-oligopoly?s=r

How to be less complacent

26

Social dynamism Intellectual dynamism Physical dynamism

• Abstain from social media 
for 1 month

• Find someone you disagree 
with on social or political 
issues and hold a civil 
conversation to find out 
why they believe what they 
believe

• Go for lunch with a 
colleague from a different 
department

• Explore a music genre 
you’re unfamiliar with until 
you find 3 songs you really 
like

• Go to a theatre and watch 
whatever is on

• Talk to your taxi driver

• Write an article defending 
the opposite of what you 
actually believe

• Take an online course on 
something that has nothing 
to do with your current 
interests/work

• Volunteer, protest, donate to 
causes you believe in

• Consider what is the most 
quirky personality trait you 
have and do more of it

• Develop an idea for a 
product/service that doesn’t 
exist and discuss it with 
friends/family

• Arrange a meeting to discuss 
your career development 
with your manager

• Avoid restaurant review sites 
and chain restaurants for 1 
month

• Sort our your personal 
finances

• Leave your phone at home at 
least once a week

• Choose a random town/city 
50 miles away and explore

See http://tylercowen.com/complacent-class-quiz/
Accessed July 2017
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The impact on national accounts

• Choices about public finance depend on growth 
projections. We are demanding ever-higher government 
spending, leading to increasing public debt burdens. And at 
the same time switching our activity from innovations that 
generate revenue, to those that generate pleasure... 

• The internet means that recessions become more tolerable, 
but also more severe. Technological gains will increase the 
value of leisure, without generating economic output. 

v You can be a utility optimist but a GDP pessimist 

27See “Welcome to the Great Stagnation” Kaleidic Economics, March 2014

Our ethical principles are lagging

• We lack general and universally accepted ethical principles
• Something that combines:

– Attractiveness of ancient wisdom
– Rigour of contemporary philosophy
– Ability to cope with complexity and uncertainty

• “Humanity should take the time for a ‘long reflection’ in 
which we deliberately slow down technological progress to 
give us time to better understand ourselves and our values 
before deciding what we want to do next” 

Simon Beard

Beard, S., “Deep ethics: the long-term quest to decide right from wrong”, 18th June 2019
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20190617-deep-ethics-the-long-term-quest-to-decide-right-from-wrong

For further resources: https://anthonyjevans.com/stagnation/ 28


