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Preface

Over the last fifteen years, degrowth has made significant contributions: it
has helped to politicize the debate on sustainability and development,
question green growth and technologically focused futurism, strengthen
utopian alternatives, and bring together social movements, academics, and
those engaged in the solidarity economy and civil society. During times of
intense and continuous crisis, the degrowth community has become a
gathering place for people who are seeking answers to how we got in this
mess in the first place, and how we can get out of it. This book describes the
debates that have happened within this community, and relays them to a
wider audience.

This is an expanded version of an original German book, first published
in 2019, Degrowth/Postwachstum zur Einführung, written by Matthias
Schmelzer and Andrea Vetter. For the English version, we worked with
Aaron Vansintjan to extend it for an international audience, changing it
significantly in terms of structure, argumentation, and content. Many people
and organizations have been instrumental in making this book a reality. We
would like to thank our publisher, Verso Books, who gave us the opportunity
to bring the degrowth debate to the centre of the English-speaking left. The



writing of this book was made possible by several institutions: the
Konzeptwerk Neue Ökonomie (Laboratory for a New Economy) in Leipzig
enabled Andrea and Matthias to work in a self-organized collective at the
interface of NGOs and social movements doing organizing and outreach
around social and ecological justice and alternative economics. The ‘Post-
Growth Societies’ research group at the Friedrich-Schiller-University Jena,
which played a key role in shaping and advancing the academic debate on
capitalist growth drivers and post-growth, as well as the follow-up ‘flumen’
project, provided an intellectual context for working on and discussing this
book. The Barcelona Degrowth Reading Group and the organization
Research & Degrowth have also been crucial through providing a supportive
and critically engaged environment for learning about degrowth. Also, we
are grateful for the financial support of the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation in
New York City, who made it possible for Aaron to work on the book.
Finally, during the process of writing this book, we were all involved with
and learned from various social movements. Without the support of all of
these, this book would not exist.

Degrowth thinkers, following feminist theories of science, point out that
there can be no ‘neutral’ science but that the production of knowledge is
always bound to a specific location. This introduction has been written by
three politically engaged academics who are part of a wider community, the
members of which have shaped and transformed our thinking. Even so, in this
book, we have sought to balance a thorough and fair representation of
degrowth with a critical engagement with those same ideas. We hope that we
have succeeded in this effort.

We also want to thank all the individuals who made the creation of this
book possible and accompanied it through intensive and often critical
discussions. In particular, we want to thank Frank Adler, Max Ajl, Bengi
Akbulut, Rut Elliot Blomqvist, Ulrich Brand, Ky Brooks, Hubertus
Buchstein, Michaela Christ, Silke van Dyk, Dennis Eversberg, Christoph
Gran, Friederike Habermann, Lina Hansen, Giorgos Kallis, Vijay
Kolinjivadi, Martin Krobath, Cornelia Kühn, Steffen Lange, Steffen Liebig,
Eva Mahnke, Christoph Sanders, Tilman Santarius, Ulrich Schachtschneider,
Bernd Sommer, and Nina Treu. We also thank the German publisher Junius
for making this English book possible. All errors and inaccuracies are of
course the sole responsibility of the authors.



We hope that this book can be an inspiration to think differently about
today and tomorrow, to continue researching ways beyond growth, and to
strengthen social movements that aim at building a future for all beyond
capitalism.

Matthias Schmelzer, Andrea Vetter, and Aaron Vansintjan
Berlin and Montreal, December 2021
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1
Introduction

In April 2020, a group of academics in the Netherlands wrote a manifesto for
a post-pandemic recovery. This manifesto, with its five demands based on
the principles of a little-known ‘degrowth’ movement, gained widespread
attention. In this moment of insecurity and destabilization, it pushed the
degrowth agenda into Dutch mainstream media and the traditional corridors
of power, and it was discussed on prime-time television and in parliament.
The claim that the neoliberal and growth-based model of development
underpins many of our current crises – including the coronavirus pandemic –
resonated with many, as did the call for a strategy to reorient the
conversation away from symptoms and towards underlying causes. The
manifesto made five key policy proposals:

A move away from development focused on aggregate GDP growth (economic growth is
conventionally measured as increasing gross domestic product, or GDP) to differentiate
between sectors that can grow and need investment (the so-called critical public sectors,
clean energy, education, health, and more) and sectors that must radically degrow due to
their fundamental unsustainability or their role in driving continuous and excessive
consumption (especially private sector oil, gas, mining, advertising, and so forth);
An economic framework focused on redistribution, which establishes a universal basic
income rooted in a universal social policy system, a strong progressive taxation of income,
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profits, and wealth, reduced working hours and job sharing, and which recognizes care work
and essential public services such as health and education for their intrinsic value;
Agricultural transformation towards regenerative agriculture based on biodiversity
conservation, sustainable and mostly local and vegetarian food production, as well as fair
agricultural employment conditions and wages;
Reduction of consumption and travel, with a drastic shift from luxury and wasteful
consumption and travel to basic, necessary, sustainable, and satisfying consumption and
travel;
Debt cancellation, especially for workers and small business owners and for countries in the
Global South (both from richer countries and international financial institutions).1

Whether these proposals really grasp the core of degrowth will become clear
throughout the rest of this book. We feature them in full here to highlight how
the economic crisis caused by the pandemic has shifted the conversation
around economic growth. On the one hand, as illustrated by the Dutch
example (and we will cite several others later on), a widespread feeling –
encapsulated in the slogan that went viral, ‘We don’t want to get back to
normal, since normalcy was the problem’ – created a window of opportunity
for degrowth ideas to become known and see more widespread support.

On the other hand, and likely as a reaction to the increasing popularity of
degrowth ideas, major newspapers from Forbes to the Financial Times and
The Spectator started to publish opinion pieces that frontally attacked
degrowth. These argued that ‘the coronavirus crisis reveals the misery of
degrowth’, that degrowth would make the recession permanent, or that it
would be a ‘recipe for misery and disaster’.2 And, indeed, this is how many
people initially understand degrowth, as a call for economic recession,
austere lifestyles, romantic luddism – as a reaction against progress.
However, as we will argue throughout the book, recessions and what
happened during the pandemic do not represent degrowth, far from it.

So, what is this idea that, at the height of the pandemic, sparked a debate
about radical alternatives, as illustrated by the Dutch manifesto, and which
also provoked intense reactions from the establishment, as illustrated by the
ongoing wave of half-baked opinion pieces lambasting degrowth?

‘Degrowth’ is a term that is increasingly mobilized by scholars and
activists to criticize the hegemony of growth – and a proposal for a radical
reorganization of society that leads to a drastic reduction in the use of energy
and resources and that is deemed necessary, desirable, and possible.
Degrowth starts from the fact – demonstrated by an increasing number of
studies – that further economic growth in industrialized countries is



unsustainable. Even if that growth is ‘green’ or ‘inclusive’, or even as part of
a transformative progressive agenda that massively invests in renewable
energies and the sustainability transition, industrialized countries cannot
reduce their environmental impact (emissions, material throughput, etc.) fast
and sufficiently enough while, at the same time, growing their economies.
The transformation needed in industrialized countries – if they are to reduce
their emissions and environmental impacts fast enough to leave space for the
Global South to develop – will also lead to reducing the size of Global
North economies.3 While this need for sufficiency, a reduction of the material
throughput for the most affluent, or an end to overconsumption may sound
radical to many, it is increasingly common ground among ecologically
oriented progressives. For example, Naomi Klein writes in her recent book
that lays out the case for a Green New Deal:

The bottom line is that an ecological crisis that has its roots in the overconsumption of natural
resources must be addressed not just by improving the efficiency of our economies, but also by
reducing the amount of material stuff that the wealthiest 20 percent of people on the planet
consume.4

Degrowth claims that such a transformation in the Global North is not only
possible but also desirable: it is feasible to live well without growth and to
make society more just, democratic, and truly prosperous on the way. To do
this, however, a fundamental political and economic reorganization of
society is necessary, which aims at overcoming multiple structural growth
dependencies inherent in the capitalist economy – from industrialized
infrastructures to social systems to the ideological myths of growth societies.
More specifically, degrowth can be defined as the democratic transition to a
society that – in order to enable global ecological justice – is based on a
much smaller throughput of energy and resources, that deepens democracy
and guarantees a good life and social justice for all, and that does not depend
on continuous expansion (see chapter 4 for a more thorough exposition of this
definition). Before explaining where degrowth comes from and what exactly
it proposes, we start by situating ourselves in a particular moment, showing
why degrowth has taken such a crucial place in the political landscape today.

Why degrowth and not a Green New Deal?



It has been noted for decades, but by now everybody can see it clearly: we
live in a time of many and accelerating crises. Climate breakdown is
breathing down our neck. Biodiversity is collapsing in ecosystems around the
world, and many natural safety nets – water cycles, soil fertility, fish stocks,
microbial diversity – are unravelling. Civil war and natural disasters have
ripped whole countries apart, sending millions of people to seek safety –
only to be blocked by militarized borders. A pandemic has brought the global
economy to a shuddering halt. Financial and economic crises roil the world
roughly every decade. There is a resurgence of nationalist and racist
electoral parties. Meanwhile, mass movements arise every year to demand
change, blocking business as usual. While leaders have promised prosperity
and a middle-class lifestyle for all decades ago, those standards of living are
becoming less and less attainable for most, as high levels of stable
employment tilt towards precarity and endemic unemployment.

Which proposals might get us out of this mess? Here, we find it useful to
borrow a term from Immanuel Wallerstein, the world-systems theorist. In the
2000s – during what we could now consider the heyday of neoliberalism and
the corresponding global movements against it – Wallerstein suggested that
there were two main political camps: the ‘Spirit of Davos’, where the
world’s economic and political elites meet at the annual World Economic
Forum, and the ‘Spirit of Porto Alegre’, the birthplace of the World Social
Forums, where the world’s popular social movements come together. Today,
these camps have been split into two poles each.5

On the Davos side, there are not only the globalists, many of whom are in
favour of green capitalism, but also feudal authoritarians and neo-fascists, as
represented in particular by Donald Trump in the United States, Jair
Bolsonaro in Brazil, and Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines. The globalists
recognize the reality of climate change, and advocate ecological
modernization and green growth. They think there is no need to fundamentally
change the current system – we just need better technology, more efficiency,
and the proper application of science and market mechanisms.6 Just replace
what we have now with electric cars, carbon capture and storage, green
appliances, and renewable and nuclear energy – and the problem is solved.
Neo-fascists, by contrast, are more explicitly in favour of a kind of eco-
apartheid: close the borders to migrants fleeing ecological collapse and the
ravages of capitalist globalization, expand military powers to defend the
privileges of those who have benefited from economic growth, further



entrench the global division of labour, and accelerate the extraction of
resources. What drives this reactionary idea is the willingness to change
everything in order to preserve what is seen as the natural order of things.
Ultimately, this proposal will lead to a world more unequal than the one that
exists today and will still cause the wide-scale collapse of the present
system. Importantly, both camps – the globalists and the neofascists – favour
growth; they just support different means to attain it.7

On the other side, the Porto Alegre camp also has two poles. On the one
hand, there is progressive productivism: those parts of the left that – in the
tradition of socialist and social-democratic workers’ movements – focus on
growth, increases in technical productivity, and redistribution, and that tend
to prefer vertical forms of organization. Often, these leftists argue for keeping
existing technological infrastructure, but seek to make it more efficient and
socially just through centralized and hierarchical state planning. Proposals
for utopias based on overcoming work through productivity increases or a
‘fully automated luxury communism’ also fall in this camp.8 Let us call this
‘left productivism’. On the other hand, there are the libertarian movements
and currents that strongly focus on self-organization from below and that
fundamentally question growth – we could call this ‘left libertarianism’. This
pole positions itself against hierarchy and productivism, and seeks to
fundamentally alter global relations towards a multi-polar, post-growth
internationalism. Today, degrowth has become one of the key reference
points within left libertarianism in the Global North – or, as put in a recent
volume, within the ‘mosaic of alternatives’ that fight for a good life beyond
growth, industrialism, and domination.9

In the last half-decade, one phrase has been at the centre of both
controversies and potential alliances between the productivist and libertarian
poles: the Green New Deal. Some watered-down versions of a Green New
Deal or ‘Green Deal’ are promoted by governments, international
organizations, and the European Commission, which essentially boil down to
the ecological modernization of capitalism. These would be considered
green growth globalism, firmly placed in the Davos camp.

But we are here only interested in the more transformative leftist
variants. Long a set of policies for transition upheld by Green Party
candidates, the Green New Deal is increasingly becoming a cornerstone of
radical environmental politics and also larger political parties, such as the



Labour Party in the UK and parts of the Democratic Party in the United
States.10 The basic proposal seeks – through public investment and
regulations – to radically reduce fossil fuel consumption and transition to a
fully renewable economy, while guaranteeing just working conditions and
full employment, as well as vastly improved living conditions, for all, and in
particular for marginalized communities. Inspired by the New Deal carried
out by US president Franklin D. Roosevelt following the Great Depression in
the 1930s, the idea is for a large-scale mobilization and public investment
programme of green Keynesianism that fundamentally restructures the
economy.

While at first sight it appears that there is stark opposition between these
more transformative, leftist Green New Deals and degrowth, we argue
throughout the book that there are many overlaps and similarities, that there is
a wide scope for learning from each other and for collaborations, and that
degrowth offers an important corrective for existing Green New Deal
proposals. Degrowth’s particular strengths include its strong analysis of the
biophysical metabolism of capitalism, the global justice and resource
implications of ecological modernization, the ideological hegemony
perpetuated by growth-based economics, and its advancement of more
deeply transformative policy proposals for an economy based on autonomy,
care, and sufficiency.11

What distinguishes degrowth most clearly from other socioecological
proposals is the politicization of social metabolism and its ramifications for
policy design. Degrowth shares with most programmes of ecological
modernization – and with the Green New Deals – the call for massive
investments into rapidly building up the material infrastructures for a post-
fossil society, from (community-controlled) renewable energy sources to
(democratically managed) public transport networks, to retrofitted (social or
collective) housing, or to (worker-owned) industrial plants (such as for long-
lasting, repairable, and recyclable consumer products). Similar to the
outlook of Kate Aronoff, Alyssa Battistoni, Daniel A. Cohen, and Thea
Riofrancos in A Planet to Win, degrowth also calls for ‘a “Last Stimulus” of
green economic development in the short term to build landscapes of public
affluence, develop new political-economic models, jump off the growth
treadmill, break with capital, and settle into a slower groove’.12 However,
the degrowth analysis – which takes into account extensive research on
climate injustice and the possibilities of decoupling emissions from



economic growth – posits that this needs to be accompanied by an economy-
wide transition beyond economic growth. These studies show that a Green
New Deal with growth – even if temporary – will likely be not sustainable.

Thus, while Green New Deal proposals tend to emphasize this
investment push and the growth of everything sustainable, degrowth also and
at least as rigorously puts the focus on the many things that will have to go.
To bring about a globally just and sustainable economy, large areas of
production and consumption will need to be dismantled, while other systems
will need to be built in their place. In contrast to most Green New Deals,
degrowth formulates active policies to achieve a selective downscaling and
de-accumulation of those economic activities that cannot be made
sustainable, contribute little use values, or are superfluous consumption –
and these include things like advertising, planned obsolescence, ‘bullshit
jobs’, private planes, or fossil fuel and defence industries. Degrowth claims
that there is a need to reduce energy and material throughput to avoid
ecological overshoot. Furthermore, the necessary policies that put a cap on
emissions, rapidly curb fossil production, and end overconsumption will
likely lead to a reduction of GDP. While this might not be bad in and of itself
(as GDP is a highly problematic indicator), societies need to be prepared by
reorganizing institutions so that they are no longer dependent on growth and
accumulation.13

There is certainly a tension that needs to be addressed here, since Green
New Deal platforms are either in favour of economic growth or vague on
whether the goal is growth, even as they propose policies that will in fact
spur economic expansion.14 So, how could the ‘last stimulus’ of the Green
New Deal be combined with more transformative policies? These policies
should, on the one hand, aim at degrowing those areas of production and
consumption that are related to excess energy, mass, and emissions and, on
the other hand, ensure that these investments do not merely stabilize an
economic system built around growth and accumulation, but initiate its
transformation. Furthermore, Green New Deal platforms have been criticized
for simply continuing, rather than challenging, uneven neo-colonial
relationships between industrialized countries and the rest of the world.15

For example, by expanding solar power and lithium battery storage
technology without taking apart the unequal relationships between rich



countries buying lithium and poor countries mining it, the Green New Deal
may just create new problems and entrench neo-colonialism.16

Degrowth, we argue in this book, offers perspectives that should be
productively integrated and critically adapted into progressive politics,
including those of what has been proposed as a ‘Green New Deal without
Growth’. Proponents of degrowth are therefore not only faced with the
challenge of organizing social majorities for a political project in the face of
a shift to the right which advocates growth-oriented authoritarianism, as well
as the continued presence of fossil fuel–driven and green capitalism. It is
also important to convince those who represent the ‘Spirit of Porto Alegre’ –
but are also oriented towards productivism – of the merits of a degrowth
society. In this way, degrowth advocates must navigate the multiple political
realities that arise through repeated crises of the capitalist system and
people’s responses to these.

This book is one attempt at navigating these challenges: by showing how
degrowth can respond to the crises we face, we seek not only to introduce the
various critiques of growth and the vision, policies, and strategies of
degrowth, but also make a case for a degrowth that specifically addresses
capitalism and societal hierarchies, and to argue why the left should support
it.

Where did degrowth come from?

Criticism of economic growth is almost as old as the phenomenon of
economic growth itself. But the term ‘degrowth’, as it is used today, can be
traced to relatively recent beginnings. Let us take a short look at its history.
Some traditions of growth criticism date back to the late eighteenth century
and ranged from Luddite riots against the machines of industrialization to
romantic unease with modernity or anti-colonial dissections of European
civilization. Yet, in the second half of the twentieth century, changed public
perceptions of the finiteness of resources on this planet also led to a popular
surge in critiques of economic growth. The first report to the Club of Rome
in 1972 initiated a global debate on ‘The Limits to Growth’ which has not yet
subsided. The birth of the word décroissance, translated into English as
‘degrowth’, can also be dated back to the year 1972. The political theorist
André Gorz already asked at that time: ‘Is the earth’s balance, for which no-



growth – or even degrowth – of material production is a necessary condition,
compatible with the survival of the capitalist system?’17 Other intellectuals
of this period influenced the early degrowth discussion – particularly
important was the Romanian-American mathematician and economist
Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, who integrated an understanding of physics and
thermodynamics into economic theory. The debate on growth at the time
extended far beyond environmental movements and included governments of
industrialized countries, trade unions, and anti-colonial debates about
development. One aspect of current degrowth ideas has been, for example,
articulated by US revolutionary intellectuals and civil rights activists James
and Grace Lee Boggs, who argued in 1974 that ‘the revolution to be made in
the United States will be the first revolution in history to require the masses
to make material sacrifices rather than to acquire more material things,’
because, they continue, these were ‘acquired at the expense of damning over
one-third of the world into a state of underdevelopment, ignorance, disease
and early death’.18 Still, during this time, the term ‘degrowth’ was rarely
used, and did not become a frame for a wider set of ideas until much later –
and with the end of the oil crisis and the rise of neoliberalism since the
1980s, broader criticism of economic growth receded into the background.19

This only changed in the early 2000s. At the height of the neoliberal
penseé unique (Margaret Thatcher’s ‘There is no alternative’) and the
hegemony of ‘sustainable development’ in environmental debates (the claim
that economic growth can be reconciled with sustainability), degrowth was
formed as a political project to open up cracks for systemic alternatives. In
2002, a special issue of the French magazine S!lence was published with the
title ‘Decroissance soutenable et conviviale’ (sustainable and convivial
degrowth). In the introduction of the issue, Bruno Clémentin and Vincent
Cheynet coined the term décroissance soutenable explicitly as a counter-
term to ‘sustainable development’, the buzzword at the time. In pairing the
words ‘degrowth’ and ‘sustainability’, the authors highlighted the fact that
ending the pursuit of growth should not point to collapse or recession – as the
word ‘degrowth’ may suggest to many – but to a democratic process of
transformation to a more just, sustainable, and less material and energy-
intensive society. And the reference to degrowth as ‘convivial’ (a French
term, based on Latin con vivere, to live together) emphasized that it referred
to a positive vision of the good life defined by cooperative social



interrelations with each other and with nature, a vision insisting that another
world is indeed possible.20

In this new use of the term, ‘degrowth’ was both a provocation and a
political proposal meant to challenge mainstream economic assumptions of
development and to lay out a path for the future. Initially, it combined two
intellectual strands: first, a socio-metabolic and thermodynamic analysis of
capitalist growth, which highlighted the need for the countries of the Global
North to exit the irrational and unsustainable growth race and subvert the
related hegemony of the ‘growth paradigm’ that claimed GDP growth was
good, imperative, and limitless; second, the radical critiques of the ‘post-
development’ school of thought, which criticized capitalist ‘development’
and the idea that progress requires growth as a misguided, destructive, and
universalizing Western ideology.21 The term gained currency in France in the
following years, especially through the work of French economist,
philosopher, and critic of development Serge Latouche.22 By 2008, the
English term ‘degrowth’ had received international attention, with the first
‘International Degrowth Conference on Ecological Sustainability and Social
Justice’ in Paris. From this point onwards, the degrowth concept spread from
France to Spain, Italy, the rest of Europe, and beyond.23

In its origins, the movement was rooted in anarchist environmental
groups, campaigns for car-free cities and against large-scale industrial
infrastructure, as well as in local collective projects such as collective
housing groups and eco-villages. Yet it was the biannual International
Degrowth Conferences which served as meeting points, places for
discussion, and the slow formation of an international degrowth framework.
In 2014, the Fourth International Conference in Leipzig attracted 3,000
participants. By 2020, the Seventh International Conference, held online due
to the COVID-19 pandemic, attracted over 4,000 participants. Research on
the subject has multiplied, with hundreds of peer-reviewed academic journal
articles being published on the topic. Each year, degrowth summer schools
organized by different institutes and collectives across Europe attract dozens
and sometimes hundreds of participants, and the Global Degrowth Day in
June is an opportunity for local organizations and initiatives to organize
festivals and conferences around the world.

While degrowth continues to be a largely academic and activist concept,
the critique of growth as an overarching priority is gaining popularity in the



public realm as well. While polls have to be taken with a grain of salt, a
2018 poll taken in France showed that 54 per cent of respondents supported
degrowth, compared to 46 per cent who supported green growth; in another
poll, also in France, 55 per cent of respondents were for a degrowth future,
compared to 29 per cent who preferred a more secure, stable continuation of
the present and 16 per cent who were for a neoliberal, digitalized future.24 In
another poll, a majority of Europeans agreed that the environment should be a
priority, even if that hampered economic growth.25 Surveys such as these do
not necessarily translate to, for example, voting patterns – it is still hard to
imagine a degrowth party taking double-digit percentages of the vote in
French or let alone European elections. But they are an indication of the fact
that there is some concern and receptiveness by the public, and that there
could be room for degrowth to prosper and develop further as a new eco-
social common sense competing against eco-modernist and green growth
ideas.

Research on degrowth is by now quite diverse and empirically robust. It
spans disciplines such as economics and the humanities, political science,
climate sciences, technology studies, and some natural and engineering
sciences, and it includes hundreds of scientific articles on issues ranging
from economic modelling to analyses of international socio-metabolic
datasets, to case studies of squats in Barcelona. More and more books for a
general audience are being published in English on the subject since 2014, as
well as dozens of edited books and special issues that focus on diverse
topics such as housing, technology, political economy, tourism, food,
democracy, social movements, feminism, anthropology, and history.26

However, while degrowth goes beyond the ecological and economic
perspectives that are dominant in the literature, there is not much writing that
explores degrowth in its full breadth, including analyses from the social
sciences and humanities centre stage. And while the degrowth movement is
clearly progressive or even largely anti-capitalist, there are few books
exploring degrowth from a perspective explicitly critical of capitalism that
engages with wider debates on the left – that is, one that sees systems of
domination such as patriarchy, colonialism, imperialism, racism, and
capitalism as the central, structural problems facing us today. This is what
we seek to do in this book. In doing so, we argue that degrowth represents a
crucially important, and internally coherent, framework for just futures – one
that must supplement and possibly transform progressive proposals like the



Green New Deal. While ‘degrowth’ as a term need not be taken up by
emancipatory social movements and the broader left, we argue that its
perspectives, its critiques, and its core proposals should form an integral
part of the larger ‘movement of movements’ that is necessary for a globally
just future for all.27

What is degrowth?

These days, with growing interest in degrowth, it seems that almost every
other week another humourless columnist for a major newspaper writes a
criticism of degrowth. This is to be expected and even, to a certain extent,
welcomed: the more those in positions of power rail against degrowth, the
more people who might be sympathetic to it, who would otherwise not have
heard about it, are exposed to it. And, indeed, it also fulfils degrowth’s
initial goal as a provocation, a conversation starter, a shit-disturber. Yet,
usually, these columnists show little understanding of what degrowth means –
and so their objections tend to badly miss the mark.

What better way to find out the meaning of degrowth than to ask those
most interested in it? The largest empirical survey of degrowth proponents, a
survey at the 2014 Leipzig conference in which one of us was involved,
found that respondents held several positions in common: they largely agreed
that economic growth without destruction of nature is an illusion and that
therefore industrialized countries need to equitably downscale production
and consumption; they also mostly agreed that consequently the rich will
have to do without some amenities to which they have become accustomed,
and that the transformation to a degrowth society must come from below, will
be peaceful, and will require overcoming capitalism and patriarchy.28 This
basic consensus across many different perspectives among conference
attendees highlights that degrowth proponents are fundamentally critical of
growth, capitalism, and industrialism, want to overcome other forms of
domination, and advocate a radical restructuring of the economy in
industrialized countries, requiring the selective downscaling of certain
industries and production. This clearly distinguishes degrowth from many
other political positions – not only from conservative currents (e.g.,
preserving the status quo, green fascism, or green growth) but also from
leftist productivist positions such as most Green New Deals or visions of



post-capitalism, which are less precise on the need to transform capitalism,
dynamics of growth, global justice, and excess consumption.

Yet, these basic agreements aside, degrowth is not a unified concept – it
can better be understood as a multivalent term. One of its characteristics is
that it is not only a scientific research paradigm but also a political project.
This becomes very clear at the International Degrowth Conferences and the
degrowth summer schools, which stress exchanges among academics,
activists, practitioners of alternative economic projects, and political actors.
This exchange often goes both ways: scientific work and collective action
can be mutually beneficial. Much of the scientific research done by degrowth
scholars can be called ‘activist research’ or ‘post-normal science’, which
highlight the political implications of academic work in times of necessary
social change and calls for the involvement of laypersons in the production
and critical evaluation of knowledge.29

Another aspect of this multivalence is that degrowth is simultaneously a
critique of the present and a visionary goal. As we lay out in this book,
degrowth has its roots in diverse, wide-ranging analyses of the present –
including ecological, feminist, anti-capitalist, and decolonial approaches.
Degrowth, we argue, can be understood as the combination of a specific set
of critiques of growth. But, straddling both academia and social movements,
and building on these multiple critiques, degrowth also poses the question of
what characteristics, institutions, infrastructures, and relationships a utopian
growth-independent society should have. In this way, degrowth is explicitly a
utopian project: it embraces the need to think, and act, beyond the present and
to propose alternative futures. Degrowth thus involves a set of common
principles for what that future could look like, policies for how to get there,
and strategies for transformation. We begin the book with specific critiques
of growth, then lay out proposals for a degrowth future, and finally discuss
how we can get from here to there.

A central target of the degrowth critique, it must be noted, is the
discipline of economics. Degrowth’s relationship to economics is in many
ways quite ambivalent. On the one hand, degrowth often analyses questions
that are traditionally dealt with by economists – such as trends in global
economic patterns, secular stagnation, or the relationship between
productivity, resource use, and GDP growth – and degrowth-inspired
research has offered important contributions to the field. Degrowth can thus
be understood as an attempt to reconfigure economics.30 On the other hand,



degrowth is also a radical critique of economics itself, a critique of
economic thinking as a form of knowledge that became dominant with the
growth economy, is closely interconnected with it, and stands in the way of
thinking and talking about other economic and social orders freed from the
logics of growth and ‘the economy’.31 Degrowth thus aims at ‘escaping from
the economy’,32 which importantly also includes a critique of economics –
of the perspectives, methods, and basic assumptions of the discipline
claiming to explain economic activities. Even as we incorporate theories and
insights from heterodox economics, in this book we focus especially on the
latter perspective, because we think degrowth offers a critique of economic
thinking and of the dominance of economics that is especially useful for the
left.

Beyond being both a critique and a proposal, degrowth also functions as
an enabler of certain conversations. On the one hand, degrowth is a
provocation: a way to rile people up and a way to begin asking
transformative questions – the French historian Paul Ariès calls it a ‘missile
word’.33 On the other hand, degrowth is also a meeting space for various
concepts, arguments, and communities. Thus, the Italian economic historian
Stefania Barca prefers the less militaristic metaphor of degrowth as an
‘umbrella term’: not just because it encapsulates many different critiques,
proposals, and strategies, but also because, like an umbrella, it protects. As
Barca explains,

In a world constantly hit both by the heavy rains of ecological degradation, impoverishment,
[and] austerity measures, and by the implacable heat of overconsumption, overproduction and
the financialisation of everything, opening an umbrella and creating a space for different
movements to converge and talk about (or practice) the alternatives that they want is exactly
what the degrowth term has been doing in the past decade, especially in Europe.34

Building on this image of degrowth as an umbrella, we aim to hold space for
the many interconnected, overlapping, yet not always harmonious concepts
and ideas, lines of research, and political projects that are brought together
under degrowth. In so doing, we argue that degrowth must be understood as a
holistic term that both draws from a wider tradition of critical thought and
offers a new framework that is indispensable for overcoming the crises we
face.



What degrowth is not

That said, being such a provocative term, ‘degrowth’ is often misinterpreted
or deliberately misrepresented, even by many who generally share the
objectives of degrowth. We thus want to discuss some of the most
widespread misunderstandings upfront. One common misconception is that
degrowth is either a proposal for recession, imposed austerity, or that it will
necessarily result in economic collapse and social catastrophe. Since
economic growth is seen as the only possible way to improve living
standards, whenever an economic crisis happens, critics of degrowth will
say, often disingenuously, ‘see, this is what happens when you degrow’.35

And, since our economy depends on economic growth, and economic crisis
is catastrophic for many people’s livelihoods, people assume that degrowth
would similarly be a catastrophe and lead to full-scale collapse. Both
assumptions are, of course, false. Degrowth is the opposite of recession:
recessions are unintentional, while degrowth is planned and intentional;
recessions make inequality worse, degrowth seeks to reduce it; recessions
typically lead to cuts in public services while degrowth is about de-
commodifying essential goods and services; recessions often cause bold
policies for sustainability to be abandoned for the sake of restarting growth,
while degrowth is explicitly for a rapid and decisive transformation.36 Hence
the slogan of the French décroissance movement: ‘Their recession is not our
degrowth’. Such a transformed, just, and growth-independent economy is the
core of the degrowth project. Further, degrowth is explicitly framed to build
a system not structurally bent towards crisis. Crises like the 2008 financial
crisis, the coronavirus pandemic, the fires engulfing the Amazon, and the past
and ongoing genocide of Indigenous peoples indicate that growth-driven
capitalism already is a catastrophe. More than ever, the choice is between
degrowth – a multidimensional set of transformations based on sufficiency,
care, and justice – or barbarism. In other words, we talk about degrowth in
order to avoid the catastrophe that awaits us and which is already a daily
reality in many parts of the world. Degrowth is not the crisis; capitalism is.

Another critique of degrowth is that it is reactionary, that it is against
modernity and against progress.37 For example, the Greek economist and
politician Yanis Varoufakis recently characterized degrowth as some kind of
regressive nostalgia aiming for a return to pre-industrial times that mainly
argues that ‘now we need to go back to the bush’. Similarly, the Serbian



American economist of inequality Branko Milanovic vilified degrowth as ‘an
asceticism reminiscent of the early Christendom’ and a proposal for the
‘immiseration of the West’.38 That little ‘de-’ in the word often rubs people
the wrong way. And many – even on the left – fall for the ideology of growth
and conflate modernity, development, emancipation, and improvement with
economic growth, with more stuff, and with a continuous development of
productive forces. It makes sense when conservatives, centrists, and liberals
advance this criticism: for these people, any criticism of the present is all-
too-often accused of being dismissive of the advances that we have made. ‘If
you don’t like it, go live in a cave and see how you like that.’ This all-or-
nothing argument is the last resort of those who aim to preserve the status
quo. But when it is put forward by leftists, it seems rather insincere. Rather
than being against modernity and progress, degrowth claims that a system
built on economic growth obstructs meaningful progress towards global
justice, well-being, and sustainability. And, as we will argue, degrowth
posits that defending and strengthening the social, political, and cultural
rights that modern movements have won requires moving beyond economic
growth. Furthermore, far from being reactionary or against all modern
technologies or conveniences, degrowth aims at democratizing the
development of productive forces and social metabolism in order to achieve
public abundance. And, far from being about ‘belt-tightening sacrifice’,
degrowth is about strengthening more meaningful and less destructive forms
of happiness, new forms of the joy of life (the oldest degrowth periodical is
called Le journal de la joie vivre), or what has been called ‘alternative
hedonism’.39 Degrowth is not against progress; rather, holding on to
continuous economic growth undermines real progress.

In a similar vein, ‘degrowth’ is also often understood as simply another
word for ‘austerity’: it is claimed that degrowth advocates use ecological
arguments to say that we should have less, to deprive us of good stuff and
make us tighten our belts – in particular, poor people’s belts.40 Even
proponents of a Green New Deal, who are critical of growth, have asked,
‘Who will march for green austerity?’41 This is a curious criticism because
austerity (or as the International Monetary Fund and World Bank call it
euphemistically, ‘structural adjustment’) has always been imposed on
populations for the sake of growth. We have been convinced, for half a
century now, that cutting public services is good for us because it will



increase competitiveness, balance the budget, and eventually lead to
growth.42 By contrast, degrowth targets the assumption that it is economic
growth that we need and focuses instead on a radical redistribution of
income and wealth, on global justice, and on what actually ensures well-
being. While austerity increases inequality by thrashing public services and
benefitting the rich, degrowth policies focus on democratizing production,
curbing the wealth and over-consumption of the rich, expanding public
services, and increasing equality within and between societies. As we’ll
explain in this book, under degrowth, public services would flourish, rather
than see cuts – degrowth is about private sufficiency and public abundance.
Certainly, life would look a lot different, many people would likely possess
fewer material objects – but others would have access to more and society
would be more sustaining, just, convivial, and fulfilling. In essence,
degrowth aims at a society in which well-being is mediated less by capitalist
market transactions, exchange values, or material consumption – and more by
collective forms of provisioning, use values, and fulfilling, meaningful, and
convivial relationships.43 As one degrowth slogans states: ‘moins de biens,
plus de liens’ (fewer transactions, more relations).

One of the most common misconceptions assumes that degrowth would
imply an across-the-board, undifferentiated reduction of all types of
production or consumption – a patently absurd idea. On the one hand, it is
argued, degrowth’s critique of ‘growth as such’ does not differentiate
between essential and superfluous production and consumption and proposes
to reduce all. As recently claimed by Kenta Tsuda,

Degrowthers tend to elide the colloquial meaning of consumption, as something like
discretionary ‘retail therapy’, with the term’s economic definition: the final use of a resource as
a good or service. The latter sense encompasses not only the ostensibly superfluous resource
uses that degrowthers would reduce or ban, but also unambiguously essential ones: nutritious
food, commodious shelter, healthcare and childcare.44

However, degrowth is not against consumption as such, but rather criticizes
the dominance of a consumer culture, in which consumption governs social
and political life (wherein proposals to the current crises are framed as
individual choices), and the absurdity of ‘positional consumption’ based on
status competition. Degrowth also takes aim at policies promoting GDP
growth precisely because growth does not differentiate between useful and
destructive, essential and superfluous. In contrast, degrowth differentiates



between certain economic activities and forms of production and
consumption, proposing policies for the downscaling of some and the
flourishing of others – depending on how they address social needs, justice,
care, and sustainability (see chapters 4 and 5).

On the other hand, proponents of ecological modernization or a Green
New Deal have repeatedly argued that degrowth does not make sense
because, as recently argued by Noam Chomsky, a ‘shift to sustainable energy
requires growth: construction and installation of solar panels and wind
turbines, weatherization of homes, major infrastructure projects to create
efficient mass transportation, and much else’.45 Literally all degrowth
proposals do include policies for the selective expansion of all these things.
Yet degrowth also asks whether this would necessarily result in an increase
of the size of the economy as measured in GDP when combined with the
required contraction of other sectors and activities. Put differently, degrowth
aims to disassociate socially and ecologically necessary improvements from
the idea of economic growth – which often leads people to mix up well-
being with economic growth as measured through GDP, while obscuring the
material and energetic throughput that economic growth depends on.

Another common misunderstanding is that degrowth for poorer countries
does not make sense, since it is in particular the poor that need material
development – and that therefore degrowth is a neo-colonial plot, or just
magical thinking, that will keep global inequality as it is.46 Again, however,
the opposite is the case – degrowth starts explicitly from a global justice
perspective that aims to decolonize the Global North so as to make space for
the Global South.47 Indeed, a degrowth perspective aims at the convergence
of living standards at an equitable and globally sustainable level. While
degrowth has allies in the Global South within the broader framework of
‘alternatives to development’, it mainly focuses on the Global North or, more
specifically, on the affluent who maintain what has been called the ‘imperial
mode of living’.48 Furthermore, as we argue in this book, degrowth embraces
proposals for a decolonization of North–South relations, reparative justice
and transfers of resources, technology, and money, and a self-determined
increase of material and energy use by the dispossessed in the Global South
(and those that have too little in the Global North).49 This should suffice to
make clear that degrowth is also not a critique of population growth
(arguments that centre overpopulation are squarely refuted by degrowthers),



a depoliticizing call for ‘humanity’ to live more sufficiently, or an initiative
to conserve ‘Half-Earth’ (which tends to misdiagnose the causes of
ecological disruption and disregard Indigenous land rights).50 Some authors
have also warned that degrowth’s rise in popularity could reproduce neo-
colonial asymmetries by setting a global agenda that dominates and renders
invisible diverse perspectives from the Global South. Degrowth would thus
‘re-enact the presumed superiority of Modern developments over alternative
topologies of the pluriverse’.51 While this might be a danger that needs
careful attention, degrowth explicitly rejects imperial and Western hegemony
and advocates for ‘liberation from the one-sided Western development
paradigm, as a precondition for enabling a self-determined shaping of society
and a good life in the Global South’, and enters into active alliances within
the broader pluriversal framework of ‘alternatives to development’.52

Some understand degrowth – or more often ‘post-growth’ – merely as a
descriptive concept that characterizes societies that are not or are no longer
growing. For example, in their recent book on a Global Green New Deal,
Robert Pollin and Noam Chomsky analyse degrowth as a proposal for
stagnating or shrinking economies, arguing that the ‘fundamental problems
with degrowth are well illustrated by the case of Japan’ – which has for
decades been a capitalist and growth-dependent, though slow-growing,
economy.53 If degrowth or post-growth are understood as merely analytical
terms, they can indeed be used to characterize some advanced capitalist
countries with long-term growth rates close to or below zero. Degrowth
would thus also describe the trend of falling growth rates characterized by
economists as ‘secular stagnation’ – contracting economies in crisis,
showing the structural problems capitalist economies face without
expansion.54 However, degrowth is not a description of, for example, the
tendencies of crisis-ridden late capitalist industrial societies that, without
growth, tend towards neo-feudal hierarchies and exploitation, also called
societies of ‘social decline’ by sociologists.55 On the contrary, degrowth is
an explicitly normative concept. It delineates the contours of a desirable,
democratic transformation process, which focuses explicitly on analysing,
criticizing, and then overcoming growth dependencies. Degrowth does in fact
argue that because growth rates are declining in some advanced economies,
it is high time to restructure these economies along the lines proposed by
degrowth in order to avoid structural problems such as rising unemployment,



inequality, and debt, which are partly caused by growth dependencies. In
other words, it is only because our economies are dependent on continuous
growth that stagnation is seen as problematic by economists. Degrowth
proposes to break out of this bind by decoupling well-being from the
imperative to grow. It is the contours of such a concrete utopia that we work
out in this book.

Finally, next to these misunderstandings – and there are many others that
will be covered throughout the book – there is also an intense debate on the
usefulness or pitfalls of the term ‘degrowth’.56 In fact, many who may agree
with the general thrust of degrowth’s radical ecological transformation still
complain that the term is too focused on undoing growth and that it activates
the problematic semantic frame of ‘growth’ (conflating it with more of the
good things) that should rather be avoided. Some have thus argued that we
should remain agnostic about the question of growth – in other words, about
the increase or reduction of GDP – and simply focus on the policies and
transformations needed.57 Instead of ‘degrowth’, ‘agrowth’ has been
proposed as a better term (as cognate with ‘atheism’), since it makes little
sense to orient oneself to GDP statistics, which are largely meaningless for
well-being.58 Others still prefer ‘post-growth’, emphasizing that the goal is
not to contract but to become growth-independent in an era ‘after growth’.59

‘Post-growth’, when used as a normative rather than a descriptive term, is
often seen as a safer, less negative, and more aspirational concept. As a
result, post-growth often is agnostic about the role of GDP and its
relationship to environmental and social impacts.

While there is certainly some truth to these arguments, and eventually
there may come a time to drop the term ‘degrowth’, they miss one of the key
goals of degrowth: to tear down the cracked edifice of the hegemony of
growth. As we explain in chapter 2, growth is the cornerstone of an
ideological construct justifying uneven global relations, growth
dependencies, and policies that uphold private profits. Thus, it cannot simply
be ignored; it must be dealt with head-on. Also, as discussed in more detail
throughout the book, if a decoupling of GDP growth from ecological
destruction is not possible, and if modern societies are structurally dependent
on expansion, then it would be highly irresponsible to not address these
structural growth dependencies, because they will always block effective
environmental policies that would hamper growth.60 As James Baldwin said,



‘Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until
it is faced.’61 Without facing the ideology of growth head-on, we will not be
able to manifest the radical transformation of society that we need. Despite
some of the confusions that often emerge from using the negative term ‘de-
growth’, we believe it remains useful as a term that is more difficult to co-
opt (see the fate of the term ‘sustainable development’), that names the
enemy, and, through its provocative framing, is extremely productive in
starting conversations about systemic alternatives. As we argue in this book,
degrowth is differentiated, first, through its principled criticism of capitalism
and economic logics, and second, because the degrowth policies that aim at
global ecological justice and the necessary reductions in material and energy
throughput necessary to achieve it will in all likelihood also lead to a
reduction in the size of ‘the economy’ as measured in GDP – and it is good to
be prepared and do this in a planned manner.62

It is true that the aspirational character of ‘post-growth’ also has its
benefits in certain contexts – for example, European Green parties have used
the term ‘post-growth’ as a less confrontational way to advance degrowth
ideas. ‘Post-growth’ is somewhat more open than ‘degrowth’ because it does
not activate the growth frame as much, and all the complex debates this stirs
up, but focuses on a future beyond economic growth. Yet, a debate on growth
is still very necessary. As Giorgos Kallis puts it in a discussion with Kate
Raworth on whether ‘degrowth’ is a good word: ‘the missile has landed, but
it hasn’t worked, so it is not yet “the time to move on”.’63 The issue is also
partly a linguistic problem. While in France, where the term décroissance
was born and gained widespread prominence, in German, using De- or Ent-
alongside Wachstum is awkward, and so Postwachstum is usually preferred.
In Japan, datsu seichou (roughly, ‘degrowth’) is used; in Dutch, ontgroei
(roughly, ‘ungrowth’); and in Scandinavian countries, people usually use the
English term, ‘degrowth’. In this book we use the term ‘degrowth’, though
neither are we against people using ‘post-growth’ instead.

What we argue

This book offers offer a systematic introduction to the dynamic, trans-
disciplinary debate on economic growth, critiques of growth, the many
currents of degrowth, degrowth policies, and a political strategy for



degrowth from a decolonial, feminist, and anti-capitalist perspective.
Throughout the book, we respond to the ‘naïve questions on degrowth’ that
are often raised by its critics (e.g., Is green growth not more realistic? How
could a planned contraction be implemented? What should grow and what
should degrow?64). Many questions may remain, but we aim to provide
context for readers to think more deeply about the challenges posed by the
critiques of growth.

What distinguishes degrowth, we claim, is that it holds together social,
cultural, and ecological questions and in this way advances new ideas that
could provide answers to the pressing questions of the twenty-first century.
The peculiarity and the potential of the degrowth discussion is that these
various forms of criticism are taken up, recognized, brought into mutual
productive exchange, and understood as parts of a common space of
discourse. This book is therefore not only an introduction to the vision of
degrowth but necessarily also an introduction to the dynamics of growth and
the critiques of growth in modern societies. We argue that degrowth
contributes what other leftist proposals do not: a holistic critique and
proposal capable of deconstructing the dominant ideology driving capitalism
today – the ideology of growth – and showing ways forward for unmaking
growth and capitalism in our everyday lives, in our societal institutions, and
in our economic structures.

We thus devote chapter 2 to the concept of ‘growth’. Here, we highlight
some foundational claims for the degrowth debate. Economic growth, we
argue, appears as the ideological, social, and biophysical materialization of
capitalist accumulation. To understand and dismantle the politics of growth
today, we need to analyse economic growth as three interlinked processes
that have evolved dynamically over time. First, economic growth as a policy
goal, as well as the broader societal obsession with growth as we know it
today, are relatively new developments that can be traced to attempts in the
middle of the twentieth century to stabilize and plan capitalist economies
through state intervention, to measure capitalist economies against state
socialist ones, and to appease the increasingly militant working class. It was
only through the new idea that ‘the economy’ could be measured through
GDP that it became possible to justify the belief that growth is natural,
necessary, good, and unlimited. However, focusing on the new hegemony of
growth alone would obscure the social and material roots of growth. Thus,
second, we argue that growth is also a social process that preceded the



hegemony of growth and which results in cultural norms, specific modes of
production and living, and a set of class interests oriented towards increase,
acceleration, and escalation – subsequently leading modern societies to
become dependent on growth and its dynamics of accumulation. And third,
growth is a material process – the ever-expanding use of land, materials, and
energy – that is rooted in patriarchy, colonialism, and capitalism, resulting in
an accelerated material and energetic throughput and exploitation for the sake
of profit. ‘Economic growth’ can thus be understood as both an increase in
economic production and as an interlocking, self-reinforcing cultural, social,
and material process which has transformed life and the planet over the past
centuries.

Having defined growth, in chapter 3 we explore the critique of growth.
People often think that degrowth is only about limiting resources; however, it
is much more complex. Degrowth, we argue, can be understood as the
attempt to integrate a number of different strands of growth critique – we
focus on seven. Economic growth, according to these critiques, (1) destroys
the ecological foundations of human life and cannot be transformed to
become sustainable; (2) mismeasures our lives and thus stands in the way of
well-being and equality of all; (3) imposes alienated ways of working,
living, and relating to each other and nature; (4) depends on and is driven by
capitalist exploitation, competition, and accumulation; (5) is based on
gendered over-exploitation and devalues reproduction; (6) gives rise to
oppressive and undemocratic productive forces and techniques; and (7)
necessarily relies on and reproduces unjust relations of domination,
extraction, and exploitation between capitalist centre and periphery.

A historical analysis of growth, and a discussion of the critiques thereof,
comprises the first half of the book. In the second half, we start from the
position that degrowth is not only a critique but also a visionary proposal, an
attempt to create ‘concrete utopias’ and to combine them with resistant
practices and alternative ways of life in the here and now. In the last decade,
there has been much debate on what degrowth stands for, with emphasis
being put on different aspects of the theory. Chapter 4 provides an overview
of the different visionary currents of degrowth and draws them together in a
common definition. Degrowth, we argue, describes the democratic transition
to a society that – in order to enable global ecological justice – has a much
smaller throughput of energy and resources, and thus also a smaller economy;
ensures justice, self-determination, and a good life for all under this changed



metabolism; and does not depend on growth and continuous expansion. In
essence, the degrowth vision is about pushing back against the dominant
economic logic and economic calculation – namely, the question of whether
everything pays off financially – as the dominant basis for decision-making in
society. The aim is thus to repoliticize and democratize social institutions as
well as power and property relationships, in order to abandon the social
dominance and logic of ‘the economy’.

Following this, we ask: how do we get there? In chapter 5 we consider
the policies that could make degrowth a reality. Degrowth offers many
concrete proposals for ‘non-reformist reforms’ (André Gorz) or a
‘revolutionary Realpolitik’ (Rosa Luxemburg).65 This refers to reforms that
take advantage of existing institutions and bureaucratic regulations and yet
also lead to immediate gains for social movements and even point beyond the
capitalist, growth-oriented mode of production and centralized technocratic
states. They ultimately strengthen the struggles that help us overcome these
same institutions, eventually helping to bring about revolutionary change.66

We focus on transformational changes in six areas: (1) democratizing the
economy, which includes, for example, strengthening the commons and
solidarity economy, transferring utilities like water or electricity into
democratic ownership, providing institutional support for cooperative
workplaces, or proposals for macroeconomic coordination and participatory
planning; (2) redistribution and social security, which includes policies
guaranteeing access to basic services such as health care, public transport,
food, and education for all, or as the French décroissance movement has
called it, dotation inconditionelle d’autonomie – universal basic services;
(3) democratizing technology, supported by policies such as assessing the
impact of technologies on society and the environment over their entire life
cycle, or opening repair centres in every community; (4) revaluation of
labour, including policies such as radical reduction in working time, and
eliminating useless or socially harmful jobs (like advertising or the fracking
industry) while recentring the economy around needs and care work; (5)
democratization of social metabolism, meaning that large areas of
production and consumption will need to be dismantled, while other systems
will need to be developed in their place – this could include, for example,
reforming taxation systems to disincentivize harmful industrial activity, or
moratoria on planned fossil fuel infrastructure such as airports or mega-
highways; (6) international solidarity, which could include, for example,



restructuring the international monetary system to dismantle uneven
hierarchies between nations, or cancelling the debts of Global South
countries and transferring resources, technology, and money as reparations
for climate debt. This wide selection of policies shows how degrowth is not
just about proposing a single policy that could potentially change everything
(as many basic income advocates argue, for example) but, instead, offers a
holistic package where each policy complements the others.

However, policies alone cannot bring about a society-wide
transformation: we need a strategy for societal change. While the discussion
about how to combine policies, electoral campaigns, social movements, and
local initiatives is still only developing, chapter 6 aims to advance this
debate by offering a transformative approach to linking movement-building, a
strengthening of existing cooperative alternatives, and nonreformist policy
change. Drawing on the analysis of sociologist Erik Olin Wright,67 we
distinguish three different, complementary transformation strategies:
interstitial strategies that create more cooperative economic practices and
spaces that do not follow the logics of capitalism, growth, and competition
within existing structures; non-reformist reforms that transform policies and
institutions and fundamentally democratize the economy, thus strengthening
the scope for alternatives and struggles; and strategies for building counter-
hegemony and parallel institutions of power that, through confrontational
tactics such as strikes, blockades, citizen assemblies, autonomously
organized municipalities, and alternative forms of government, make it
possible to break with the logic of growth in individual sectors and regions
of society.68 We argue that the transformation towards a degrowth society
requires an interplay of these three types of transformation strategies. We
stress, however, that building counter-hegemony and parallel structures of
power – in other words, pursuing a strategy of dual power – is paramount,
despite being under-explored within the degrowth debate. It is only through
collective power and the development of new kinds of common sense that it
becomes possible to productively relate the other transformation approaches
to envision degrowth becoming reality.

Degrowth, we believe, is a critique, a proposal, and a politics whose
time has come. After the term was taken up in France, Spain, Italy, and
Germany, it spread beyond Europe. There are now groups, events, festivals,
and publications in North America, India, and Mexico, among others, and
degrowth is increasingly taken up in various social struggles. Though



degrowth discussions initially developed surprisingly independently of one
another, the degrowth community is increasingly interconnected globally and
becoming more prominent in the mainstream. This, however, does not mean
that it should not be further developed. In the concluding chapter, we
highlight four areas which could be better integrated within the degrowth
debate: class and race, geopolitics and imperialism, information technology,
and democratic planning.

In this book, we propose that degrowth is well positioned to help us
navigate the crises that face us. Degrowth is unique in offering both an
analysis of how we got here and a way to get to the root of the crises we
face. Over the last five centuries, a material, cultural, and political system
has developed that depends on growth and further drives it. This is a system
geared towards collapse. Neither green growth nor left productivism are
desirable options: growth cannot solve the problems it creates, and, to face
the impending crises, we need an economy that values rather than exploits,
disposes of, and invisibilizes, women and people of the global majority. As
far as the Green New Deal goes, this is an admirable and encouraging
development on the left – and its growing popularity is a promising indicator
of the possibility of mass appeal for transformative, radical projects. Here, a
degrowth perspective can be a compass for determining what kind of
policies a truly transformative – that is, a caring, internationalist, post-
growth, and socially just – political project would entail. Our intention is
that this book provide both a compass and a navigational guide for how to get
there.

This eBook is licensed to Duy Nguyen, tduyngn@gmail.com on 01/13/2023



2
Economic growth

What words come to mind when you read the word ‘growth’? Perhaps:
economy, progress, prosperity, Gross Domestic Product (GDP),
improvement, well-being, wealth, jobs. In the news, we might read about the
predicted effects of a crisis on the annual rate of GDP, right next to an article
about the importance of medita tion for personal growth. All in one word,
‘growth’ is identified with many things: social and political goals, the
dynamics of the economy, individual or social achievement. It forms what the
cognitive linguist George Lakoff calls a ‘cognitive frame’: in which a cluster
of ideas is triggered by the mention of a single word.1 As one example,
‘regulation’ might denote something positive for those on the left of the
political spectrum, signifying the curbing of corporate greed and greater
protections for the poor, while, on the right, it has negative connotations:
more control by the state over people’s personal lives, authoritarianism,
socialism. ‘Growth’, however, as a cognitive frame, is as yet less contested.
In many corners of the political spectrum, it still signals improvement,
development, more opportunities, more money, and so on. This cluster of
interconnected ideas, where growth basically means ‘more of the good stuff’
or ‘progress’, is today almost ubiquitous and largely unchallenged.



Because it is both so ubiquitous and ambiguous, we need to be very clear
and define what we mean by growth before we can even begin talking about
degrowth. But this gets complicated when we consider that growth is often –
almost purposefully, it seems – poorly defined by the people who advocate
for it, even as it is obsessed over. And, given that it seems often simply to
mean ‘more good things’, it is often hard to argue against.

In this book, we analyse growth as a core feature of capitalism. As we
discuss in more detail in chapter 3, capitalism can be understood as society
driven by accumulation. From this perspective, growth can be understood as
the materialization of this dynamic of accumulation. To put it differently,
capitalism appears as growth – and this materialization is not only social, but
also biophysical or material. In this chapter, we argue that, to understand and
dismantle the politics of growth today, we need to analyse economic growth
as three interlinked processes that have evolved dynamically over time.
First, growth is a relatively recent idea, the hegemony of which is the core
ideology of capitalism, justifying the belief that growth is natural, necessary,
and good, and that growth, as the increase of output and the development of
productive forces, is linked to progress and emancipation. Second, growth is
a social process that has long preceded the current hegemony of growth in
contemporary society: a specific set of social relations resulting from and
driving capitalist accumulation that stabilizes modern societies dynamically
and at the same time makes them dependent on expansive dynamics of
growth, intensification, and acceleration. Third, growth is a material process
– the ever-expanding use of land, resources, and energy and the related
build-up of physical stocks – which fundamentally transforms the planet and
increasingly threatens to undermine the foundations of growth itself.2

Our central argument is that these three each have their own self-
reinforcing dynamics, which are nevertheless interlinked, fundamentally
shaping how we live. ‘Economic growth’ thus not only describes the
increase and acceleration of the monetary production economy – that which
is measured as GDP – but also a comprehensive material, social, and
cultural process of mutually constitutive dynamics of expansion. This process
of expansion has transformed life and the entire planet over the last five
centuries. For a part of humanity, especially in the Global North, this has
drastically improved material living conditions and enabled successful
social struggles for participation. For others, this process was accompanied
by exploitation and the destruction of livelihoods. Today, at the beginning of



the twenty-first century, these intertwined dynamics of expansion are
increasingly reaching their limits because they undermine the ecological,
social, and political foundations on which they are based. We have been told
that the rising tide of growth will lift all ships if we do not rock the boat
(meaning if we do not disturb the progressive unfolding of the forces of
growth and accumulation). However, in the face of the ecological crises of
‘existential’ proportions, the opposite seems more accurate: If we do not
rock the boat of growth and pull the emergency lever, all lower decks will
soon drown. If we do not switch tracks now, we will continue to be rocked
by crisis after crisis until growth itself throws society from its own rails –
violently. This leads us to the next chapter, where we outline the various
critiques of growth upon which the degrowth literature has drawn.

2.1. Growth as an idea

One of the more basic, and important, ways to understand growth is as an
ideological construction – a collective myth that shapes modern societies and
how we are told to see the world and ourselves in it. While growth is also
much more than this – as we explore further below – many people do not
realize that the concept of growth itself, applied to the economy, is a
surprisingly recent invention. Even though there are various precursors –
such as ‘development’, ‘progress’, or the much quoted ‘wealth of nations’ by
Adam Smith – the term ‘economic growth’ has only been used since the
middle of the twentieth century. It was not until the invention of GDP in the
1930s that growth in the modern sense could be measured, and it was not
until the 1950s that it became the key ideology of capitalist and actually
existing socialist societies. Since then, the idea that growth was desirable,
necessary, and essentially infinite has become common sense: self-evident
and far-reaching, fundamentally shaping the political, social, and economic
developments on planet Earth.3 This increasingly global ideology, which
plays a central role in the hegemonic stabilization of modern societies, is
what we call the ‘growth paradigm’.4 Yet, as we explore in the following
sections, this is only one, and a relatively more recent, dimension of growth.
In order to go beyond a simplistic critique of GDP, we must analyse how the
modern growth paradigm builds on and is interlinked with growth as a social



and material process, going back at least to colonization and early
capitalism.

The invention of ‘the economy’

An important prerequisite for economic growth becoming so central to state
governance was the invention of ‘the economy’, as an independent sphere of
social life based on specific laws which can be statistically recorded and
measured. As early as the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, political
economists in England and France postulated economic development as a
relatively autonomous sphere that balances itself through the famous
‘invisible hand’. This process was considered to be clearly separated from
nature and politics and to be determined by its own laws. The separation
between economic, political, and natural laws is at the basis of liberalism, a
doctrine advancing minimal state intervention into the autonomous sphere of
economic activities.5 But it was not until the 1930s and 1940s that economic
experts, politicians, and, increasingly, the public began to understand ‘the
economy’ as a self-contained totality where flows of money regulate the
relationships between the production, distribution, and consumption of goods
and services within nationally organized borders.6 This idea, which today is
widely taken for granted, replaced the older view in which economic
processes were conceptualized as physical material and energy flows, which
naturally gave rise to limits to growth. In contrast, the new measures, which
aimed at ‘the speed and frequency with which paper money changed hands’,
seemed to be able to expand without limit, without being limited by physical
or territorial boundaries.7

The development of accounting techniques and statistical tools, in
particular national accounts and GDP, was central to this understanding of
‘the economy’. The latter was developed in the 1930s and 1940s in
conjunction with Keynesian efforts to combat the Great Depression and as a
tool for planning war economies and arms production in the United States
and England during the Second World War. In GDP, the formerly fuzzy sphere
of ‘the economy’ was crystallized into a technical object with clearly defined
contents and boundaries. Put simply, GDP measures the sum of the monetary
value of goods and services, produced by paid labour, sold in a given period
of time (e.g., one year) in a given economic area (e.g., Greece, or the world).



Often, GDP is divided by the number of inhabitants of a country or region
and then expressed as per capita GDP. Over time, this became a much-used
measure of prosperity – and used especially as a metric to compare different
countries or different time periods.8

As we discuss in more detail in the third chapter, GDP has been
criticized from different perspectives. In essence, the criticism is that GDP
only measures the monetary value of goods and services produced through
gainful employment: it does not distinguish between the positive and
negative effects of these products and services on the well-being of a society
and makes everything that is not paid for invisible. In addition, GDP
measurements fail to take into account who gets paid for which work, and
how this is distributed within a society. This means that unpaid activities
such as housework and care, self-sufficiency and subsistence, or voluntary
work, as well as stewardship of the land, are not included. An increase in
car accidents, for example, can therefore increase GDP through medical
treatment, car repairs, and so on – and so can environmental destruction, if it
leads to more paid work. The growing production of wasteful packaging,
discarded electronics, and damaged and non-repairable equipment, or the
monetarization of entire areas of society that were previously not regulated
by money, such as ride-sharing, all contribute to economic growth.9

Far less well known is the fact that all these controversies about the
correct measurement of wealth and the economy can be traced back to the
period of development and international standardization of GDP in the late
1940s and early 1950s. Almost all leading economists in the middle of the
twentieth century, including the ones who invented GDP, spoke out against
using it as a yard-stick for the prosperity of nations and for international or
historical comparisons.10 There were a number of conceptual differences
between national traditions for measuring GDP and fundamental
disagreements about the measurement method. Debates revolved around
concepts such as externalities, unpaid housework, and subsistence.
Accordingly, different countries defined income in different ways. Some, for
example, did count unpaid housework or, in addition to monetary values,
accounted for material flows such as processed steel in kilograms. But
governments and international organizations (especially the OECD and the
UN) streamlined these intense academic debates, as they urgently needed
comparative statistics to manage membership dues and international aid
payments, and unified existing approaches by standardizing a particular



version of GDP measurement in the early 1950s.11 Since then, this statistical
measuring method established itself in the capitalist West and then globally,
making GDP the ‘world’s most powerful number’.12 Although the statistical
measurement method has been constantly updated and adapted within the
framework of the UN – primarily to deal with changes in the importance of
trade and technological innovations – the core logic of ‘(mis-) measuring our
lives’ through GDP has remained the same to this day.13

This modern, dematerialized understanding of ‘the economy’ made
invisible how present-day economies fundamentally depend on an ever-
increasing flow of energy and matter. Its implementation is closely linked to
technical and geopolitical shifts in the twentieth century, which led to the
explosion of the global energy supply and the total materials and land used in
subsequent decades.14

Bear in mind that GDP is far more than a technical tool for measuring
economic activity. It generates a whole grammar that not only shapes
economics but also structures shared ideas of the world – above all, through
its close connection to the growth paradigm. So, while economic growth is a
highly ambivalent and elusive concept, its semantic core is statistically fixed:
it is defined as the annual increase in GDP or per capita GDP and is usually
expressed in percentages.

The growth paradigm

The international standardization of statistical measurements of the economy
was central to making growth a policy objective. Only through this
universalized concept of ‘the economy’, commensurable over time and
space, did it become conceivable to measure what was to grow: the sum of
market transactions within national borders. Only then did the idea that long-
term, stable, and unlimited growth was at all possible and desirable become
established.

In fact, in the political discussions of the early post-war period, the idea
of economic growth was conspicuously absent. Rather, the central themes
were full employment, stability, and reconstruction. Before 1950, there was
almost no interest at all in economic growth as a policy goal in political
statements or economic literature.15 In the following years, however, growth
was catapulted to the top of the hierarchy of political goals. At the time,



movements for decolonization were arising in former colonies around the
world, the Cold War was in full swing, and it became imperative to pacify
class struggles in both the Global North and South. Something needed to be
done to stabilize Western economic dominance and capitalist class relations.
There needed to be a way to show conclusively the progress of capitalist
economies. First declared the goal of national economic policy by the
chairman of the US Council of Economic Advisers in 1949, it became the
globally accepted measure of progress from the mid-1950s onwards. The
sociological modernization theories developed by North American and
European white men were framed as an irreversible and unilinear process of
economic growth.16 Cold War competition further fuelled the race for
growth, through which governments could show their economic dominance.
Growth became the yard-stick for comparing the productivity of capitalist
and socialist economies. Emblematic of this crucial phase of the
development of the growth paradigm is a 1958 statement by Nikita
Khrushchev, chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Soviet Union:
‘Growth of industrial and agricultural production is the battering ram with
which we will smash the capitalist system.’17 Nation-states thus entered into
competition not for equality, emancipation, or jobs, but for the rising quantity
of goods and services they could produce. By the late 1950s, growth had
become a central goal of economic policy and the most important indicator,
tying growth and welfare together and equating them with the continuous
expansion of market transactions. In this constellation, GDP became the first
and general indicator of the modernity, prosperity, standard of living,
development, and prestige of countries.

The hegemony of growth fundamentally transformed the state’s tasks,
purpose, and legitimacy, all of which became linked to growth and thus to the
economy. This process occurred much earlier than is usually believed.
Wendy Brown, for example, situates the threefold economization of the state
in the 1980s and links it to the rise of neoliberalism:

The state secures, advances, and props the economy; the state’s purpose is to facilitate the
economy, and the state’s legitimacy is linked to the growth of the economy – as an overt actor
on behalf of the economy. State action, state purpose, and state legitimacy: each is economized
by neoliberalism.

A focus on the rise of the growth paradigm, however, shows that already
from the 1950s onwards the expansion of the economy became what could be



described as the raison d’état.18 Government interventions all over the
world became largely focused on maintaining a stable growth path and on
creating and maintaining favourable investment conditions. The growth state
stood at the centre of the democratic-capitalist constellation of the ‘golden
age’, the long phase of stability and rising prosperity in the second half of the
twentieth century.

The growth paradigm has played a key role in transforming the social
discourse on how to distribute wealth: from a zero-sum game in which a
fixed amount is distributed (so what some win, others lose), to a seemingly
positive-sum game in which everyone benefits from the growing economic
product and therefore has a common interest in economic growth.19 Growth
promised to turn difficult political conflicts over distribution into technical,
non-political management questions of how to collectively increase GDP –
an ideology that only partially reflected reality within the capitalist core
during the ‘golden age’, and much less so from a global socio-metabolic
perspective.20

By thus transforming class and other social antagonisms into so-called
win–win situations, it provided what could be called an ‘imaginary
resolution of real contradictions’ and played a key role in producing the
stable post-war consensus around embedded liberalism.21 In the West,
growth made it possible to redirect the demands of the workers’ movement
towards more participation and equality. In the East, it justified the lack of
democracy and the failure of revolutionary ambitions. In the ‘developing
countries’ – a category itself developed through the logic of the growth
paradigm – it served in combination with the idea of ‘development’ as
justification for the smashing of subsistence and traditional economies and
the implementation of large-scale technical infrastructures after the formal
end of colonialism, and further as a way to justify structural adjustment and
the stripping of public goods.22 Growth thus helped to overcome the political
focus on equality and redistribution, depoliticizing the economy. As noted by
an American economist and advisor to President Eisenhower: ‘Growth is a
substitute for equality of income. As long as there is growth there is hope,
and that makes large income differentials tolerable.’23

In fact, growth became presented as the common good, thus justifying the
particular interests of those who benefitted most from the expansion of
market transactions and capital accumulation as beneficial for all. The



historian Charles S. Maier puts it in a nutshell: ‘The true dialectic was not
one of class against class, but waste versus abundance.’24 Drawing on the
definition of hegemony, as developed by the Italian Marxist Antonio
Gramsci, growth appears as an unquestionable, positive value at the centre of
a network of ideas and everyday common sense which justifies, and silently
coerces people into, contemporary relations of power and hierarchy –
including social relations of production such as wage work.25 As discussed
in more detail below, by tightly linking ideas of emancipation and progress to
economic growth, the growth paradigm became the normative ideal of
modernity – not just in liberal circles, but also in socialist thought. Indeed,
the power of this myth became so strong that it captured most intellectual
currents and social movements on the progressive left that wanted to
overcome capitalism – which, as put by Eric Pineault, ‘have remained
imprisoned in the imaginary of growth’.26

2.2. Growth as a social process

We can now understand growth as a hegemonic idea that emerged quite
recently, discursively tied to GDP. But growth is far more than an increase in
GDP, as it is normally defined. In fact, GDP is only the tip of the iceberg, the
surface phenomenon of a whole set of social processes related to capitalist
accumulation that drive growth, and of ever-increasing biophysical flows
that are mobilized by this global economy. To see the whole picture of this
world system, we must go much further back than the twentieth century,
because this newer ideology of growth is itself rooted in both social and
biophysical processes that go back to the beginnings of capitalism and
colonialist expansion. This deeper understanding of the nature of growth
distinguishes degrowth from more vague critiques of economic growth,
which focus on the pitfalls of GDP alone and are limited to proposing
alternative ways of measuring economic output, rather than addressing the
roots of growth itself. In the following sections we analyse growth as a
social process: a specific set of social relations resulting from capitalist
accumulation, which not only drive the reproduction of capitalism but also
act as a central stabilizing mechanism in modern society. To understand this
aspect of growth, we need to engage with the humanities, social sciences,
and political economy. In this section, we begin by discussing how



capitalism emerged and analyse how growth led to specific class structures
which, in turn, brought about a dynamic relationship between class
formations and material growth. We argue that ‘dynamic stabilization’ is a
core feature of modern societies – where, in order to remain stable and
reproduce their social structures, growth societies require continuous
economic expansion, technological innovation and escalation, and social-
cultural acceleration. Dynamic stabilization explains how and why growth
societies are fundamentally dependent on growth.

Unleashing capital: the dynamics of accumulation

The social materialization of capitalist accumulation can be analysed as an
economy driven by the production of profit – in which societal wealth
‘presents itself as an immense accumulation of commodities’.27 The annual
production of these commodities is, more or less, what GDP measures.
Within capitalism, money moves through society and mobilizes machines,
resources, and labour power to produce commodities. As will be discussed
in more detail in chapter 3, the expansion of the output of this commodified
societal wealth rests on capital being invested (the ‘input’) to increase the
capacity to produce and circulate commodities (the ‘output’).

Many analyses and critiques of capitalism deal with the structural
relations, tensions, and contradictions resulting from the dynamics between
these factors, mainly capital and labour, and focus on the period when the
monetary production economy became dominant with industrialization.
However, the analysis of capitalism that has shaped the degrowth debate not
only starts much earlier, with the rise of capitalist enterprises in the context
of colonialism. It also centres other processes shaping capitalist growth,
mainly related to the commodification and appropriation of nature and care,
processes of devaluation, cheapening and externalization, and to the dynamic
stabilization of capitalist society through growth. While this analysis will
further unfold throughout the rest of the book, the following sections sketch
some historical background that might help illustrate this perspective.28

Homo sapiens have lived on this planet for about 200,000 years. For
most of human history, all humans have lived nomadically as hunters and
gatherers. Agriculture existed for about 10,000 years as a regionally
dominant production method, and since then phases of social development



have alternated with phases of decay in various regions of the world.
However, there was no, or close to no, economic growth in its modern sense.
This only started to change with the beginning of colonialism, the rise of
capitalist enterprise, and then industrialization.29 For most of human history,
communities’ relationships and self-reproduction were based on systems of
mutual obligations, power, or wealth, but not on the logic of capitalism, the
ceaseless accumulation of capital. Over thousands of years, humans have
experimented with a vast array of social formations, some of which included
large and complex civilizations organized on surprisingly egalitarian lines,
others involving merchants investing in the expansion of trade – yet on the
whole, those dealing with capital remained marginal to those societies. This
started to change beginning with the emergence of the ‘world system’ in the
sixteenth century.30

At that time, early venture capital companies, driven by the arms race of
the early modern European states and their enormous capital requirements,
financed expansionary voyages to the Americas, importing raw materials
such as cotton and silver. From these early colonial enterprises, trading
companies emerged, which later developed into joint-stock companies
whose central purpose was, and remains, the endless accumulation of
capital. Increasingly, capitalists started to invest in agriculture and industry,
thus permeating the world of human labour with the logic of continuous
accumulation and – where they could, as with the plantation regime around
cotton – remaking the entire mode of production to their benefit. By
appropriating raw materials, based on both slave and wage labour, and by
integrating these through trade flows that spanned from Europe to the Africas,
Asia, and the Americas, they created a dynamic world system that has since
reshaped the entire planet.31

This accumulation took place at the expense of people in different parts
of the world in different ways. In the Americas, genocides were perpetrated
against Indigenous peoples, and millions of people from African regions
were sold into slavery. The entire colonial enterprise, so intricately linked to
the emergence of capitalism, was justified by racism – the systematic
dehumanization of certain groups of people for the benefit of others – which
came to form an integral part of the social dynamics of capitalism to this day.
Through the privatization of the commons, the rural population in Europe lost
the basis for their subsistence production. These enclosures also created the
everyday scarcity that is still the basis of capitalist growth today – limiting



people’s ability to use their surroundings for subsistence and generation of
communal wealth. Stripped of the land and their means of subsistence
production, people were forced into wage labour – a process of violent
‘primitive accumulation’ (Karl Marx) or incorporation of non-capitalist
social worlds (Rosa Luxemburg) that continues in ever-changing forms to
this day. States played a key role in all of this – not only in the ‘war
capitalism’ of the earlier period, but also by driving land seizure around the
world and by using their powers in the ‘cheapening’ of key resources, in
imperial wars underlying capitalist development, or in guaranteeing the
property rights that made capitalist production possible in the first place.32

As we discuss at length in the next section, the entire dynamism within the
world system changed when, beginning in the eighteenth century, the
plantation revolution in the Americas was linked with emerging industrial
capitalism in Europe, which in turn started to be increasingly powered by a
truly revolutionary technology: coal-fired steam engines.33

These social and economic changes went hand in hand with the
emergence of a set of perspectives and ideas that legitimized, enabled, and
even drove the expansion of the world system – and which also laid the
foundation for the later development of the modern growth paradigm. To
begin with, the idea of the ‘development’ or ‘progress’ of human societies in
a linear course of time had to be actively produced. Most known cultures of
the past – as well as some contemporary communities – had a cyclical
understanding of time as ‘eternal recurrence’, interpreted their present as an
abandonment from a mythical ideal past to be restored, or had some other
non-linear conception of time. Yet beginning with the Renaissance and
building on Christian apocalypticism, which assumed an absolute end point
of human societies with the Last Judgment, concepts of abstract time and
space emerged in Europe, in particular since the seventeenth century. The
spread of the mechanical clock promoted changes in the understanding of
time as objective, linear, and countable. Geometry and cartography also
enabled a new conceptualization of land and territory as abstract, borderless,
uniform, and measurable space that can be emptied or filled as needed,
clearly demarcated, and traded as a commodity through property rights.34

Early modern natural sciences not only promoted the idea of abstract nature
but also argued that humans could dominate nature. In a mechanistic view of
the world, nature and human labour were conceived of as mechanisms



governed by laws and flows of energy that could correspondingly be
manipulated and controlled (see section 3.6).35

Concepts and practices of linear time, abstract space, and mechanical
nature became key ideological building blocks of the capitalist colonization
of the planet. The practical treatment of all things and living beings as
comparable, interchangeable, and tradable, as well as the mechanistic
understanding of nature based on linear thinking, were consolidated in
colonialism. The plundering of the planet was thus justified by the idea that
land, natural resources, the work of women and the colonized, and all life are
to serve mankind (and this was usually meant only the white men who
claimed ownership of it36) and can therefore be possessed, exploited, and
changed at will (see sections 3.1 and 3.5).37 Beginning with the seventeenth
century, these ideas underwent a secularized reformulation: a linear narrative
of progress divided people into ‘civilized’ and ‘primitive’ based on racist
metrics, thus legitimizing colonial expansions. At the height of imperialism
and in early ‘development’ discourse, poor countries were seen to be in need
of outside intervention by European or American experts, to speed up their
‘development’ on a linear path of social and economic improvement. In the
twentieth century, the linear narrative was economized, as general social
progress was increasingly conflated with the expansion of production.38

Under capitalism, growth became the secular promise of redemption.
The mechanistic understanding of nature also laid the foundation for

eighteenth-century European economists’ understanding of ‘the economy’ as
a separate area of social life that is measurable and predictable like
clockwork – and which corresponded to changes in the world of work.39

This sector of the formal economy was characterized throughout the
nineteenth century by the spread of gainful employment as a male-dominated
sector separate from the rest of life. At the same time, unpaid reproductive
work became ‘housewifely’ – devalued, but necessary for the reproduction
of labour power. Thus the invisibility and appropriation of unpaid
reproductive work associated with wage labour still characterizes gender
relations and the world of work today (see section 3.6).40 Different
disciplinary technologies, manifested in institutions such as factories, the
military, prisons, and schools, promoted the proletarianization of labour.
This change in work led to the monetarization of more and more spheres of
life and was accompanied by the suppression of relationships of



reciprocity.41 This proletarianization of previously subsistence-based
communities, rooted in the system of wage labour, created a lock-in effect,
where workers, too, depend on growth to satisfy their most basic needs as
they are no longer able to survive outside of the capitalist system.42

The social implementation of abstract concepts of time and space, a
process that took centuries to reach the entire globe, symptomatically stands
for the abstract logic of capitalist modernity: the practice of the – scientific,
and above all economic – production of equivalences between completely
different concrete realities. The fact that labour, land, and many other things
were made measurable and comparable, largely by means of an abstract
standard of comparison expressed in money, created the conditions for
exchanging everything for everything else.43 Growth, in this sense, is also a
process of the relentless and often violent commodification and repeated
colonization of natures, life worlds, and reproductive activities, all of which
became increasingly shaped by market-mediated social relations – a process
that is still ongoing.44

Growth as dynamic stabilization

Modern societies dynamically stabilize through a continuous process of
expansion and intensification in terms of space, time, and energy.45 This
means that modern societies inherently rely on growth to stabilize their
institutions. These dynamics, while being based on processes of
appropriation and exploitation as analysed above, did provide material
prosperity to more and more people. While initially largely reserved to
white men in the middle and upper classes in Europe, these sustained
dynamics of growth also enabled successful social and political struggles
that made this material standard of living accessible to an increasingly larger
part of humanity, especially in the Global North, but also in the middle and
upper classes of the Global South. This increasing democratization of
material prosperity – from consumer goods such as sugar and tea for
European workers in the nineteenth century to larger private homes,
household appliances, cars, and travel in the twentieth century – again laid
the foundation for the continued acceleration of economic growth. And – as a
stabilizing mechanism for capitalism – the promise of rising levels of
material prosperity through economic growth served to pacify social



conflicts and to create consent for the technocratic, productivist politics of
growth societies.46 This does not only apply to the capitalist core countries.
Even the real existing socialist societies of the twentieth century were –
albeit under different circumstances – fundamentally productivist growth
societies. Under the pressure of competition between the Western and
Eastern blocs, they also relied on increasing economic output and growing
material prosperity in order to guarantee their social stability.47 And, as we
will explore throughout the book, the promise of a better life through growth
also legitimized and thus stabilized uneven development globally – the
promise of future growth made inequalities seem acceptable.

Furthermore, dynamic stabilization goes beyond material prosperity. In
fact, many of the social and political achievements people in modern welfare
states have access to today, such as the right to vote, a minimum wage, health
care, and a five-day workweek, were fought for by strong social movements
and trade unions in the context of expansive and fossil fuel–driven modernity.
The power of the strike in the twentieth century, for example, was closely
linked to the need for the labour force to operate the facilities necessary for
the mining, transport, and processing of coal and, consequently, their ability
to effectively paralyse them. To highlight the intimate entanglements between
the material properties of coal, which enabled coal workers to become the
spearhead of a strong workers movement that successfully fought for welfare
and participation, and the resulting mass democracy, the historian Timothy
Mitchell has termed modern representative systems ‘carbon democracies’.48

The historian Dipesh Chakrabarty makes a similar argument: emancipation
movements went hand in hand with the dynamics of fossil fuel–powered
growth and were based on it: ‘The mansion of modern freedoms stands on an
ever-expanding base of fossil fuel use. Most of our freedoms so far have
been energy-intensive.’49 And similar arguments can be made regarding other
modern achievements. Indeed, the public institutions of modern societies –
including the welfare state itself, which sought to pacify and constrain
capitalism and which emerged from the great emancipatory struggles of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries – stabilize themselves through economic
growth: they emerged within, contributed to, and are structurally dependent
on expanding economies.50 This includes institutions such as pension
systems, health insurance, unemployment benefits, long-term care insurance,
public education systems, universities, and public infrastructures (roads and



railways, water and sewage pipelines, electricity and telecommunications
networks). Increasing production created surpluses and thus facilitated
struggles for the distribution of wealth, the shortening of working hours, and
social security systems.51 As also argued by Thomas Piketty, the structural
tendency within capitalism to increase inequality could historically be
counteracted in phases of high growth.52 It must be noted, however, that these
achievements, rights, and freedoms were not the direct outcome of capitalist
growth, but rather resulted from struggles from below. As the economic
historian Stefania Barca points out, ‘health, wealth, longevity and security
are not the result of global trade and capital, but of those forces which have
opposed them.’53 Nonetheless, these struggles did occur within the context of
economic growth and were fundamentally shaped by it – and this has
important implications for a future beyond growth.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the economic and social model
of an expansive modernity, characterized by growth, was thus not only very
successful in material terms but also enabled rising and hitherto-unknown
levels of social, political, and cultural achievements and rights, mostly
within the early industrialized capitalist centres, but in parts also in emerging
countries and globally. The fact that key democratic, social, and cultural
rights were thus fought for in the context of expansive modernity, and that
within the growth paradigm societal progress became conflated with GDP
growth, has laid the foundation for a powerful common sense, based on lived
experience, that social improvements do indeed require economic growth
and the development of the productive forces. This applies in particular to
the Fordist regime, which prevailed mainly in industrialized countries from
the 1920s to the 1970s. Fordism was a social constellation of production
methods and power relations based on standardized factory labour (largely
male bread-winners), rising productivity (based on fossil fuels and
standardization), and rising wages (enabling increasing mass-consumer
markets to absorb the rising output), which temporarily pacified the conflict
between capital and labour mainly in industrialized countries. The very high
growth rates of this period helped to create consumer societies built around a
work-and-spend ethics and ample markets to increase production, which was
key for capital to expand – as put by Henry Ford himself: ‘Cars don’t buy
cars’. At the same time, high growth rates did translate to a certain
democratization of prosperity – it was the period in which Western lifestyles
of building houses in suburbs, driving cars, and owning washing machines



became dominant.54 Today, even after decades of neoliberal welfare cuts and
austerity, social memory of this era still powerfully links hopes of social
improvement to growth.

This experience of the democratization of prosperity, which was
powerfully associated with growth, became the formative experience of
entire generations in industrialized countries. Recently, the term ‘imperial
mode of living’ was introduced to describe how this way of life, which has
great capacity to stabilize capitalist centres, requires an uneven, imperial
global structure that ensures global access to cheap resources, energy, and
labour, while at the same time externalizing its ecological costs to Global
South regions and the future. Driven by the global spread of its media
representation, the imperial mode of living, with all its fossil fuel–based
comforts and capitalist consumer goods, also became a global dream for
many, even in the peripheral regions, who had thus far laboured to provide
the foundations of this prosperity but were excluded from its benefits (see
section 3.7).55 It is this experience of Fordist democratization of prosperity
and its attachment to consumer lifestyles which the critique of growth today
has to work its way through, at least in the early-industrializing countries. In
fact, the legitimating narrative of the progressive nature of growth and the
development of productive forces is so powerful that it also shapes the
outlook of parts of the left. And the function of growth as a stabilizing
mechanism remains one of its key justifications.

However, this common sense is increasingly eroding: contemporary
growth since the 1970s is showing diminishing social returns. In the
capitalist core, ever higher economic output has failed to translate into a
proportionate increase in well-being; this growth has not led to more equality
(except in parts of Asia), because the fruits of growth have largely been
captured by a small global elite; and, most importantly, continuous growth
and the spread of consumer-oriented lifestyles throughout the world are
producing ever more visibly devastating ecological and social effects
globally.56 These make clear that while continuous growth stabilizes social
conditions in the core – where the benefits accrue – and has the capacity to
mediate contradictions between capital and labour through the redistribution
of production and surplus, this constellation becomes increasingly precarious
with economic conditions deteriorating for many, even in the centres. And it
comes at a price. Such contradictions are actually displaced towards other
spheres of life and to the Global South. In effect, the globalization of the



‘imperial mode of living’ threatens to destroy the very achievements on
which its ideological power rests. Growth is a powerful stabilizing
mechanism of capitalist modernity – yet it also destabilizes the ecological
foundations of human life on this planet.

2.3. Growth as a material process

Growth, we have argued, is a culturally hegemonic idea in modern society.
And growth is also a social process driven by accumulation, characterized
not only by the relations internal to capitalism, such as capital and labour,
exploitation, or alienation, but also by relations that define the struggles on
its frontiers, such as appropriation, externalization, and unequal exchange.
Growth, as a social process, dynamically stabilized modern societies. In this
section, we discuss growth as a material, biophysical process: the
accelerating movement and use of more and more resources, energy, land,
consumable goods like food or smart-phones, and the resulting waste
products and emissions – all of which are considered part of the ‘social
metabolism’ of society. Going beyond critically analysing the ideology of
growth and the monetary production economy, a critical theory of growth
also includes analysing how growth appears in the material world, as a
biophysical process, and how its expansive nature produces socio-
ecological contradictions.57

One way to get an impression of this material dimension of growth is
through scientific analyses that measure the weight of all the mass of the
objects produced by humans – from buildings and infrastructure to plastic
bottles and smartphones. This research in industrial and political ecology has
generated some striking results: since around 1900, this ‘anthropogenic
mass’, which consists mainly of concrete, aggregates, bricks, asphalt, and
metals, has increased rapidly, doubling roughly every twenty years (see
Figure 2.1). Today, human-made stuff equal to each person’s body weight is
produced every single week for everyone alive globally. This ‘anthropogenic
mass’, which at the beginning of the twentieth century accounted for only
about 3 per cent of all biomass (all the trees, shrubs, other plants, animal
bodies, and so on) on Earth, surpassed the overall biomass around the year
2020. The mass of produced plastics alone is double the mass of all the
terrestrial and marine animals, including the bodies of humans.58 How can



we conceptualize this material dimension of economic growth – and what
ecological and social repercussions does it have?

Figure 2.1. Biomass and anthropogenic mass estimates since the beginning of the twentieth
century on a dry-mass basis. Source: Emily Elhacham, Liad Ben-Uri, Jonathan Grozovski,

Yinon M. Bar-On, and Ron Milo, ‘Global Human-Made Mass Exceeds All Living Biomass’,
Nature 588, no. 7838 (2020): 442–4.

Accumulation as biophysical growth

Economic growth not only appears as the ‘immense accumulation of
commodities’ – the ever-expanding stream of commodified things and beings
and the social relations making these possible. Growth is also experienced
as biophysical and material change and as the accumulation of stuff. This
includes transformations in our environments, as – driven by rising demand
for energy – coal mines swallow villages and forests in Germany, the oil
industry destroys livelihoods in the Niger delta, or rare earth mining in
northern China – critical for electric cars – produces radioactive earth
dumps, poisoned groundwater, and replaces Indigenous populations.



Material growth is also experienced through ever larger cities, rising
buildings, urban sprawl, or the construction of more highways. Or it appears
as diverse agro-economic or pastural systems being continuously replaced by
industrial agriculture, factory farming, or monocultural crop production for
global agrobusiness.

To understand this biophysical dimension of growth, degrowth offers an
analytical apparatus that builds on biophysical and ecological economics
(see also section 3.1). Centrally, growth can be analysed as the flows of
energy and matter that are passing through societies – extracted in some
useful form, put to work or consumed, and eventually emitted as waste. In
this metabolic process, these flows are not only sustaining human and non-
human bodies, but also the infrastructures and material artefacts that humans
have built, which require energy and materials to be sustained and are
analysed as ‘stocks’. From this ecological and materialist perspective,
economic growth necessarily requires increasing throughput of energy and
matter – a fact that tends to be disguised by the focus on GDP or ‘the
economy’ in terms of monetary flows.59 As will be discussed in more detail
throughout the book, while efforts to dematerialize the economy through
increased efficiency and the use of renewable energy and resources might
change the equation somewhat, they cannot escape the necessary materiality
of economic growth.60

The social metabolism of capitalism relies mainly on non-circular flows
of energy and materials that constantly run through ‘the economy’ and build
up as rising stocks or are released as waste. This means that for production
to happen, energy and matter must be extracted at a ‘source’, which creates
ecological effects such as the depletion of ecosystems. And after the
throughput has been transformed and consumed, it is excreted as waste into a
‘sink’ and must be reintegrated into ecosystems and biological cycles. Again,
this causes ecological and biogeochemical effects such as plastic waste
polluting oceans or, most critically, carbon emissions driving the climate
catastrophe. At sources and sinks, where capitalism encounters nature, the
ecological contradictions resulting from accumulation and growth as a
material process manifest most clearly – presenting both resistance to capital
as well as opportunities for further innovation and renewal. Yet, as will be
discussed in depth later, flows are subject not only to economic dynamics,
but also to the laws of physics and thermodynamics – which has far-reaching



repercussions for the prospects of infinite growth of throughputs, and thus
also for the prospects of endless accumulation (see section 3.1).

Within capitalism, the flow of energy and matter through the economy
must constantly be kept going or accelerated to increase the output of
commodities and thus avert the ever-present spectre of overproduction. As
argued by Eric Pineault, to absorb surplus capacity in the form of unused
machines (fixed capital) or uninvested profits, output in mass consumer
societies is managed in specific ways that allow for more growth:

Commodities, even the most basic, are designed to maximize output consumption: they don’t
last long, they are overwrapped, they are disposable or they depend on energy and matter
thirsty artefacts that households must collect to enjoy them … It is not only that the output must
be absorbed and consumed, but it must be consumed in such a way as to make room for the
absorption of a continuously expanding output. This is growth.61

Of course, this material growth, which is driven by competitive efforts to
impede the structural crisis of overaccumulation, has disastrous effects at
both source and sink. New research has calculated the total amount of
resources and energy that is wasted due to throughput being directed by
accumulation; it concludes that every year the global economy ‘mismanage[s]
around … 49% of the food produced, 31% of the energy produced, 85% of
ores and 26% of non-metallic minerals extracted, respectively’.
Consequently, natural resources are being depleted, ecosystems are polluted,
and livelihoods depending on these are destroyed.62

Fossil fuels play a particularly central role in the social metabolism of
capitalism.63 Previous societies were dependent on renewable forms of
energy. These are ultimately derived from solar energy concurrently in
circulation – mostly biomass and land, but also wind and water, and are
limited in their ability to scale up production and cannot easily be
transported. Thus, people were primarily dependent on available land,
biological processes, the specific temporality of plant and animal life, and
unchangeable phenomena such as the weather. Fossil fuels fundamentally
transformed all that – by giving access to the stored energy of millennia of
past photosynthesis, these underground reserves provided an extremely
concentrated, powerful, and cheap form of energy. Thus, the entire dynamic
of capitalism changed when, in the early nineteenth century, British
industrialists started to systematically use coal to fire steam engines. By
creating a powerful ‘prime mover’ that over time came to power anything



from the spinning jenny in the cotton factory to Elon Musk’s spacecraft, a
particularly dynamic and expansive social formation was unleashed: ‘fossil
capitalism’.64

Fossil fuels made it possible to produce increasingly independently of
time and space by enabling a constantly available flow of highly
concentrated energy that could be increased almost at will, regardless of the
specificities of a location. It thus dramatically increased the power of
capitalists over the workforce and the production process, which could move
wherever labour was cheap and obedient. It also provided the material and
energetic basis not only for the expansion of industrial wage labour, but also
a previously unknown increase in productivity, an entire range of new mass-
produced materials such as steel, cement, and plastic and new forms of
increasingly rapid mobility.65 During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
the continuously increasing use of fossil fuels has fundamentally transformed
almost all areas of modern societies – from the way we live, fight wars, or
grow food to the specific forms of nation-states and geopolitics, gender
roles, or the prevalent ‘carbon culture’.66 Fossil fuels have powered not only
economic expansion during this period, but also the increase in societal
throughput and the acceleration of other core variables of the Earth system
and related social trends. The capitalism of continuous economic growth that
we know is fundamentally a fossil capitalism. And while renewable energy
has grown exponentially in recent years, this is still comparatively minor and
partly offset by the simultaneous growth of fossil fuel energy – instead of a
global energy transition, we are largely seeing energy additions (see Figure
2.2).67



Figure 2.2. Global direct primary energy consumption. Even as renewables increase
exponentially, they are dwarfed by increased use of fossil fuels. Source: Vaclav Smil, Energy

Transitions: Global and National Perspectives (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2017), and BP
Statistical Review of World Energy; Our World in Data,

https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/global-primary-energy.

The great acceleration and ecological crises

The material and social dynamics ushered in by this economic expansion are
often illustrated with the now iconic ‘great acceleration’ graphs. Scientists
have calculated and visualized a series of socio-economic and Earth system
trends between the years 1750 and 2010.68 They show that sustained growth
in its various dimensions is a relatively new phenomenon. Only since the
nineteenth century have key measurable variables – such as population, water
consumption, fertilizer consumption, urbanization, the construction of dams,
transport, and so on – begun growing significantly. This process accelerated
even more in the middle of the twentieth century, and its trajectory remains
largely unbroken to the present day (see Figure 2.3). To understand the trends
of the great acceleration, we need to interpret them not only in relation to the
physical growth of societies, but as resulting from the dynamics of
accumulation as discussed in the previous sections.69



Figure 2.3. The great acceleration. Source: Will Steffen, Wendy Broadgate, Lisa Deutsch,
Owen Gaffney, and Cornelia Ludwig, ‘The Trajectory of the Anthropocene: The Great

Acceleration’, Anthropocene Review 2, no. 1 (2015): 81–98.

This great acceleration has irreversibly changed human life and planet
Earth. The concept of the ‘Anthropocene’, coined by Paul Crutzen and
embraced by natural scientists, ecologists, geologists, and historians,
describes the age in which humanity itself has become the dominant
geological force on Earth. But it is not the abstract ‘anthropos’ (human being)
who is responsible for ecological changes or who has produced them, but a
specific mode of (re-)production based on growth and expansion. Some
therefore speak of a ‘capitalocene’ or ‘growthocene’.70 And despite efforts
to delink the growth of GDP from material growth (emissions, material
throughput, and energy use), these trends have continued to go up in the
aggregate, quickly pushing the global Earth system beyond the limits
recommended by scientists.

Indeed, a multiplicity of studies show clearly that most of these
trajectories of material growth cannot continue. Already in 1972, the ‘Limits
to Growth’ report to the Club of Rome used an at-the-time ground-breaking
computer model to show that continuous rates of growth of economic and
material variables would most likely lead to the depletion of key resources
by the 2030s. The material limits to growth, this much-discussed report
stated, would also imply limits to economic growth in general. In the decades



since, different groups of scientists have repeated the modelling from the
report with contemporary data and showed that with the exception of some
aberrations, current data map quite accurately to the models from 1972.71

Since then, more and more scientific evidence has cast doubt on the
prospects of continuous biophysical growth over the next decades – the
growth of stocks and flows of human-made matter, or of the use of energy.
This research strengthened the claim that physical limits will eventually also
imply an end to economic growth itself.72

In 2009, Johan Rockström’s team at the Stockholm Resilience Centre
identified nine different ‘planetary boundaries’ – thresholds which, when
crossed, would trigger unpredictable ecological breakdown. Research has
since shown that the global economy has already crossed five: irreversible
climate change, mass species extinction, excessive land use, the
overburdening of the nitrogen cycle, and pollution by novel entities
including plastics and chemicals. The global transformation of nature has
already exceeded the ‘safe operating space for humanity’. Regarding the
other four boundaries – ocean acidification, the depletion of the stratospheric
ozone layer, and global freshwater usage – only regional overuse has
occurred thus far, but the situation is deteriorating.73 Exceeding only two of
these planetary boundaries – namely, climate change and the loss of
biodiversity – has the potential to fundamentally destabilize the Earth system.
However, it must be noted that these planetary ‘boundaries’ are not absolute
barriers whose transgression immediately leads to general ecological
catastrophes or the end of growth. In particular, the significance of these
boundaries is fiercely contested because they affect people very differently,
above all depending on their geographical location and their positions in
relations of power and domination. However, they do provide a good
indication of which systems we are pushing to their limits, beyond which we
end up in a future of uncharted, non-linear tipping points. These scientific,
empirically rigorous findings justify the conclusion that it is well past time
for wide-scale, assertive, and comprehensive action. And, if they were to be
reconceptualized as ‘societal boundaries’ resulting from capitalist social
relations, they demonstrate how societies can react differently to these
boundaries, including through self-limitation.74

Even just to limit climate change driven by human activity – which alone
could endanger the survival of large parts of the future human race and other



living beings – greenhouse gas emissions must be reduced to zero in less than
three decades. A formidable challenge, given the centrality of fossil fuels to
the social metabolism of capitalism discussed above. Yet, even if this were
to happen, it is uncertain whether self-reinforcing feedback cycles would not
continue to drive the Earth system beyond planetary tipping points,
preventing climate stabilization and leading to continuous warming and a
‘hothouse Earth’.75

But it is not just climate change that we are up against. The great
acceleration is affecting all aspects of human–nature interactions – from our
water systems to the air we breathe, biodiversity, soil health, the sixth mass
extinction, and increased risk of zoonosis, where encroachment into animal
habitats leads to novel viral strains causing global pandemics. The writer
Charles Eisenstein calls this process a ‘death of a thousand cuts’,76 where
climate change itself is just one aspect of the multi-faceted degradation of
global ecosystems.

Of course, these are only some of the most prominent frameworks that
analyse how growth as a biophysical process is disrupting biogeo-chemical
natural systems, approaching, or even surpassing dangerous and partly
irreversible tipping points. Yet there is clear and mounting evidence that this
process of material expansion – which began with the beginning of industrial,
fossil fuel–driven capitalism and accelerated in the 1950s, coinciding with
the development of the growth paradigm – is today running up against
multiple limits. One of the most distinct signs of the approaching limits is the
rising social resistance against the ideology of growth, against social
dynamics of accumulation, and against their material form – biophysical
growth. People all around the world are resisting, as part of a diverse and
growing network of movements against environmental injustice: land
defenders, peasants, workers, and Indigenous peoples fighting against
successive incursions on their land, against extraction of resources, against
demeaning and alienating jobs, and for collectively defined self-limitations
and a just transition to a dignified and ecologically sustainable economy.77

2.4. The end of growth?

What is the future of growth? Of course, no one knows. But the idea that the
global economy will continue to grow at 3 per cent each year, thus matching



some projections and the expectations of what is considered ‘normal’ in
economics and public discourse, might turn out not only to be a nightmare
(ecologically, but also for many other reasons, as discussed in the next
chapter) but also a fantasy. Compounding a 3 per cent annual growth doubles
the size of the economy every twenty-four years and, by the end of this
century, would lead to a global economy eight times larger. How this can be
squared with ecological and social limits is difficult to conceive.

However, since the 1970s, economic growth itself has started slowing,
beginning in the early industrialized countries. In the US, Europe, and Japan,
growth rates have been declining significantly since the 1970s, a process
discussed as ‘secular stagnation’ by economists. The reasons for this are
manifold and intertwined. They range from the political structural break from
social welfare states towards the neoliberal model, to the tendencies for
markets for goods to be saturated, intensified international competition,
declining productivity growth, and the financialization of the global economy.
Another important factor has been rising resource prices – it is no
coincidence that secular stagnation was triggered by the oil crisis of the
1970s. And since the global economy has now become a behemoth, relative
growth can only be achieved with ever greater expenditure on materials and
energy, which is becoming ever more expensive to provide, in particular
with declining rates of productivity.78 In the long run, the economy does not
seem to be developing in the way of the ‘hockey stick’ we have become
accustomed to – stagnating for much of human history and then accelerating
into a continuous and almost vertical ascent, like the curve of a ‘J’. Instead,
the regions in which capitalist industrialization began earliest now show a
transition to a trajectory that can be more adequately described as an ‘S’-
curve, in which acceleration slows down and finally comes to a standstill. It
could be that, in the long term, the rapid growth of parts of the world
economy between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries turns out to be a
historical exception.79

But also in the short term, the future of growth is uncertain – not only
given the crisis-tendencies inherent to the social process of accumulation, but
also due to the various ecological, social, and material limits of growth. As
we look towards the next decades, we will be facing multiple, simultaneous
crises, each a result of a global economy based on growth – and increasingly
one based on growth in crisis. On the one hand, we are already facing
economic stagnation, which is sending tremors through the system of



‘dynamic stabilization’ and upending the expectations of those enjoying an
‘imperial mode of living’, leading to new forms of popular reaction in
industrialized and middle-income countries, as well as increasing social
divisions. On the other hand, our current energy system, based on fossil fuels,
is fast causing a breakdown in the stability of the climate – itself a
foundational precondition for welfare, prosperity, and even the very
existence of complex human societies. Beyond climate change largely caused
by carbon emissions, many parts of the world are facing ecological
breakdown and public health crises due to ecosystem degradation, pollution,
and high levels of toxicity in food and the environment. All these ecological
crises hit the poorest – as well as those oppressed by intersectional
hierarchies such as race, class, and gender – first and hardest. These multiple
crises are the result of a system dependent on, and driven by, growth.

The main objection to the analyses presented here, which highlights how
intricately interwoven the material dimension of growth is with the social
process of accumulation, posits that while growth might have been very
material and destructive in the past, it is already and can further be
dematerialized in the future. The hope is that by shifting to renewable
energies, increasing energy and resource efficiency, and through recycling,
GDP can be decoupled fast enough from both the use of resources (the
‘source’ problems) and the creation of waste and emissions (the ‘sink’
problems). And all of this is already happening in some industrialized
countries, the narrative of green, dematerialized, and cyclical growth claims.
However, this hope is based on false assumptions and lacks evidence. While
research shows how carbon emissions, GDP, and material footprint have
become slightly less coupled, they are still all increasing at a critically
dangerous rate (see Figure 2.4). As will be discussed in detail throughout the
book (in particular, section 3.1), all the signs of dematerialization or
decoupling, as welcome as they are, are simply not enough – growth is still
sending us over a cliff.



Figure 2.4. Relative change in key global economic and environmental indicators from 1970 to
2017. The graph shows how the global material footprint (MF, equal to global raw material
extraction) and global CO2 emissions from fossil fuel combustion and industrial processes

(CO2 FFI) changed compared with global GDP (constant 2010 USD). Indexed to 1 in 1990.
Source: Thomas Wiedmann, Manfred Lenzen, Lorenz T. Keyßer, and Julia K. Steinberger,

‘Scientists’ Warning on Affluence’, Nature Communications 11, no. 1 (2020): 1–10.

In this chapter, we have discussed growth as expanding social
metabolism of society with nature, which in ever faster rhythms allows more
and more resources to flow through ‘the economy’ and remain as waste and
emissions. We have also discussed growth as a social process of mutually
reinforcing and dynamically stabilizing forces of acceleration, escalation,
and intensification. And we analysed growth as an ideology, focusing on the
making and power of the growth paradigm. With regard to each of these,
growth ultimately undermines the foundations on which it is based. Yet the
hegemony of the growth idea still persists. This is where the critiques of



growth come in, which we will discuss in detail in the third chapter and
which continue the arguments only outlined here. For a transition to a
degrowth society – as we will discuss in chapters 4, 5, and 6 – all three
dimensions of growth must be addressed. First, degrowth takes seriously the
material dimension of growth in all its complexity, drawing attention to what
this means for a future of global justice. Second, degrowth must seriously
examine the question of how the self-reinforcing growth dynamics of
expansive modernity can be overcome without jeopardizing the social,
cultural, and democratic achievements that have been accomplished, largely
through social struggles, but also within the context of growth societies. And
third, degrowth must critically engage with and dismantle but also transform
the promises, myths, and hopes associated with the growth paradigm.
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3
Critiques of growth

When first confronted with the word ‘degrowth’, many people react by
calling its proponents anti-modern (You want us to go back to living in
caves!), privileged (You want people to have less but many people are
already poor!), or apolitical (You don’t talk about the root of the problem,
which is capitalism!). In part, people often react this way because growth
continues to be seen as the provider of all the good things that society offers,
so to go against this common sense raises many people’s ire, both on the right
and on the left.

Another reason is that, while it is easy to react negatively to the word
‘degrow th’, truly understanding the degrowth framework takes a much more
dedicated engagement with the arguments it advances – which are based on
both scientific evidence and political theory. In the previous chapter, we took
you through some of the history of growth – from its more recent rise as a
paradigm of governance to its deeper roots, both material and social, within
capitalism. Uniquely among leftist critiques of capitalism, degrowth offers a
rigorous understanding of these growth dynamics. In this chapter, we
describe the various critiques of growth upon which degrowth literature has



drawn, assembling in one place the different frameworks that together make
up a degrowth perspective.

Degrowth, we argue, can be understood as a synthesis of different strands
of growth critiques, which analyse the dynamics of growth in modern
societies from various perspectives. This is not to say that degrowth does not
offer any positive proposals beyond critique. In the next chapter, we present
the vision and proposal at the core of degrowth. In this chapter, however, we
focus on critique. We claim that there are, central to degrowth, seven distinct
and overlapping lines of argumentation each critical of growth: ecological,
socio-economic, cultural, anti-capitalist, feminist, anti-industrialist, and
South–North critique (see Table 3.1). A comprehensive degrowth
perspective should incorporate all of them.1

Critiques of
growth

Economic growth …

Ecological
critique

… destroys the ecological foundations of human life and cannot be transformed
to become sustainable

Socio-economic
critique

… mismeasures our lives and thus stands in the way of well-being and equality
of all

Cultural
critique

… produces alienating ways of working, living, and relating to each other and
nature

Critique of
capitalism

… depends on and is driven by capitalist exploitation and accumulation

Feminist
critique

… is based on gendered over-exploitation and devalues reproduction

Critique of
industrialism

… gives rise to undemocratic productive forces and techniques

South–North
critique

… relies on and reproduces relations of domination, extraction, and exploitation
between capitalist centre and periphery

Table 3.1: The seven forms of growth critique central to
degrowth

That said, we do acknowledge that there is some truth to the criticism that
growth critiques can be anti-modern or regressive. Certainly critiques of
growth can lead to apolitical or misanthropic conclusions. For example,



without a critique of capitalism or a positive vision of human societies,
growth critiques can easily go down the road of focusing only on false causes
like population growth or ‘human nature’, so prominent within Western
environmentalism.2 Alternatively, without a feminist perspective, growth
critiques tend to reproduce gender inequalities, stereotypes, and binaries and
strengthen rather than undermine the gendered division of labour. These
reactions to the problems of growth can only advocate overcoming the
problem in limited, even regressive, ways. Even if the main thrust of
degrowth differs markedly from right-wing extremism, it is still necessary to
continue to ward against such contaminants. As the sociologist Dennis
Eversberg notes,

growth-critical positions are particularly at risk of being appropriated from the right, who often
focus on blaming the interest rate, the monetary system, or overpopulation for global problems
and frame the solution as the return to an allegedly better, more sustainable state of ‘natural’ or
‘original’ communities.3

In contrast to these perspectives, the central thrust of degrowth should be
understood as a global justice perspective. As we argue in the conclusion of
this chapter, only a holistic approach, one which takes into account the
several critiques we outline here, can safeguard degrowth against right-wing
appropriation and respond effectively to the current crises.

Before we go further, we would like to offer some clarifications on these
different strands of the degrowth framework. In this chapter we focus, on the
one hand, on critiques of growth that are often seen as key ‘sources’ of
degrowth.4 On the other hand, however, we also discuss critical approaches
that are less frequently heard but that are key to framing degrowth accurately
– or likewise those that have been important historically in debates
concerning growth. All these forms of critique come from different historical
and social contexts, and their argumentation takes place on different levels
and with different degrees of abstraction. There are overlaps and cross-
fertilizations. Not all forms of criticism are completely critical of growth,
and only some of the authors see themselves as part of the degrowth spectrum
– and some formulated their arguments long before the emergence of a
degrowth discourse. But they all make a specific contribution to a
comprehensive critique of growth adequate for our current predicaments.



The common basis of these different growth critiques is the deconstruction of
the hegemonic belief that economic growth per se is a good thing. To this
end, the logic and central assumptions of orthodox neoclassical economics
are attacked with various arguments. All critiques point to the fact that human
and non-human living beings are part of complex, interdependent networks of
relationships. A purely economic description cannot adequately capture them
and conceals rather than explains the actual logics of social and socio-
ecological relations. Degrowth thus criticizes the universalization of
economic rationality as manifested in its ideological orientation towards
growth and the replacement of complex networks of relationships by an all-
determining number: GDP.

In the following, we present each of the seven forms of critique in a
separate section. We begin each section with a summary of the core
arguments, briefly describe the historical development of this critique, and
then explain some key arguments in more detail. Finally, we discuss their
significance for the broader degrowth discourse, once again exploring how
degrowth critiques can inoculate themselves against reactionary,
conservative approaches.

3.1. Ecological critique

Infinite growth is not possible on a finite planet. The core message of the
ecological growth critique can be summarized in this oft-repeated
commonplace argument. Even if this is only one of several forms of criticism
that make degrowth necessary, for many it is the starting point of a critical
engagement with economic growth – therefore we will start with it as well.
Ecological growth criticism, however, goes beyond this popular statement.
On the one hand, it shows that economic growth is not sustainable and cannot
be made sustainable by any other modulations of growth (i.e., ‘green’,
‘qualitative’, or ‘smart’ growth), by technological progress (increases in
efficiency, digitalization, and so on), or by merely shifting the resource and
energy base (via renewable energies, say, or recycling). On the other hand,
the ecological growth critique does analyse the reasons for this structural
unsustainability of the growth-oriented, productivist, and capitalist economic
system. Rebound effects, entropy, criticism of the green economy, and
environmental justice are central keywords. Another important aspect is the



analysis of the fundamental level at which human societies are shaped by
their metabolic relationship with nature and how these society– nature
relations are deeply inscribed in modern societies.

Ecological growth critiques take up arguments from environmental and
environmental justice movements, sharpen them, and bring them in exchange
with scientific discussions. Even though, in their modern forms, these date
back at least to the nineteenth century, the discussion about the connection
between economic growth and ecology has gained momentum only since the
1970s. In chapter 2 we already discussed a critical theory of growth, whose
analysis of the material dimension of growth integrates some of the
ecological growth critiques. Further strands of the ecological critique came,
first, from the developing field of ecological economics, and especially from
the thermodynamic arguments of Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen. They also
came, second, from the environmental justice movement and from eco-
Marxist analyses of social metabolism. Third, they relied on empirical
material flow analyses, studies on resource scarcity, and studies on
decoupling environmental impact from economic growth.

Ecological economics and the law of entropy

Ecological economics developed from critiques of neoclassical economics,
which is oblivious to ecological processes and their importance to economic
activities. Let us begin with how the laws of physics determine and shape
growth. It may perhaps seem self-evident to say that the economy, like
everything else, must obey the laws of physics. However, mainstream
economics rarely acknowledges this fact. Neoclassical models conceptualize
the economy as money-mediated and self-contained processes of circulation
of labour and capital, money and goods between households and companies,
all of which can reproduce themselves again and again. Growth, in this
model, is due to savings and investments and the resulting increase in
knowledge, technology, and capital. Such a circular-flow model of the
economy, with which the textbooks of economics begin to this day, has been
fundamentally challenged: to give one example, neither nature (in the form of
energy, raw materials, and land) nor reproductive work (as indispensable
prerequisites of the formal economy) appear in it. As an image central to
ecological economics depicts, the economy is embedded in a society (in the
form of laws, social institutions, or moral concepts) without which it could



not function; and both the economy and society in turn are embedded in
nature.5

The circular flow model is the ‘original sin of modern economics’, as the
mathematician and economist Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen stated, because it
creates the illusion that the economy does not depend on resources, energy,
and sinks, and can thus continue to expand indefinitely.6 In the 1960s and
1970s, he developed some of the central building blocks both for ecological
economics and for later degrowth discourses through a rigorous analysis of
the biophysical side of economic activities. He argued that economic
development is necessarily integrated into physical and biological processes
and therefore cannot ignore the limits arising from physical laws, especially
the law of entropy.7 In The Entropy Law and the Economic Process,
published in 1974, Georgescu-Roegen showed how what we call the
economy, which is understood largely as a system of market exchange, is in
fact a complex system of flows and stocks of energy and materials, each of
which has different properties and potential for sustainable (re-)use. The
expenditure of energy or the use of any material tends not to be fully
renewable in the long term, since each time energy or material is transformed
from one form to another, that substance becomes lower quality. Fossil fuel–
driven economies are rapidly using the limited supply of highly concentrated
energy stored during millennia of photosynthesis – the sun being the only
source of energy entering the otherwise largely closed system of the earth. To
switch to a fully renewable economy, we would need to transition to a
largely solar-powered economy. However, Georgescu-Roegen argued that,
unlike fossil fuels, solar energy ‘comes to us with an extremely low intensity,
like a fine rain, almost a microscopic mist’.8 Imagine trying to catch fine
rain: you cannot do it with a bucket. To do so, we would need to transform
our current systems of energy capture and storage completely, creating a
massive infrastructure (of solar panels, wind turbines, bioenergy plants, tidal
turbines, and, most importantly, technologies to store that energy, such as
batteries) that relies on material resources, which are, unlike sunlight, non-
renewable. Such a solar-based economy must manage with existing materials
and will thus in the long term have to limit growth.

Technological progress and non-fossil energy sources (such as the sun,
wind, water, or biomass) cannot beat the entropy law in the long term,
especially since resources and land are inherently limited. From this



analysis, Georgescu-Roegen deduced that if we begin from an analysis that is
grounded in the laws of physics, we can only conceive of an economy that
consumes less and less energy and material, since nothing can be 100 per
cent recycled and since capturing renewable energy depends on material
resources, which are themselves limited. Georgescu-Roegen also formulated
initial thoughts on the form such an economy must take, anticipating some of
the central degrowth proposals. Thus, it is no coincidence that the word
décroissance, although Georgescu-Roegen did not use it himself, first
became known through the title of a 1979 French translation of his writings
titled Demain la décroissance.

These arguments highlight two basic facts. First, every economy is
embedded within an environmental context and therefore is subject to natural
laws such as those of physics and thermodynamics. Second, an economy that
grows endlessly must make trade-offs with regard to material and energy use,
since each form of energy has different characteristics in terms of storage,
material intensity, renewability, transportation, and the time and space they
require. While this does not prove in itself that endless growth is impossible,
it shows how, the bigger an economy, the more difficult it becomes to
maintain, and the more difficult it becomes to switch to more sustainable
forms of energy that are not as dense, concentrated, and transportable as
fossil fuels, without reducing overall energy use. This insight applies to all
economic systems, not just our own.9

Vaclav Smil, in his recent book Growth: From Microorganisms to
Megacities, brings the study of physics and economics of growth to a new
level. In a wide-ranging analysis of growth in multiple systems – from the
biological to cities to economic trends – Smil underlines that, in all systems,
growth may look to be exponential but eventually tends to have decreasing
growth rates until it reaches its material and thermodynamic limits. Thus,
societies currently experiencing growth may have the impression that things
will continue as they are, but they usually are just within an exponential
curve that will eventually flatten, or even result in whole-scale collapse.
More broadly, Smil’s work demonstrates in exhaustive detail how all
economic activity, regardless of social organization, is subject to material,
ecological, and physical limitations. In essence, his argument, which aligns
closely with that of Georgescu-Roegen, is that all available evidence
suggests that growth is finite. Any society that relies on compound rates of
economic growth will eventually face ultimate limits, which manifest



themselves in the breakdown of the complex ecosystems upon which growth
relies. Smil stops short, however, of suggesting models for how to avoid
collapse; and, what’s more, his work does not take into account the role
played by ideology and hegemonic, interlocking social dynamics in
perpetuating growth. As we underline throughout this book, an important
aspect of the degrowth framework involves combining a material analysis of
the growth of the economy with an understanding of its structural roots.10

Another problem, related to the one highlighted above, is that increasing
economic complexity also locks in future material and energetic throughput.
For example, as more infrastructures organized around fossil fuels (such as
highways and container shipping ports) are built, the more society becomes
‘locked in’ to non-renewable sources of energy, and the more work it takes to
disassemble that system and create a system based on renewable energy.
These mutually reinforcing dynamics of growth become increasingly coupled
to each other, making it more and more difficult to change energy sources but
also to address the increasing disorder (through pollution, environmental
degradation, and social strife) created by a reliance on a single, highly
concentrated source of energy – in our economy’s case, fossil fuels.11

Social metabolism and the metabolic rift

It was from this understanding – the scientific investigation into the physical
basis of economies – that political economists started to develop an
understanding of what is called ‘social metabolism’. This is a key term in the
degrowth literature and fundamental for an accurate understanding of the
material conditions of growth. In physiology and biology, metabolism is
understood as a system that exchanges and balances nutrients of an organism.
A human organism, for example, takes in food, processes it to create energy,
uses parts of it to continuously rebuild the body, and excretes the rest. The
concept of metabolism began to be applied to wider ecological and social
systems in the nineteenth century with the development of the science of
ecology. Scientists began to use the term ‘metabolism’ (in German,
Stoffwechsel) to apply to biochemical processes in natural systems, not just
in organisms. Karl Marx, interested in the development of these new natural
sciences, started to explore what he called social metabolism: the material
and energetic exchange that allows a society to reproduce itself, produce,



stabilize, and grow.12 Marx, who coined the term ‘social metabolism’,
described it as the dynamic relationship between humans and nature. This
interchange was dependent on complex and ecologically specific dynamics,
such as the nutrient capacity of the soil or the availability of various forms of
energy. Since societies depend on biological and ecological functions, these
limit the potential of economic activities. This suggests that capitalist
development, which relies on infinite accumulation, has yet another tendency
towards crisis.13

Marx, in his investigations of capitalism, also became concerned with the
way in which a capitalist economy’s social metabolic processes
systematically disrupt natural metabolic processes – such as by producing
waste (sewage, pollution, plastics) that can’t be absorbed by ecosystems but
rather that degrades them. As Marx pointed out,

[Capitalist production] disturbs the metabolic interaction between man and the earth, i.e., it
prevents the return to the soil of its constituent elements consumed by man in the form of food
and clothing; hence it hinders the operation of the eternal natural condition for the lasting
fertility of the soil.14

John Bellamy Foster, in his study of Karl Marx’s ecological politics, has
called this dynamic the ‘metabolic rift’.15 Thus, Marx’s work and a revival
of eco-Marxism highlight the importance of understanding the material and
ecological basis of any social system, and the way by which social
metabolism fosters or disrupts natural cycles and metabolic exchanges,
contributing to the dynamics of capitalist crisis (see also section 3.4).

Following the development of ecological economics, scientists began to
trace the social metabolism of different economies by measuring aggregate
material and energetic ‘throughput’ – basically, the total ‘stuff’ that
economies consume. Different economic systems, historically, have had
vastly different rates and forms of metabolism.16 The measurement of social
metabolism has become a key basis for the empirical evidence underlying
whether economic growth can be decoupled from material and energy
throughput. Indeed, with the advent of tools to empirically measure metabolic
impacts such as carbon and water footprints, scientists have also come closer
to understanding how the aggregate throughput of a society is linked to
environmental impact.17

The study of social metabolism is important for our understanding of the
material basis of the economy for several reasons. First, it highlights once



again how nature and society are not separate objects but are connected
through biological, chemical, and physical interchanges. It thus underlines
how social dynamics can adversely affect ecological systems, and how this
depends on complex interlocking systems, each of which has its own unique
traits. For example, the social metabolism of speeding up the water cycle
through erosion-prone agriculture has very different impacts on society than
speeding up the carbon cycle through burning fossil fuels – since water and
carbon each have different properties and effects (on the air, on the soil, in
the ocean, and so on). Second, the theoretical perspective that focuses on
‘social metabolism’ and the empirical measurement of it bring to light a part
of the economy that is veiled by most economic measurement tools like GDP.
Third, measuring the aggregate social metabolism of a society becomes a
political object in itself, as it has the potential to empirically assess the
relationship between economic growth, material and energetic throughput,
and ecological devastation – as well as to challenge unequal distributions of
the negative effects of interlinked processes (see section 3.7). In summary, an
understanding of social metabolism is necessary for comprehending the
material form that any economy takes and determining whether it is
sustainable or not.

Decoupling and rebound effects

A large number of empirical studies on the relationship between economic
growth and environmental degradation or resource consumption are also at
the foundation of the ecological growth critique. This leads us to perhaps the
most important controversy in the ecological critique of growth: the question
of decoupling. This field of research makes it increasingly difficult to deny
that past economic growth has been a central driver of economic destruction.
What is controversial, however, is whether current and future economic
growth can be decoupled from environmental impact. As we noted at the end
of the previous chapter, a prominent thesis by advocates of green growth
states that technological progress and an efficiency revolution can ‘decouple’
growth from environmental destruction. By switching to green sources of
energy on a large scale, as well as by improving efficiency, countries could
see green growth throughout the next decades and beyond, while
environmental burdens decrease and emissions decline.18



Criticism of these claims is the central starting point for degrowth. The
debate is complex and involves both theoretical and empirical arguments. To
begin with, the widely held idea that productivity improvements due to
technological innovations lead to savings in resources and energy is
historically misleading and factually wrong. Productivity increases were, in
effect, largely caused by the use and appropriation of cheap labour and
nature, by the increasing use of fossil fuels, and by ecological plundering and
the shifting of costs to the future and to the countries of the Global South.
Furthermore, the ‘rebound effect’ has had an important role to play in the
difficulty of reducing environmental impact while growth increases. The
debate about the rebound effect goes back to the paradox discovered as early
as 1865 by the British economist William Stanley Jevons: increasing the
efficiency of energy and material use often leads to more, and not less,
consumption of this energy or raw material. Even though this mechanism has
long been neglected in neoclassical economics, a rising number of empirical
studies have shown how rebound effects counteract decoupling. Rebound
effects are defined as excess demand due to an increase in productivity.
Studies show that, often, savings due to technological improvements are
offset by an increase in demand. For example, more efficient combustion
engines do not lead to lower energy use or CO2 emissions when cars become
heavier, people drive more, and the money saved on fuel is spent on other
CO2-intensive consumption. Rebound effects are extremely diverse, affect
different levels (households, companies, economies), and sometimes
reinforce one another. The sociologist Tilman Santarius distinguishes
between financial, motivational, habitual, industrial, economic, and structural
rebound effects. Empirical studies show that all these rebound effects
together directly offset at least 50 per cent of the efficiency gains through
new growth, and in some cases significantly more – even at times reaching
what is called an ‘overshoot’, where efficiency improvements lead to
additional net consumption.19

The debate on decoupling often lacks clarity on what kind of decoupling
is actually necessary to achieve sustainability goals and have continuous
growth. While there is wide evidence for some forms of decoupling, what
we actually need is a decoupling in all key sustainability indicators (not only
carbon emissions, but also biodiversity loss, land use, resource consumption,
and so on) that is global (not just happening in some countries or regions),
absolute (not just relative), permanent (and not just due to temporary



circumstances, low-hanging fruits, and so on), fast enough (and not just
possible in the long-term future), and strong enough to achieve agreed
sustainability targets such as the 1.5°C limit for global warming, while taking
global equity considerations into account.20

Fortunately, there are some signs of global relative decoupling and of
some regional absolute decoupling. For example, the global energy intensity
(amount of energy per unit of global GDP) today is almost 25 per cent below
that of 1980, and the carbon intensity of the global economy (amount of CO2
per unit of global GDP) has also declined by almost 1 per cent per year in
recent decades.21 However, while the carbon intensity of the global economy
continues to decrease, CO2 emissions have also continued to rise – by more
than 60 per cent since 1990. What is needed is not relative decoupling, but
absolute decoupling, in which resource consumption, environmental
damages and emissions decrease in absolute terms and sufficiently fast,
while the economy grows. And there is no evidence for global absolute
decoupling of economic growth from environmental impacts, neither in terms
of CO2 emissions nor biodiversity loss, land-use change, plastic pollution, or
the aggregate level of anthropogenic resource use (which is a key indicator
for environmental damage generally).22

And while some temporary, localized absolute decoupling has taken
place, in particular in some Global North countries with low growth rates,
there is no evidence to show that it has, or can, occur at the scale needed to
become permanent and global, nor to do so fast enough. For example,
between 1980 and 2008, countries such as Canada, Germany, Italy, and Japan
decoupled their domestic material use from economic growth, and the G8 as
a whole halved their domestic material consumption. Yet, when measured in
absolute terms and including embedded resources in trade, material footprint
closely tracks GDP in all wealthy nations, and, despite dips in GDP rates,
continues to grow at an unsustainable rate.23 Furthermore, only fourteen
countries have absolutely decoupled GDP growth from both production- and
consumption-based CO2 emissions – and this was aided by slow economic
growth and, for several, was only temporary.24 Yet even in these countries,
achieved mitigation rates remain very far from what is necessary to achieve
climate targets, in particular if equity considerations are taken into account.
To put the case directly: the transformations of the Global North economies
necessary to achieve annual emissions reductions of around 10 per cent, as is



necessary to avert a climate emergency, can only be achieved without
economic growth and will most likely result in a reduction of GDP.25

A recent systematic review of decoupling, synthesizing the evidence
emerging from 835 peer-reviewed articles, concludes that while relative
decoupling is common and while some small-scale and slow absolute
decoupling can be seen in certain areas in recent years, the absolute
decoupling we need is highly unlikely:

Large rapid absolute reductions of resource use and GHG emissions cannot be achieved
through observed decoupling rates, hence decoupling needs to be complemented by sufficiency-
oriented strategies and strict enforcement of absolute reduction targets.26

Another analysis of historical trends and model-based projections concludes:

(1) there is no empirical evidence that absolute decoupling from resource use can be achieved
on a global scale against a background of continued economic growth, and (2) absolute
decoupling from carbon emissions is highly unlikely to be achieved at a rate rapid enough to
prevent global warming over 1.5°C or 2°C.27

Of course, this could theoretically change in the future – yet given what we
know, this is highly unlikely, and the large-scale and high-speed energy
transitions that would be necessary, including negative emission
technologies, bear considerable risks regarding not only their feasibility, but
also their sustainability and justice.28 Furthermore, next to the rebound
effects discussed above that will compensate some of the efficiency gains,
there are other mechanisms that make sufficiently fast absolute decoupling
very unlikely – among these are the possibility of rising energy and resource
expenditures, problem shifting to other regions and timescales, the impacts of
services, the limited potential for recycling, lack of technological
innovations, and cost shifting by polluting industries to society and nature.29

This strong coupling of growth and emissions is also the reason why the
only historical periods when total CO2 emissions actually did go down were
periods of economic decline: after the collapse of the Soviet economy in the
early 1990s, during the global economic crisis from 2008 to 2010,30 and
during the coronavirus pandemic.31 For some, the social fallout from these
crises are evidence that degrowth is never desirable. However, degrowth
advocates point out that, within a growth-oriented economy, economic crises
end up leading to more environmental impacts eventually, as environmental
regulations are loosened and countries accelerate production after the



crisis.32 For degrowth advocates, economic crises are not degrowth; rather,
they show that an economy dependent on growth is unable to satisfy both
social and environmental needs. The point, instead, is to move towards an
economy in which well-being can increase while environmental damage
rapidly declines, thereby decoupling prosperity from ecological impact and
thus also from economic growth.

Significance for degrowth: Avoiding apolitical ecology

While these ecological approaches shape today’s degrowth discussion,
classical conservation movements motivated by romantic unease about the
destruction of ‘untouched’ nature, or Malthusian critiques that problematize
population growth, are less important for degrowth. On the contrary, many
degrowth authors criticize arguments that primarily focus on population
growth as structurally racist. Demographic arguments are implicitly mostly
directed towards the Global South, where the population is currently
growing. But it is precisely the rich countries – where population is currently
stagnating or declining – that are historically and today mainly responsible
for the ecological crisis. Ecologically, lifestyle or per-capita consumption is
much more important than the abstract number of living people.33 Criticism
of population growth under the given circumstances is therefore usually
(sometimes only implicitly) a criticism of the high reproduction rates of
people in the Global South, although these live far more appropriately from a
purely ecological point of view, and it thus diverts attention from what is
much more important: affluence and the systemic drivers of growth.34

Arguments based on population growth typically view humanity as having an
aggregate, monolithic impact, which is a function of the number of people in
the world. However, humans can develop societies that are carbon neutral or
even carbon negative – storing carbon through building up soil, regenerating
ecosystems, and building a world of abundance that does not transgress
planetary boundaries and is based on ecological knowledge. Ecological
arguments based solely on demographics and population growth deny this
reality that we can, and should, create different social systems – they are thus
limited to an apolitical ecology.

The ecological critique of growth impressively reveals a fundamental
dilemma that is now increasingly becoming part of everyday consciousness



and that also plays a role in almost all other growth critiques: if the
ecological foundations of human life are not to be further destroyed, the
material flows of the economy must be slowed down and reduced very
quickly in the coming years – which is very unlikely and maybe not possible
alongside simultaneous economic growth. In addition to efficiency and
consistency, sufficiency – a reduction in the consumption of raw materials,
energy, and land which nevertheless offers a basis for well-being – as a way
to a sustainable society is therefore of primary importance.35 To further
stress this point: the ecological argument is not only one of limits and
renunciation. Prioritizing socio-ecological interactions within our political
systems offers the potential for building a world of sufficiency – enough for
all – that satisfies both material needs of all humans globally and planetary
boundaries – well-being within limits.36

3.2. Socio-economic critique

The OECD recently announced that ‘for much of the twentieth century, the
implicit assumption that economic growth was synonymous with progress
prevailed: the assumption that a growing Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
meant that life had to get better’.37 The socio-economic growth critique calls
this assumption into question: further economic growth in the Global North
does not (any longer) improve the quality of life. Growth is therefore not
desirable as such. Rather, quality of life depends on other factors, which do
not need growth: equality, democratic participation, leisure time, revaluation
of care work, or the overcoming of irrational, growth-oriented consumption
habits such as positional consumption.38 Based on a large number of
empirical studies, this form of growth critique shows that the social and
environmental costs of growth above a certain individual or societal income
level are higher than its benefits. The socio-economic growth critique thus
provides the basis for a degrowth perspective that sees the end of economic
growth not as a threat, but as an opportunity for new forms of well-being and
a good life for all.

Early economic critiques of growth and consumption



Socio-economic growth criticism became prominent in the middle of the
twentieth century, with some earlier precursors. Since the 1970s, it has
played a central role in heterodox (i.e., non-neoclassical) economics,
especially in welfare economics and feminist economics but also in the
interdisciplinary field of ‘happiness research’ and in social history. Being
anchored mainly in academia with a more narrow argumentative thrust, it is
less radical (in the sense of ‘going to the roots’) and critical of the existing
systems than other lines of argumentation critical of growth, but it is also
relatively accessible.

Some of the theses of the socio-economic growth critique go back to the
British economist John Stuart Mill, who argued as early as 1884 that an end
to economic growth, which he predicted would occur in the long term, did
not mean the end of human progress. On the contrary, according to Mill:
‘There would be as much scope as ever for all kinds of mental culture, and
moral and social progress; as much room for improving the Art of Living,
and much more likelihood of its being improved, when minds ceased to be
engrossed by the art of getting on.’39 This line of argument was also common
among more radical thinkers like William Morris, who, influenced by Karl
Marx, argued that an economy less oriented towards accumulation and
material growth could nevertheless lead to fulfilling lives – as he sought to
illustrate in his utopian novel News from Nowhere. Writing in 1896, he
observed: ‘But think, I beseech you, of the product of England, the workshop
of the world, and will you not be bewildered, as I am, at the thought of the
mass of things which no sane man could desire, but which our useless toil
makes – and sells?’40 In contrast to ‘useless toil’, Morris proposed a society
that was based on useful, pleasurable work (rather than the total abolition of
work), in great part because creative work is essential for human beings to
thrive.41

Another early critic of growth and consumption was Thorstein Veblen, an
eclectic and ground-breaking economist who is considered one of the
forerunners of institutional economics, a field of heterodox economics that
greatly influenced ecological economics. In his book The Theory of the
Leisure Class, Veblen coined the term ‘conspicuous consumption’ to
describe how the rich purchase goods or services mainly for the specific
purpose of displaying their wealth and social status through luxury goods.42

In Veblen’s analysis, a dynamic emerges when poor people mimic this



behaviour, and the rich respond by consuming ever newer and more luxurious
‘positional goods’, leading to a society that is wasting time and resources in
irrational ways. Institutional economists took Veblen’s argument a step
further to highlight how novel social norms – such as the institution of
positional consumption – may eventually lead to cascading and self-
reinforcing effects.43 Several decades later, this field greatly informed the
work of heterodox economists such as Elinor Ostrom, who drew on
institutional economics to show how managing common resources requires
looking beyond market transactions or private property (see section 4.1).44

Another, more famous forerunner of the socio-economic critique was
John Maynard Keynes, one of the most influential economists of the twentieth
century. In his famous essay ‘Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren’,
Keynes formulated a series of long-term predictions about a good life beyond
growth, drudgery, and endless accumulation. In discussing whether human
needs are really insatiable, as is conventionally claimed, and thus require
infinite growth, Keynes distinguished two classes of human needs:

those needs which are absolute in the sense that we feel them whatever the situation of our
fellow human beings may be, and those which are relative in the sense that we feel them only if
their satisfaction lifts us above, makes us feel superior to, our fellows.45

Based on this distinction, he argues that although the need for what would
later be dubbed ‘positional consumption’ may be insatiable, ‘absolute’ needs
are finite: ‘a point could be reached soon, much sooner perhaps than we are
all aware, when these needs are satisfied in the sense that we prefer to
devote our further energies to non-economic purposes.’46 Based on this
analysis, Keynes concludes that while economic production and living
standards in industrialized countries would continue to rise well into the
twenty-first century, by 2030 the grandchildren of his generation would have
reached a state of abundance in which, instead of continuing to pursue
profane activities such as saving, accumulating, or wage labour, they would
devote themselves to higher goods such as leisure or the arts. Even in these
very early analyses the idea emerged that continuous growth is not the end of
history but, on the contrary, that at a certain point in the future, growth may
even stand in the way of human progress. From then on, the increase in
material prosperity will be replaced by the search for a good life, pleasure,
meaning, and ‘time prosperity’ (drastically reduced working hours for all)
or, as in the case of William Morris, more pleasurable and useful work.



Consumer criticism and positional goods

At the height of the ‘golden age’ of high growth rates in the post-war
decades, a critique of prosperity and consumption developed which drew in
great part from institutional economics and looked at the social,
psychological, and ecological costs of prosperity. The increasing criticism of
consumer society – expressed politically both by the left and by
conservatives – came in the form of much-discussed popular science books
such as Kenneth Galbraith’s The Affluent Society (1958), David Riesman’s
Abundance for What? (1964), E. J. Mishan’s The Costs of Economic
Growth (1967), or Fred Hirsch’s Social Limits to Growth (1977). These
criticisms can be used politically in different ways. In their conservative, or
classist, variant, their arguments are directed against the democratization of
consumer practices previously reserved only for the social elite – mass
tourism, for example, is a problem because no one may now enjoy the
secluded beach as before. In a more critical variant, however, which can still
be made productive today, the critique is directed against a series of social
logics of increase, acceleration, and distinction that lead to greater
consumption instead of a better quality of life. Building on earlier work, Fred
Hirsch formalized the concept of ‘positional goods’ as goods that derive
their value above all from their scarcity and, therefore, the more people
consume them, the less their value. As an example of this ‘abundance
paradox’ he cites tourism, or the desire for a home in the suburbs. In society
as a whole, the competition mechanism leads to a wasteful competition for
positions, in which everyone tries to gain a higher place in the social
hierarchy even if this can only be accomplished at the expense of others. It is
a zero-sum game: ‘What winners win, losers lose.’47 Based on these and
similar concepts, modern happiness research analyses the functioning of the
‘treadmills of happiness’ caused by positional competition and social logics
of increase and acceleration – and the possibilities of getting out of this
hamster wheel.48

The paradox of happiness and income

While earlier contributions to a socio-economic growth critique argued
mainly theoretically, a broad field of empirically oriented research has
developed since the mid-1970s. In 1974, the US economist Richard Easterlin



provocatively asked: ‘Does economic growth improve the human lot?’ His
statistical analysis of the relationship between GDP and subjective feelings
of happiness introduced the much-discussed ‘Easterlin paradox’, or
‘happiness-income paradox’, in economics debates. In essence, it states that,
although to some extent quality of life is directly related to income (both
within a country and between countries), quality of life does not increase in
the longer term if a country’s income exceeds a certain level. Four decades
later, extensive studies have largely confirmed this thesis.49

As a product of the socio-economic growth critique and the ‘happiness-
income paradox’, a variety of alternative methods of measuring well-being
have been developed since the 1970s. These were decisively inspired by
feminist criticism of GDP (see section 3.5). These methods include those that
complement the national accounts (roughly speaking, GDP) by including non-
market factors such as unpaid labour, environmental degradation, and well-
being (see, for example, the Genuine Progress Indicator or the Index of
Sustainable Economic Welfare); those that measure ‘social indicators’ based
on social values (such as housing conditions, education, environment, and
health, for example the Better Life Index of the OECD); and those that
directly survey subjective well-being through questionnaires.50 Studies that
compare different countries with each other and those that analyse changes in
the quality of life within a country over time show that the relationship
between GDP and quality of life is only stable up to a certain level of
prosperity. In most industrialized countries, this was the case until the 1970s
or 1980s, after which the relationship falls dramatically apart: even if the
economy continued to grow, prosperity has stagnated or even started to
decline over recent decades.51

How can these empirical results underlying the socio-economic critique
be interpreted? Five explanations seem particularly central. On a material
level, one reason is, first, that more is not always better. In economics, this is
discussed as the ‘diminishing marginal utility’ of goods (or income), which
means that any additional quantity of goods generates less additional
satisfaction. An extra $100 in additional income will hardly make a person
with an income of $5,000 any happier. However, for someone with an
income of $600, or even $30, an additional $100 makes a huge difference.
Second, the ‘relative income effect’ means that, even if more income does
not make a country’s population happier, it is still worth it for individuals to
be richer than other people in their vicinity. Inter-country comparisons show



that absolute gains in life satisfaction through increased income are many
times lower in richer economies than in poorer ones. To a large extent, they
are offset or even surpassed by senseless status competition throughout
society and rising social and ecological costs. Therefore, according to the
British economist, and author of the book Prosperity without Growth, Tim
Jackson, a key message of this research is that ‘there is a strong case for the
developed nations to make room for growth in poorer countries’ because, in
the latter, ‘growth really does make a difference’.52 Third, the disparity
between rising GDP and well-being is simply due to the fact that GDP is a
poor measure of well-being, since it neglects non-market labour, does not
measure the social and environmental costs of economic growth, neglects
inequality, and so on (see chapter 2). Fourth, in the 1970s and 1980s, the
‘golden age’ of Fordism or ‘democratic capitalism’ in most regions in the
Global North ended. It was replaced by neoliberal policies such as
financialization, deregulation, privatization, and social cuts, which led to a
massive increase in social inequality and increasing precarity and the
flexibilization of working and living conditions. The prominent idea that a
rising tide lifts all boats has been disproved. There has been a marked shift
from what Ulrich Beck called ‘elevator societies’ – those with a lot of
upward social mobility – towards societies characterized by social decline,
exhaustion, and anxiety, in which a small elite is able to capture an
increasingly larger share of the output.53 Fifth, and finally, the general trend
towards declining growth rates in the industrialized countries – secular
stagnation – without redistributive measures leads to an increase in class
inequality and a stagnation or decline in the quality of life of the majority of
the population (see Figure 3.1). In the long run, without growth, capitalism
changes into a neo-feudal market economy, capital accumulation slackens,
overcapacities increase, and inequalities explode.54 For these reasons –
according to the socio-economic growth critique – politics cannot
realistically rely on further economic growth in the rich countries in order to
achieve gains in the quality of life. Thus, other sources of well-being, which
do not depend on economic growth, must move to the centre of the
discussion. This line of argumentation was also recently highlighted by the
European Environment Agency – who in a 2021 report argued: ‘The broader
“post-growth” concept seems highly relevant for Europe and other developed
regions as they face increasing uncertainties about future GDP growth’ (see
Figure 3.1). 55



Figure 3.1. Annual growth of GDP (2010 USD), rolling average for previous ten years.
Source: European Environment Agency, Reflecting on Green Growth: Creating a Resilient
Economy within Environmental Limits (Copenhagen: European Environment Agency, 2021),

24; created using World Bank data.

Significance for degrowth: In an economy based on growth, any recession
is a crisis

In the more contemporary degrowth debate, this research is interpreted as
evidence that prosperity is possible without growth. However – and this
already indicates one of the central requirements of a degrowth vision – the
fact that growth does not (any longer) bring additional prosperity does not
necessarily mean that within capitalism growth is meaningless for the well-
being of people. For in capitalist growth societies, the economic, social,
institutional, and mental infrastructures are designed based on, and are
geared towards, growth and accumulation – these institutions of modern
society are dynamically stabilized through expansion and only function in the
context of growth. A lack of growth is, if these structures are not changed,
first of all a crisis. The recession during the COVID-19 pandemic has been a
crisis for most people, in great part because declines in growth were not (or



not adequately) paired with policies that guarantee well-being and security.
Empirical studies show that life satisfaction falls drastically during
economic crises, because while expectations tend to go up quickly during
boom cycles – we all want to keep up with the Joneses – they are not
adjusted downwards in times of crisis. This shows that well-being and
happiness are both socially determined and economically contingent. Social
participation in consumer societies also depends to a large extent – also for
the lower classes – on expressing identity, affiliation, lifestyle, and status
through consumer goods and the symbolic language embedded in them. And
modern welfare states basically function as growth states – across the entire
political spectrum, the promise of welfare is based on growth raising the
standard of living of poorer sections of the population and at the same time
providing the financial means for welfare programmes via taxes.56

Thus it is necessary, beyond individual appeals for renunciation and
subjective discussions about happiness, to overcome the social foundations
of growth societies based on status competition and a narrow focus on
gainful employment – and to replace them with a different social
organization. That this is possible is shown by studies that have demonstrated
that quality of life does not depend on growth but instead on factors such as
equality, prosperity, trust, social security, political participation, and the
appreciation of care work – none of which require GDP growth.57 These
studies have shown that, above a certain income level which industrialized
countries have long since reached, gains in equality are much more important
for a multitude of factors central to the quality of life (such as life
expectancy, health, social mobility, trust, education, and so on) than rising
incomes, for all in society, even the better-off.58 This is one of the reasons
for the importance of equality in the discussion on degrowth. These ideas
have recently been developed further by philosopher Kate Soper, who calls
for an ‘alternative hedonism’, which shares many of the core intuitions of the
degrowth perspective. Alternative hedonism, Soper argues, is premised

on the idea that even if the consumerist lifestyle were indefinitely sustainable it would not
enhance human happiness and well-being beyond a certain point already reached by many. Its
advocates believe that new forms of desire – rather than fears of ecological disaster – are
more likely to encourage sustainable modes of consuming.59

So, beyond all the ecological justifications for degrowth, there are many
other reasons, key among them declining actual growth rates and the need to



adjust to these, as well as the human desire to improve well-being further,
beyond the confines of consumerist lifestyles and economic growth.

3.3. Cultural critique

Suburbia, shopping, malls, sweatshops, branding, mass consumption: critique
of consumer culture is by now a cliché and easily recognizable. While it is
often shallow, there is quite a lot more to this line of critique than may
appear at first. When done right, cultural critique can get at some of the
deepest social issues and can be an accessible in-road for many people to
develop a broader critique of the economy. Indeed, aside from ecological
criticism, cultural criticism was the most influential strand of criticism of the
first wave of growth-critical debates in the 1970s and 1980s. Here, we
summarize various forms of this critique, which deal with how people are
formed as subjects by growth societies. The question is to what extent an
internalized growth logic is a major driver of growth, and in what way
economic growth comes up against ‘subjective limits’ that lie within people
themselves. Cultural critique is concerned with making visible the
mechanisms and consequences of these internalized logics, which are often
unconsciously acted out, and showing them to be contingent, or in other
words, socio-culturally determined and subject to change. A central concept
of cultural criticism is ‘alienation’. Cultural critique also often deals with
anthropological questions – that is, questions about what it means to be a
human being and what kind of image of humanity we create when we talk
about the economy.

Ecological humanism and the critique of modern society

A key source of thought for the degrowth movement is a field of progressive
authors that can be put under the broad category of ‘ecological humanism’
(see also sections 3.6 and 4.1). More well-known culprits in this strain of
thought include thinkers such as Henry David Thoreau, Leo Tolstoy, Mahatma
Gandhi, and, more contemporarily, Rachel Carson, E. F. Schumacher, and
Jane Jacobs. What unites these thinkers is their ecological humanism – that
is, combining an embrace of the diversity, uniqueness, and connectedness of
the human experience, with a critique of modernity, and an advocacy of



ecological awareness. This includes thinkers who are often, but not always,
critical of capitalism.60

Importantly, much of this thought pushes back against the idea of the
individual as an isolated being. Rather, rooted in an – often highly poetic –
assessment of the human experience, these thinkers tend to stress the
interdependence of human beings and ecosystems. Yet, this is often balanced,
as in the work of Tolstoy, Erich Fromm, Mikhail Bakunin, and Murray
Bookchin, with a recognition of the importance of freedom and autonomy and
a rejection of authority and social hierarchies.

A second facet is the critique of modernity and modern life. Thinkers
such as E. F. Schumacher, Jacobs, Ivan Illich, Lewis Mumford, and
Kirkpatrick Sale, as well as Aldo Leopold, Wendell Berry, Thoreau, and
Gandhi, stressed simplicity, political decentralization, and economic as well
as technological organization at a human scale. For these thinkers, modern
civilization also engendered a socio-economic system that was alienating
and detrimental to human – both individual and collective – flourishing.

A third critique made by the ecological humanists is that an ecological
understanding must be integrated within progressive analysis. Many of these
thinkers, such as Rachel Carson and Murray Bookchin, were far ahead of
their Western contemporaries in advancing an ecological critique of society
itself. Running through their approaches was an understanding of the
relationships between society and nature, as well as a deep understanding of
ecological complexity and how modern society systematically degrades
those relationships. Degrowth can be seen as taking up this diverse tradition,
by stressing notions of interdependence and self-determination, as well as by
advocating for an ecological politics, which does not see progress as
necessitating domination over or separation from nature.

The ecological humanist approach can run into trouble, however, when it
is uncritically romantic and anti-modern, or when it lacks a critique of
capital and colonial relations. For example, within the tradition of American
ecological thinkers, there often was not a sufficient engagement with
Indigenous epistemologies, whose own environments were relegated to the
status of supposedly untouched wilderness. Indeed, much of cultural criticism
emerged as a romantic discomfort with the ‘cold’ and ‘rationalist’ industrial
world, informed by the eighteenth-century work of Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
who upheld the ideal of the ‘noble savage’ and the flight to a pastoral life as
a way of escaping modern society. There is also a risk of holding on to



problematic justifications for gender inequality and paternalistic ideals of
motherhood as a form of sacrifice. This is not to say that ecological
humanism in general falls into romanticism – the work of thinkers such as
Bakunin, Bookchin, Fromm, and Jacobs shows otherwise. Rather, it is to
emphasize how an ecological critique of modern society must go deeper to
appreciate the capitalist, patriarchal, and colonial roots of alienation and
ecological degradation.

‘Alienation’ as a key term

In 1844, the young Karl Marx formulated theses on the ‘alienation’ of people
through capitalist work and class society. In a capitalist society, people do
not choose to go to work; they are forced to do so because – ‘freed’ from the
means for subsistence – one needs to have an income to survive. And, thus,
people become estranged from their humanity. As Marx described, work is
alienating in great part because workers neither command the work process
nor the fruits of their labour – their function is the same as a cog in a
machine: to execute a particular part of the assembly line. For most, work is
neither creative nor fulfilling; people are deprived of their ability to
determine their own actions and destiny or their relations to other people and
to the products of their own labour. Workers are thus turned into instruments;
they function as a thing, not as a person.61 Building on these arguments,
thinkers such as Ivan Illich, the French anti-utilitarian group MAUSS
(Mouvement anti-utilitariste dans les sciences sociales), the Situationist
International, and authors such as Herbert Marcuse (in One-Dimensional
Man) and Erich Fromm (in To Have or to Be) have argued that capitalist
society produces not only unequal but also alienated relations – both to
oneself and to the world. The critique of alienation is very present in
degrowth debates and therefore distinguishes it from other leftist critiques.
However, it also often provokes controversy over the legitimacy of this form
of criticism, because it is often seen as an anti-modern or individualist
approach, as we discuss in the conclusion of this section.

Today, we are further alienated in our workplace, as many of the jobs we
have do not feel useful or productive at all. This was most recently argued by
David Graeber, who introduced the concept of ‘bullshit jobs’ to describe
how, in the regime of modern capitalism (which is supposedly efficient and
competitive) much of our work is meaningless, unnecessary, or even



harmful.62 From a degrowth perspective, all these ‘bullshit jobs’ – from
lobbyists to underemployed office workers to financial service providers or
telemarketers – are not only profoundly alienating, but also superfluous. A
society not structured around growth would not require people to work
useless jobs that they hate.

Let us take a moment to expand briefly on the critique of alienation. More
broadly, alienation is a ‘silencing’ of self and world relationships, which in
extreme cases can be manifested in depression or burnout.63 It can occur in
and through work, consumption, or in relation to one’s own body, such as
through an eating disorder. The alienation of the worker from her own
activity in industrial society is a central object of the criticism of
industrialization (see section 3.6). However, critical theory has extended the
concept of alienation to the field of consumption and to industrially
prefabricated consumer and cultural experiences.64 Typical for societies that
are subject to a logic of growth is the contradiction between the
exponentially increasing variety of options (for example, the possibility to
purchase more and more consumer goods and services, to extend the range of
one’s own social interactions to the entire globe by smartphone) and the real
– above all temporally but also physically limited – possibility of using
them. As a result, some consumer goods are not bought primarily for use;
instead, the event of ‘shopping’ and the promise that such goods carry with
them come to the fore – a new or better pair of badminton rackets may
promise afternoons of play, though we soon realize there is hardly any time
for using them in everyday life.65 This kind of absurd, compensatory
consumer behaviour is at the centre of current growth-critical consumer
critique – which thus differs from the paternalistic bourgeois post-war
critique of consumerism that had complained in a classicist manner about the
increase of the consumption of working people (see section 3.2).

Another critique of alienation important to mention here is that of the
Situationist International, whose critique of the ‘society of the spectacle’ and
of consumer society has also influenced degrowth theory. For Situationists
like Guy Debord and Raoul Vaneigem writing in the 1950s and onwards,
Marx’s theory of alienation was basically correct but had to be extended to
better fit the changing realities of contemporary society. For these thinkers,
the alienation of the workplace had been extended to everyday life. Capitalist
accumulation and exploitation was a feature of urban space – through ever-



present advertising, vast shopping districts, and the redesign of cities to
stimulate consumption – and of popular media, the radio, magazines, and so
on. The Situationists noted how, increasingly, our relationships with one
another are mediated through objects and media (and remember that their
argument preceded, by a half-century, the arrival of social media, targeted
advertising, and platform capitalism). Individual expression takes the form of
the consumption of commodities, rather than direct, authentic communication.
Thus, the Situationists argued that, beyond the workplace, culture itself is a
key site of control, pulling us into spectacular accumulation and competition
with one another and ourselves.66 As we explain in the next sub-section, the
Situationists also proposed practical ways of cutting through the ‘spectacle’
of society, methods that would come to influence the degrowth movement as
well.

Adbusting and culture jamming

‘Be realistic, demand the impossible.’ This was one of the many playful
slogans spray-painted in the streets of Paris in 1968, leading up to and during
the period of massive social unrest. The slogan was an early example of
what later came to be part of a bigger movement in which people hacked and
played with their surroundings and with the media in order to convey
counter-cultural messages – practices collectively called ‘adbusting’ or
‘culture jamming’. Indeed, these strategies were very influential in shaping
the degrowth movement in the early 2000s. Adbusting describes the practice
of intervening in, or playing with, advertisements in public space in order to
change their meaning in an often critical or humorous way. The Situationists
were early adopters of this approach, as one of the key methods they
advocated for breaking through the consumption-oriented society of the
spectacle was that of ‘détournement’ (meaning ‘rerouting’ or ‘hijacking’), a
strategy whereby one would take hegemonic ideas from mainstream culture
and turn them against themselves. This would allow activists to sneak
counter-cultural ideas into the mainstream through ‘culture jamming’, as it
was practised by the punk movement, militant feminists such as the Guerrilla
Girls, and, later and more famously, the magazine Adbusters, which played
an important role in kickstarting the Occupy Wall Street protests.67



To highlight the importance of this strategic perspective, the story of the
degrowth movement’s beginnings is worth briefly recounting here. As
mentioned in the introduction, the term ‘degrowth’ was launched in 2002 by
the editors of Casseurs de pub (the French version of Adbusters), who
conceived of the phrase décroissance durable as a sly play on
développement durable – which was the concept of the day as promoted by
the World Trade Organization and the leaders of early industrialized nations
– and as a reference to Georgescu-Roegen’s early use of the term
décroissance (see section 3.1). Pairing ‘sustainability’ and ‘degrowth’ in
this way was not only meant to highlight the need for an equitable
downscaling, but also a way to turn a mainstream hegemonic concept against
itself – continuing the tradition of the Situationists and anti-establishment
culture jammers. Thus, degrowth has its roots in counter-cultural movements
and was, from its very inception, seen as a playful word, meant to destabilize
mainstream cultural hegemony.68 Degrowth has since continued to be a
central concept behind the adbusting movement, and climate justice
movements aligned with degrowth often use similar spectacular and playful
methods to break through the spectacle of mass media.69

People as complex relationships

Beyond strategies for cultural intervention, degrowth has adopted an
approach to culture that seeks to counter deep-seated Western assumptions.
As analysed in chapter 2, to want more and more is not ‘human nature’. On
the contrary, unlimited consumer desires are functionally necessary for an
ever-increasing demand and thus for the sustained growth of markets, which
allows capitalist crises of overaccumulation to be deferred. Today’s
consumer societies of the Global North did not come about because humans
are insatiable but were in fact deliberately constructed at the end of the post-
war period. Neoclassical economic theory rests on the assumption of a
consumer who maximizes self-interest with every purchasing decision. In
this, it is supported by popular and supposedly self-evident claims, like the
idea that human beings are essentially selfish, greedy, and insatiable, that
they, like other animals, are trying to prove themselves in a supposedly
permanent competition of ‘survival of the fittest’. This is crystallized in the
concept of Homo economicus at the centre of neoclassical economic theory:



that the human being rationally maximizes their own utility. Far from being
scientific knowledge, this is an ideological construct.70

This ideology, nevertheless, creates realities, because people become
subjects through social systems structured in large part by the directives of
economics. People who are socialized in this way, in consumer society, can
be characterized as ‘growth subjects’. In analysing ‘growth subjects’, which
are often conceptualized according to the model of the bourgeois white man,
three characteristics are particularly noteworthy: (1) having the status of an
apparently completely independent individual; (2) an orientation towards
maximizing one’s own ‘world reach’, or making ever larger parts of the
world available to oneself, through for example, travel, consumption, media
usage, and so on; and (3) striving for personal assertiveness in order to
achieve these goals under competitive conditions.71

In contrast to this one-sided view of man, and strongly inspired by
feminist criticisms of Homo economicus (see section 3.5), degrowth takes a
view of the human being as part of a complex system of relationships with
manifold interests, among which self-interest and the pursuit of material
prosperity are only one of many facets.72 The French-speaking network of
anti-utilitarian scholars MAUSS, which is closely linked to degrowth, argues
for the right to exist in all the manifold states a human subject may exist in,
including cooperativism and interdependency with others.73 The critique of
Homo economicus is thus twofold: on the one hand, it is a critique of the
limited understanding of the human being, as found in economics and popular
science, as a rational utility maximizer; on the other hand, it is a critique of
the hegemony of specific ‘growth subjects’ that accompany, are generated by,
and structure growth societies.

Logics of intensification, acceleration, and alienation

Anti-utilitarians rightly criticize the way that, in capitalist society, diverse
human goals are reduced to the satisfaction of a constricted economic
subject. The sociologist Hartmut Rosa extends this critique to argue that
subjects are also embedded in, and internalize, a ‘logic of intensification’
which expresses itself through acceleration and scarcity of time. A key
condition of the modern subject is thus that the world of things, the social
world, and the subject itself are in permanent change and moving ever faster,



forcing every person to permanently intensify their relations and their world
reach in order not to be left behind. Three dynamics drive this logic. First,
there is technological acceleration, driven by the ‘economic motor’ of the
capitalist mode of production. Second, there is the concomitant acceleration
of social change by the ‘social-structural motor’ of functional differentiation
– the emergence of ever more numerous social subsystems with specific
logics, demands, and challenges of their own (such as politics, economy,
law, science, and so on), which make it possible to deal with complexity
only by increasing in complexity, expertise, and differentiation in a
competitive dynamic. Third, there is the pace of life itself, driven by the
‘cultural motor’ of ‘the promise of acceleration’. This promise involves the
continuous enlargement of one’s world reach, and the increase of the variety
of options, in one’s own life, without which one’s participation in society
declines and becomes precarious. Standing still becomes a setback, like
going up a downward-moving staircase. If we do not participate in these
competitive dynamics of acceleration, we fall behind. A worker at a food
packaging warehouse wears herself thin through working various side-jobs
so that she can afford to travel. An office worker uses every minute off work
to post Instagram stories and grow his follower count. A climate justice
activist rushes from one protest camp to another, and in between writes a few
articles about degrowth. We are all, in different ways, subject to these
accelerating dictates of the growth society, which pertain in every sphere of
life, including romantic relationships, work, and leisure time. According to
Rosa, these constraints work even when the individual themself does not
wish for acceleration at all: in a growth society, intensification is necessary
to maintain the status quo. The logic of intensification can therefore hardly be
overcome by people individually changing their lives. Structural and
collective transformations are needed (as will be discussed in chapters 4 and
5).74

Subjective limits to growth

Aside from these broader, systemic critiques, some authors also focus on the
‘subjective’ limits to growth, which can show themselves either in
exhaustion, general dissatisfaction, feelings of lack, or resistance to one’s
own work or life situatio n. According to Barbara Muraca, the pressures



from institutions of growth, work, and consumption push us to our limits.75

Already in the 1970s, Ivan Illich argued that a society geared only to
increasing productivity and always creating new needs will necessarily fall
victim to lack, deficit, and want, since these newly created needs can never
be fully satisfied.76 The sociologist Dennis Eversberg speaks of the
‘individual limits to growth’. These manifest less in the limits of human
physiology (apart from the fact that death inevitably occurs after certain
periods of food or sleep deprivation) than in the resistance that people mount
against the imposition of intensifying their productivity in the ever-
accelerating world of work and consumption.77 In this way, different ‘growth
regimes’ produce different kinds of limits, and, correspondingly, forms of
resistance. For example, in the Fordist regime, the monotony and uniformity
of work and consumption became a limit to both the willingness of people to
continue to work and consume within this regime and to the possibilities of
expansion. Yet the factory worker using every bathroom break allowed in the
eight-hour workday to go outside for a smoke may also use this time to talk
with other workers and eventually to form a union. Or, in the regime of
neoliberal or flexible capitalism, a Facebook employee, who aspires to
advance her career, will try to be more and more efficient, and become a
‘creative’ and forward-thinking worker, but will, sooner or later, face
burnout. She may either abandon her career or use the resources she has built
to start a cooperatively owned social media platform. Another contemporary
example would be the elderly caregiver, who is required to keep a very strict
schedule and note down every activity during her working hours – but she
may lie about her schedule and instead have a tea or chat with the person she
is caring for. In this way, even as economic pressures are forced on us in our
daily lives and limit us, we find ways to use those limits to our advantage.
Thus, within the limits upon individuals within the growth regime, there are
also possibilities that can be taken advantage of. Expanding on this, in
chapter 6, we discuss how Ernst Bloch’s thesis of utopian surplus opens up
opportunities for collective resistance to the effects of the growth regime on
our psyches.

Significance for degrowth: Interdependence as the human condition



Cultural criticism has been integrated in very different ways in degrowth
discussions in various countries. In the French-speaking discourse on
décroissance, alienation plays a central role, as it is influenced by the
Situationists and the work of André Gorz, for example (see section 3.6). In
addition, the theses of the MAUSS group have been widely received there. In
German Postwachstum (‘post-growth’) discourse, the theses of Hartmut
Rosa on acceleration and expansion are extremely prominent, but these have
so far hardly been taken up in the international debate. In the English-
speaking discourse, where degrowth has made bigger inroads only more
recently, degrowth has a close affinity with authors such as E. F. Schumacher
and Wendell Berry, who levelled a critique of contemporary society and
sought to offer more ecological, contemplative alternatives.

We argue that cultural criticism is particularly fruitful and a necessary
ingredient to an emancipatory post-capitalist politics if it builds on these
various international roots and does not appear as a one-sided bourgeois
critique of ‘the modern way of life’ that advocates manual labour,
uncritically promotes a ‘return to community’, engages with common tropes
of personal self-optimization and individuality in the face of mass culture, or
fails to engage in a critique of social structures and political systems of
power altogether. Certain kinds of cultural criticism are often seen as
reactionary and as being against modernity, rather than being understood as
seeking to move beyond modernity. Criticism of consumerism, in particular,
often faces the charge that it focuses on individual action and is not
sufficiently engaged with a critique of capitalist production, which drives
and creates consumption in the first place (see section 3.4 immediately
below). While it is true that, more broadly, criticism of consumption often
appears depoliticized, individualized, and simply reactionary, we have
sought to highlight critiques that offer much more. Indeed, the cultural
critique of growth described here largely points to the role culture plays in
driving and further intensifying the exploitation of individuals, leading to
new forms of accumulation of capital. In other words, this critique highlights
the fact that consumption and culture themselves should be seen as a site of
capitalist domination that must be addressed collectively – in addition to and
beyond addressing exploitation in the workplace or ecological degradation
alone. And, because culture is so intimately tied to our lives, the cultural
critique is also an entry point for many to start engaging with anti-
establishment ideas – the challenge is to transform this into a cogent critique



of capitalist alienation, beyond individual dissatisfaction or self-
improvement.

For degrowth, then, cultural critique raises the question of what other
forms of subjectivation, those that overcome growth and expansion, might
look like: such as, for instance, the ‘relational self ‘, a subject that seeks to
undo hierarchies and sees itself not as autonomous but as fundamentally
connected with other living beings. One way of approaching this is to
foreground a more precise notion of ‘conviviality’, forms of social
organization that enable mutual dependencies, the negotiation of
interpersonal relationships, and good coexistence. Alongside this, a critique
of alienation opens avenues to discuss the social conditions for non-alienated
relationships to the world, not by focusing on greater prosperity, individual
autonomy, or expanding our world reach (more income, mobility, and so on)
but by focusing on the quality of a few, stable relational axes to the world, by
developing non-growth forms of flourishing, and by creating the conditions
for non-alienated forms of work through democratic institutions to
collectively govern our lives, our economy, and our relations with nature.78

3.4. Critique of capitalism

‘Accumulate, accumulate! That is Moses and the prophets!’79 This quotation
from Marx’s Capital concisely summarizes the thesis that capitalism –
through the competitive compulsion to accumulate – is fundamentally
organized around competitive expansion, growth, and intensification and can
only function in this way. In classical economics, accumulation (from the
Latin accumulare, ‘to heap up’), describes the continuous process of adding
value to capital. Value is created through the metabolic interaction with
nature in the form of work, and then exploited by the property-owning classes
who can extract surplus value by selling the finished commodity. In a
competitive market system, this surplus value must largely be reinvested as
capital (machinery, resources, labour), thus leading to expansion and the
continued expanded reproduction of capital at ever-higher levels. As we
explain further below, this process of accumulation materializes as growth,
but also leads to systemic crises and ‘contradictions’ (ecological, financial,
social, political, etc.).80 As feminist and Global South critics emphasize,
beyond the exploitation in the workplace (the ‘hidden abode of production’,



to use Marx’s famous term), capitalism is also fundamentally dependent on
appropriation and the continuous colonization of a non-capitalist outside.
This process of appropriating the non-capitalist ‘outside’, which following
Rosa Luxemburg has been theorized as Landnahme (land grabbing), can be
understood geographically (as colonialism), socially (as reproduction work,
spheres of life not yet commodified), and in relation to nature.81 The crises
resulting from this double dynamic of exploitation and appropriation inherent
to the process of economic growth – so goes the core argument of the critique
of capitalism – cannot be understood nor overcome without undoing the
systemic logic and associated social relations of domination and exploitation
of capitalist accumulation.82

The critique of capitalism is as old as capitalism itself. Even if, in parts
of the degrowth discussion, the critique of capitalism is ignored, we consider
it essential to understanding the growth society and to the possibility of
changing it. The critique of growth, we argue, must also include a critique of
capitalist accumulation. In the words of Elmar Altvater (who himself
modified Max Horkheimer’s statement about the connection between
capitalism and fascism): ‘They who will not speak of the accumulation of
capital shall remain silent about growth.’83

From a degrowth perspective, growth can be analysed as a necessary
consequence, but also as a condition, of capitalist accumulation. In addition
to the critique of consumption and the external limits of growth, production
and the mode of production must also be central to a critique of growth. This
includes capitalism’s tendency to enter into crises – and its continuous
overcoming of them through transformations of the mode of production and
further expansion to new frontiers – as well as class conflicts and the social
institutions (property, corporations, banks, nation-states, the military,
monopolies) involved in accumulation and growth processes. Since the
limits of growth are also the limits of capitalism (which dynamically
stabilizes itself through growth), it is not just economic growth that is under
consideration but the capitalist system as such. For, without growth,
capitalism threatens to further deteriorate into a refeudalized, miserable,
unequal, and authoritarian system marked by strengthened borders and
conflicts over resources. From the point of view of this criticism, degrowth
necessarily also means post-capitalism and is therefore closely aligned with
anti-capitalist movements and eco-socialism in particular.84



Continuous accumulation process

According to Marx, capitalism is a social structure and economic system
which, first, is driven by capital being invested with the aim of earning more
money, and in which, second, this accumulation dynamic – based on private
ownership of the means of production, wage labour, and competitive markets
– has a decisive influence on society. This is often explained using the
formula M–C–M’ (or: money–commodities– more money). Capitalists invest
capital in commodities such as machinery, raw materials, and energy, but
also in labour. The ‘double character’ of wage labour in captialism creates a
product that not only has a concrete use value, but also an abstract exchange
value. Based on the exchange value, the commodity is worth more than the
capital invested and is sold again on markets. This means that the amount of
money (M) initially used is converted into a larger amount of money (M’)
through a metabolic exchange with nature and commodified work (that is,
wage labour) that produces commodities (C).85 If this were the whole story,
capitalism would simply involve surplus being consumed privately or spent
socially – whether through building palaces or churches or holding large
feasts or parades. However, because of market competition, the productive
forces moving forward through technological improvements, and the
competitive need to accumulate capital, a large part of the profits must be
reinvested into acquiring more capital. This creates a continuous
accumulation process.86 The fact that the generated surplus value is
constantly reinvested in the purchase of better and more modern machines,
more or cheaper materials, or in the employment of more or more productive
workers is not the result of the individual greed of the capitalist. Due to the
competition for market shares and advances in productivity, investing is not
an arbitrary decision, but a constraint that restricts all actions of owners of
capital and dominates the entire economic system.

The tremendous increase in productivity under capitalism goes back to
this principle of competition – because those who lag behind in the pursuit of
extra profits through better production methods, technical progress, or more
efficient organization of work lose market share to the competition, lack the
resources for updating their machinery to the newest standards, and thus
sooner or later lose the basis of their business. The pressure on society as a
whole to grow production also follows from this dynamic of accumulation. If
there is no growth, average capitalists are stuck with unrealized values,



unsold goods lose their exchange value, investments decline, and the entire
supply chain slows or even comes to a standstill. And, since human life
reproduces itself in capitalism through markets – on which provisioning
basic necessities depends – every capitalist crisis is also a social crisis.87

As we discuss below, this capitalist process of accumulation is
fundamentally based on inequality, domination, and various forms of social
rule. The capitalist system has to be analysed as a social relationship,
including class, racial, and gender relations, the post-colonial global world
system, and a form of politics comprising states and parties. And capitalism
has to be analysed as a biophysical system as well.88

Growth is the materialization of accumulation

The capitalist economy is defined by the drive towards accumulation.
Economic growth is the materialization of this process – a materialization
that is biophysical and ecological as much as it is social, as we explored in
chapter 2. Economic growth is the consequence of the compulsion to make a
profit, a process resulting from accumulation. But economic growth is also a
condition of accumulation – without growth and the related biophysical and
social processes there can be no accumulation.89 Capital is necessarily
excessive; it does not know boundaries; its only drive is to grow itself –
which is characterized by the fact that it only refers to itself as quantity.
People’s needs play only a subordinate role: in exchange value–oriented
production needs must be taken into account to the extent that they allow for
meeting the conditions of extended production and reproduction of capital,
and no more than that.90 That is, without workers being in a sufficiently
healthy state to work, and without consumers being able and having the
money to consume, capitalist accumulation would fail either to be profitable
or to sell commodities, each of which is an essential condition of the
continued process of accumulation and the capture of surplus value.

The economy is thus driven by the pursuit of profits. Within this
‘monetary production economy’, growth results from two interlinked but
different forms of investments, both of which aim at expanding the capacity to
produce and accumulate: ‘Expansion can be the simple production of more
machines, materials and labour power or this expansion can be the
production of new forms of machines, materials and labour power, and the



design of new, hitherto non-existent commodity forms.’91 While both
extensive and intensive investments affect growth, it is in particular
accumulation based on intensive investments that increases productivity and
drives ever-expanding and changing consumer markets and permanently
‘improving’ products (for which advertisement creates the necessary
demand). From the labour-centric, productivist perspective it is this latter
drive which gives a historically ‘progressive’ direction to capitalism.

It is this logic of accumulation, driven by competition, which, following
the rules of capitalism’s development, brings about a permanent revolution of
all conditions, has unfolded a previously unknown development of
productive forces, and is expanding into ever-growing regions of the world
but also into new areas of society. Many – including the productivist currents
within the (Marxist) left – hope that capitalism will, through technical
innovation, develop the productive forces to make a liberated, post-capitalist
society possible.92 But it is also this dynamic of accumulation that underlies
the crisis-like nature of capitalism, as we explore below.

Growth as perpetual crisis

In a famous passage of Capital, Marx, writing about the continuous
development of the means of production in agriculture and industry through
innovation, technology, and the divide between city and countryside, also
discussed what has later been termed the ‘metabolic rift’:

Capitalist production collects the population together in great centres, and causes the urban
population to achieve an ever-growing preponderance. This has two results. On the one hand it
concentrates the historical motive force of society; on the other hand, it disturbs the metabolic
interaction between man and the earth, i.e., it prevents the return to the soil of its constituent
elements consumed by man in the form of food and clothing; hence it hinders the operation of
the eternal natural condition for the lasting fertility of the soil … But by destroying the
circumstances surrounding that metabolism … it compels its systematic restoration as a
regulative law of social production, and in a form adequate to the full development of the
human race … All progress in capitalist agriculture is a progress in the art, not only of robbing
the worker, but of robbing the soil; all progress in increasing the fertility of the soil for a given
time is a progress toward ruining the more long-lasting sources of that fertility … Capitalist
production, therefore, only develops the techniques and the degree of combination of the social
process of production by simultaneously undermining the original sources of all wealth – the soil
and the worker.93



What this dialectic of capitalist development means ecologically has been
much discussed, especially in the eco-Marxist tradition (see section 3.1).94

Equally important, however, is the ecology of living labour, or the capitalist
tendency to exploit human labour through intensification, flexibilization, and
the expansion of the working day, which leads to burnout and crises of
reproduction and other social crises (see sections 3.3 and 3.5).95 The central
dynamic of the accumulation process lies in the fact that due to the extreme
concentration of increasingly larger amounts of capital it becomes more and
more difficult to invest that capital profitably. This problem of over-
accumulation occurs historically in different variants, mostly in the form of
overproduction or financial crises (too many factories produce too many
goods that cannot be bought in sufficient quantities; too much capital invested
in certain sectors, creating bubbles). These periodically occurring crises are
often overcome through the continuous incorporation of a ‘non-capitalist
outside’. As feminists and theorists of colonialism and ecology have shown,
following Rosa Luxemburg, capitalism is not only historically based on
violent processes of appropriation (the enclosures, colonies, slavery, or
‘primitive accumulation’). Appropriation has shaped the entire history of
capitalism up until today. The incorporation of non-capitalist forms of life
also plays an important role in the expansion of markets, such as through the
commodification of decommodified activity (as when sharing rides becomes
Uber). The commodity system of capitalism (M–C–M’), based on monetary
exchange and labour exploitation, is fundamentally dependent on and cannot
function without the appropriation of unpaid labour and energy from humans
and non-human nature. For, without unpaid inputs – both from people (unpaid
domestic work or neo-colonial exploitation, but also public bailouts) and the
raw materials and energy of nature – production costs would rise so far that
profits would fall and accumulation would come to a standstill.96

Capitalism can be understood as a continuous movement to overcome
barriers to accumulation and thus to growth.97 The stabilization of capitalist
dynamics of crisis and the repression of class conflicts in some regions –
such as through the ‘imperial mode of living’ in the Global North (see
section 3.7) – are often connected to the relocation or externalization of
crises to other regions. The appropriation of ‘women, nature and colonies’98

is often not directly visible through market mechanisms, but it is an integral
part of capitalist development, being closely related to science and



technology, to state and military power, and to cultural perspectives – and it
is the focus of feminist and South–North criticism (see sections 3.5 and 3.7).
In combination with the systemic externalization of the consequences of
destructive growth (see section 3.1), this dynamic of the continuous
commodification of nature generates a potentially insoluble crisis of
capitalist socialization, as ‘an irreparable rift in the interdependent process
of social metabolism, a metabolism prescribed by the natural laws of life
itself ‘.99 Practically, this means that going ‘through’ capitalism to arrive at
socialism, as accelerationists promote, is not only undesirable but also
impossible, as capitalism destroys more than it can create or reorganize.100

Urbanization and growth

Marx had already analysed the division between country and city as
foundational to the emergence of capitalism, a theme further developed in
particular by urban geographers such as Henri Lefebvre, writing at the time
of the Situationists and André Gorz. These thinkers were beginning to notice
that capital was no longer exclusively invested within primary or secondary
production (extraction of raw materials or factory production) but was
increasingly shifting towards speculation on real estate. As a way to deal
with the overaccumulation of capital resulting from post-Fordist
globalization, investment in real estate and land became a kind of ‘spatial
fix’ (as David Harvey termed it).101 Today, roughly 60 per cent of the
world’s capital is invested in real estate.102 As a corollary, urban space is a
key site for resisting the flows of capital and building alternatives, much as
factory production was during the Fordist era. Urban geographers now talk
about ‘planetary urbanization’, noting that the planet is increasingly
urbanized – and areas not urbanized are restructured, through infrastructure
development and the rewiring of local institutions, to provide a standing
reserve for urban development. Scholars have traced how this urbanization is
driven by the capture of and conflicts over urban metabolic processes, such
as water and energy use, and how it is driving material growth, in particular
through concrete and steel (see chapter 2). Urban geographers have
documented what is called a ‘growth coalition’ or ‘growth machine’ of elites
(primarily developers and politicians) who seek to spur and manage urban
growth for the sole purpose of profit, functioning as a kind of ‘real estate



state’. This combined process is a key part of the ‘treadmill of production’,
which refers to an infrastructural web of urban development, construction,
production, and consumption that works together to further capitalist
accumulation (for example, through suburbanization, malls, large useless
megaprojects, gentrification, highways, and so on). As a corollary, many now
claim that, even as urbanization has become a key driver of capitalist
development, it is also a unique site of resistance to capitalism, through the
development of municipalist politics, blocking the growth coalition from
achieving its profits and building alternative urban coalitions of working-
class, diverse, and ecologically-oriented communities.103

Only recently have these questions been more deeply taken up by
degrowth scholars: concepts such as the ‘growth machine’, the ‘tread-mill of
production’, and ‘urban metabolism’ are especially useful for a degrowth
analysis, and more work can be done here to integrate them within a
degrowth framework. Increasingly, the question of urbanization and housing
has been explored within degrowth literature, with debates emerging on what
kind of human settlements are more appropriate for a degrowth society, and
the role of urbanization in driving growth.104

Dépense

The concept of dépense (in French, ‘spending’ or ‘expenditure’), introduced
by the French writer and philosopher Georges Bataille, has been taken up in
the degrowth discussion to articulate a specific critique of capitalism.
Dépense describes the usual practice in non-capitalist societies of spending
the socially produced surplus as unproductive expenditure – for example,
throwing a feast using the year’s surplus harvest – instead of reinvesting it.
The term illustrates that the commitment to the productive reinvestment of
added value is a specific feature of capitalist societies – anthropologically,
however, it is a historical exception. Almost all societies see the collective,
ritual, or individual expenditure of surplus – at collective celebrations,
ceremonies, or in displaying collective or personal wealth through jewellery,
expensive clothing, gardens, parks, and so on. The term dépense thus adds
two ideas to the criticism of capitalism. First, it opens up the possibility of
dealing with overproduction – a feature present in most societies as
abundance to be spent collectively but solved in a very destructive way in



capitalist societies through endless reinvestment. Second, it illustrates,
through pointing to the expenditure of surplus in all human societies, that the
logic of scarcity within capitalism is not a universal truth, but a historically
contingent phenomenon. That is, it embraces the possibility that collective
festivals, spending on art, or more generally democratically deciding how to
dispense with the societal surplus could be not merely a luxury, but a
common good. For example, societies could decide to leave fossil fuels in
the ground and therefore unused, and invest resources and labour in the
recultivation of large areas of land, transforming these into natural carbon
sinks. By thus removing money and resources from circulation, capital would
be removed from the accumulation process – a necessary prerequisite for
undoing the endless accumulation that drives growth. Thus, the idea of
dépense both connects critiques of capitalism and the degrowth discourse
more generally, and it offers a way to go beyond a purely productivist
conception of the economy (see chapter 5).105

Capitalism and scarcity

Prominent degrowth thinkers have also advanced new ways to think about the
intersection between capitalism, scarcity, and abundance. First, it is
theorized that capitalism brings about a generalized scarcity within daily life
through the enclosure of the commons and the technocratic management and
regulation of common space. For example, the enclosure of grazing land and
forests in early capitalist Europe led to a condition of scarcity for peasants,
forcing a move to the city and integrating people into a ‘cash nexus’ (Marx).
This process of creating scarcity through enclosures has since been
replicated in colonized and industrializing countries such as China, as well
as increasingly through land grabbing in, for example, the Amazon region,
Africa, and the Pacific – for the purpose of expanding industrial plantation
agriculture or resource extraction for fossil or green capitalism.106 In
industrialized countries, the working class lives in a daily reality where it is
now nearly impossible not to rely solely on capitalist production. For
example, space is highly regulated and any alternative use of public space,
such as for gardening or informal vending, becomes coded as ‘loitering’ or
otherwise criminalized. Alternatively, in early industrialized countries,
through a highly regularized tax and welfare system, informal, untaxed



production (e.g., creating and selling craftwork for extra income) is
controlled out of existence. Even as it imposes scarcity in this way,
capitalism also creates a synthetic, manufactured abundance, where the sheer
quantity of available goods and services gives an impression of prosperity
and plentifulness – but this abundance is privatized in the household and for
those individuals that can afford it, and when it is not sold, as with food
waste, it is disposed of.107

Degrowth scholars such as Giorgos Kallis have argued that, in fact, this
simultaneous scarcity and abundance is inherent to a growth-based system.
Kallis shows how Thomas Malthus, who is often interpreted as arguing for
population control to overcome economic limits, actually invoked the threat
of limits to advocate for growth, arguing that scarcity is a natural fact, and
that only a growth-based economy could overcome it. In this way, Malthus
was one of the first ‘apostles of growth’. Since then, both neoclassical
economists and elites sought to further cement the idea that growth is needed
to overcome natural scarcity as common sense. But scarcity is not a natural
fact. Rather, scarcity, as well as the social hierarchies that limit autonomy
and self-determination, are imposed by a capitalist system of production. As
a corollary, degrowth is not about imposing limits on society according to
natural scarcity, but about regaining autonomy to collectively create public
abundance, and also deliberate and set limits. And this – collectively setting
limits – is a key prerequisite for the formation of autonomous, democratic
governance, as the Greek philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis argues in his
work. Indeed, it is precisely capitalism – through alienating us from each
other and from the abundance of the earth – which undemocratically imposes
limits on us and makes it impossible for us to set our own. Thus, just as
degrowth is about the collective reappropriation and dépense of social
surplus, it is also about the rejection of natural scarcity, the undoing of
imposed limits set on us by capitalism and hierarchy, deliberating collective
limits, and thus about creating a self-determined post-scarcity society.108

Significance for degrowth: The role of capitalism in growth

The relationship between the critique of capitalism and the critique of growth
is ambivalent and complicated, characterized by mutual scepticism. Parts of
the degrowth spectrum seem to be afraid of talking too explicitly about



capitalism or, consequentially, to make explicit whether degrowth should
actually also mean post-capitalism.109 More substantially, proponents of
degrowth argue that the rejection of capitalism does not by itself imply the
rejection of growth. After all, not only was real existing socialism a
decidedly growth-oriented, productivist, and technocratic project, but also
many of today’s proposals for socialism or post-capitalism fall short of an
emancipatory growth critique.110 Nevertheless, a survey of degrowth
conference-goers has shown that, by and large, most participants are critical
of capitalism and see degrowth as a post-capitalist proposal – a trend that
seems to be reinforced by recent publications.111 Equally, within the broader
sustainability and post-growth debate, proponents of degrowth are often
more amenable to a critique of capitalism than steady-state economy or post-
growth proponents. Indeed, degrowth is often proposed as a more radical
critique of the current society than steady-state economics or other social-
ecological alternatives.112

On the other hand, scholars and activists critical of capitalism have been
sceptical about degrowth. Degrowth has repeatedly been accused of
formulating only a superficial critique of capitalism, of misjudging the actual
drivers of growth, or of advancing individualizing appeals for renunciation.
And, of course, sometimes these critiques are warranted. For example, a
tendency to focus mainly on consumption, alternative indicators beyond GDP,
or policy reforms can risk losing sight of the role that capitalist accumulation
has in driving the growth process. The critique of capitalism presented in this
section highlights that a criticism focusing solely on the spheres of
circulation, consumption, or credit as central drivers of growth bypasses the
actual problem: growth comes from the realization of capital. However,
often, the anti-capitalist critique of degrowth does not really engage with the
core arguments and proposals of degrowth, simply brushing aside what could
become a fruitful encounter. In particular, a degrowth-inspired critique of
capitalist growth as the materialization of accumulation could deepen widely
held understandings of capitalism by focusing on otherwise neglected
aspects, such as the material dimension of growth, social metabolism,
appropriation, consumer society, artificial scarcity, or dépense.113

Criticism of capitalism offers manifold starting points for the degrowth
discussion, even if many approaches critical of capitalism pay too little
attention to ecological questions and global justice, and are often



characterized by an uncritical attitude towards production, technology, and
imperial modes of living in the industrialized core that depend on global
exploitation. The key question that arises from a degrowth perspective in
relation to capitalism – namely, does a reduction in growth necessarily mean
overcoming capitalism?114 – has been much discussed and answered in many
different directions. Historical experience shows that phases of stagnation or
declining GDP, if they are regional or temporary, do not immediately bring an
end to the capitalist economy. Rather, they dramatically aggravate social and
political crises and show tendencies towards a crisis-like monopoly
capitalism, increasing inequality, processes of accumulation through
appropriation, and the refeudalization of social relations.115 The question –
of whether a ‘post-growth capitalism’, one fundamentally changed by radical
reforms and which has brought growth to heel, is possible, or whether
degrowth necessarily points beyond capitalism – will probably continue to
be a controversial debate.116 Nevertheless, the critique of capitalism is
necessary to understand what we are up against. As Eric Pineault puts it:

A critical theory of accumulation captures the social dimension of capitalism: unequal income
distribution, alienating labour processes, exploitation, class domination. A critical theory of
growth captures capitalism’s appearance in the material world and the socio-ecological
contradictions its expansive nature implies.117

Together, they make it possible to understand how these contradictions tend
to find growth-based answers. Degrowth’s ecological materialism enables a
critical debate about the biophysical scale and form of an emancipatory and
post-capitalist society, and degrowth’s critique of capitalism, having evolved
somewhat on its own, offers a unique contribution to the debate on post-
capitalism.

3.5. Feminist critique

The feminist critique of growth is based on the thesis that, in a capitalist
economy geared towards economic growth and productivity, the vital
reproductive work of society – which is largely carried out by women, in
particular Indigenous and Black women, and women of colour – remains
fundamentally unacknowledged, invisible, devalued, and precarious. This
economic system is therefore essentially a patriarchal one. Reproductive



work is the basis of every human society, including capitalist society.
Reproductive or care work is understood to mean all those activities that
directly serve the maintenance and well-being of people, ranging from
accompanying children and the elderly to cooking, housework, caring
activities, and, in some definitions, gardening or repair work for personal
needs, caring for nature, or subsistence farming. These activities comprise
between 30 and 70 per cent of the economic output of a country, depending
on the method of calculation. In a patriarchal economic system, reproductive
work is in a permanent crisis because it is structurally devalued and poorly
or not at all remunerated. This crisis is necessarily linked to the crisis-like
development of the human–nature relationship. The permanent crisis of
reproductive work can only be overcome by a different economic system that
values, centres, and promotes care work. This is the prerequisite and goal of
gender justice – and centring care has become a key cornerstone of
degrowth.118

Eco-feminism and feminist economics

Since at least the 1980s, there has been a rich debate within feminist circles
critical of growth. Yet, though feminists critical of capitalism have long
discussed the problems of a society based on growth in their analyses and
proposals and continue to do so, these discussions were not always included
or acknowledged in degrowth discourse. In lists of the intellectual ‘fathers’
of the degrowth discussion, the ‘mothers’ often have not been mentioned at
all, or only marginally.119 This has only changed in the last few years, and
feminist arguments are increasingly integrated into the degrowth discussion,
in great part thanks to feminist interventions in publications and at
international degrowth conferences. Not all feminist currents are compatible
with degrowth ideas – many forms of liberal feminism ignore ecological
questions or capitalism – but two theoretical currents of feminist critique are
particularly central to degrowth: first, eco-feminism, which makes clear the
connection between capitalism, patriarchy, and the exploitation of nature on a
systemic level; and second, feminist economics, which criticizes the
construction of the genderless Homo economicus as a central figure of
economics and rejects the calculation of GDP, which does not include unpaid
domestic work.120



The iceberg model

What we usually see of an iceberg is only the tip that is above water, while
90 per cent is usually invisible to the observer underwater. Feminist
economists have long argued that the capitalist market functions like an
iceberg. What is usually identified as ‘the economy’ – commodities, labour,
and investment – is in fact only the tip of the iceberg, beneath which lies an
economy that is invisible, reproducing and sustaining life, and which makes
the market economy possible in the first place (see Figure 3.2). All the
activities that take place underwater, so to speak, are invisible to economics
and its tools of measurement – and thus also to how economic policies are
made and how the public evaluates different kinds of labour – but
nevertheless form a foundation without which the top could not exist at all.121

GDP measures only money flows – the tip of the iceberg – and thus simply
ignores most economic activity. The irrationality of this system has long been
discussed, for example with reference to the ‘housewife paradox’: in theory,
if a man were to marry his domestic helper, and from then on she were to run
his household unpaid, GDP would be reduced. Her labour – like that of all
non-market services, including those of nature – would now be ‘free’,
invisible, and ‘count for nothing’.122 The market-focused perspective of the
economy denies the fundamental dependence of all economic activities upon
the sphere of reproduction, which is largely done by women (and
increasingly in some rich countries by precariously employed migrants) and
nature – who thus come to be seen as an unlimited resource. One possibility
of escaping this injustice is represented by the campaign for ‘wages for
housework’ – in other words, the monetary remuneration of reproductive
activities as demanded by the International Feminist Collective in 1972. This
demand is also being discussed further in the context of degrowth.123





Figure 3.2. The iceberg model of the economy. Source: Community Economies Institute.

Only by suppressing a large part of economic activities from economics is it
possible to use the figure of Homo economicus as the basic figure of
economics. Homo economicus is conceptualized as an independent,
rationally acting, selfish, healthy, and genderless middle-aged person,
maximizing their own benefit. Because economics starts from this extremely
straitened conception of human beings, large parts of economics legitimize
competition-based growth as the only reasonable goal of economic
activity.124

Exclusively considering the tip of the iceberg leads to ‘capitalocentrism’,
which makes the inherent logic of all other economic forms – giving,
bartering, lending, mutual aid, and so on – invisible. Thus, the idea that
‘capitalism’ is an all-encompassing system is often reconstructed and tacitly
supported even by those critical of capitalism, while diverse economies
remain ignored. A gender-equitable society – and thus also a degrowth
economy – would need to promote non-capitalist economic activity and
develop what J. K. Gibson-Graham calls a ‘community economy’.125

Gendered exploitation

Any non-capitalist or ‘community’ economy, however, would be in constant
danger of being eaten up by the expansion of the logic of profit and
commodification. This is a central finding of feminist Marxist economic
research, based on Rosa Luxemburg’s work (see also section 3.4). In order
to gain a profit, capitalists must constantly appropriate ever more free
resources – in the form of so-called ‘primitive accumulation’ and unpaid
reproductive work.126 This ‘non-capitalist outside’ of free (or cheap)
resources can be found in (still) non-capitalist subsistence societies,
primarily in the Global South, and in subsistence activities within capitalist
societies, such as education, care, homemaking, and gardening – which are
connoted as ‘feminine’ and are largely unpaid. On the one hand, unpaid
reproductive work forms the continuous free basis of capitalist production.
On the other hand, capitalist production is designed for continuous expansion
and is therefore constantly trying to commercialize reproduction work in



order to open up new sectors, as is the case, for example, in the privatization
of nursing homes and health care.127

Exploitation is justified through the framing of production and
reproduction as a binary, one side of which is seen as more valuable.128 The
result is a discursive hierarchy, in which ‘reproductive’ activities
(subsistence labour, the ‘under-developed’ world, the home, nature, and
femininity) are subordinated to ‘productive’ activities (wage labour, Western
civilization, the public sphere, and masculinity). The basis of this binary is,
as feminist criticism points out, at the root of the European natural sciences.
Enlightenment thinkers like Francis Bacon, for example, advocated an image
of the male explorer-scientist snatching the secrets of nature (conceived as
‘feminine’) from her womb, and framed nature as a properly enslaved
subject of Man.129 The ‘master model’ of Western modernity, at the root of
both global inequalities and environmental crises, was developed in the
context of seemingly natural, irreconcilable, and hierarchically separated
dualisms – man/woman, mind/body, civilized/savage, human/nature – that
‘correspond directly to and naturalize gender, class, race and nature
oppressions respectively’.130

When we think of the iceberg model, we can clearly see that a vast
majority of ‘feminized’ work is actually what props up the economy and
allows it to function – and yet this relationship is constantly distorted, both
discursively and materially. Within a patriarchal society, it seems as if wage
labour is the actually important work, while subsistence and care work are
unimportant. This distinction is at the root of what has been called the
‘Bielefeld subsistence approach’, first formulated in the 1980s by the
Bielefeld development sociologists Maria Mies, Claudia von Werlhof, and
Veronika Bennholdt-Th omsen.131 Since wage labour is centred in economic
valuation, and not in subsistence, what makes life possible itself becomes
distorted. As the Bielefeld theorists state with great clarity:

Without subsistence production, no commodity production, but without commodity production
definitely subsistence production … The process of capital accumulation – the transformation
of life (living work and nature) into commodities, money and steadily increasing capital – is
polarizing and irreversible. In other words: money and capital can grow out of life, but no new
life can grow out of capital and money.132

This argumentation also forms an important component of the South– North
critique of growth (see section 3.7). This recognition entails that work must



be redesigned completely, not by automating everything, but by transforming
our very understanding of work: a good life does not involve overcoming
work, but rather involves overcoming and eradicating alienation in work.
Working in another way is not only about having more leisure time and less
hours of waged work, an idea that makes sense mainly for men because most
women – especially those with children or elderly they have to care for –
spend most of their ‘leisure’ time doing care work anyway. Working
differently is about sharing all kinds of necessary work equally – from care
work to maintenance of material infrastructures to the production of food.133

Ways out: Queer ecologies and caring economies

Since the 1990s there has been a lively debate within feminist theory about
whether eco-feminist approaches are ‘essentialist’. The question is whether
the analysis, according to which the oppression of women and nature is
connected, does not prescribe dichotomous and generalizing biological
categories (such as ‘woman’ or ‘nature’) instead of transgressing them.
Therefore, some theorists such as Bina Agarwal or Rosi Braidotti no longer
use the term ‘eco-feminism’. Some of the most important eco-feminist
thinkers, such as Ariel Salleh and Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen, underline
that the eco-feminist argument grows out of Marxist theory and takes women
as a ‘class’ – which has nothing to do with biologism but with specific social
relations and a corresponding lived experience of many people socially
described as ‘women’. More recent growth-critical feminist approaches
agree that gender is considered a social construction in turn shaped by
patriarchy and argue in addition for a constructivist eco-feminism that
includes not only Marxist categories but also post-structural thinking – thus
establishing links between eco-feminism and queer ecologies.134

Queer ecologies seek to reframe and trouble given relationships between
nature, gender, and labour.135 There are two key lines of argumentation. First,
queer ecologies interrogate who is able to produce and reproduce, and what
kind of relationships are natural. This involves questioning the imperative to
procreate or expand, allowing certain activities to be non-(re)productive, as
well as forging new relations with non-humans.136 Second, within patriarchy,
nature and care work are often coupled together – a binary which has
historically been used to justify exploitation and inequality, as already shown



by eco-feminists from the 1980s onward. This binary is also the material
basis for the functioning of growth-based economies, even as they must
suppress natural productivity and care work in order to be profitable. True
sustainability is therefore structurally impossible in such an economy – as
the discussion on scarcity above makes clear. A queer ecological approach
is valuable as it calls into question these binaries and points to the fact that
they are socially and ecologically co-constructed and not inherently natural.

A first step towards a different economic system is to dissolve the binary
between the productive and reproductive spheres within the field of
economics. The German Netzwerk Vorsorgendes Wirtschaften (Network of
Precautionary Economics) proposes what they call a precautionary
economics based on the term ‘(re)productivity’ in order to approach the
economy holistically. It removes the distinction between ‘productive’ and
‘reproductive’ – human production is seen as embedded in nature’s
production and reproduction activities, whether within or beyond a market
economy. The basis of precautionary economics is an ‘ethics of care’ that
leads to a precautionary – future-oriented, preventive, careful – rationality
that serves to sustain life.137 Indeed, feminist economists also propose
restructuring the current system towards a ‘caring economy’ which is not
geared towards growth.138 Thus this perspective is also close to the
subsistence approach, because subsistence means nothing other than
supporting life.

The dissolution of the binaries structuring the patriarchal logic of growth
can also be understood as the ‘queering’ of the economy.139 This not only
focuses on the positions of those who identify as women or as nonbinary, but
also of men: the construction of the man as a person who does not care
(Homo economicus) is itself a historical one, which is intimately linked to
the rise of growthism in modern societies. This ‘hegemonic masculinity’ (as
Raewyn Connell terms it140) arose with the separation of productivity and
reproductivity and the privileging of wage labour at the expense of
subsistence labour. Thus, even patriarchy benefits certain men above others –
where manhood is defined as a dominant, uncaring, seemingly independent,
and strong individual, and thus the epitome of an expansionary, appropriating
growth subject. More recent masculinity research has been asking to what
extent ‘caring’ or ‘ecological’ masculinities can create a new understanding
of masculinities and gender roles that destabilizes these binaries and could



be a building block of a renegotiated economic model in which all genders
can develop in many ways.141

Significance for degrowth: Foundational, and requires more engagement

The reception of these approaches in the more recent discussion on degrowth
can be described as double-sided. On the one hand, degrowth as a whole can
be understood as an approach that integrates feminist positions: the rejection
of Homo economicus as structuring image; the demand for part-time work for
all, or an upgrading of subsistence work; the criticism of capitalist logics
capturing more and more areas of life; and the critiq ue of the domination of
nature through scientific reason are all widely accepted positions in
degrowth discussions. The subsistence approach in particular – which is
closely interwoven with the works of post-development theoreticians of the
1980s and 1990s, both in terms of content and its actual participants – forms
an intellectual basis, albeit one often unnamed, for the more recent degrowth
discussion. The feminist debates also had a strong influence on other
critiques, such as the critique of industrialism, the further development of
critique of capitalism, in particular the theory of primitive accumulation, as
well as the socio-economic critique, in particular by questioning the concept
of labour.

On the other hand, feminist participants in the debate have repeatedly
pointed out that explicitly feminist voices were at least initially largely
marginalized in the degrowth discussion. In academic literature, the feminist
growth critique is often not sufficiently discussed or is even ignored.
However, in recent years this has started to change, at conferences,
movement events, and in publications. For degrowth, feminist perspectives
are crucial, not only because of all the analytical tools they provide, but also
to prevent degrowth policies from having reactionary consequences or
reproducing a gendered division of labour. Both a merging of feminist voices
and movements with degrowth, as well as an increase in articles and special
issues on the topics of feminism and degrowth, demonstrates a growing
interest in the feminist critique of growth.142

3.6. Critique of industrialism



Critiques of industrialism argue that, no matter the kind of ownership or
social organization, the development of productive forces and technology in
modern societies have become authoritarian, alienating, and restrictive of
self-determination and therefore cannot automatically be regarded as
desirable for an emancipatory society. ‘Industrialism’ refers to the overall
structure of a modern industrial society based on mechanized work. With the
critique of progress in productivity – the ability to produce more and more
goods in ever shorter time – this critique questions the central factor by
which both capitalist and socialist societies measure or have measured their
success. Thus, Lenin already noted that, in the competition between
capitalism and socialism, the social system that achieves the higher labour
productivity will win. Critics of industrialism contend that a good life need
not depend on the continued progress of productive forces. Writing beginning
in the 1970s, these thinkers argued that the problem lay deeper than the
competition between two hegemonic systems, and thus sought to open a
conceptual third way beyond the two antagonists of the Cold War. As the
social philosopher André Gorz put it: ‘To speak of industrialist civilization
does not mean to deny or ignore its essential capitalist character. The fact
that industrialism is common to capitalism and socialism illustrates the
power and scope of this concept. For even the crisis is common to capitalism
and socialism.’143

Criticism of industrialism argues that competition-driven technological
development and the associated increase in productivity themselves act as
growth drivers; that technology is not neutral and therefore cannot simply be
detached from the logic of profit; and that increasing mechanization hampers
the self-determination of people in the world of work and everyday life. In
this sense, the goal of a degrowth society must be to overcome industrialism
towards a post-industrial society that strives for a fundamentally different
kind of technology, which means a profound transformation and
democratization of the means of production and material infrastructures such
as electricity networks, transport routes, and communication technologies
(see chapter 5).

The different strands of the critique of industrialism

Criticizing modern technology and its effect on the individual and society and
consumption can get you called a Luddite or accused of denying people the



privileges of a modern economy. However, as argued by Peter Linebaugh,
‘Luddite’ shouldn’t actually be an insult – the Luddites in Northern England,
active in the nineteenth century, broke the cotton mills because they were
against participating in alienating labour and its connection to slavery in the
Americas.144 And indeed, critiques of industrialism and technology arose
with and critically analyse the industrial mode of production in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. In some cases, they also drew attention to the
connection between contemporary industrialism and the development of
urban and hierarchical civilizations based on agriculture – in China,
European antiquity, and the Middle East.145

Criticism of industrialism is often very closely interwoven with cultural
criticism of growth, and both can be linked to very different political
attitudes. Part of the early intellectual critique of industrialism in the
Romanticism of the early nineteenth century was conservative, anti-
egalitarian, and glorified the feudal class-society. At the same time, however,
there are emancipatory antecedents of degrowth thought such as the Luddite
workers’ revolts that took place in England, destroying mechanical looms as
part of their labour struggle for better working conditions and wages.146

Criticism of technology and industrialized lifestyles was also one of the
central arguments of the early socialist movements of the nineteenth century.
The lifestyle movements at the beginning of the twentieth century took up
these motifs again in the design of anarcho-syndicalist and ethnic settlement
projects – some of them bearing proto-Nazi and eco-fascist undertones.147

This shows how important it is to combine the critique of industrialism with
the other thoroughly emancipatory critiques discussed in this chapter.

The world wars of the twentieth century, and in particular the
development of nuclear power, gave rise to new forms of technology
criticism that explicitly dealt with the destructive potential of large-scale
technologies, such as Günther Anders’s Antiquated Humanity or Hans
Jonas’s Principle of Responsibility. This was followed by demands for
better clarity and democratic accountability regarding technology (as was
advocated in E. F. Schumacher’s Small Is Beautiful). New formulations of
the critique of industrialism in the 1970s have become particularly important
for discussions on degrowth. Social-philosophical works such as Lewis
Mumford’s Myth of the Machine, Jacques Ellul’s La Technique, ou L’enjeu
de siécle, or Ivan Illich’s Tools for Conviviality are often cited. Authors such



as André Gorz, Peter Harper (author of Radical Technology), or Rudolf
Bahro (author of The Alternative) formulated their critique of technology on
a Marxist basis and broke with the classic socialist belief in progress,
according to which capitalism develops the productive forces of a liberated
society. Feminist theorists such as Carolyn Merchant also expanded the
critique of industrialism towards a critique of patriarchy.

Technology is not neutral

Complex technologies are not neutral. We can define a complex technology
as one which requires global supply chains, large infrastructure, social
hierarchies, and highly specialized expertise to operate. These favour or
demand specific actions and power structures in production or use – a
specific form of society. It does not matter whether this technology is put at
the service of a capitalist or a socialist system – it unfolds a rationalist-
utilitarian logic of its own that cannot easily be democratized. This problem
can be traced back to the emergence of modern science as the basis of
today’s technology. The conceptualization of natural science as a mode of
objective recognition, which breaks down nature into its smallest,
unconnected components, if uncritically applied, is in itself a domineering
and gendered process. While the critique of capitalism focuses above all on
the rationality of increasing profits, critique of industrialism focuses on
another instrumental rationality: scientific-experimental rationality, which
forms the basis of technological interventions in the ecological relationships
that support modern societies. Under this rationality, it is not just the
fascination with technological possibilities that is the problem; it is that the
machine is considered to be a model for society as a whole, and of human
development. In this way, the ‘rationality of technological thinking’, as
Langdon Winner calls it, in fact obscures the role of capital as an inhumane
driver of social disruption, and seeks to justify it. The Silicon Valley slogan
‘move fast and break things’, coined by the Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg,
takes this to the extreme: the disruptive character of technology is itself
considered to be its source of both societal development and private profit.
This is not to say that innovation or experimentation itself is bad – to the
contrary, it is rather to point out the problems that arise if innovation and
experimentation do not take into account their repercussions and
externalities.148



Th is scientific-experimental rationality goes hand in hand with a quasi-
religious belief in technical progress as a saviour as originally formulated by
Francis Bacon, one of the founders of modern science in the seventeenth
century.149 Lewis Mumford has noted that technological progress had
emptied the concept of progress as a whole and claimed it for itself.
Technological innovation becomes an end in itself:

Western society has accepted as incontestable a technological imperative that is as arbitrary as
the most primitive taboo: not merely the duty to promote inventions and continuously bring about
technological innovations, but also the duty to submit unconditionally to these innovations simply
because they are offered, regardless of their consequences for man.150

Today, this faith continues in the work of the eco-modernists, as well as of
academics who champion science and technology as the main or only
solution to the many-faceted crises, thus not only often promoting ‘false
solutions’, but also suppressing the equally important and often more
effective social innovations, democratic movements, or collective actions. It
is also a common position on the left, where the development of productive
forces through full automation of work and an increasing output are seen as
preconditions for post-scarcity socialism.151

Yet another critique of technology comes from a feminist perspective.
Techno-feminists argue that technology is often gendered as ‘masculine’ and
situated outside the bounds of properly ‘feminine’ experience – even as
women have had a crucial role in the development of many technologies,
such as medicine and information technologies. Furthermore, technologies
have a tendency to extend masculine control over nature and people, as they
are designed through a hegemonically masculine lens (via large, highly
centralized power sources), excluding participation by others (engineering
culture, for example, being heavily male-dominated), and further oppressing
marginalized groups (for example, in the racial biases manifested in artificial
intelligence security technology). While many technologies extend control
and impede autonomy, we can develop others that support caring, convivial
relationships. Yet again, techno-feminists do not reject technology outright
but take a critical yet hopeful look on the potential of certain technologies for
changing oppressive relationships and undermining binaries. Thus, while
recognizing that technology is shaped by dominant social norms such as
patriarchy, techno-feminism seeks to go beyond pessimistic technophobia,
which they argue forecloses potential for transformation.152



Finally, there is also the concern that certain complex technologies lend
themselves to hierarchical, undemocratic relationships within society as a
whole. For example, nuclear power plants, as they exist today, are dependent
on a regime of technical experts for their management and, eventually, their
decommissioning. Without sufficient decommissioning expertise, socially
acceptable nuclear waste repositories, and new energy sources, nuclear
power plants must keep running beyond their intended lifespan, as is the case
in many Western countries today. Further, the protection of nuclear assets and
the management of waste requires strong military intervention, as well as
large infrastructures for containing it – which must then be kept inaccessible
from the public for millennia.153 Similarly, as we explored in chapter 2, the
switch from coal to oil also led to the formation of a more technocratic,
dispersed energy system, as miners and dock-workers could no longer strike
and block energy flows as easily.154 In this way, considering whether a
certain energy technology is desirable is not just a matter of assessing its
technical ability to provide reliable power but to ask whether such a
hierarchical division of labour, expertise, management, and security is
amenable for a democratic society, and to what extent such an energy system
necessarily restructures society towards more alienated, authoritarian,
militarized, and highly centralized social systems.155

The technosphere as driver of growth

The massive expansion of technical systems and infrastructures, especially
since the mid-twentieth century, is a major cause of ecological problems (see
section 3.1). Transport routes by land, sea, and air, power stations,
electricity grids, water supply and disposal systems, global trade, industrial
food systems, and cable and radio networks make the growth economy
possible in the first place and are based mainly on fossil fuels. But their
transformation is not easy to accomplish: infrastructures are associated with
high investment costs and often create decades or even centuries of path
dependencies – meaning that, once built, they continue to shape how we
organize society. They are integrated into complex socio-technical systems
such as motorized private transport or digitally connected means of
communication. Thus, they determine large parts of everyday life. Due to the
increasing complexity of technical systems, technical infrastructures



themselves are becoming a driver of growth, as they require a permanent
increase in complexity in a society organized according to the logic of
growth – not least to deal with the problems created by exactly these
systems. For example, André Gorz describes the problem of automobiles and
the world they have created in a striking essay, ‘The Social Ideology of the
Motorcar’:

The car has made the big city uninhabitable. It has made it stinking, noisy, suffocating, dusty, so
congested that nobody wants to go out in the evening anymore. Thus, since cars have killed the
city, we need faster cars to escape on superhighways to suburbs that are even farther away.
What an impeccable circular argument: give us more cars so that we can escape the
destruction caused by cars.156

Another example: oil became the dominant source of energy due to its ease of
transportation, but this has helped to cause unprecedented climate
breakdown; as the climate gets hotter we begin to use more air conditioners,
which in turn make local outdoor temperatures even hotter due to their heat
pollution, causing cities like Doha – whose wealth is built on oil extraction –
to plan open-air air conditioning systems to allow them to stay habitable,
which depends on even more carbon emissions. You can see how this
process eventually leads to a cascading series of Rube Goldberg machines
meant to clean up in turn the side effects of each new complex technology.157

The profit from further technical innovations tends to decrease with
increasing complexity, which fuels ever faster innovation cycles. Digital
processes and technologies accelerate this process even further – cars are
now increasingly digitized and thus more difficult to repair, and automated
driving will likely require that road infrastructure be digitized as well. This
process leads to an increasing technical penetration and to dependencies in
more and more areas of life – from life habits and mobility to the world of
work, surveillance, and agriculture.158

The radical monopoly and the counter-productivity threshold

This technical landscape affects our lives in direct and indirect ways. Ivan
Illich has pointed out that, for individuals, it has a high cost and it is close to
impossible not to participate in new technological developments. This is
because socio-technical systems such as automotive vehicles, computers, or
smartphones become a ‘radical monopoly’ in industrial societies, which



undermines the self-determination of people to live a life according to their
ideas.159 Social institutions become an obligation through the radical
monopoly – whether explicitly, as with compulsory schooling, or implicitly,
as with the use of digital means of communication. Against the notion that a
degrowth society can be achieved through individual frugality, the concept of
‘radical monopoly’ makes it clear that this individual reduction is not
possible at all – or it is only possible under the threat of partial or total
exclusion from society. Thus, degrowth must aim at democratizing and
overcoming these radical monopolies embedded in the productive forces of
capitalist society.

Another concept introduced by Ivan Illich is the ‘counter-productivity
threshold’. This is the idea that, when something that seems beneficial is used
too much, it may actually become counter-productive. We will give a longer
quotation, because this also illustrates one of the reasons why, in the
Southern European décroissance movement, the snail is the symbol of
degrowth:

The snail constructs the delicate architecture of its shell by adding ever increasing spirals one
after the other, but then it abruptly stops and winds back in the reverse direction. In fact, just
one additional larger spiral would make the shell sixteen times bigger. Instead of being
beneficial, it would overload the snail. Any increase in the snail’s productivity would only be
used to offset the difficulties created by the enlargement of the shell beyond its preordained
limits. Once the limit to increasing spiral size has been reached, the problems of excessive
growth multiply exponentially, while the snail’s biological capability, in the best of cases, can
only show linear growth and increase arithmetically.160

Illich argues that, at the point when a beneficial technology becomes
institutionalized and becomes too large, it no longer offers a service to a
society. For example, if everyone in a dense city were to drive a car
individually, then no one would get the benefits of driving – since there
would be too much traffic on the road. This is the point where the costs
deriving from a technology start to outweigh its benefits, when it becomes
counter-productive. Degrowth thus aims at collectively determining forms of
technology that do not fall into these irrational traps of the ‘more is better’
ideology of technological progress, limiting the use of those technologies that
stand in the way of a good life for all.

Social ecology



Discussions in political or social ecology have, building on Marx’s
arguments, critically analysed societal relationships to nature, arguing that
the development of modern societies can only be understood by examining
the specific ways that metabolism with nature is shaped by human labour.
Based on this materialist perspective, there has been not only the
development of empirical analyses of ‘social metabolism’ itself (see
sections 2.2 and 3.1), but also a critical theory of socio-natural conditions.
Advocates of this perspective – also in contrast to Western social democracy
and the Soviet Marxism of the early twentieth century – criticize the notion
that social progress and human emancipation must necessarily include
increasing and perfecting the domination of nature. In the Dialectic of the
Enlightenment, Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno have sharpened
this into a radical diagnosis of crisis, which remains central to the criticism
of the green economy within degrowth: ‘Any attempt to break the compulsion
of nature by breaking nature only succumbs more deeply to that compulsion.
That has been the trajectory of European civilization.’161 Degrowth aims at
breaking this trajectory. Another key analyst of this perspective was Murray
Bookchin, who developed the theory of ‘social ecology’ to explain how
relationships of domination and oppression between humans (along lines of
class, race, gender, age, and so on) in turn shape our relationships to the
natural world.162

Attempts to deal with dependency on nature by way of technological
improvements (for example, through the exploitation of fossil fuels, nuclear
energy, or, more recently, bioenergy) do not lead to the disappearance of
nature in society. Rather, the domination of nature is ‘reflected’ in the
dominations between people: it lives on in forms of patriarchal, racist, or
class oppression, for example by women doing unpaid housework or by
border regimes hindering people’s freedom of movement. The mastery of
nature in all its variants – above all in the techno-scientific belief in progress
but also in relation to modern temporality or human–animal relations – thus
becomes the central object of this critique. And, moreover, the overcoming of
hierarchical society–nature relations also forms the basis for overcoming
domination in general.163

Alienation through industrial labour



An essential argument of the critique of industrialism is furthermore that
atomized, mechanized, and accelerated work processes, which are necessary
for an increase in productivity, lead to an alienation of people from their
activities (see section 3.3). This fundamentally undermines both the
individual and collective autonomy of people or societies to decide how to
lead their lives. ‘For a hundred years now, we have been trying to make
machines work for people and to train people for lifelong service to them …
It has been shown that machines enslave people’, writes Ivan Illich.164

A proposal to solve the problem of alienation in industrial work consists
in increasing automation, so that fewer and fewer people have to toil in
production.165 The proponents of automation, however, often fail to recognize
that in neoliberal capitalism, people working in the service and care
industries, among others, are also clocked according to industrial models,
and, even then, care professions can only be automated to a limited extent
because of their different work logic. Much of the service sector, certain
forms of mining and extraction, and agriculture resist automation. Further, full
automation may not itself be desirable (even if it were possible). For
example, a sustainable, ecological agriculture requires intricate engagement
with and knowledge of local ecosystems, or many caring activities can only
be automatized by losing much of what we value as human. Moreover, the
promise of full automation does not provide an answer to the fundamental
problems of the dominance of modern technology mentioned above, nor does
it itself change the terms of ownership or the form of alienated labour, nor
can it account for the resource, ecological, and global justice problems
associated with full automation. Therefore, thinkers critical of industrialism
emphasize the need to gain democratic control over technological
developments. And while this critique is not against automation per se – in
the case of unpleasant, tedious, debilitating, or dangerous work, automation
is desirable from a degrowth perspective – it also emphasizes the need to
reconceptualize and transform work, so that we can see and enact the
socially useful activities that sustain our lives as the fundamental form of
participating in society, based on a logic of care.166

Significance for degrowth: Beyond appropriating technology



In their 1972 ten-point programme, the Black Panthers added a demand for
‘people’s community control of modern technology’, thus highlighting a key
prerequisite for any emancipatory society.167 From a degrowth perspective,
bringing modern technology into people’s hands must be accompanied by
efforts to develop different, non-authoritarian technologies. Indeed, the
critique of industrialism and technology, together with the feminist critique,
is the strand of degrowth critique that most decisively opposes (potential)
post-capitalist projects that uncritically advocate for accelerating
technological innovation – whether technocentric Green New Deal
proposals, digital post-capitalism, or accelerationism.168 For a non-
alienating and non-exploitative technique would require that the structure of
the means of production, as they have developed under capitalism and
bureaucratic states and within hierarchical societies, are also fundamentally
transformed. Economic growth is not progressive, not even in this regard.169

A correction of the distribution of production, or even completely different
ownership of production, is not sufficient. The realization that technology,
infrastructure, and production facilities not only need to be appropriated but
also transformed and (partially) wound down is central to degrowth.170

Nevertheless, criticism of industrialism and technology becomes problematic
when technological progress and the division of labour are generally
rejected and their advantages negated. There is a danger that these critiques
turn reactionary or elitist unless they are combined with other forms of
critique that strongly emphasize justice. Furthermore, critiques of
industrialism must come with proposals for alternative forms of economic
production that are not alienating and that meet human needs and well-being.

More recently in the degrowth debate, there has been an emphasis on
criteria for technological development under keywords such as ‘convivial
technology’, ‘convivial design’, ‘frugal innovations’, ‘digital commons’,
‘peer-to-peer’ or ‘soft digitalization’ – practices and criteria for alternative
technical paths between low tech and open digitalization. In contrast to the
discussions in the 1970s, which focused primarily on the risks of modern
science and technology, discussions in the field of digital commons in
particular also emphasize the opportunities offered by high tech.171 However,
thinking about the possibility of decentralized production combined with
global design has only just begun. Technical assessments (based on life-cycle
assessments, and so on) of such approaches’ suitability for degrowth are still



lacking, and it is also unclear whether such visions of high-tech futures
adequately respond to cultural and ecological critiques.172 We expand on
proposals for convivial technologies and on the need to address this gap in
chapters 5 and 7.

3.7. South–North critique

Here, we summarize forms of critique that examine the social and ecological
consequences of development and growth from a global justice perspective.
They focus on hierarchies, exclusions, and forms of exploitation that are
fundamentally associated with capitalist and universalizing European
civilization. These forms of critique argue that ‘growth’ and ‘development’
as well as even the ‘economy’ as a concept are twentieth-century inventions
that create and maintain (neo-)colonial dependencies between regions and to
enforce growth-oriented, industrialist, and capitalist lifestyles in the Global
South. They also argue that since the start of European expansion in the
fifteenth century, growth in the centres has been based on (neo-)colonial
appropriation, extractivist exploitation of nature, and the externalization of
social and ecological costs. Thus, countries in the South were reduced to the
dependent role of raw material suppliers without large value-added
contributions of their own, causing ever-deepening inequalities and unequal
power relations. And this critique argues that these processes of
appropriation and externalization are fundamental to the growth dynamics of
rich societies, the balance of power within them, and the stability of the
imperial mode of living. In the context of increasing ecological crises, this
way of life causes systemic crises because it cannot be generalized.

The origins of decolonial thought and the criticism of Eurocentrism and
the associated instrumental rationality of modernity go back centuries and
emerged as a counter-movement to colonialism and modernity in the
Americas in Indigenous and Afro-Caribbean thought.173 In the centuries that
followed, they responded to the spread of colonialism, imperialism, Western
development policy, and globalization to give the ‘wretched of the earth’ a
voice.174 Three important streams of this discourse pertain to the growth-
critical discussion, each with their own thrust that complement the argument
for degrowth. First, the post-development debate, which since the 1980s has
criticized the entire ‘development’ endeavour as destructive and misguided,



and which has played a central role in the initial emergence of the degrowth
movement; second, the Latin American– influenced discussions about buen
vivir (‘good living’) and post-extractivism, which have developed into
central sources of inspiration and allies for degrowth; third, Marxian
analyses of dependency, ecologically unequal exchange, and the more recent
imperial mode of living.

Post-development versus the Western ideology of progress

The post-development approach emerged in the 1980s as a fundamental
critique of ‘development’. It is closely associated with post-colonial,
decolonial, and subaltern movements.175 Authors such as Arturo Escobar,
Gustavo Esteva, Majid Rahnema, Serge Latouche, Wolfgang Sachs, Vandana
Shiva, and Gilbert Rist argued that ‘development’ is a construct and an
ideology of the West.176 Development was invented in the middle of the
twentieth century as a guiding political concept – the second inaugural
speech of US president Harry S. Truman in 1949 is often mentioned here – in
order to promise people in the ‘under-developed’ regions integration into the
capitalist world economy and its associated improvements in living
standards. This promise of ‘development’ was motivated above all by the
intention to provide legitimacy for late and post-colonial strategies of
domination from the North towards people in the South. The universal goal –
of an industrial mass consumer society characterized by capitalist wage
labour – implied by ‘development’ is, however, never attainable for all due
to the structure of the global world economy based on the division of labour
and due to ecological limitations (see sections 3.1, 3.4, and 3.5). It is also
undesirable, since it undermines the livelihoods of many.177

Post-development calls into question the growth-based idea of progress:
that Europe has worked its way up to the top of a universally recognized and
desirable path of development by its own efforts, through rationality,
civilization, and liberal values.178 Post-development scholars point out that
the growth and prosperity of the Global North cannot be understood without
colonialism, exploitation, and dispossession in the South. Post-development
also places today’s development policy in its historical context, namely, the
efforts beginning with the Enlightenment to ‘improve’ the colonized areas
and the people characterized as ‘primitive’, those who would later be



devalued by ‘race theories’, through interventions from outside.179 In contrast
to ecological approaches, which are quite prominent in the degrowth
discussion and which focus on the industrialization of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, post-development thinkers focus on the destructive side
of the Enlightenment and modernity in the context of colonialism starting in
the centuries before. From a post-development perspective, alternatives to
development are found primarily in the traditions and practices of
subsistence of local communities and in movements of the Global South that
oppose development ideologies. Following The Red Deal: Indigenous
Action to Save Our Earth: ‘We need a revolution of values that recenters
relationships to one another and the earth over profits.’180 This revolution in
values has as its protagonists autonomous movements such as the Zapatistas,
Indigenous struggles for self-determination, Afro-diasporic struggles, peasant
movements such as La Via Campesina and the Movimento dos Trabalhadores
Rurais Sem Terra (Landless Workers Movement) in Brazil, and movements
opposing environmental distribution conflicts. As we discuss below, much of
the degrowth discussion has highlighted the importance of supporting such
movements for the purpose of building international solidarity against the
growth regime and for an alliance of various alternatives to development.181

Buen vivir and post-extractivism

The concept and practice of buen vivir originated in the Andes, especially in
Ecuador and Bolivia, but also in Peru and Colombia. It was formulated in the
last two decades as a political framework based on traditional knowledge.
With a strong anchoring in the world views, perspectives, and experiences of
Indigenous groups, it stands for the inseparability and interdependence of
people and nature and for a life in balance: ‘What counts in the concept of
‘‘good living’’ is the human individual, integrated in their community, who
cultivates harmonious relationships with nature and strives, in their personal
life as well as in the community, to build a sustainable, dignified life for
all.’182 Well-known proponents are Eduardo Gudynas, Maristella Svampa,
Alberto Acosta, and Pablo Solón. Similar to post-development, buen vivir
(in Kichwa, sumak kawsay, or in Aymara, suma qamaña) criticizes both
capitalist and socialist forms of development because of their social and
ecological destruction. Based on centuries of the experience of colonialism,



this critique is directed against capitalist civilization with its basic
assumptions of progress, competition, improvement, rationalization,
productivity or efficiency, its anthropocentrism separating nature and people,
and its deeply rooted patriarchy. Other non-Western concepts with a similar
perspective – such as ubuntu (in South Africa), ecological swaraj and
radical ecological democracy (in India), and other environmental justice
movements of the poor – are also seen as partners of the degrowth
movement. This diversity is being framed as a ‘pluriverse’ of visions and
cosmologies – in this sense, degrowth is only one of many proposals for
human flourishing beyond development.183

As a concept, buen vivir is politically contested, just like degrowth. It
has been taken up in the constitutions of Ecuador and Bolivia; however, this
has come with concerns of appropriation and co-optation of the Indigenous
worldviews and movements that inspired the creation of the buen vivir
framework. Still, its core is still practised:

The ‘good life’ as the sum of experiences – many of them experiences of resistance in the
truly long darkness of the colonial era and its consequences still visible today – is a vision still
lived in many Indigenous communities. These are communities that have not been fully
absorbed by capitalist modernity and have managed to continue to exist on its fringes. Their
communal knowledge forms the basis for ideas of another world and for the change that is
necessary to achieve it.184

In close connection with buen vivir, the struggles of the last twenty years
have led to the development of the concept of post-extractivism, which is
directed against neo-extractivism in Latin America. Extractivism is an
economic model where a country is dependent on large-scale extraction of its
resources and exports to the Global North, while not being able to diversify
its economy and being subject to unequal trade relations. Neo-extractivism
describes a variant of the classical commodity-based economic model of
many Latin American countries, which has been advanced by left-wing
governments since the 1990s and in which successful development and social
programmes have been financed by intensifying the exploitation of natural
resources and the resource revenues generated as a result. While left-wing
governments seek to soften hardship through social programmes, the
ecological and social consequences of the extraction of fossil and mineral
resources – as well as the spread of monocultures or the transformation of
rainforest into rapidly degrading pasture land — continue to exist. Affected
communities, social movements, and intellectuals condensed their criticism



of this dynamic into the concept of post-extractivism: a fundamental critique
both of the ‘commodity consensus’, as Maristella Svampa calls it, of neo-
extractivism and of neoliberalism, and a vision which seeks to push for the
conditions for a good life, without continuing relations of extraction.185 Neo-
extractivism is criticized as an ideology and practice that is linked to
colonial looting (see section 3.4), which goes hand in hand with the
hierarchical view of nature as an object of exploitation (as discussed in
sections 3.1 and 3.6). The post-extractivist critique is particularly relevant in
thinking about the global resource needs for solar panels, batteries, electric
cars, bioenergy, and renewable fuels – all key ingredients of any green
growth regime, all of which are sourced largely from the Global South.186

In addition, there is a growing critique of ‘green capitalism’ and the
valorization of nature, a critique strongly inspired by social movements and
struggles, which in recent times has also turned against recent attempts to
‘solve’ the climate crisis at the expense of people in the Global South. For
example, attempts to maintain the way of life of rich countries by cultivating
agro-fuels in the South lead to land use conflicts and thus promote the
purchase of land in the South by investors and corporations (land grabbing).
And the current practice of ‘balancing’ carbon dioxide emissions in the
Global North with ‘offsets’ in the Global South (for instance, by planting
monoculture forests or by creating forest reserves inaccessible to Indigenous
communities) contributes to perpetuating neo-colonial inequalities and
driving people out of their territories, while nonetheless failing to protect the
climate. According to this criticism, the ‘green economy’ is a project of
domination and control that does not overcome inequality and extractivism
and that only offers fictitious solutions for ecological crises.187 Through Joan
Martínez-Alier and his colleagues at the Autonomous University of
Barcelona, research on socio-ecological struggles in the Global South has
been closely linked to degrowth research. The university is home to
Research & Degrowth, one of the largest research networks on degrowth,
and at the same time works on environmental conflicts in the Global South
(through projects like the Environmental Justice Atlas, created by the
organization EJOLT).188 As Alberto Acosta and Ulrich Brand argue in their
book Radical Alternatives, which discusses both post-extractivism and
degrowth, capitalism can only be overcome through multiple alliances



between actors from the North and South. Positive concepts such as good
living should be at the forefront of movement-building.189

From uneven development to the imperial mode of living

The above critiques are rooted in a broader critique of deeply unequal,
colonial relationships of industrialized countries with the Global South, in
great part informed by critical analysis of capitalism and imperialism.
Marxist theories of uneven development and unequal exchange propose that,
for capitalist development to occur, it must rely on structural under-
development elsewhere. Development is grounded in the unequal
valorization of the labour of Global South workers, as well as in the
exploitation of resources, which are exchanged with industrialized nations at
unequal terms of trade – raw materials, food, and labour are appropriated as
‘cheap’ inputs into the process of accumulation, while those products with a
lot of added value are manufactured in the Global North. Recent studies that
have quantified the drain from the Global South resulting from unequal
exchange estimate this to be in the orders of magnitude of around $62 trillion
over the period 1960–2018, currently accounting for up to 7 per cent of
Northern GDP and 9 per cent of Southern GDP, and resulting in $152 trillion
of lost growth in the Global South.190 Furthermore, uneven development is
also driven by financial institutions, which lend to poor nations at higher
interest rates and impose structural adjustment when debts cannot be paid. In
this way, even though national debts of industrialized nations are far higher,
countries in the Global South have little choice but to cut expenses on
essential services and are systematically under-developed – a state of affairs
which privileges industrialized nations as they maintain their monetary and
military dominance.

These analyses show that capital accumulation and thus economic growth
in the Global North emerged historically through and currently require
unequal exchange with the Global South – and thus depend on the imperial
and neoliberal arrangements that enable it. As the authors of The Red Deal
put it: ‘Overconsumption in the Global North … is directly enabled by the
dispossession of Indigenous and Black life and imperial wars in the Global
South.’191 This reality has underlined the need for building alliances between



countries in the South, as well as deepening internationalism more broadly
and fighting to abolish Global South debts.192

In recent years, analyses adjacent to degrowth have taken a critical look
at the mode of production and living of the countries of the Global North. The
debate on climate justice, for example, has integrated the critique of uneven
development with ecological approaches, through the argument that
industrialized nations owe a significant ‘climate debt’ to Global South
nations, and a reframing of uneven development as ‘ecologically unequal
exchange’. The latter theory posits that the condition of uneven development
allows early industrialized economies to avoid impacts of ecologically
harmful industries through importing natural resources and polluting
commodities from poor countries.193

In a similar vein, the sociologist Stephan Lessenich argues that lifestyles
characterized by freedom and endless possibilities were made possible
through the externalization of social and ecological costs, both historically
(through colonialism, climate debt, and so on) and today – some are Living
Well at Others’ Expense. Externalization is a necessary, indispensable
structural feature of the modern world system. Global capitalism is not only
– as feminist and Marxist critics argue – dependent on the continuous
incorporation of an ‘outside’ (cheap labour, land, care activities, and raw
materials) but also on the outsourcing of costs.194 Global power
asymmetries and exploitative relationships underlying externalization are
stabilized by the ‘externalization habitus’ of majorities in the rich countries:
through socially generalized practices of ‘not wanting to know’, the
externalization processes and the associated structural violence are
systematically repressed, split off, and projected onto others. According to
Lessenich, externalization fundamentally reverses and perverts Kant’s
categorical imperative, which had characterized the self-conception of the
Enlightenment: always act in such a way that your actions could be
generalisable for all people. Externalization is based on exclusiveness – and
thus on enclosing public wealth. This exclusive prosperity, which for many
citizens of the industrialized core also includes the privilege of almost
unlimited global mobility, is defended by militarized border regimes.
Freedom of movement and thus also life chances are asymmetrically,
exclusively, and selectively denied to those who live outside the
externalization societies and have lost out in the ‘birth lottery’. However,
through climate change and increasing movements of flight and migration,



today the externalization societies in the capitalist core are being confronted
with the consequences of their externalization – and, unfortunately, reacting
with increasingly reactionary and fascistic measures.195

The political scientists Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissen present a
related analysis, with somewhat different emphases, with their concept of the
‘imperial mode of living’. Using a neo-Gramscian approach to hegemony, a
materialist theory of the state and an understanding of everyday habits from
Pierre Bourdieu, they analyse the global and ecological dimension of a
specific way of life that has become the norm for many people in the Global
North – such as driving a car, flying on vacation, eating a lot of meat, or
consumer goods and other amenities. The core idea is that everyday life in
the capitalist centres is essentially made possible through the (violent)
shaping of socio-ecological relations in the Global South, and that includes
the more or less unlimited access to labour power, natural resources, and
pollution sinks on a global scale. The concept of the ‘imperial mode of
living’ is very broad and focuses on how certain norms of production,
distribution, and consumption – how we live, work, eat, and travel – became
embedded in the political, economic, and everyday practices of the
population in the Global North and increasingly also in the emerging
countries in the South. This way of life is a paradox that on the one hand
brings about and exacerbates various crises (climate change, biodiversity
loss, impoverishment, social polarization), but on the other hand stabilizes
social conditions in the core – where the benefits of this mode of living are
concentrated – through class compromises. Furthermore, the term ‘imperial’
should make it clear that this is tied to imperial structures (military
intervention, extractivism, the arms industry, international institutions,
monetary hegemony, and enforced borders) which further aggravate crises
such as mass migration or the unequal application of climate policy. Brand
and Wissen argue for radical alternatives in the form of a ‘solidarity mode of
living’.196

Significance for degrowth: Global solidarity and interdependence

The various strands of South–North criticism each play a central role in the
degrowth discussion. As we will argue below, degrowth can be understood
as a project for global ecological justice – and in this, the South–North



critique is essential. However, as with all forms of criticism, some pitfalls
must be avoided. In general – similar to the praise of community in the
cultural critique, which can, for example, become a justification for cuts in
public services – the rejection of forms of state organization or social
welfare, as advocated by post-extractivism, may tend to promote a cynical
legitimation of neoliberalism. Likewise, an uncritical attitude towards local
communities and cultural traditions in parts of the post-development
discourse could legitimize traditional forms of rule – sometimes hierarchical
and oppressive. These are important points, not least because similar
criticisms can also be made of the degrowth perspective as a whole. At the
same time, in emphasizing the hierarchical and exploitative relationships
between centres and peripheries, it is important not to lose sight of a class
analysis superimposed onto this relationship and not to homogenize entire
societies or the sphere of consumption as central categories of analysis. The
South– North critique can also, similarly, lead to cultural relativism – which
cannot account for cross-cutting ethical commitments to human and collective
rights and which may not adequately interrogate politics of nationhood or
‘blood and soil’.197 Indeed, Alain de Benoist, a French ethno-nationalist
thinker of the New Right, has used the terms ‘pluriverse’ and
‘ethnopluralism’ to describe his own ideology of ethnically separate,
isolated nations. To safeguard against this, degrowth-adjacent advocates for
buen vivir and the ‘pluriverse’ have highlighted shared commitments to
diversity, tolerance of difference, interdependence, and a rejection of ethnic
nationalist arguments.198

It follows for degrowth that the necessary fundamental changes are driven
primarily by global democratization processes and alliances with social
movements from the Global South, as well as the search for and demand for
the right not to be living or compelled to live at the expense of others.199

Serge Latouche, who himself has formulated a radical critique of the
Westernization of the world and of Western civilization in general, played a
key role in bringing together post-development ideas with the ecological
perspective of Georgescu-Roegen. Together, these perspectives formed the
early core of the discourse on décroissance. As an antithesis to a single, all-
encompassing ‘civilized world’ based on patriarchal, Western, and capitalist
principles, the above-mentioned concept of the ‘pluriverse’ is at the forefront
of recent attempts to bring together different growth-critical perspectives
from around the world. These ‘alternatives to development’ from the Global



South can be allies of degrowth for the development of a variety of forms of
society and life, of worlds and people that coexist in and with the planet
through ‘radical interdependence’.200

3.8. Growth critique outside of the degrowth debate

Degrowth can be understood as the convergence of seven forms of growth
critique – the ecological, socio-economic, cultural, anti-capitalist, feminist,
anti-industrialist, and South–North critique. Running through these various
critiques of growth is the attempt to push back against the economic as a
sphere of supposedly independent rationality and against economic
calculation as the main basis for decision-making. This necessarily requires
a more complex, interconnected, and diverse world – which involves
deliberation and weighing our conflicting values and needs as a society. We
would no longer ask the question ‘Does this meet the bottom line (i.e.,
profit)?’, but ask instead, ‘Does this meet our needs, values and democratic
decisions?’

In the next two chapters, we show how these different strands of critique
have been woven together into degrowth’s central principles, the proposals
that have been developed to respond to the issues raised in the critiques, and
the strategies that can help us reach them. But before moving on, there is
some unfinished business. In the beginning of this chapter, we mentioned
some common critiques of degrowth, which claim it is anti-modern,
primitivist, or implicitly deriving from a position of middle-class privilege.
In the remainder of this chapter, we deal more directly with forms of growth
criticism that are not part of the degrowth debate. We briefly discuss various
conservative, nationalist, capitalist, privileged, and reactionary growth
critiques. We have already mentioned some of them throughout the preceding
sections; however, taking a moment to explore them more fully can help us
sharpen our understanding of pitfalls, of challenges, and of what an
emancipatory degrowth perspective may look like.

Conservative critiques of growth

Believe it or not, several conservative critiques of growth have been put
forward. Most prominently, Meinhard Miegel, the founder of a conservative



think tank and one of the advisors of Germany’s neoliberal privatization of
old age pensions, has argued that people in industrial countries are living
beyond their means, and that due to aging populations, saturated markets, and
lifestyle environmental damage, the future stagnation or even reduction of the
economy is the inevitable fate of modern industrial societies. To adjust, he is
in favour of a culture of modesty and ecology, but also for curtailing the
welfare state, which, from his perspective, is excessive and should be
replaced with a culture of volunteerism, charity, and a renewed emphasis on
the family. In this way, criticism of growth and a call for ‘prosperity without
growth’ becomes a justificatory instrument and lever for social cuts,
privatization, and the rollback of gender relations. In essence, it recycles the
neoliberal argument for austerity, now with a green layer of paint: we can no
longer afford our luxuries, so we have to tighten our belts in order to
preserve the existing social order.201

A conservative criticism of growth remains uncommon since
conservatives seek to reinforce the status quo and therefore ultimately want
to protect economic growth – an integral component of capitalist hegemony
today. Indeed, austerity is usually implemented for the sake of economic
growth, not against it. So far, Miegel’s proposals have had little impact on
national debates. Nevertheless, it is important to mention because it shows
that a critique of growth is not in itself forward-thinking. And indeed, it is
possible that such a proposal may eventually be embraced by conservative
governments that acknowledge impending ecological breakdown and a
changed economic reality but that take advantage of this moment to maintain,
and deepen, social hierarchies.

Needless to say, in the degrowth scene, such views are rejected. As
degrowth fundamentally seeks to rewire our social system to one built around
care, equality, and collective well-being, such a proposal runs counter to
everything that degrowth stands for. The only thing that they share is an
acknowledgement of current economic conditions (secular stagnation) and
the need to address the social and cultural roots of ecological crises – but,
even there, Miegel’s own proposal is limited in its essentially conservative,
regressive wish to preserve social hierarchies rather than to disassemble
them.

Green fascism



In August 2019, a gunman in El Paso, Texas, shot forty-six people, killing
twenty-three, most of them people of colour. As with the Christchurch
shooter in New Zealand in March 2019 and other eco-fascist statements, his
manifesto was replete with references to blood-and-soil environmentalism,
in which he opposed immigration and cultural mixing on the grounds that
‘white’ land should be protected and saved from over-exploitation by
immigrants. This white supremacist belief provides the basic ideological
pillar for much of the New Right and ‘alt right’ today. And in this context of
the regionalist, ethnopluralist strand of the New Right, some crossover
between degrowth ideas and green fascism has been documented. The
intellectual leader of the New Right in France, Alain de Benoist, published a
book as early as 2007 whose title, Demain, la décroissance!, was identical
to the title of the ground-breaking edition of Georgescu-Roegen’s works in
the 1970s. De Benoist articulated his ethno-pluralistic bioregionalism with
terms similar to degrowth notions such as ‘decolonization of the imaginary’,
first coined by one of the doyens of the early French décroissance movement,
Serge Latouche, whom he befriended and published, or ‘pluriverse’,
‘relocalization of production’, or ‘autonomous micro-societies’. The vision,
however, was one of bioregionalist green fascism – as summarized by
Andreas Malm and the Zetkin Collective, ‘each race in its own habitat; no
mixing and dilution; conservation of differences as against the homogenising
forces of global capitalism’.202

Similar initiatives can be observed in other countries. Björn Höcke, a
politician from the Alternative for Germany (AfD), the largest far-right party
in Germany, argued in 2014 that ‘by the middle of the twenty-first century we
will have reached the carrying capacity of our planet … We must consider
what a post-growth economy looks like … We must find an economic form
that reconciles ecology and economy, and that is only possible if we
overcome this kind of capitalism.’203 In 2014 in Switzerland, the initiative
Ecopop put forward a proposal to the national referendum to limit
immigration for ecological reasons, which they called ‘Stopping
overpopulation – to safeguard the natural basis for life’. Thankfully, the
proposal did not pass, and yet it was surprisingly popular. In Italy, parts of
the decrescita movement have cooperated with the growth-critical Five-Star
Movement, which claims to be neither right nor left and in 2018 became
coalition partner of the right-wing extremist and racist Lega.



What brings all of these strains together is what we could call green
fascism. It is the next logical step for conservatives or the formerly climate-
denialist right who recognize the reality of climate change but nevertheless
wish to maintain the present hierarchies between men and women, whites
and persons of colour, industrialized countries and the Global South, and
social classes. ‘Fascism’ is an often-misused word but here we refer to it as
a form of capitalism that uses the power of the state, populist movements, and
violent militias to mobilize the nation and seek to further deepen existing
social and racial hierarchies and divisions. Thus, green fascists wish to
strengthen borders and limit immigration, and simultaneously to reorganize
society towards more green, ecological livelihoods – while further
solidifying present hierarchies. Another term for this vision would be
‘climate apartheid’ or ‘green nationalism’.204

While there are different strands of green fascism – some wish for a
return to a romanticized pastoral past where white people can live as one
with nature, while others advocate for modernist interventions such as geo-
engineering, smart agriculture, and massive border walls – they share an
obsession with ethnicity, conservative values, and, often, critiques of
overpopulation.205

As should be clear, degrowth is fundamentally at odds with these ideas
and movements – in fact, they stand for the very opposite of what degrowth
strives to achieve. While ideals of localism, ecological living, and criticism
of globalization and growth are shared across the degrowth spectrum,
degrowth’s core thrust – its focus on global justice – runs directly counter to
green fascism, and most degrowth advocates reject all social hierarchies, are
committed to open borders and freedom of movement, and reject any kind of
future of ‘climate apartheid’. Degrowth is a proposal for a society that ends
the privileges green fascism violently defends in the name of the nation. As
the populist right gains more power, and as climate change denialism
becomes less viable as a political strategy, there is a danger that different
critiques of growth become further absorbed by the right. For this reason,
degrowth proponents must be clear in their principles, oppose all efforts
(also from within the degrowth spectrum) to create links to green fascist
arguments and movements, and reject any form of blood-and-soil politics –
just as it rejects any capitalist growth-driven ideology.206



Anti-modernism

On Earth Day in 2020, the renowned documentarian Michael Moore
launched and produced a film slated to bust ‘big green’ myths, directed by
little-known filmmaker Jeff Gibbs. Planet of the Humans aimed its ire at
solar power, forms of bioenergy, and ‘green’ corporations and NGOs. It
sought to argue that green capitalism is not possible because of its ‘addiction
to growth’ – we would agree, on that count – but then went on to hint that
overpopulation was the real problem and, further, sought to dispel any belief
in alternative sources of energy as being able to replace fossil fuels. Taking
advantage of Michael Moore’s platform, the film did well immediately on its
release, with five million views on YouTube in its first week.

Planet of the Humans does not offer any deeper critique of capitalism
and in large part focuses on lifestyle choices such as living in an ‘eco-
house’, adopting a plant-based diet, or ending population growth. As a result,
viewers are left only with the rejection of existing technologies and are
offered lifestylism as an alternative – a message which can only lead to
despair or a rejection of society as a whole.207 This kind of techno-
scepticism is part of a wider discourse in environmental movements that
tends to reject all technologies wholesale, while not offering any alternatives
except for the wholesale rejection of modernity or civilization more
generally. This is seen as the ‘anti-modern’ or ‘anti-civ’ form of
environmentalism, which argues that it is civilization itself which must be
destroyed – an argument that leads to its own misanthropic conclusions.

Degrowth moves past this critique in several ways. While there is a
shared acknowledgement of the limits of green capitalism, growth, and
renewable energy in a growth-based economy, as well as a critique of
industrialist, patriarchal, and structurally racist civilization, degrowth is by
no means anti-modern or anti-civilizational. Indeed, as discussed in the next
chapter, degrowth firmly criticizes specific aspects of our modern
civilization while underlining the role of people’s struggles in guaranteeing
and achieving equality despite its harmful, alienating, and unsustainable
elements. In other words, a degrowth perspective seeks to move beyond
capitalist modernity through reconfiguring current power relations, rather
than escaping it or absolving oneself of the responsibility to help reshape it.



Environmentalism of the rich

This leads us to a last criticism of growth – mainly a critique of consumption
– which we can call ‘middle-class environmentalism’ or ‘the
environmentalism of the rich’.208 We have all been told to buy recycled toilet
paper, fly less, and eat organic if we want to save the environment.
Alternatively, we are told that more efficient cars, carbon-neutral cruise
ships, and nuclear fusion power plants will solve the problems we currently
face – the problem is not capitalism but whether we can adequately harness
technology and markets to address the environmental impacts of growth.

Middle-class environmentalism blames unsustainable growth on
overconsumption and insufficient technological innovation, and either
advocates for individual lifestyle changes and changes in consumption or for
technological solutions to the problem. In this way, middle-class
environmentalism does not see collective political action as an option, nor
does it offer any kind of alternatives for working-class people who often
have little choices in what they consume – and in many ways have too little.
The environmentalism of the rich also does not offer much for the people of
the Global South, who continue to face the burdens of unequal exchange,
externalization, and an economic dependency on consumption in the North,
and who are often excluded from affordable access to green technologies
reserved for industrialized nations.209

Degrowth proponents do not accept these critiques of growth, first,
because degrowth advocates for an ecological society that includes
everyone, not just the privileged middle class of the industrialized countries,
and secondly, because it stresses the need for collective and political action,
rather than largely apolitical emphases on technological solutions or
individual consumption choices.

3.9. Why degrowth is different

Although some interpret degrowth as an essentially conservative argument
because of its linguistic proximity and certain superficial similarities to
regressive critiques of growth, upon closer inspection there are fundamental
differences. In its ecological critique of growth, degrowth is based on
scientific, empirical evidence of the impossibility of infinite growth and,



further, well-documented evidence that decoupling environmental impacts
from growth is highly unlikely. While some of the conservative, privileged,
and regressive critiques discussed in this chapter may also refer to these
findings and propose changes to the way of living that are less material- or
energy-intensive, that does not mean degrowth shares other similarities. In
fact, the core of degrowth, with its emphasis on ecological justice, a critique
of all forms of exploitation and hierarchies, and a vision of solidarity, points
to the very opposite of conservative, anti-modern, or regressive growth
critiques. This call for equality and a good life for all goes hand in hand with
critiques of global injustice, the imperial mode of living, and the imperialism
that makes this possible.

Degrowth’s strength is its holistic view. Degrowth relies not on a single
strand of growth critique but has, from its very inception, braided the seven
emancipatory strands discussed in this chapter together into a cohesive, well-
developed, and broad critique of growth – one which includes feminist, anti-
capitalist, and South–North critiques, among others. Finally, degrowth’s
vision, proposals, and strategies, to which we turn in the next chapters,
fundamentally contradict anything resembling these regressive growth
critiques. They can never be allies, but must be debunked, excoriated in
public debates, and countered in society if degrowth is to become a reality.

It remains extremely important for degrowth to sharpen its own arguments
in the face of criticism. To do so, it must continue to critically examine anti-
modern, racist, and conservative critiques of growth, understand them, and
seek to distinguish itself from them clearly. For this reason, we hope that our
proposal to understand degrowth as the conjunction of the seven strands of
criticism discussed in this chapter will provide some inspiration.
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4
Degrowth visions

Imagine you go to sleep tonight and, tomorrow morning, you wake up one
hundred years into the future. What would that world look like? In 1890, the
artist and political theorist William Morris published a utopian novel, News
from Nowhere, describing such a scenario. A man, William Guest, returns
home from an activist meeting, goes to sleep, and finds himself in a world
without private property, where work is pleasurable, and where people have
as much as they need to live happy lives. There are no big cities – the
countryside is fully integrated into town life. There is no money system, no
government, and no prison. Everyone decides everything together.

Not all utopian visions are the same, but they can have commonalities. In
the novel The Dispossessed, Ursula K. LeGuin imagined a planet, Anarres,
without bosses, money, or centralized government, where everyone works
together on a resource-scarce desert planet. The anarchist society of Anarres
is high-tech but democratic, and everything is shared between everyone. In
fact, the people of Anarres have decided to live on this resource-scarce
desert planet, rejecting the hierarchical but much more affluent market
society on a planet similar to Earth, Urras – a premise demonstrating just
what autonomy and collective self-limitation might mean. LeGuin’s classic



science-fiction novel – written with the aspiration of putting a ‘pig on the
tracks … in a one-way future consisting only of growth’ – remains an
inspiration for many activists today, looking to build a better world.1

Many of us have our own utopia – a vision of the world as we would like
it to be. Books like News from Nowhere and The Dispossessed, as well as
‘near-future’ science fiction like Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Ministry of
the Future, in their creativity and playfulness, help us to better imagine a
world in which we would want to live, as well as how social transformation
would work in practice. These are useful exercises, not just to give us hope
that things could be different from the present, but also to have something
towards which we can work, together. As Murray Bookchin said when
talking about the importance of utopian thinking: ‘Daydreams are pieces of
imagination, they are bits of poetry. They are the balloons that fly up in
history.’2

Ernst Bloch famously called utopias ‘the education of desire’ – they are
not just far-off dreams but here with us, visible to us through glimpses and
fragments in our daily experience. But, for many emancipatory thinkers,
especially in the socialist tradition, utopian thought is viewed with
scepticism. Memorably, Karl Marx described the utopian socialists of his
time as ‘those that write recipes for the cookshops of the future’ – an
impossible and futile task. Better, he said, to start from the contradictions
within present reality and the struggles resulting from these and go from there
– leading to what has been called a Bilderverbot, a ban on images of utopias
(Theodor W. Adorno), in critical theory. In addition, it matters who dreams
up the utopian vision. In William Morris’s book, women still predominantly
do the housework, while Ursula K. LeGuin also imagines an end to
patriarchy and to the gendered division of labour. Utopias can be an
imposition of a white and heterosexual viewpoint onto the future, or they can
challenge those hierarchies and imagine a world beyond them. The tricky
thing, then, about being utopian, is that it must be principled, open, and give
space for many different visions for the future.3

It is clear, despite the issues of utopian thinking, that desire for an
alternative can motivate us to act to change the present. Nevertheless, when
presenting utopian visions not as literature but as theoretical concepts, we
must be careful not to paint an exhaustive picture, but to base it on what we
know about the present, be cautious about how existing power structures



shape even our visions of overcoming them, and allow plenty of room for
experimentation, freedom, and continuous societal change. In this spirit,
recognizing the incompleteness of our knowledge, the vulnerability of life,
and the desire for co-creating the future, it is important to avoid indulging in
the euphoria of expert-led planning, presenting utopia as a blueprint. Rather,
degrowth visions describe steps for social transformation, not an ideal final
state – not only because such a state cannot exist in the first place but also
because diversity of perspectives and representation is understood as a
central feature of a desirable future. Thus, degrowth does not propose a
universal future but a ‘pluriverse’ – a world where many worlds fit.4 No one
knows what the future will look like, and, even as it is important to build on
a vision that people can believe in, utopian proposals should be neither set in
stone nor totalitarian and universal.

In this chapter, we argue that degrowth is not only a critique of the
present but also a proposal and a vision for a better future that aims to
liberate the ‘social imaginary’ of growth societies. Because degrowth is a
contested and multivalent concept, we start by describing five different
‘currents’ of degrowth thought and practice. These can be thought of as
currents in a turbulent stream, each of them with their own characteristics but
travelling in similar directions. Following this, we find ourselves in the
position to propose a definition of degrowth, which consists of three common
principles. This then allows us, in the next chapter, to describe more concrete
political strategies for transformation, moving from the present into a
degrowth utopia.

4.1. Degrowth currents

Not being a blueprint or a single universal set of proposals, degrowth is a
concept that continues to be fought over: it is a contested vision. In this
section, we attempt to identify various imaginaries or ‘currents’ of degrowth
that are present within the degrowth spectrum, and each provides different,
partly complementary and partly disputed answers to the question of what a
degrowth society looks like. These currents are (1) the institution-oriented
current; (2) the sufficiency-oriented current; (3) the commoning, or
alternative economy current; (4) the feminist current; and (5) the post-
capitalist and globalization-critical current. These are idealized distinctions



– they should therefore not be understood as descriptions of homogeneous
groups. The terms we use to label each current emphasize the central focus of
the respective set of arguments from our point of view. Naturally, each
current also covers various aspects central to other currents – institutional
reforms, for example, play a role in almost all currents.5

Institution-oriented current

This is the current that is most likely to become a government position. Based
in great part on the socio-economic and ecological critique of growth, the
institution-oriented current aims to overcome the political fixation on
growth and the transformation of previously growth-dependent and growth-
driving institutions through reforms and policies of sufficiency. The basic
orientation is green-liberal and those within this current primarily advocate
for a mix of market instruments, eco-social taxes, and regulations, combined
with radical reforms of institutions and broader policy frameworks. These
policy changes aim at facilitating individual lifestyle changes, steering
market activity in an ecological and more just direction, and making essential
social institutions – from jobs to pensions to credit – growth-independent.
Thus, ecological and heterodox economists have proposed policies such as
‘ecological tax reform’, redistribution, and alternative economic
measurement indicators. They argue for a wide range of policy instruments
that could entail a macro-economic shift away from growth and towards new
conceptions of prosperity.6 Some of the less radical post-growth proposals
have already seen success, with Kate Raworth’s ‘doughnut economy’ concept
guiding the city of Amsterdam’s new long-term sustainability policy, and
with a conference on post-growth organized around these themes in the
European Parliament in 2018. There are also, in overlap with other currents,
more radical institution-oriented proposals for degrowth policies – from
income maximums to work-time reductions – which we’ll discuss in the next
chapter.7

According to this current, social transformation is driven by electoral
politics, governments, and national or regional administrations – as well as
by non-state institutions such as companies, associations, and civil society.
These would ideally change the basic conditions that allow for structural
independence from growth in the wider economy. The transformation of



institutions – such as the welfare state or the labour market – through
political reforms is seen as a vehicle and central condition for a democratic
transformation in society as a whole. In contrast to a naïve notion of conflict-
free social change that prevails in parts of the degrowth spectrum, this
current is concerned with emphasizing the necessity of political pressure and
policy frameworks (see chapters 5 and 6).

Sufficiency-oriented current

Based mainly on the ecological and cultural critiques of growth and the
critique of industrialism, the sufficiency-oriented current aims to radically
reduce resource consumption through the creation of local and
decommercialized subsistence economies, do-it-yourself initiatives, and
‘voluntary simplicity’ and thus focuses on practices outside the consumer-
driven capitalist market in the here and now. In more mainstream discourse
on sustainability, the term ‘sufficiency’ receives little attention. Sufficiency
poses the question of the right measure – it is about behavioural changes in
relation to collective limitation, reduction of consumption, deceleration, and
the desire to have enough. The position of German economist and post-
growth advocate Niko Paech, with his radical critique of the decoupling myth
and his proposals for ‘liberation from excess’ and to live frugally because
‘less is more’ can be taken as exemplary.8 Similar positions are also held by
the Italian Movimento per Decrescita Felice and in some of the writings of
Serge Latouche.9 Latouche in particular highlights the critique of the
consumerist trap of scarcity economics, in which we can only become
happier by buying more things, and contrasts it to degrowth as ‘frugal
abundance’, a means to escape from the productivist system and the religion
of growth.10 Related concepts such as ‘voluntary simplicity’, ‘frugal living’,
or the ‘slow economy’ are also frequently represented in international
degrowth discussions and play a key role in some practical degrowth
projects, often aligned with ‘transition town’ movements, eco-villages, and
other movements for a more ‘simple life’.11

Criticism of consumption and industrialism is particularly pronounced in
this current and is often combined with a pessimistic or catastrophic
assessment of ecological crises and a fundamental critique of civilization.
The focus on equal ecological budgets for each person globally, individual



responsibilities, and change starting here and now makes this position easy to
communicate and relatable. However, by thus putting the main responsibility
for ecological crises on the individual it tends to ignore the class-specific
significance of consumption within the societies of the Global North and can
lead to an individualization and depoliticization of the search for solutions,
downplaying the importance of necessary social and structural changes. This
current tends to gives primacy to ecological limits, from which everything
else is derived, sometimes leading to a side-lining of social questions. In his
introduction to the German translation of Degrowth: A Vocabulary for a New
Era, Niko Paech even explicitly excludes ‘questions of power and
distribution’ from the degrowth debate, arguing that his degrowth economy is
‘not an ethical but a mathematical consequence’ of the recognition of
boundaries.12

So, while some – such as Paech – see sufficiency mainly as an individual
strategy for reducing consumption, in the degrowth discussion it is generally
understood as a radical social project that can only be achieved under
changed political conditions, social institutions, and ownership logics.13

Here, others talk about eco-sufficiency – understood more as a social-
ecological transformation than an orientation towards individual change –
undergirded by eco-feminist and internationalist principles, such as
reproductive justice and climate debt.14 Further, initiatives such as the
Global Ecovillage Network and the Transition Town movement highlight the
collective nature of the sufficiency approach, as they exchange resources
through global networks and also engage actively in local municipal politics.
One example of the value of the sufficiency approach is Can Decreix, a
vineyard in Southern France, also host to the Barcelona Degrowth Summer
School. Can Decreix illustrates the possibilities of frugal, convivial living
through the use of alternative technologies, agro-ecology, hands-on
education, and their hosting of a ‘museum of useless things’. While most
people may not be able to live this way due to work and life constraints, and
while such efforts do not directly challenge structural systems, Can Decreix
and similar initiatives like ecovillages make it easier to imagine that post-
capitalist ways of living – an ‘alternative normality’ – are both possible and
desirable (see section 6.1).15

Commoning or alternative economy current



The commoning or alternative economy current focuses more strongly on the
construction of alternative infrastructures, cooperatives based on solidarity,
and non-capitalist forms of collective production and livelihood: in short,
‘nowtopias’, a term that emphasizes the possibility of realizing utopias in the
here and now.16 This current focuses on a large number of practical
experiments, which often refer to initiatives such as community-supported
agriculture, commoning, solidarity/cooperative/community economies, peer-
to-peer production, platform cooperatives, alternative economies, and
sharing economies. A large influence here is also the solidarity economy and
fair trade movements in the Global South, as well as agro-ecology and
peasant struggles. With a focus on the negative impact of free trade
agreements and monopoly agriculture, these movements stress sovereignty,
cooperative ownership, and fair labour conditions and seek to build links
with consumers and movements in the Global North to support their struggles
for alternative development, for example, through initiatives such as the
World Social Forum.17

Within this current, there are two main points of emphasis. The first,
which is oriented around the commons, is particularly pronounced.18 This not
only involves opposing the continuous enclosure of the commons – from
community-managed land to solidarity projects – and continuous land
seizures as the central growth engines of capitalist expansion. This current
also aims to strengthen and expand common property as well as governance
principles and economic activities based on and brought about by
commoning. Inspired by the work of the winner of the ‘Nobel Prize for
Economics’ (which is not actually a Nobel Prize), Elinor Ostrom, this
perspective aims to defend and expand commons-based alternatives beyond
the market and the state – such as Wikipedia, community gardens, or
alternative currencies. Central to this are commoning processes, in which
community and responsible relationships and rules are negotiated. The core
idea is that a degrowth economy should be rooted in the commoning
initiatives that already exist in the multitude of alternative economies, and
that the principles of commoning should be at the centre of organizing the
entire society.19

Another emphasis is more on the commons as a path to overturning
capitalism. This Marxist-inspired perspective is based on a fundamental
critique of capitalist competition, barter logic, and thus the use of markets



and money. The goal is a society where most forms of property are
abolished, one based on an economic system without markets and in which
everyone contributes according to their own means. From this perspective,
the above-mentioned commons approach often cannot sufficiently challenge
the demobilizing power of the state and subsequent recuperation by the
capitalist economy. Take, for example, the nascent ‘sharing economy’ that
was quickly capitalized on by Uber and Airbnb, or the cutting of federal
funding for social services in the name of municipal democracy, as happened
under austerity policies in the United Kingdom.20 These perspectives tend to
engage more with large-scale construction of initiatives that can build a
‘counter-hegemony’ to the dominant economy, where cooperatives, solidarity
economy networks, and confederations of citizen initiatives would, as the
slogan of the International Workers of the World goes, ‘build a new world in
the shell of the old’.21 Descriptors like ‘radical municipalism’, ‘libertarian
socialism’, ‘social anarchism’, and ‘autonomist Marxism’ are often used to
characterize this approach. It is therefore closely aligned with currents
critical of capitalism and globalization but places the emphasis on local
democratic commoning practices, a world ‘beyond money’ and scaled-up
organization as key ingredients for overcoming any logic of exchange.22

Feminist current

The feminist degrowth current is neglected in many accounts, in large part
because feminist arguments have had to struggle for recognition in the
degrowth discourse. Nevertheless, many of the most prominent degrowth
concepts were anticipated at least since the 1970s in feminist economics and
critical theory, as well as in the subsistence approach (see section 3.5). The
latter clarified the connections between capitalist exploitation of
housewives, smallholders in the Global South, and nature, which they rightly
saw as the analytical starting point of a critique of patriarchy and capitalism.
In contrast to the structural carelessness of the growth economy, feminist
proposals seek to place reproductive activities and care – which form the
basis for society and life in general – at the centre of the economy and
economic thinking and aim to overcome the separation between production
and reproduction.23 This requires, for example, a radical reduction in
working hours for all while at the same time ensuring a fair distribution of



care activities between people of all genders – in short, a ‘care
revolution’.24 Here, transformation is understood as consisting of changed
practices, subjectivities, epistemologies, and institutional reforms. A core
argument is that a degrowth society can only be achieved by ending
patriarchal structures both between societies and within relationships
between people. The eco-feminist current also centres eco-sufficiency as a
key principle of an alternative economic system.25 One more concrete
manifestation of this current is the Feminisms and Degrowth Alliance
(FaDA), an international and diverse network publishing analyses, proposing
research agendas, and organizing talks on the intersections between degrowth
and radical feminist approaches. Following the coronavirus pandemic, FaDA
released a statement describing the necessary transformations needed to
build a healthy, caring economy, such as paid housework and the
transformation of patriarchal nuclear families into caring communities –
principles which are not often discussed in other degrowth currents.26

Post-capitalist and alter-globalization currents

Finally, there is the post-capitalist and alter-globalization current,
characterized above all by a pronounced analysis of the growth constraints of
capitalist societies and by an emphasis on its dynamics of power. From this
perspective, an emancipatory degrowth society entails fundamental structural
changes – from the way we work to forms of ownership – and will require
social struggle to be achieved. Those advocating this approach strive to undo
the domination of the market, socialize key sectors of the economy, and
reduce social relations of domination.27 The understanding of degrowth as
‘socialism without growth’ (in the sense of an anti-productivist socialism
from below) increasingly plays a central role in the international debate on
degrowth, and is linked to eco-socialist approaches.28 This current is
continuing to evolve in the degrowth literature, seeing promising
development in recent years. This includes work on the history of growth
within capitalism from a Marxist perspective, an important edited volume on
the political economy of degrowth, and deeper engagement between
degrowth, eco-socialist, and communist thinkers – in essence reviving red–
green alliances such as those which emerged in the 1970s. With regard to
strategy, this current focuses less on individualized solutions or changes in



consumer behaviour, and only partly on nowtopias, even if the latter are seen
as important areas for experimenting with non-capitalist and commons-based
economies. But in contrast to commoning approaches, it is less focused on
commons as self-organized solutions to collective problems than on
reappropriating and socializing wealth and thus transforming the structural
principles of society. This current highlights the need for systemic changes in
political and economic structures such as distribution and ownership,
economic democracy, and shorter working hours, as well as the necessity to
restructure and dismantle certain industrial sectors – from coal to industrial
agriculture to SUVs. Activists within this current advocate confrontational
strategies such as direct action, which includes civil disobedience and
occupations of key sites, and strong alliances with Global South struggles
defending their territories.29 Although different structural levels of
transformation are addressed, transformations at the personal and community
level tend to be under-emphasized – the necessity of changing gender
relations in private life as well as of organizing one’s own subsistence and
reproduction within alternative structures is sometimes neglected in favour of
theorizing within existing infrastructures such as universities and activist
interventions.

4.2. Defining degrowth

So, what is the core of the degrowth proposal, transcending all the different
perspectives, imaginaries, and currents that we have just laid out? The
different degrowth currents discussed in the foregoing section, and the
various paths to get there – in all their variety and internal tensions – each
emphasize important dimensions of degrowth thought. In the following, we
will focus on the commonalities. We start by considering various definitions
of degrowth that have thus far appeared and highlight their key elements. This
then allows us to propose a definition that – based on three common
principles – we hope is both open enough to incorporate the various currents
and specific enough to clearly sketch the contours of a degrowth society. In
unpacking the three core elements of this definition, we present key
challenges that each approach towards a future society must address, and in
doing so lay out the rationale behind the degrowth vision and its
specificities.



Towards a definition of degrowth

Degrowth is, above all, a movement in motion, and should be considered an
umbrella term for various movements and frameworks on the left.
Nonetheless, there have been various attempts to define what constitutes a
degrowth society. To begin with, degrowth is, by and large, defined as a
proposal for a future society – a goal to work towards. An early and much-
quoted definition comes from the Research & Degrowth research network,
which stresses that degrowth describes a fair reduction of production and
consumption that encompasses both human well-being and ecological
sustainability:

Sustainable degrowth may be defined as an equitable downscaling of production and
consumption that increases human well-being and enhances ecological conditions at the local
and global level, in the short and long term.30

A similar definition from authors in the same network further stresses that
degrowth is about industrialized countries, and that redistribution plays a
central role:

Degrowth challenges the hegemony of growth and calls for a democratically led redistributive
downscaling of production and consumption in industrialised countries as a means to achieve
environmental sustainability, social justice and well-being.31

Other definitions focus more on the process and political character of the
transformation and bring political institutions into focus. According to
Giorgos Kallis,

Sustainable degrowth is a multi-faceted political project that aspires to mobilise support for a
change of direction, at the macro-level of economic and political institutions and at the micro-
level of personal values and aspirations. Income and material comfort is to be reduced for
many along the way, but the goal is that this is not experienced as welfare loss.32

The loss of income and material comfort mentioned in the last sentence –
often discussed as ‘voluntary simplicity’ or even ‘revolutionary austerity’,
using the slogan ‘living simply so that others can simply live’33 – plays a
central role in the public perception of degrowth. Economic reduction is
emphasized above all in the sufficiency-oriented current. According to Niko
Paech, a degrowth economy is ‘an economy … without growth of the Gross
Domestic Product that has stable supply structures, albeit with a
comparatively reduced level of consumption’.34 While this definition does



not contain a positive vision beyond overcoming GDP and stability, others
stress that degrowth can be understood as ‘a planned contraction of economic
activity aimed at increasing wellbeing and equality’.35

These definitions focus above all on the overall goals of sustainability,
justice, and independence from growth. Other approaches place greater
emphasis on the fundamental transformation of society. For example, while
no definition is given in the widely cited degrowth Vocabulary, the editors
emphasize that degrowth is not only about less but also, and above all, about
something different. Degrowth stands for a society with a lower social
metabolism but, more importantly, a social metabolism with a different
structure and that fulfils new tasks. Degrowth does not require the same to be
done on a smaller scale. ‘The objective is not to make an elephant leaner, but
to turn an elephant into a snail.’36 A more recent definition – from an article
providing a comprehensive overview of recent research on degrowth –
emphasizes this aspect of the ‘other political-economic system’ and focuses
on the reduction of material and energy throughputs instead of the reduction
of economic performance that had been emphasized in earlier definitions:
‘the degrowth hypothesis is that it is possible to organize a transition and live
well under a different political-economic system that has a radically smaller
resource throughput’.37 Likewise, the book Degrowth in Movement(s)
emphasizes the transformative character of degrowth, as well as the necessity
of a fundamental change to growth-oriented culture and growth-dependent
capitalism:

Degrowth proposes as an alternative a radically democratic reorganisation of the political and
economic structures of industrialised societies, aiming at drastic reductions in resource and
energy throughput while furthering a good life for all … Degrowth requires fundamental
changes in everyday social practices as well as a profound cultural, social and economic
transformation that overcomes the capitalist mode of production.38

These definitions appear largely similar but each emphasizes different
aspects. While some focus on material consumption and sufficiency, others
focus on economic growth more generally understood, while others still are
focused instead on social transformation, or the end of capitalism more
specifically. What brings them together is the proposal for a radical
transition, a politicization of metabolism itself, a focus on justice, and a
critique of the present economy.
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In a wide-spanning analysis of different definitions of degrowth,
Timothée Parrique describes three kinds of definitions which help in
identifying our own: the environmentalist definition, which characterizes
degrowth as decline; the revolutionary definition, where degrowth is seen as
emancipation; and the utopian definition, where degrowth is seen as a
destination. In emphasizing these different aspects, each kind of definition
also conflicts with various currents of degrowth. For example, while some
definitions highlight less material comfort, others frame degrowth as an
increase in well-being. Limiting degrowth as a process only relevant to
industrialized countries, on the other hand, fails to acknowledge the
relevance of degrowth for the Global South, as represented in the critiques of
globalization and the imperial mode of living, which cut across North–South
divisions. Thus, a more nuanced definition would account for the turbulence
among the different degrowth currents highlighted above.

Balancing these three types of definitions, Parrique argues that ‘degrowth
includes a utopia (espérance) to be reached via a decrease (décroissance),
itself made possible by a disbelief (décroyance)’.39 This broad definition
encapsulates degrowth as both critique and proposal, while highlighting the
role of downscaling in the degrowth proposal. However, it is not as clear as
to the contents of the proposal: How are decrease and utopia to be balanced?
Beyond utopia as a central pillar of degrowth, what specific role does justice
have in the definition? In the following, we bring together different aspects of
these definitions and, balancing between degrowth currents, propose our
own. This definition, we argue, is framed to go to the root of various crises
we face today.

Common degrowth principles for a concrete utopia

A degrowth society, we propose, is one which, in a democratic process of
transformation:

enables global ecological justice – in other words, it transforms and reduces its material
metabolism, and thus also production and consumption, in such a way that its way of life is
ecologically sustainable in the long term and globally just;
strengthens social justice and self-determination and strives for a good life for all under
the conditions of this changed metabolism; and
redesigns its institutions and infrastructure so that they are not dependent on growth and
continuous expansion for their functioning.



These three principles take into consideration the core concerns shared
across the degrowth spectrum, and they can also help us to evaluate different
degrowth approaches according to how strongly they emphasize or neglect
each of these points. We think all three are important.

Global ecological justice

A degrowth society is a society that, through a democratic process of
transformation, enables global ecological justice – by transforming its
material metabolism, and thus also production and consumption, in such a
way that its way of life is ecologically sustainable and globally just, which
necessarily includes a reduction in production and consumption among the
affluent. This first dimension of the degrowth definition addresses the
challenge of ecological crises and global justice. Degrowth, we argue, is
fundamentally about global ecological justice, or in other words, the vision
of an ecologically sustainable and socially more equal world. We are talking
about a world in which, on the one hand, the ecological carrying capacity of
the planet is not exceeded and, on the other hand, material standards of living
converge globally to enable good living for all.40

This condition for degrowth has three key presuppositions. First, it
requires major lifestyle changes for the wealthiest globally, and this includes
in particular those in the Global North. Second, enabling global ecological
justice depends on systemic changes that lead to a transformation beyond
growth. Third, it also means that the transformation by the North should not
displace problems to the South. We deal with each presupposition below.

First, achieving global ecological justice will require a planned
contraction of economic activity to a globally equitable level and a
deprivileging of those people who currently externalize the costs of their
mode of living to others – humans and non-humans – elsewhere or in the
future. And that means that the more affluent, who are responsible for most
environmental impacts, would need to accept ‘far-reaching lifestyle changes
[that] complement technological advancements’.41 A central element of a
degrowth society is therefore that the material metabolism with nature, and
therefore also economic production in different societies, is aligned with a
long-term, ecologically sustainable, and globally generalisable level.
Degrowth, in this sense, aims to replace the imperial mode of living with a



solidarity-based one, to overcome the externalization society, and to foster
sustainable lifestyles that end overconsumption by the affluent (which is
environmentally unsustainable) and the poverty and need of the dispossessed
(which is socially unsustainable).42 Degrowth has been criticized that it
focuses on consumption and renunciation and its demands are thus directed
against the working class in the Global North, who need more rather than
less.43 However, this critique misses what degrowth is about. Degrowth
explicitly aims at improving the living conditions for everyone – including
those in the Global North who struggle to get along, who have to juggle three
jobs to afford rent and cannot pay for health care. Degrowth, however,
claims that this can be achieved without increasing overall economic output
(which would be unsustainable and globally unjust) by tackling inequalities
and guaranteeing public abundance. Indeed, degrowth is about challenging
the very system in which working class well-being depends on accumulation
– and shows how this can be changed. It’s not a politics of less, but a politics
of enough for all.

So, one might wonder, if the main goal is global ecological justice and a
reduction of the biophysical size of the economy, why all this talk about
economic growth? Though degrowth is often misunderstood in this way,
economic contraction is not its goal, and neither should degrowth be
understood as the opposite of growth. Reductions in production and
consumption are, rather, a consequence of the fact that it is impossible to
sufficiently decouple material throughput and emissions from growth (for
evidence, see chapters 2 and 3). These are, therefore, merely a necessary
corollary of the transformation towards a globally just society.44

Still, while degrowth aims at reducing the social-ecological metabolism
of Global North economies to a sustainable and globally just level, it is not
indifferent about economic growth. On the contrary, for a wealth of reasons
the question of economic growth is absolutely central to the degrowth
discussion. One of these is that because, as the ecological growth critique
shows, an absolute decoupling of resource consumption and emissions from
economic growth is unlikely, and therefore reducing the consumption of
nature also implies a (less pronounced, due to economy-wide efficiency
improvements) reduction in economic output, also measured in GDP.45 Let us
put it another way: because degrowth aims for global ecological justice, and
because it is not possible to sustain economic growth to meet that goal,



degrowth also requires the transformation to an economy that does not
depend on growth to meet well-being. This has profound repercussions,
leading to the second presupposition.

The second presupposition – that degrowth also requires systemic change
beyond growth and capitalism – is one of the key consequences of the
demand for global ecological justice, and explains why many in the degrowth
community are critical of capitalism and seek to move beyond it. As
discussed in chapters 2 and 3, the question of whether an economy is
expanding or not is anything but ancillary: since capitalist societies stabilize
dynamically through growth and because the logic of growth is deeply
inscribed in the material, social, and mental infrastructures of growth
societies, it would be grossly negligent to remain agnostic about the growth
question and, by extension, but also not exclusively, about capitalism.46

Rather, degrowth confronts head-on not only the ideology of growth, but also
addresses the question of transforming social and economic structures so that
they ensure stability, democracy, and a good life for all under conditions of a
declining economic output.

The third presupposition – that this transformation must not unequally fall
on the shoulders of the poor and, in particular, the Global South, but rather
create the conditions for global justice – follows from the first two. Many
proposals for sustainability transitions in the North, which rely mainly on
green investments, green technology, and renewable energies, do in fact
imply increasing extraction of key materials from the Global South, through
vast demands for land to create biofuels or hydrogen, or dangerous negative
emission technologies. From a degrowth perspective, a just transition in the
North cannot depend on increasing extraction, exploitation, and pollution in
the Global South. Rather, global ecological justice amounts to a radical
redistribution of wealth, resources, and emission rights globally, resulting in
the need to decrease the biophysical size of the economies of industrialized
countries – or the amount of stuff that is moved through these economies and
the energy needed for this. Today, this includes a serious assessment of the
role of green technologies in driving mining conflicts and land grabbing in
the South.47 The importance of the global justice perspective for degrowth
(and thus how wrong-headed the critics are who claim that degrowth wants
the poor to stay poor) can be seen from the declaration adopted during the
first international Degrowth Conference in Paris in 2008. It introduces



degrowth as a concept aimed at ‘ “right-sizing” the global and national
economies’. Specifically, it states:

At the global level, ‘right-sizing’ means reducing the global ecological footprint (including the
carbon footprint) to a sustainable level. In countries where the per capita footprint is greater
than the sustainable global level, right-sizing implies a reduction to this level within a reasonable
time-frame. In countries where severe poverty remains, right-sizing implies increasing
consumption by those in poverty as quickly as possible, in a sustainable way, to a level adequate
for a decent life, following locally determined poverty-reduction paths rather than externally
imposed development policies.48

In other words, degrowth in the North also necessitates ‘right-sizing’ the
relationship between the North and South. As Jamie Tyberg and Erica Jung
put it, the ‘contradiction between the material overdevelopment of the Global
North and the extreme overexploitation of the Global South indicates that, for
the latter to end, the former must end first’.49

It is therefore no wonder that degrowth proponents, who call for a
reduction of production in early industrialized countries, also offer
themselves as allies of environmental justice movements from the Global
South.50 Inspired by the principles of environmental justice, as they guide the
grassroots movements of the poor in the Global South, degrowth follows the
principles of ‘cap and share’, ‘contraction and convergence’, and
‘reparations’.51 A sustainable level of consumption requires addressing not
only the extremely unequal consumption between different world regions and
countries, but also their historical trajectory. This means that all existing and
remaining wealth, resources, raw materials, and emissions budgets would be
distributed fairly, both between countries and regions of the world and within
them. The ‘ecological debt’ of the industrialized countries as well as the
consequences of colonialism and centuries of exploitation must also be taken
into account, resulting in reparations.52 However, as argued recently by
Olúfẹmi O. Táíwò, reparations can also be understood as a constructive
programme of ‘worldmaking’ that aims at undoing the currently racialized
and unequal global economy and systems of power, whose advantages accrue
among the privileged, and at creating systems that work to the benefit of those
currently disadvantaged.53 Building on this, degrowth can be interpreted as
part of this future-oriented project of building a better social order that
addresses the specific challenges for the Global North arising from the
imperial mode of living. Global justice therefore also means standing up to



the repressions of border regimes and against racism, which serve to defend
the imperial mode of living for islands of prosperity in the capitalist core. In
addition to combating the forces driving people to flee their home –
protecting the right to remain – this must also include global freedom of
movement – the right to move.54

Social justice, self-determination, and a good life

The second challenge degrowth addresses is how to achieve such a
transformation to a society with a much smaller metabolism and thus (due to
the likely impossibility of decoupling) also a smaller economy while, at the
same time, strengthening social justice and self-determination and striving for
a good life for all. To achieve this, it must be asked: Under what conditions
can the economic, social, and cultural rights and achievements that have been
fought for in the last centuries be maintained and expanded – while the
material metabolism radically declines and the economy degrows? This is
not a trivial question. As we discussed in the analysis of the history of
growth, ‘the mansion of modern freedoms stands on an ever-expanding base
of fossil fuel use’ and, we would add to this pertinent formulation of Dipesh
Chakrabarty, on a base of economic growth.55 Historically, many of the
emancipatory achievements people have temporarily gained in some modern
nation-states – from modern democracy to workers’ rights, universal health
care systems or the welfare state – were attained through social struggles
within the context of a growth society and the ‘great acceleration’, and thus
are intimately bound up with these. We only know modernity as a process of
expansion. Is it possible to transform this ‘mansion of modern freedoms’,
social rights, and welfare achievements in a way that does not depend on
economic growth?

Understanding how interwoven many ‘modern’ social rights and
emancipatory achievements are with economic growth, the imperial mode of
living, and the use of fossil resources makes clear the complexity and scale
of overcoming expansionary modernity and moving towards what might with
some caveats be called a ‘degrowth modernity’. Proposals for a degrowth
society thus cannot avoid addressing the necessity of fundamental societal
transformations, with all its repercussions. This implies asking: How can we
produce the material basis necessary for a good life for all beyond growth,



acceleration, and competition? In answering this question, the degrowth
movement has focused on three dimensions: social justice, democracy, and
well-being independent of growth.

First, degrowth is about social justice.56 The question of how a society
could offer ‘basic material security’ for all people is not necessarily
dependent on the distribution of monetary wealth but on the fulfilment of
basic needs.57 For degrowth proponents, need-based provisioning of key
goods and services does not necessarily depend on centralized bureaucracies
but can also be ensured via democratically managed or commons-based
infrastructure. Social justice also means undoing broader structures of
domination such as class society, racism, colonialism, (hetero-)sexism,
ableism and other forms of exclusion.58

Second, degrowth aims at strengthening collective self-determination
beyond growth. In addition to the right to share in the ‘output’, there is also
the right to have an equal ‘input’ in shaping social and economic conditions.
Most degrowth approaches therefore attach great importance to the further
development of democracy, autonomy, and collective self-determination.
Derived from the work of the Greek-French philosopher Cornelius
Castoriadis, ‘self-determination’ is understood here as the self-
administration of society, in which institutions and structures such as
municipal energy suppliers, public banks, educational institutions, and
transport systems are designed to be transparent and controllable, as well as
permanently subject to questioning, critical review, and further development.
Autonomy necessarily also implies collective self-limitation wherein
individuals, collectives, and entire societies set rules, values, and norms.59

Self-determination of one’s own living conditions also means self-
determination over one’s own work. The counter-image to the alienation
through work in bureaucratized and industrialized contexts – as analysed in
the cultural and industrialist critique (sections 3.3 and 3.6) – is the ‘post-
work society’, in which various paid and unpaid, productive and
reproductive, activities stand side by side on an equal footing, or a
commons-based society driven by a solidarity economy.60 An important
feature of self-determination is also that it requires relational freedom; that
is, it can only be realized in and through interdependent networks of
relationships (see section 3.5). This can be understood through the concepts
of ‘power-over’ and ‘power-to’: we can conceive of power in the negative



sense of having power over someone, or in the positive sense of having the
freedom to make choices. But, as the feminist Amy Allen has pointed out,
there is also ‘power-with’, which is the power of solidarity, to collaborate
and deliberate with others.61 In this sense, and perhaps counter-intuitively for
many of those in positions of power and privilege, inter-dependence is a
basic requirement for freedom. Even though, in the degrowth debate,
proposals for expanding self-determination and democracy are very common
and visible, the concrete form of the democratization process is still unclear.
There is still much to be discussed and clarified here.

Third, degrowth strives to create the conditions of a good life for all in a
comprehensive sense, searching for a holistic understanding of prosperity, of
which material comfort is only one part. Inspired by Latin American concept
of buen vivir, which was developed on the basis of Indigenous cosmologies
in the 2000s, prosperity must be detached from the sphere of economic
quantifiability.62 These other understandings of prosperity include embracing
the complexity of human beings as relational beings, overcoming the
separation of production and reproduction, and giving more space to needs
that are not oriented towards increase and optimization – such as an
abundance of time and stable and meaningful relationships.63 Some concepts
that are central to these discussions are resonance, conviviality, and time
prosperity. Resonance is a counter-concept to acceleration and alienation and
offers a yard-stick for meaningful and good self-world relationships –
instead of constantly expanding individual world reach by increasing the
number of accessible goods, experiences, and encounters, the focus is on
establishing fewer, but stable, axes of resonance.64 The concept of
conviviality, which goes back to Ivan Illich and has since been revived,
states that a good life depends not just on social justice, but also on a thriving
coexistence and collective self-determination in everyday life. It means an
attitude of social interaction, which is not defined by consumption and goods
but by mutual respect and appreciation of social relationships (see also
section 3.3).65 Finally, the concept of time prosperity points out that in
accelerated societies time becomes a scarce resource and that struggles for
more self-determined time beyond the dictates of markets, consumption, and
competition must supplement struggles for higher wages for the poorest (and
less income and wealth for the richest).66 Through these approaches,
degrowth debates have attempted to develop new forms of prosperity beyond



a work- and consumption-centred mode of living – concepts that resonate
with what has recently been described as ‘alternative hedonism.’67

Growth independence

A degrowth society is a society that, through a democratic process,
transforms its institutions and infrastructures so that they are not dependent
on growth and continuous expansion for their functioning. This is the third
dimension of the degrowth vision. It is based on the various forms of growth
critique that show how fundamentally today’s societies are intertwined with
growth and the expansion of their material, institutional, and social
infrastructures. Degrowth aims to overcome all structural dependencies on
growth, intensification, acceleration, and escalation. Thus degrowth does not
shy away from one of the most fundamental dilemmas of our time: even as
growth is not sustainable, non- or zero growth under current conditions is
disastrous.68

There are four main kinds of growth dependencies: material
infrastructures and technical systems; social institutions; mental
infrastructures; and, finally, the economic system. At all these levels, there
are institutions and infrastructures that are growth-dependent, that, in other
words, are in a fundamental crisis without continuous expansion,
intensification, and acceleration; and there are institutions and infrastructures
– often the same ones – that drive growth, generating more expansion.

For example, the social institution of schooling in its current form is
dependent on growth in so far as it is financed by tax revenues and
historically emerged from bourgeois efforts to formalize education. Without
redistribution, schools decline in times of recession, to which governments
often react with budget cuts and austerity measures. The school is also
central to the production of the mental infrastructures of the competitive and
performance-oriented growth subject. In a degrowth society, however, it
could also – on the basis of growth-independent financing or supply –
develop into a free space in which empowering education, cooperative
autonomy, and democratic learning are at the centre. There is already a
kernel of this possibility within the existing schooling systems, which could
be extended. As this example shows, the four levels are interwoven, although
we will discuss them separately below.



First – as the critique of industrialism emphasizes – material
infrastructures (the automobile with all its infrastructure, container shipping,
energy and heat networks, deep-sea drilling for oil, distribution and disposal
structures for waste, and so on) as well as large-scale, highly complex mega-
projects and systems (for example, the aviation industry, nuclear power,
global digital means of communication, genetically modified life) create path
dependencies and growth imperatives. These will continue to require – not
least due to their increasing complexity – material, energetic, and
technological expansion in the future.69 The material reality of infrastructures
(road, energy, or supply networks) is more difficult to change than
institutions or mentalities and follows other temporalities; individualizing
demands or simply thinking and acting differently have their limits. From a
degrowth perspective, it is necessary to repoliticize technological and
infrastructural developments, by slowing them down with moratoria (for
example, on mega-projects) and by replacing them with or transforming them
into convivial and growth-independent techniques and procedures.70 For
example, geoengineering processes aimed at combating climate change by
growing biomass over large areas, burning it, and pressing the released CO2
into the soil (BECCS) create technologically growth-oriented path
dependencies and often require globally hierarchical and undemocratic forms
of management. In contrast, biodiversity regions, reforestation projects
carried out by local communities, regenerative farming, or cargo bike
cooperatives not only make sense in terms of climate policy, but also create
independence from growth and strengthen collective autonomy. We will
discuss more policies in chapter 5.

Second, a large number of social institutions are directly or indirectly
dependent on economic growth. Key social, political, and economic
institutions – labour, goods, and financial markets, pension and health care
provision, public services, stable governments – are each in their own
specific ways fundamentally and existentially dependent on continuous
economic growth.71 That is why in every economic crisis, when growth
falters – such as the 2007 financial crisis or the aftermath of the COVID-19
lockdowns – these institutions are put under immense pressure, often causing
rising unemployment, supply chain problems, cuts in pensions and other
public services, and rising public debt.72 A prerequisite for a degrowth
society would therefore be to restructure all relevant social institutions in



such a way that they can function without economic growth, or to create new
growth-independent institutions that can fulfil the functions of the existing
ones. Many of the core political demands of the degrowth debate lie
precisely in this area.

Third, in addition to built and institutional infrastructures, ‘mental
infrastructures’ – the mostly unquestioned cultural patterns and attitudes, the
‘motorways in our heads’ – are also subject to a logic of increase and
acceleration.73 This ranges from the ‘myth of growth’ (Tim Jackson) that
‘more’ is always ‘better’, to logics inscribed in patterns of work and
consumption to competition-based subjectivities (such as those of the
‘entrepreneurial self ‘) to hierarchical human– nature relationships
associated with the imperial mode of living.74 Degrowth thinkers are thus
concerned with liberating the imaginary – in other words, with liberating
socially accepted and widely shared ideas, convictions, and values, the self-
understanding of a society that holds it together and legitimizes its structures,
institutions, and practices.75 On the one hand, this requires an examination of
alternative concepts of prosperity that make it possible to overcome the
hegemony of the growth paradigm, to make concrete utopias imaginable
through the ‘education of desire’.76 On the other hand, the liberation of the
imaginary also requires other modes of subjectivation – other ways of
understanding and positioning oneself in the world and in relation to others –
based on relationality, conviviality, and resonance.77 The discussion about
limiting or abolishing advertising has also been one of the core demands of
degrowth discourse from the outset.78

Fourth, the basic structures of the economy are dependent on growth. On
the one hand, the dependence of the economy on growth is located in sub-
elements of the economic system: in the fact that unemployment rises without
growth; in the debt-based monetary system, or in debt in general, which
actually involves claims dependent on the future expansion of value and
therefore on growth; in international competition between companies or
states, which forces them to invest continuously in production and thereby to
promote the extended reproduction of capital; or in the compulsion of
companies to expand, which is caused by the division of labour, competitive
improvements in productivity, and the financing by profit-oriented investment
capital or shareholders.79 Other analyses, based primarily on the critique of
capitalism, but also on South–North and feminist growth critiques, point out



that the functioning of capitalism itself is structurally dependent on growth
and that capitalist societies can only stabilize themselves dynamically – that
is, through growth. Therefore, they argue, a better future beyond growth is
necessarily post-capitalist. From this perspective, questions about non-
capitalist forms of economic activity such as commoning and participatory
planning or other post-capitalist utopias come to the fore.80

4.3. Why degrowth is desirable

We have argued that degrowth is a vision for a radically different society and
economy that, though comprising different currents, shares many common
principles. However, while imagining a different society may in itself be a
productive exercise, the key question remains: How do we make it real? The
sociologist Erik Olin Wright has developed three criteria for evaluating
social alternatives: desirability, viability, and achievability.81 In this
chapter, we have been concerned primarily with the desirability of a
degrowth society – as represented in the three core principles that we argue
constitute degrowth, which incorporate the critiques of growth discussed in
the first half of the book into a comprehensive vision for a future society.
While degrowth is quite strong in presenting the necessity for change
(critique) and thus the desirability of the degrowth vision, the questions of
viability and achievability are just as important: How do we know whether
it will work, and how can we get there? These are questions we explore in
the following two chapters. In chapter 5, we discuss the kinds of policies that
would make degrowth a viable proposal, giving a coherent picture of how a
degrowth society could look like and function. In chapter 6, which focuses on
transformation, we present a theory of change that can link the required
bottom-up social movements with the large-scale policy changes needed to
make degrowth concrete. Though the scale of the challenge is immense, we
believe our proposal offers broad outlines for ways in which the degrowth
imaginary can be made concrete.
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5
Pathways to degrowth

The true test of whether a utopia is worth fighting for is whether it could
actually work. Indeed, this is one of the most common dismissals of
utopianism when people are presented with it: ‘That’s a very nice idea, but it
will never happen.’ Because, as we are often told, though capitalism may
have its faults, it is the only system that is proven to work.

Yet while capitalism, with its engine of growth, is leading us straight to
disaster, ample research suggests a degrowth system would be viable. The
economics of degrowth is not a pipe dream: in fact, though there is always
room for more research, there is also mounting evidence that it could actually
work.1 Degrowth, as we discussed last chapter, is only viable if it is paired
with a diverse set of policies that make it sustainable, stable, and just. The
good news is that these policies would, in themselves, make life a lot better.
Of course, just like there is no single, unified vision of a degrowth utopia,
there is also not a single path to get there, but several paths, often crossing.
And when it comes to the world of policy proposals, single solutions are
often fetishized as panaceas. In contrast, we know that degrowth will require
experimenting with many different policies and actions to work together –
from governmental policy platforms to new economic practices.



While visions of a degrowth society might appear open-ended,
unresolved, politically contested, and sometimes even contradictory,
degrowth takes the various growth critiques as its starting point and is based
on the three elements of a degrowth vision developed in the last chapter: the
globally just reduction of social metabolism while at the same time striving
for social justice, self-determination, and prioritizing the good life by means
of transforming social institutions and infrastructures to become independent
of growth. With this goal in sight, degrowth proponents elaborate political
proposals and platforms. Serge Latouche, for example, described an ‘Eight R
Programme’ (named after eight key concepts in French, roughly translated in
English as reevaluate, reconceptualize, restructure, redistribute, relocalize,
reduce, reuse, and recycle). However, there are many proposals that are not
as abstract. The Research & Degrowth network developed ‘Ten policy
proposals for the new left ‘ which are far more concrete. But why limit
ourselves to ten? One review article by Inês Cosme et al. evaluating
degrowth policy proposals found a total of twenty-seven policy tools in the
literature, with proposals from the reduction of environmental impacts to the
redistribution of wealth and prioritization of well-being. Timothée Parrique,
in his extensive research, found a total of 140 policy tools or ‘instruments’
(as opposed to policy goals or objectives) in party platforms, scientific
literature, and opinion pieces related to the degrowth movement.2

Clearly, degrowth is characterized by a lively debate on concrete
proposals for transformation. Even if many proposals differ greatly, they
crystallize around a common nucleus. In their entirety, these proposals can be
regarded as typical of the central thrust of degrowth policy: they are ‘non-
reformist reforms’ (per André Gorz), or proposals for a ‘revolutionary
Realpolitik’ (per Rosa Luxemburg) – reformist measures that increase
popular power and provoke a destabilization and reorientation of growth-
oriented structures. In addition, it must be noted that, often, social movements
and thinkers tend to focus on one policy above others. The movement for
basic income has taken this route today: becoming a central demand for
transforming the economy as a whole. However, by and large, degrowth
proponents prefer a diverse policy platform and tend to approach the issue
more holistically. This is because focusing on a single policy tends to
minimize the amount of change needed in the whole system while failing to
hedge against the possible negative effects of that policy taken in isolation.
For example, if a basic income were to be implemented without further



policy changes, it is likely that this would further entrench class and labour
divisions between citizens of a country and migrants, who cannot access such
policies. It could, furthermore, actually increase unsustainable consumption –
and would not solve the alienation of labour in itself. Finally, a basic
income, within patriarchy, could further push women out of the sphere of
wage labour, as they may spend much of their time focusing on care work and
housework instead of pursuing a profession. All this changes if a basic
income is combined with other degrowth policies. So, think of these
degrowth proposals as a well-balanced cocktail as opposed to asking for a
single policy ‘on the rocks’.

In the following, we focus on some of the most characteristic policy
proposals – keeping in mind that these proposals are still incomplete at this
stage, that they are, rather, a tentative attempt to think economies differently.
Rather than summarizing, in detail and exhaustively, each proposal that has
been put forward, we group these proposals into six clusters, each having a
specific trajectory that we think is particularly characteristic of the degrowth
perspective: (1) the democratization of the economy, or, the strengthening of
the commons, a solidarity-based economy, and economic democracy; (2)
social security, redistribution, and caps on income and wealth; (3) convivial
and democratic technology; (4) the redistribution and revaluation of labour;
(5) the equitable dismantling and reconstruction of production; and (6)
international solidarity. We also do not want to give the impression that
policy alone should be the sole driver of change. That is why, in the next
chapter, we take on degrowth’s achievability: not just the kinds of policies
that would make it viable but the ways in which the combination of
collective action, grassroots change, and policy reforms could work together
to make it a reality.

5.1. Democratization, solidarity economy, and commoning

Degrowth stands for a new post-capitalist economy. It is – to put it in a
nutshell – diverse, social-ecological, democratic and participatory,
cooperative, needs-oriented, open but regionally anchored, and oriented
towards overcoming the distinction between production and reproduction.
Since these multiple economic activities have little to do with ‘the economy’,
as it was invented by economists in the 1930s as a sphere of market relations



(see chapter 2), degrowth is sometimes associated with an ‘escape from the
economy’ – an invitation to abandon economistic thinking.3 Nonetheless,
core degrowth policy proposals deal with the transformation of the economy,
aiming above all to orient economic activities towards concrete needs and
the common good, to democratize it and to shape it independently of growth,
without exploiting people and nature. To make this possible, economic
decisions must be seen as political problems. This means putting the
economy in the hands of people and involving more and more people in key
decisions – such as the producers in a factory, the neighbours of a farm, the
users of a community-owned power plant, or the care recipients in retirement
homes deciding what is produced, how to relate to the environment and other
economic agents, which services are needed, and how work is organized.
Seeing economic decisions as political problems also means overcoming the
idea of there being a universal yard-stick to measure all activities, whether
that is GDP, money, or any other indicator, or the hope of delegating efficient
production to algorithms (even though they might be extremely useful as
tools), and consequently to collectively deliberate about and plan societies’
economic life based on a multiplicity of relevant aspects, ranging from work
(alienating or empowering) to needs (necessary or not so necessary) to
resources and technology (see below), and so on.

Within degrowth discourse, the economy is often thought of as diverse. A
degrowth economy aims at enabling different economic activities, actors, and
logics – from cooperative to public, from commons to planning – to coexist
as an economic pluriverse.4 This is why degrowth is also linked to the many
initiatives and movements which seek to appropriate the economy from
below: from collectively administered common property, to the solidarity
economy and community-supported agriculture (see section 4.4). It is argued
that these initiatives, which are currently under immense pressure from
competition and neoliberal markets, must not only be defended, supported,
and strengthened but also that degrowth policies must create the social
conditions for their flourishing and expansion. Three concepts are
particularly relevant here: the commons, the solidarity economy, and
economic democracy or participatory planning.

The defence of existing commons and the expansion of production
methods based on commons principles can be seen as a central component of
a degrowth economy. Commoning is based neither on competition nor on
exploitation and growth; the commons are those social practices through



which self-organized communities govern certain goods, resources, or
territories, according to self-designed rules and institutions. From the
analysis of thousands of existing and historical commons, Elinor Ostrom
identified a number of principles that distinguish successful commons –
patterns of commoning that are highly relevant to structuring a degrowth
alternative.5 The basic idea is to manage shared resources outside of markets
based on money, competition, and centralized and hierarchical states,
according to participatory and democratic rules and for the benefit of all
concerned. Projects such as Wikipedia (where the world’s largest
encyclopedia was created according to the principle of contribution rather
than exchange), community-supported agriculture (where farmers manage a
farm together with a group of consumers, who bear the costs jointly and in
solidarity and distribute the proceeds among all), or the millions of examples
of traditional commons that have existed for hundreds of years all around the
world (in which communities manage their land, forests, water, and so on)
show that this can work. ‘Commoning’ refers to the different forms of
negotiation and the more permanent, autonomously managed institutions –
depending on the type of goods available – that govern the access, use,
management, and permanent conservation of these goods.6

The debate over the commons has gained considerable momentum due to
the omnipresence of digital data, since such data can only be fit into the
private property logic necessary for capitalist exploitation processes with
great technical effort. For this reason, some theorists also assume that the
currently progressing digitalization of productive areas (and subsequent
falling marginal costs) already bears the seed of post-capitalist relations in
itself. This, they argue, must be developed through suitable political
conditions.7 More recently, crypto-technology advocates have argued that the
rise of cryptocurrencies heralds the end of centralized banking by offering a
democratic, decentralized alternative. However, at present, we can also
observe steadily increasing efforts to contain or integrate digital commons
into capitalist exploitation processes, as well as to use these same digital
commons as means of surveillance, propaganda, and disinformation
campaigns. This concerns both a commercial reorganization of areas of life
such as private housing or car traffic through profit-oriented digital platforms
(such as Airbnb and Uber) or non-profit digital networking such as the
development of apps for neighbourhood assistance – both of which function



as a band-aid for state failures.8 With regard to crypto-technology, most
increasingly appear to be used as means for speculation on new forms of
capital, involving the further enclosure of digital commons and relationships,
rather than offering more democratically managed financial tools. From the
perspective of degrowth, it is therefore important to defend and expand
commons that are oriented towards the common good – based, for example,
on the experience of the occupations of the Indignados in Spain or the
solidarity clinics in Greece – and to promote the commonization of the
economy (instead of the dominant forms of economic and digital
management, or the enclosure of the commons through speculation on
cryptocurrencies and digital spaces such as the ‘metaverse’).9

Many degrowth proponents postulate that smaller, social, and
cooperatively organized forms of economic activity – especially
cooperatives and other smaller companies oriented towards the common
good – are more likely to be able to produce in a participatory manner and
without the compulsion to achieve economic growth, since they are not
forced to accumulate and compete by investors and shareholders.
Accordingly, they should account for a much larger share of total production
in a degrowth economy.10 Central here is the movement of cooperative or
collective enterprises, which can be described under the framework of a
‘solidarity economy’ and which work according to the core values of
‘cooperation instead of competition’ and ‘purpose before profit’ – ranging
from small self-organized collectives all around the world to large
companies such as the Venezuelan association of Cecosesola with a total of
more than 20,000 members.

Some see potential for a degrowth economy in the combination of
cooperative principles with digital platforms in order to counter the
monopoly of commercial platform providers. Demands include reforming
cooperative law to support and simplify paperwork for cooperative start-
ups, as well as the right for workers to take over production sites in the event
of threatened plant closures. Others argue for the development of
cryptocurrencies that do not function as capital assets, and therefore resist
speculation.11 Nevertheless, the problem of a market driven by competition
remains. This means that changes in wider social conditions are also
important. The concept of the ‘economy for the common good’ aims at
expanding socio-ecologically oriented entrepreneurial activity. According to



this proposal, companies should submit comprehensive public-interest
balances in which their activities are evaluated according to social,
ecological, democratic, and economic criteria as well as other public-
interest criteria, to be determined democratically. In addition to transparency,
this creates the basis for giving companies with good balance sheets
preferential taxes and regulations. When such a policy is combined with
other regulations – such as a ban on companies driven primarily by
shareholders’ interests and large multinational corporations, the favouring of
smaller and democratic enterprises, a different monetary order, and global
trade rules based on solidarity – enterprises that least serve the
democratically determined common good would continuously be pushed out
of business, making space for the emergence of a non-capitalist market
economy.12

In addition to the development of the commons and the solidarity
economy, reference is repeatedly made to concepts of economic democracy
and the kinds of democratic investment and management originally developed
in the trade union environment.13 This also includes what some call the ‘re-
municipalization’ of basic services – that is, putting utilities such as water
and electricity into the hands of municipalities, at which scale they can be
more transparent and democratically run.14 However, the debate about these
alternative frameworks for society as a whole is only just developing,
especially with regard to their connections to degrowth. More broadly,
economic democracy aims to contain and dismantle the high concentration of
economic power in a few corporations and their connections to the state. It
should enable all people to participate in economic activities and decisions
as they do in other political decisions. This involves both economic
regulations of all kinds (such as democratic deliberation on the question of
which unsustainable economic activities should be phased out and how) and
the support and expansion of the solidarity economy and commons. In
addition, economic democracy is about the reappropriation of private
enterprises into collective forms of ownership, abolishing decision-making
hierarchies in the workplace, and encouraging collective self-determination
in society more broadly.15 This could be advanced by limiting the ownership
of the means of production to a certain maximum size. The larger companies
get, they would be placed under more and more democratic control, and
beyond a certain size they would be transferred to common ownership.16 In



addition, the principles of a participatory economy (‘parecon’) offer
guidelines for a further deepening of the democratization processes of the
economy, starting first within companies and then expanding out to the
economy as a whole. The participatory economy is a comprehensive vision
for an anarchist-inspired, non-hierarchical economy with participatory
planning from below. It proposes that democratic assemblies and councils of
producers and consumers would plan economic activities and a distribution
of the economy’s administrative and management tasks among all in order to
counteract the emergence of a bureaucratic or managerial class with more
knowledge and power.17

One question that often comes up when discussing these wide-ranging
policies is how this would all be funded. A central starting point is that
financial institutions would themselves be radically transformed. Rather than
being controlled by the owners of capital, society’s economic surplus would
be democratically managed. This involves not only the question of
democratically allocating key investments, but also collectively deciding,
based on goals of well-being, how to manage pension funds and other
financial institutions, the investments of banks and private companies, how to
spend public money, and dépense (expenditure; see chapter 3).18 This is
necessary because the conversion to a sustainable, just degrowth economy
would require massive investments, especially in the transition phase. For
example, significant investments would be needed in institutions and
infrastructures that enable a socially just life for all (ecological agriculture,
decentralized renewable energies, ecological housing, collective mobility,
etc.), in projects for adapting to and mitigating climate change and ecological
destruction, as well as in financial transfers from the Global North to the
Global South to offset historically accumulated climate debt. Since these
necessary investments cannot be generated automatically and sufficiently
through market mechanisms, neither today nor in the foreseeable future, a
strengthening of public investments and a new democratic monetary system,
including public control of central banks, are necessary.19 This is to be
supported by democratically controlled cooperative banks.20 Restructuring
banking and systems of finance also means challenging the power of private
and transnational lending agencies and financial institutions, ensuring that
governments can spend freely on public infrastructure (for example, building
on the proposals of modern monetary theory, or MMT, which is also at the



core of radical Green New Deal proposals).21 In line with this, and to make
all of this possible, it is also important to radically shrink, reorganize, and
democratically control financial markets and institutions in order to put them
at the service of people and their economic interests. Giorgos Kallis and
colleagues thus propose ‘changing money systems by limiting the domain of
general purpose money, creating positive (or public) money, forbidding
private banks to create new money through loans, and supporting community
currencies and time-banks’.22

Restructuring financial institutions is one thing, but there are also other
possibilities for funding the transition. First, abandoning subsidies for and
taxing harmful industries, not least the fossil fuel industry, would generate
significant sources in the short term. The withdrawal of funding from the
military industrial complex – which emits more greenhouse gases than most
countries and drives imperial, uneven relations worldwide – would open up
massive opportunities for reinvestment as well as relieve pressure on other
countries to funnel resources into national defence instead of a just transition.
Second, as explained in the next section, taxing extreme wealth would also
raise significant amounts of funding. Third, while financial capital would
eventually shrink in the aggregate, kinds of wealth would eventually be
diversified, for example, through the promotion of local currencies and the
prioritization of reproductive labour and leisure activities. As a result,
though switching to a degrowth economy would initially take significant
capital, eventually it would lead to an economy where capital no longer
dominates and fades out – in other words, to post-capitalism.23 It is clear,
however, that the question of financial restructuring and funding the transition
certainly requires further exploration, both through macro-economic
modelling and real-world experimentation.

Beyond democratizing the economy, there is also the question of
democratizing politics. Electoral representation is seen by many as
insufficiently democratic. Our representatives have little accountability to
voters once they are elected into office, and politicians are often in a
revolving door with industry, being offered positions on boards and as CEOs
of companies as soon as their term is over. Systems of governance are also
highly discriminatory, systematically prioritizing persons with gender, class,
or race privileges to leadership positions. By and large, proposals for
transforming a highly corrupt and alienating political system involve either
ensuring that representatives are accountable to their constituents by



developing institutions that support deliberative, participatory politics or
replacing electoralism altogether. Proposals include, for example, instituting
citizen assemblies and women’s councils; participatory budgeting and
taxation; forbidding politicians to take up positions in industry following
their term; or even mandating ‘sortition’, in which citizens are nominated and
selected in lots as representatives – reducing the professionalization of
politics entirely. One proposal to eliminate electoralism while still enabling
a scaled-up trans-local system of governance is democratic confederalism,
where local citizen assemblies nominate a recallable delegate to take part in
regional and national assemblies – a system currently practised in northern
Syria, inspired by Abdullah Öcalan’s political philosophy.24

5.2. Social security, redistribution, and caps on income and
wealth

In the transformation to a degrowth society, the redistribution of wealth will
become fundamentally important. If the traditional and growth-based idea
that redistribution is equivalent to the sharing of economic surplus no longer
works, then the distribution of income and wealth becomes an explosive
issue and there will need to be entirely new mechanisms for furthering
equality and guaranteeing social security for all. In other words, because
society will no longer be oriented towards the increase of GDP, taxation and
money transfers based on the annual surplus generated by economic growth
will no longer be viable as the key mechanism for the redistribution of
wealth and for financing welfare states. Thus, innovative proposals to create
equal access to resources, and ideas for a fundamental transformation and
broadening of social security and basic services, have been core degrowth
demands from the very beginning. These proposals can substantially improve
living conditions for most people.

Alongside other policies that also aim at social justice, such as
ecological tax reform or reduction in working hours, which are discussed in
later sections, most of these proposals aim at reappropriating and socializing
the resources of the rich through effective taxation and income and wealth
caps and to withdraw from the market, or decommodify, the supply of goods
and services necessary for a good life for all. It is therefore demanded that
basic goods and services such as housing, food, water, energy, local



transport, and communication, education, and health be made available to all
regardless of the current rate of economic growth or individual income. This
should take place largely beyond the market, for example, in the form of
public access for all, municipal cooperatives, or through commoning.25 Not
coincidentally, public services have the added benefit of having much
smaller environmental impacts than their private and individual equivalents:
think buses, trains, and tramways instead of cars.26

Still, the most popular proposal for the radical restructuring of social
security systems remains unconditional basic income. This is a recurring
cash transfer for all members of society, awarded without obligation to work
or threat of repression, and enough to ensure the full participation in society.
Some advocates of a basic income see it explicitly as an entry-point into a
degrowth society. Some have also proposed an ecological basic income,
where an unconditional basic income is financed by progressively increasing
taxes on ecologically harmful consumption, thereby reducing the potentially
negative effects of increased ecologically harmful activity.27

Beyond the basic income, the French décroissance movement has put
forward a supplementary proposal called dotation inconditionelle
d’autonomie – an unconditional gift or endowment of autonomy, which could
also be translated as ‘unconditional basic services’. As an alternative or
supplement to the basic income paid in money, it should grant all people –
from birth to death – access to democratically determined basic goods as a
social right. These include the right to housing and access to land (a certain
number of square metres per person), the right to dignity (a minimum amount
of locally produced food and goods for basic needs such as clothing,
furniture, and bicycles), access rights to water and energy, the right to
mobility (free local transport, reliable long-distance transport), and finally
the right to access public services such as health, education, culture,
information, childcare, care for the elderly, assistance for people with
disabilities, funerals, and so on. All these rights should be guaranteed
through processes of the reappropriation and democratization of existing
infrastructures.28 Since this would lead to the progressive demonetization of
society – a democratically organized public supply beyond the market, and
thus a partial exit from ‘the economy’ or from money and credit as the
medium of mediation – this proposal in particular lends itself to a degrowth
vision.



Degrowth proposals also aim to radically cap the accumulation of wealth
in the hands of an affluent minority. In 2020, CEOs in the United States were
paid 351 times as much as an average worker – this was up from just 20
times as much in the 1950s. Globally, the richest 10 per cent own around 60
to 80 per cent of all existing wealth, leaving less than 5 per cent for the
poorest half of humanity.29 An unequal distribution of income is not only
radically undemocratic from an egalitarian perspective, but an individual’s
material footprint is also closely correlated to their available disposable
income. Globally, according to Oxfam, the richest 1 per cent are responsible
for over twice as many carbon emissions as humanity’s poorest half. Similar
– though somewhat less extreme – inequalities exist within countries.30

Ecological justice requires the radical equalization of income and
wealth.31 As has been argued by Thomas Piketty, among others, curtailing the
wealth of the rich might be among the most effective levers to reducing
emissions (think not only private jets, yachts, and energy-consuming villas,
but also investments), and this certainly is a precondition to making society-
wide changes acceptable.32 Thus, degrowth not only demands a guaranteed
basic provisioning or income for all but, equally importantly, also focuses on
the opposite: redistribution aimed at taxing the rich out of existence,
reappropriation, and caps on maximum income and wealth. This demand, a
key component in the political repertoire of the degrowth spectrum, can be
thought of as capping incomes at two, five, or ten times the basic income of
society – or, during a transition phase, at x times the minimum income in a
specific business or sector. In addition, degrowth also advocates fundamental
changes to the way private ownership structures society. These include
taxation of inheritances, since these stabilize inequalities and class
hierarchies over generations. But there is also a demand to severely restrict
income not dependent on labour itself but on ownership of property such as
land, buildings, or intellectual property (referred to by economists as
‘unearned income’) or to abolish them altogether through other ownership
structures.33 In fact, as discussed in the previous section, a degrowth
economy requires a very fundamental overhaul of the private property regime
to create the conditions in which all have the resources to fully participate in
creating welfare for all.

The goal of these proposals is to achieve – in the process of social-
ecological transformation and the necessary phaseout of larger parts of the



economy – a more egalitarian society, and thus a mode of living based on
solidarity that does not transgress ecological boundaries globally. The
decisive point in this context is that anyone who wants to achieve a degrowth
economy democratically must address extreme distributional injustices and
the fear of poverty. The project will only gain political legitimacy if an
increase in social justice and equality can really be felt by all.

5.3. Convivial and democratic technology

From the degrowth perspective, the social-ecological transformation means
not only the democratization of the economy and a radical redistribution of
resources, but also a profound restructuring of the material-technical basis of
society, as called for by the critique of industrialism and technology. A
fundamental change in the productive forces of modern industrial societies
requires both different technical models and changed ownership structures:
as long as the primacy of economic efficiency – rather than criteria of
sustainability and utility – dominates design processes and investments in
technical infrastructures, this transformation will not succeed.34 Instead of the
general hostility to technology that is often assumed to be a hallmark of
degrowth, degrowth is characterized by a differentiated view of technology
and the democratization of technological development. The question
degrowth puts at the centre is: Which technology should society use? And for
what, by whom, how, and how much of it? And who decides? It is also a
matter of opposing the myth of unstoppable and independent technological
progress, the continuous increase of productivity, and the constant
improvement of social productive forces (as it also prevails in large parts of
the techno-futuristic left35) and about offering a democratic alternative.

How we think of technology influences technological development, the
public perception of technology, and thus also research funding and the
distribution of subsidies. One attempt to develop a concept of technology for
the degrowth debate is the design of convivial technology, based on Ivan
Illich’s concept of ‘convivial tools’.36 While sustainability discourses in the
broader sense primarily emphasize the ecological impact of technologies, the
concept of convivial technology emphasizes the social and cultural effects of
technological development, not only in use but also in the manufacturing
process. Examples of spaces that encourage the development of convivial



technology today include tool-lending libraries, repair cafés, do-it-yourself
spaces, and some ecologically and non-commercially oriented hacker
spaces, maker spaces, or fab labs.37

The concept of convivial technology includes five central values for
technoloigical development in the sense of a degrowth perspective:
connectedness, accessibility, adaptability, bio-interaction, and
appropriateness. Connectedness asks in what way a technology shapes the
relationships between people, both in terms of its production and use or
infrastructure. The majority of technical equipment used today, for example,
contains metallic elements that are predominantly mined under exploitative
conditions in the Global South. From a degrowth perspective, it is a matter of
developing and promoting technologies that are produced under fair
conditions, the infrastructures necessary for the operation of which do not
destroy local communities, and which are organized on a decentralized and
equal basis. Accessibility asks where, by whom, and under what
circumstances a technology can be (further) developed and used. From the
perspective of degrowth, this means, among other things, promoting the
technological literacy of women in particular, putting publicly funded
technology under open source licenses, and not preventing technological
development through profit-driven patents. Adaptability is about the extent to
which a technique can be used independently, how easily it can be extended
and coupled with other techniques, and how this can be facilitated by
standardizing basic components. From a degrowth perspective, this
encourages longer warranty periods and guaranteed reparability, as well as
control over one’s own data in digital space, since internet users could then
safeguard the information they share across different platforms. Bio-
interaction means the interaction with the living world: What effects does a
technology have on living organisms, whether humans, animals, or plants, as
well as on entire ecosystems? Degrowth thinkers are calling for technologies
to be considered over their entire life cycles, from resource procurement to
disposal, and for the precautionary principle to be applied when assessing
the health and environmental risks of new technologies – emphasizing
caution, pausing and reviewing before launching into new innovations that
may have far-reaching and irreversible (unintended) consequences. Such
technologies aim to achieve a closed-loop economy that is as complete as
possible, in which all industrial raw materials are completely recycled and
all degradable raw materials are returned to the ecological cycle. The fifth



dimension of convivial technology, appropriateness, involves assessing
whether a certain technology is appropriate for the task to be performed. In a
degrowth society, technologies should maintain a meaningful relationship
between the time and material resource input and what is to be achieved.
This means, for example, moving around in a largely car-free city with
public transport, (cargo) bicycles, and on foot – thus being faster, emitting
less, and conserving more resources.38

Along these five dimensions, products and technologies can be
qualitatively assessed over their entire life cycle. Instead of the most
profitable technologies and innovations – driven by capitalist competition
and military research – asserting themselves, which makes a continuous
increase in production possible, technological development should require
multidimensional evaluation. The aim is to promote convivial forms of
technology as well as collective deliberation about technology. A central
demand is for a comprehensive civil society assessment before the
introduction of new technologies with consequences for society as a whole,
as well as for a moratorium on high-risk research and technologies.39 On the
basis of these criteria, it also becomes clear why, for example, criticism of
cars and individualized mobility is so widespread across the degrowth
spectrum.40 In principle, technological development in a degrowth society is
not market-oriented but needs-oriented, which should lead to a radical
change in the form and direction of the future development of society’s
productive forces.

5.4. Revalorization and redistribution of labour

Work is an important focal point of the degrowth debate, not least because all
growth critiques essentially revolve around work. The main proposals in this
area are: a radical reduction in working hours without lower pay groups
losing income; access for all to good, non-alienated, and meaningful work; a
valorization of reproductive and care work and the distribution of this work
among all; collective self-determination in the workplace; and, finally, the
strengthening of worker’s rights and autonomy through the provision of basic
services, independent of people’s employment. Through this, and in
combination with the other policies discussed in this chapter, degrowth aims
at fundamentally transforming work – by phasing out unnecessary and



destructive work, automating as much as possible those necessary activities
that cannot be made empowering, making those activities that sustain social
life as pleasurable as possible, and giving those that do the work autonomy in
their workplaces, thus continually transferring economic activities to a logic
beyond the imperatives of accumulation.41

The degrowth perspective on work is fundamentally a question of
foregrounding the entirety of work – as has been emphasized above all by
feminist thinkers. This includes all socially necessary activities, which today
are often seen as separate from employment, including subsistence, care, and
voluntary work (see section 3.5). The goal of a degrowth society is to put the
reproduction of life, earthcare labour, or what Stefania Barca calls the
‘forces of reproduction’ at the centre of society and to think about the
economy from this viewpoint: What are people’s (and the planet’s) needs and
how can they be fulfilled? The foregrounding of care is intended to overcome
the division of the economy into a monetized portion (paid wage labour,
dominated by men, and politically and economically privileged) and a non-
monetary portion (reproductive work, care activities, not paid at all or
poorly paid, mostly done by women and migrants, and devalued).42

An obvious and much-discussed entry point towards achieving these
goals is the significant reduction in working hours for all – the ‘enjoyable
reduction of work’.43 One goal here is to reduce harmful and senseless
activities both in terms of production and consumption – such as ‘bullshit’
and ‘batshit’ jobs.44 Reducing working hours is a goal in and of itself, since
it liberates time. But it can also ensure a balanced distribution of employment
in which the economy stops growing even as productivity continues to rise.
In a capitalist society, the product of an economy – conventionally measured
in GDP – roughly corresponds to the number of hours worked multiplied by
labour productivity. Therefore, if the GDP of an economy declines due to
ecological policies, but labour productivity continues to rise due to
technological progress, working hours must be reduced – otherwise the
problem of unemployment will worsen massively.45 Even if it is unclear how
labour productivity would develop in a degrowth society, many thinkers have
underlined this proposal since the beginning of the growth debates and
frequently refer to Keynes, who already in 1930 assumed that in the age of
his grandchildren a working week of ten to fifteen hours would be normal
and sufficient (see section 3.2).46



According to André Gorz, the radical reduction in working time can be
understood as the redistribution of the surplus value that results from
increases in productivity from capital to labour – in the form of free time.
From a degrowth perspective, however, the extent of possible reductions in
working hours has its limits, as labour productivity is very likely to increase
more slowly, or even decline, due to the importance of care activities and the
elimination of ‘energy slaves’ from fossil fuels. In the case of care activities,
including paid care work, increasing productivity is either impossible or
would result in a reduction in the quality of work. And in a solar-powered,
resource-saving, and partly deindustrialized circular economy with
sustainable farming, the demand for human labour would likely increase in
some sectors.47 On the other hand, it is argued that certain kinds of
digitization may also save time and make local production more efficient,
and thus increase production. In addition, because many useless jobs would
ideally be regulated and reduced, such as in the advertising industry, there
may also be a large transformation of the composition of labour in the
economy as a whole. How the volume of working time will develop as a
result is thus ultimately an open question that can only be answered
empirically. It is possible that a completely different and more
comprehensive understanding of the active life or ‘vita activa’ (Hannah
Arendt) will emerge in a degrowth society.48

While some authors advocate a reduction in working hours without wage
compensation, where the loss of wages would be compensated for by more
self-work such as repairing goods, self-production, or vegetable
cultivation,49 a just degrowth approach stresses the need to combine the
reduction of working hours with either an equalization of wages, increases in
wages for low-income groups, or compensation of income loss with other
forms of monetary and non-monetary social welfare. For example, while
generally reducing working hours – the New Economics Foundation
estimated that twenty-one hours per week would be enough – wages in the
lower third of the income bracket could be raised to the average, while
wages in upper income groups could be continually reduced.50 Another
proposal is work-sharing, where multiple people would be hired for the
same position, working only two or three hours a day while keeping the same
benefits. This is seen as a transitional policy that would allow people to shift
to working fewer total hours while employment levels stay the same or



increase.51 In addition to the equitable redistribution of work, particularly in
terms of gender, a central goal of shortening working hours is the
achievement of ‘time prosperity’ and the expansion of free time, which can
be used for activities beyond the market economy, for political self-
determination, care, or for the hedonic enjoyment of a more relaxed existence
beyond the treadmill of the ‘work and spend’ economy (see section 4.1).52

Degrowth does not aim at dispensing with work altogether. While
stressing the shortening of working hours, degrowth also aims to revalue care
activities and to defend and strengthen non-alienated, socially meaningful,
self-determined, and dignified work as a central component of human life.
The re-skilling of artisanal capabilities in many aspects of economic life,
with all the social and ecological benefits this brings, is thus a core issue of
degrowth.53 Here, as noted by Kate Soper, it is important to not fall for ‘a
sentimental nostalgia for earlier craft-based modes of producing’, which
often defined traditional roles and ‘encrusted’ parochial social hierarchies,
but to reclaim artisanal, slow, and fulfilling ways of working ‘as a
component of an avant-garde, post-consumerist political imaginary’.54 So,
while embracing automation where it frees humanity from dull, dangerous,
and unattractive work, degrowth also focuses on making the heteronomous
and care work that remains – and this will be quite a bit – as intrinsically
pleasurable and self-determined as possible.55

While some degrowth texts argue for the ‘right to laziness’, as Paul
Lafargue had put it already in 1880, feminist authors point to the sexist
implications such a perspective often entails: not only does ‘part-time work
for all’ already represent the current normal situation for many women, but
such a policy would also free up the necessary time to make a gender-
equitable division of (domestic) care work easier to achieve.56 There is,
however, controversy as to how care work should be carried out in a
degrowth society. Some proposed ideas include offering remuneration for
care work within the (nuclear) family, distributed gender-equitably; or,
instead, rethinking care work collectively, especially in the context of local
communities; the idea of a ‘care municipalism’ as a communal and publicly
understood task that also supports household work; as well as proposals to
expand care work as a better paid and recognized professional occupation, to
grow the care sector as we switch from a fossil fuel–based industrialized
society to a decarbonized society based on human services.57



Already very early on in the debate, in the beginning of the 1980s, André
Gorz saw the many who are indifferent to work as a possible political
subject of change – in contrast to the ‘class of the regularly working’, whom
he saw as preservers of the old order. Gorz thus identified as areas of
struggle not only the division of labour and the general shortening of working
hours, but also the abolition of wage dependency through more artisanal
forms of non-alienated production and a basic income guaranteed to all.58 All
these policies continue to be central to the creation of the ‘plenitude’ of a
degrowth society.59

5.5. Democratizing social metabolism

Degrowth also centres the politicization of social metabolism and its
repercussions for policy design – and thus democratizes the process of
growth. In the capitalist market economy, there is a tendency for that which
generates the greatest profits to be prioritized and thus grow, which in turn
makes relationships between production and consumption highly irrational,
inefficient, exploitative, and oppressive. A degrowth transformation in turn
means that the ‘creative destruction’ (per Joseph Schumpeter) and related
expansion – or, to put it differently, the phasing out and simultaneous
expansion of different sectors, technologies, resource-uses, or economic
activities – would no longer be left to the market, competition, and prices.
Rather, the social-ecological transformation of society demands that these
questions are democratically and politically deliberated at regional, national,
and global levels. The central demand is to repoliticize and democratize
social metabolism. This also includes a democratic deliberation of what
strategies for meeting needs are compatible with the demands of social
justice, self-determination, and a good life for all – a discussion that can only
really be made possible by eliminating anxieties around poverty and
deprivation through the provision of universal basic services to all (see
above). And this includes the democratic establishment of limits, within
which human well-being can flourish – collective self-limitations being a
hallmark of autonomy, a ‘social choice, not … an external imperative for
environmental or other reasons’.60

While the flourishing of some economic activities and the qualitative
transformation or contraction of others certainly involves selective growth,



the overall result will not be an increase in the size of the economy (even if
measured in GDP).61 This is because the aim is a fundamental socio-
ecological transformation. In fact, many of the degrowth policies such as
work-time reductions, centring care, conservation of nature, or curtailing
accumulation will slow down GDP. But most importantly, the non-profit,
regionalized, collaborative, sustainable, and solidarity economies and the
commons that are continuously strengthened in the transition to degrowth tend
to not only be less energy- and material-intensive, but also contribute much
less (or not at all) to GDP. The provision of basic services for all (health
care, food, clean water, housing, energy, free movement) would enable a kind
of ‘public abundance’, where the material basis of life is freely given. Yet
guaranteeing these services for all collectively and publicly or as commons,
rather than individualized and via the market, would decrease material
throughput, as it would reduce inefficiency, overproduction, and the private
consumption of goods. For example, a functioning public transport system
would make private electric cars in cities largely superfluous; food waste
(currently responsible for 6 per cent of emissions globally, according to one
study62) could be minimized radically; instead of everyone buying a washing
machine, people would be able to share them; tools would be freely
available in a tool lending library; and repair cafés where you learn to repair
your electronics, clothes, and furniture would be widely accessible.63

Beyond basic services, municipalities and governments could also support
infrastructure that offers people a fulfilling life: playgrounds, open areas,
investment in arts and culture, and local citizens’ assemblies that guide
political decisions. Thus, while a degrowth society would seek to meet
people’s basic needs with a much smaller material and energy throughput,
and without relying on GDP growth, this way of post-growth living would
also be more fulfilling overall, creating avenues for an ‘alternative
hedonism’.64

However, degrowth does not only promote an ecological and needs-
based alternative economy, as other proposals for ecological change often
do, but also focuses on the need to actively phase out the globalized, profit-
oriented, fossil fuel–based industrial economic sectors and activities that do
not serve the common good and cannot be sustainably or democratically
restructured. Social activity that is not fulfilling and does not advance human
well-being, such as ‘bullshit’ and ‘batshit’ jobs, the arms industry and the



military, advertising, lobbying, planned obsolescence, fast fashion, border
security, and large parts of the financial industry, will have to be scaled
down. The same goes for any economic activity that cannot be restructured
socio-ecologically, such as the coal and oil and gas industries, motorized
individual transport (above all in cities), or large parts of air transport and
globalized trade, as well as industrial agriculture and industrial animal
farming.65

Instead of relying on the market and hoping that green alternatives will
eventually outcompete these harmful activities, degrowth proposes a wide
range of political measures that aim at actively curbing and downscaling
them. These include policies such as caps on resource use, moratoria,
ecological tax reform, just transitions, or confrontations with private
ownership structures that impede the fast scaling down of fossil resources,
and they will have to result in processes of deaccumulation. An essential
measure would be to set global and national ceilings for the extraction of
resources, emissions, and land use, which – when broken down to specific
regions – take the historical ecological and climate debt of the early
industrialized countries into account and adjust for the consumption of
resources, energy, and land hidden in imported goods as ‘ecological
rucksacks’.66 With regard to climate change, the single most effective policy
intervention is probably also one of the most simple ones, but has been
conspicuously avoided by governments around the world: to cap fossil fuel
extraction – in line with the core demand of the climate justice movement
from the Global South, ‘Leave coal in the hole, oil in the soil, and gas under
the grass.’67 The aim is to rapidly scale down fossil fuel use on a fair and
binding schedule to the point where the industry is largely dismantled –
globally by 2050 at the latest, and in rich countries, which are responsible
for the largest share of (historical) emissions, already by around 2030.
Absolute caps are not only highly effective, avoiding the fallacies of empty
promises and other false solutions around dubious ‘net zero’ targets and
negative emissions, but have other beneficial effects. Rather than increasing
productivity and efficiency gains resulting in rebound effects, technological
development could translate into actually lowering resource use and
emissions if caps are in place.68 However, given the speed and scale of the
necessary emission reductions in rich countries – which amount to effectively
cutting fossil fuel use by around 10 per cent every single year – efficiency



improvements and investment in renewable energy will not be enough.
Wealthy countries will have to create economies relying on less energy – and
this requires fundamental changes to the entire economy along the lines of
degrowth policies.69

To achieve such fundamental changes, from a degrowth perspective the
excess consumption by the rich might be a good starting point – it is absurd to
permit SUVs, private jets, or private space travel amid a climate emergency.
Other proposals along these lines are the moratoria on newly planned
carbon- and resource-intensive megaprojects or infrastructures (airports,
mining, motorways, hydro-power dams, mega-malls, corporate industrial
plants and warehouses, industrialized agriculture and animal farming, IT
monopolies such as new infrastructure dedicated for Amazon and Google
servers, and so on), but also on all non-renewable construction activities as a
whole.70 Furthermore, ecological tax reform could support the contraction of
fossil-resource use by shifting taxes from labour (i.e., income) to energy and
resource consumption or to environmentally harmful activities more
generally.71 For example, a gradual replacement of income tax with CO2 or
resource taxes could incentivize the transition from environmentally harmful
to more environmentally friendly consumption and at the same time
encourage development of sustainable companies and cooperatives.72

However, since low-income households spend a larger portion of their
income on consumption, ecological taxes should be combined with
redistributive measures so that they do not place a greater burden on the
poor. The revenues from ecological taxes could be paid out in equal parts to
all, as discussed above. Alternatively, they could be used to finance social
infrastructure or to provide tax relief for lower-income groups.73

‘Just transitions’ will be necessary for the people and regions currently
employed in sectors that need to transition. Where possible, industries could
be converted so that, for example, trams, heat pumps, or bicycles are
produced in former car factories – a question that is obviously highly
complicated and demands a considerable degree of economic planning and
bottom-up deliberative processes. For those who lose their previous sources
of income through the dismantling of certain sectors – such as the withdrawal
from coal or the liquidation of parts of the car industry – and are forced to
make significant changes, social security and retraining are just as central.
Regional transformation councils composed of workers, citizens, and civil



society organizations could be set up to transform entire economic sectors in
those regions most affected by the transition. In these processes, those
employed in the (formerly) carbon-intensive industries could become key
actors of the transition, not only as political stakeholders and potential allies
of climate justice movements, but also through public takeovers of
companies. As has been argued recently: ‘Seizing control of workplaces
would be necessary to repurpose them to make what we actually need and
move away from ecologically destructive production.’74

These policies also imply the need to address the central question of
ownership. The industries that cannot be converted into a low-carbon,
energy-efficient, solidarity-based economy of the future account for a very
large share of the global economy. To limit the overheating of the earth, for
example, we cannot wait until all destructive investments have been written
off, because the payback periods for mining, airports, and incineration plants
are decades. So, if certain sectors are to be phased out in a relatively short
period of time, this would require the loss of capital already invested in
unsustainable infrastructure. In other words, we simply cannot afford to wait
– capital investments must be destroyed now rather than slowly divested. For
example, multinational companies own much of the oil and coal reserves that
remain in the ground but that cannot be extracted if we are to limit the risks of
runaway climate change (so-called ‘unburnable coal’). Degrowth thus faces
the challenge that certain industries must be expropriated and transferred to
common ownership in order not to stand in the way of socio-ecological
change.75 The political and geo-political consequences of this cannot be
neglected. A degrowth transformation will therefore not be a smooth
passage, but undoubtedly require confrontations with fossil capital and those
who benefit from existing economic structures (see chapter 6).

5.6. International solidarity

‘Degrowth in the wealthier world, which would reduce its material impact
on the remainder of the planet, is the most effective internationalism, leaving
more space for others to live’; so goes the succinct summary of a widely held
view within the degrowth spectrum, as described by Max Ajl. By attempting
to overcome the imperial mode of living, which is based on the neocolonial
appropriation of Global South resources and the externalization of its costs



of living to others, degrowth – ‘a corrective prescription for the Global
North’ – is putting its own house in order, the reasoning goes.76 And yes, as
we have argued by framing degrowth as an ecological global justice
movement, degrowth is in this sense internationalist. However, as Ajl
continues, ‘there is a thin line between modesty and myopia, an inwards-
looking ostrich syndrome, in a country marked by imperial modes of living.’
Instead of confronting the complexities and conflicts of international
solidarity, there might be the danger that degrowth becomes a self-sufficient
but also self-centered movement of localists that would ‘silence demands for
climate reparations’.77 Further, the common argument that degrowth is a
movement only ‘for the North’ misses an opportunity to, first, challenge the
undisputably global desire for an imperial mode of living, and second,
challenge the growth imperatives imposed on the Global South through, for
example, structural adjustment, odious debt, or sanctions of countries that
seek another path to development.

This highlights the need not only to address issues of international social-
ecological justice conceptually, but also to build active alliances with actors
in and from the Global South, ranging from movements within the pluriverse
of ‘alternatives to development’ to support for environmental justice
struggles to solidarity with communities fighting for reparations and to
refugees and migrants arguing: ‘We are here because you destroy our
countries.’78 If, as we have argued, degrowth is at its core about global
ecological justice, international solidarity is central to the degrowth agenda.
And this includes not only policies of debt cancellation, support for
territorially rooted struggles in the Global South, a strong commitment to
ecological reparations and transfers of financial resources, renewable
technology and knowledge (including patent waivers), as well as
strengthening Indigenous land rights. This also includes the broader
constructive programme of reparations as ‘worldmaking’ to create the
conditions for a truly just world.79

International solidarity also involves protection of wilderness and the
saving of land from enclosure. However, care must be taken when
considering different radical proposals for conservation, many of which
often rest on colonial assumptions. For example, within degrowth and among
its allies, there is strong criticism of global proposals such as that of ‘Half-
Earth’, first proposed by biologist E. O. Wilson and increasingly taken up by



conservation and development groups. Half-Earth proposes to leave half of
Earth’s surface for nature and bereft of human settlement, thereby
exacerbating highly colonial processes of dispossession of Indigenous
people from their land. Indigenous people, it must be noted, are stewards of
up to 65 per cent of the world’s landmass – though only 18 per cent of which
is formally recognized as theirs.80 Indeed, Indigenous land stewardship has
been shown to be better at limiting carbon emissions and ecological
degradation than most policies.81 Further, such proposals, and similar
conservation initiatives, operate through the colonial imaginary of separation
between humans and nature, while degrowth largely advocates for inter-
dependence between humans and non-human life forms, and decolonizing our
relationship to nature. It is not humanity as a whole that is the problem –
much less the world’s poor living in ecologically fragile areas – but the
affluent world driving the majority of extraction, production, and
consumption. In terms of policy, alternatives to colonialist conservation
proposals include supporting Indigenous peoples in their efforts to steward
the land, advocating for land reform and the protection of peasant livelihoods
globally, transforming industrial agriculture and production so that it does not
rely on as much extraction and production, thereby stopping land degradation
globally, and putting a stop to speculative, neo-colonial land grabs – whether
carried out by private or public investment firms or conservation NGOs.82

One further issue with degrowth policies is that the economies of
industrialized countries must not only be redesigned to be more socio-
ecologically just, the effects of such policies on people in the Global South
must also be accounted for. For example, a shift towards unconditional basic
services, as well as ecological taxation and a localization of needs-oriented
production, will likely lead to less consumption overall, less reliance on
resource extraction from the Global South, but could possibly also heavily
damage the economies of the Global South that rely on exporting resources
and consumer goods, or on tourism, as was evidenced by the effects of the
COVID-19 lockdown.83

Policies will need to be put in place to address this – not only through
supporting the Global South in switching from its dependency on unequal
exchange and globalized markets, but also to ensure that degrowth policies
do actually lead to greater global justice through a sharing of resources,
knowledge, technology, and cooperation as well as through preferential trade



arrangements and reparations. Essentially, most non-industrialized countries
simply cannot offer basic income or basic services because they cannot
borrow money as freely as industrialized countries, and they are already
subject to structural adjustment policies imposed by international lending
organizations. Addressing this could involve restructuring global finance to
democratize uneven economic relationships between the North and South. Of
course, this would also require dismantling the ongoing colonialism of
industrialized countries practised through, for example, land grabbing and
extractivism (increasingly also ‘green extractivism’), as well as ending
military imperialism by the West.84

Global trade and the international economic system itself would also
eventually have to be entirely transformed. The restructuring of the economy
along the lines proposed by degrowth implies a ‘deglobalization’ of
economic relations or, as has recently been argued by Utsa and Prabhat
Patnaik, a ‘de-linking’ of the Global South from neoliberal globalization and
the exploitative trade and financial system dominated by the North.85 The aim
is to limit trade in goods and services that are problematic in ecological and
human rights terms, largely driven by corporations taking advantage of
international wage and price differentials, and often not necessary at all.
While degrowth also aims to restrict the international movement of capital –
a policy that could play a key role in the transition phase to stabilize
international markets – it pursues the expansion of trade that is beneficial (in
particular to the Global South), cultural exchange and slow travel, and the
freedom of movement of people. It is therefore a matter of regionally
anchored but interconnected and open economic relationships and a much
more localized production.86 Degrowth, accordingly, does not stand for
cultural and nationalist isolationism, homogeneous bioregions, or
competition-based economic protectionism, but for ‘open localism’.87 There
is also the proposal to ‘Design global, produce local’, which is made
increasingly possible through digital means of communication in combination
with digitally controlled production. For example, open-source sharing of
designs, building plans, and instructions for the production of goods enables
localized production based on a global ‘digital commons’.88 At the global
level, the aim is to avoid unnecessary transport and environmental costs
through regionalization and to reduce regions’ dependencies on the world
market.



A key part of international solidarity would be the rewiring of
international relations. Municipalities (including rural towns) and cities are
envisioned as key actors of change – ‘rebel cities’ or ‘solidarity cities’
would link up and work together to put forward new international alliances –
a vision often labelled ‘radical municipalism’.89 This scale of politics is
considered to be ideal for degrowth as it is in the municipality that people
can practise face-to-face political deliberation.90 In addition to a global
environmental and climate justice policy, a major goal is to establish a fair
world trade system through radical institutional reforms that would benefit
peripheral regions. Possible measures mentioned in this context include
global taxes on finance and capital, the creation of a democratic international
monetary system (such as the one based on the international currency
‘bancor’ originally proposed by Keynes), equitable market access for
public-interest companies, reforming or abolishing international
organizations like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, and
democratically negotiated financial and technological transfers to offset
climate debt, the consequences of colonialism, and other negative
consequences of capitalist modernity.91

5.7. Why degrowth is viable

This variety of proposals for the economy, social services, technology, work,
and international solidarity aim to underpin a degrowth society with more
concrete political visions. Even if these are incomplete and in a state of flux
and must be further developed and experimented with – according to the
Zapatista motto preguntando caminamos, or ‘asking, we walk’ – they are
central for turning degrowth into a ‘concrete utopia’. Following Erik Olin
Wright, these policies indicate that degrowth is not only desirable, but also
viable – meaning that a degrowth society could actually work. Some
questions, however, still remain unanswered: Is it achievable? Who is in a
position to carry out and implement these fundamental societal
transformations, under what conditions, and through which alliances? The
question of transformation is discussed in the next chapter.
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6
Making degrowth real

As we hope has now been established, degrowth both represents a multi-
layered critique of growth and points to pathways beyond it. In the previous
two chapters, we defined degrowth and outlined some policies that could
take us there. But this still does not tell us how we can make degrowth
happen: in Erik Olin Wright’s terms, is it achievable? How would we align
social movements, technological change, the economy, and our political
systems? Who would make it happen?

This question is extremely difficult because the scale of the challenge is,
to put it humbly, substantial. Since modern societies are fundamentally
designed to expand and grow, transformation encompasses not only material
but also economic, social, and mental changes – a ‘prosperous way down’
requires entirely new forms relating to each other, or a ‘relational
revolution’.1 Such a transformation is comparable to world-system historical
transitions such as the rise of capitalism or the advent of fossil fuel–powered
industrialization. History shows that changes of this magnitude take place in
complex processes that overlap in time and space. These processes
encompass political, social, ecological, and cultural dynamics and each have
different temporalities. Some would emerge as crises in which the old order



dies away while a new one emerges, others as processes of adaptation and
innovation that realign the old system, and yet others as consciously
manifested struggles for a new society. From a historical point of view,
profound social transformations have always been marked by fierce
controversies, public disputes, and, up to now, (violent) conflicts. Escalation
of conflict is all the more likely when the changes proposed directly oppose
the interests of the powerful.2 Furthermore, this transformation must emerge
out of conditions of a form of capitalism that has never been as all-
encompassing and global as it is today – and on a dying planet, amid
accelerating climate crises and mass extinction. As aptly put by the Salvage
Collective, the traditional saying ‘Workers of the world unite, you have
nothing to lose but your chains. You have a world to win’ seems to be out of
touch with the biophysical reality of the planet. ‘What if the world is already
lost?’3

Degrowth is a vision of social transformation that has never been
realized: a conscious, radically democratic process of transforming society
to create the conditions for a good life for all, by pulling the emergency brake
and stepping out of the capitalist and growth-driven megamachine. Given this
immense scale of the challenge, the discussion about the degrowth
transformation is only in its infancy. Before we begin to discuss it, we need
to acknowledge a tension that often seems to underlie this discussion. On the
one hand, degrowth is often proposed as a platform of relatively concrete
top-down policy proposals, such as shortening working hours, establishing
basic and maximum incomes, or setting upper limits on resource
consumption. Even if there are ways that this ‘revolutionary realpolitik’ can
be carried out by organizations or municipalities, the idea is that these
reforms should ultimately be implemented ‘from above’ by the state, or
fought for through the state by social movements and parties. On the other
hand, however, degrowth is just as equally characterized by a strong focus on
bottom-up, small-scale alternatives and self-organized projects that function
without or even against the state. Even if state policies can support their
spread, these nowtopias tend to be projects ‘from below’. And this is unique
to degrowth, compared to other leftist orientations: a strong emphasis on
desire-based, visionary, on-the-ground experimentation and organizing. Yet,
despite the way this tension sits at the centre of the degrowth project, there
have not been many proposals for how to connect these different
approaches.4 This tension – between bottom-up small-scale practices and



top-down concrete policy proposals – is the starting point for our own
proposal for how we can approach the transformation towards a degrowth
society. Because, as has been noted before, the degrowth transformation
cannot work without properly understanding, and building, those social
forces and counter-hegemonic struggles that could accomplish the radical
economic reforms discussed in the last chapter – and this requires actively
relating bottom-up nowtopias and top-down policies.5

In order to better describe this strategy, we here build on some more
ideas from the sociologist Erik Olin Wright, who has offered reflections on
how to resolve these tensions in a unified vision.6 Wright coined the term
‘real utopias’ to describe the emancipatory strategies that start within
capitalism but are designed to overcome it. He distinguishes between three
transformation strategies that are not mutually exclusive. Interstitial
strategies – really-existing alternative institutions like cooperatives or
community-based organizations – allow people to test changes to institutions,
infrastructures, or forms of social organization in the cracks of capitalism.
Through a process of metamorphosis, cumulative efforts can then bring about
qualitative changes to the central dynamics and logics of the hegemonic
system. Symbiotic strategies aim at setting up forms of cooperation between
different social forces, in order to achieve concrete reforms and
improvements that can eventually change the social system in the long term –
this is then normally done through traditional political systems. Finally,
Wright talks about ruptural strategies, which involve mass movements
attempting to overcome the dominant social system through revolutionary
confrontation and taking down or taking over the state. While a strategy of
large-scale rupture (‘revolution’) is rarely discussed in the context of
degrowth, interstitial and symbiotic strategies are often discussed, though
regularly juxtaposed to each other.

In this chapter, we claim that top-down and bottom-up degrowth
strategies, despite their apparent opposition, rely on each other to be
successful. Top-down reforms allow the expansion and scaling up of
nowtopias, while, without nowtopias, people will remain unable to imagine
how radical reforms could improve their lives and thus desire and fight for
their implementation. For example, the more reforms implemented to support
cooperatives, the greater the number of people who will work in them. And,
the more people work in cooperatives, the greater the pressure for conditions
that allow cooperatives to flourish and the greater the desire for non-



exploitative workplace democracy – in turn expanding the kinds of reforms
that are seen as politically feasible. The two are linked through the state as
an intermediary vehicle for the large-scale transformations needed. Yet, we
also need ruptural strategies: organized resistance that builds up pressure for
radical transformation and that eventually radically democratizes and
appropriates the state at all levels. Thus, rather than putting these strategies
in opposition to each other, we propose, following Wright, that the
transformation towards a degrowth society requires an interplay among these
three strategies, which in turn includes the construction of a counter-
hegemony to the dominance of growth.

6.1. Nowtopias: Autonomous spaces and laboratories for the
good life

In Catalonia, Spain, a cooperative of 2,500 members runs exchange
networks, its own currency, food pantries, assemblies, financial
cooperatives, a collectively-run factory, a machine working shop, and
supports around forty-five people with a basic income. The Catalan Integral
Cooperative, founded in 2010, is an amorphous network whose main mission
is to ‘antagonise Capital by building cooperative structures in the Catalan
economy’.7

Since its foundation, it has developed several diverse, but
interdependent, initiatives which have as their explicit goal to displace the
state apparatus – covering health, food, education, housing, and transport.
The cooperative has become an encompassing network that allows many to
move much of their life outside of the dominant economic system. This
involves, for example, participating in one of the many committees which
decide the direction (legal, financial, technological, and so on) of the
network. Involvement in the work of the committee also implies receiving a
basic income, partly in euros and partly in their own currency system. There
is also a well-developed local exchange network, which supports
autonomous, small-scale production as well as ‘pantries’ which are
connected through an internal transportation and logistics system. The
cooperative also includes many autonomous organizations, such as events
spaces, cooperative housing units, and the impressive Calafou – a
‘postcapitalist ecoindustrial colony’ in the ruins of an abandoned industrial



village in the Catalonian countryside. In 2017, Calafou was inhabited by two
dozen people and, on top of that, housed a carpentry and mechanical
workshop, a community kitchen, a biolab, a hack lab, a soap production
facility, a music studio, a guest-house, a social centre, and a ‘free shop’ –
each run collectively and non-hierarchically. By itself, Calafou is certainly
unique. But what makes it so special is its connection to an expanding
ecosystem of other similar projects through the cooperative and its many
members.

This innovative project is emblematic of what Wright calls an ‘interstitial
strategy’, as it allows its members to experiment with different ways of
organizing housing, food supply, technology, currencies, and the revaluation
of labour – away from an exploitative, alienating system towards one that is
needs-oriented and meaning-making.

Interstitial strategies, such as this cooperative, seek to experiment with
new institutions, infrastructures, or forms of organization. They are
laboratories in which new social practices are intentionally developed, tried
out, and practised. They emerge within and despite the old system and
prefigure post-capitalist relations on a small scale.

Interstitial strategies are particularly present in the discussion on
degrowth. Reference is often made to them in order to show that the
principles of a degrowth society are already being implemented on a small
scale today. Degrowth has thus contributed in recent years to advancing the
visibility and politicization of a new wave of ‘prefigurative’ social
movements – that is, experiments which prefigure the world we want to see,
today. And degrowth has also fostered the development of policy proposals
that could create conditions for the flourishing of these interstitial strategies –
starting from legislative changes (as discussed in the last chapter) to
collective networking efforts to advancing what have been called ‘commons
public partnerships’.8

Temporary interstitial practices such as the degrowth summer schools or
climate camps or other political camps around the world offer people an
experience of a communal, self-determined, and sufficient lifestyle through
collective self-organization, shared care work, and the use of exclusively
renewable energies and compost toilets. More permanent interstitial spaces
tend to supply infrastructure suitable for degrowth for a certain social realm
– be it energy supply, food cultivation, childcare, production, or services.
Many of these ‘nowtopias’ exhibit a certain interpretative flexibility and are



often mentioned in discussions about commons, solidarity economies, or the
‘the economy for the common good’ – as examples of autonomous spaces in
which the core principles of a different society are already lived.9 Examples
often cited in this ‘mosaic of alternatives’10 are collective enterprises,
community-supported agriculture, alternative media, urban gardens,
childcare and alternative schooling, collective kitchens and food
recuperation, housing projects and squats, occupations, municipal energy
projects, time banks or regional currencies, repair cafés or open-source
hardware.11 In addition to these projects, which usually only cover a specific
area of the participants’ lives, there are also larger projects in which these
various areas are integrated. These more complex practices can be found in
many eco-villages or in ‘integral cooperatives’ such as the Catalan Integral
Cooperative discussed above.12 There are also individual practices that can
be included in the nowtopian strategy of creating interstitial space, which
help people to create free space in their own life. These include greatly
reducing one’s working time, learning manual and horticultural skills,
veganism, and practising food sovereignty.13 Broader lifestyle changes are
also important, such as ‘voluntary simplicity’, or practising a simpler, more
fulfilling lifestyle and limiting consumption.14 Strategically, these individual
practices are formulated as positive models rather than as appeals for self-
sacrifice and renunciation. Here, we can also speak about practices of ‘time
prosperity’, which highlight the flourishing of free time and leisure as an
underlying goal of the good life (see section 5.5).15

Many activists in the degrowth movement are engaged with one or more
of these practices and are involved in collective nowtopias. While these are
often discussed through the lens of individual renunciation and self-sacrifice
when degrowth is reported on in the mainstream media, many of these
projects are fundamentally oriented towards needs, based on a post-scarcity
logic, and strive for collective organizing and large-scale political change.16

What clearly distinguishes nowtopias, however, is how they understand
what constitutes political activity. There are more politically oriented and
less politically oriented variations of these interstitial spaces. For example,
while ‘transition towns’ and ecovillages are often framed in terms of setting
the ground for a new system and illustrating new forms of well-being, and
often push for changes to municipal policies, they are not often articulated in
terms of a challenge to capital or the state. Other interstitial projects are far



more radical and are thus also often referenced in the degrowth discussion.
Examples of these include the Zone à Défendre in Notre-Dame-des-Landes,
France, where activists and farmers had long occupied a site for a future
airport; Rojava in northern Syria, where a majority Kurdish revolutionary
struggle has set up its own government system without centralized state
structures and based on women’s liberation; and the Zapatistas in Chiapas,
Mexico, who, starting with a takeover of some villages, have organized their
own non-state, decolonial system based on Indigenous and anti-capitalist
values. These more revolutionary nowtopias can be seen as ‘territories in
resistance’ which actively seek to model new forms of democratic
government that are in opposition to a growth-based, highly centralized,
hierarchical, and unecological social structure.17

Developing interstitial spaces is theoretically justified in different ways.
Some thinkers – above all from the sufficiency-oriented current (see section
4.1) – stress that electoral, state-sanctioned politics cannot alone address
ecological crises and that majorities cannot be won for degrowth policies.
Therefore, the only possible course of action is the development of
autonomous experiments that test and exemplify resilient self-sufficiency.18

Others consider this perspective too fatalistic. They see interstitial
spaces as real laboratories, prefigurative projects, or spaces of possibility in
which exemplary forms of organization are tried out, which then inspire
others and radiate to society as a whole, thus bringing about structural
change.19 For example, the Catalan Integral Cooperative shows that it is
feasible to build an alternative, solidarity-based system of credit;
community-supported agriculture proves that food can be ecologically and
socially responsible; and energy cooperatives prove that an energy
revolution can be realized from below. What’s more, at a global level,
cooperatives are not a small phenomenon – in all their variety, there are
around three million cooperatives in the world, in which more than 12 per
cent of humanity is engaged and which provide jobs to 10 per cent of the
employed population.20

Another line of reasoning, specific to the degrowth discussion, draws
from – often without saying so explicitly – feminist theories that regard self-
transformation as closely linked to social transformation. As is said, ‘The
personal is political.’ Thus, philosopher Barbara Muraca writes:



In these protected spaces we can question critically how conceptions of the good life and
perceptions of needs came about. Moreover, we can uncover the extent to which they are
merely an immediate expression of established values that have been imposed on individuals in
the interest of preserving and reproducing prevailing social relations. After all, an important
function of concrete utopias is the ‘education of desire’, as it is termed in utopian studies, or
learning collectively about our desires and needs. In the alternative spaces of experience
established through social experiments, one can learn to desire differently, better, and even
more. Instead of repressing desire through a one-sided notion of voluntary simplicity, the point is
rather to free oneself from the forces that limit the autonomy to demand more (in political
terms). Social experiments teach us autonomy as a collective project.21

Self-transformation – with the goal of fostering ‘degrowth subjectivities’ –
can be seen as a starting point for social transfor mation.22 Degrowth can thus
also be understood as a form of reflection on the privileges produced through
the imperial mode of living, which must be dismantled both in our everyday
practices and politically.

While there is a widely shared consensus within the degrowth discussion
that interstitial strategies must be part of a degrowth transformation, their
significance, function, and concrete forms are controversial. Some argue that
these alone are not sufficient, since small initiatives do not, in themselves,
foster the creation of a counter-hegemony, or construct added up to form a
different macroeconomic system.23 Instead of presenting real alternatives to
growth, prefigurative spaces run the risk of becoming a ‘relic in the town
museum’, failing to bring about transformative change and offering only to
keep capitalism and neoliberalism afloat.24 Indeed, without a broader
counter-hegemonic framework, they could increase its resilience and even
help to stabilize it. For example, if neighbours or relatives start to focus on
mutual aid in place of the state, the state will be enabled to give up
responsibility for supporting people with a safety net. Moreover, there is a
danger that the emphasis on local communities over nation-state solutions
fails to recognize that these communities can be highly exclusive and
extremely non-egalitarian, that they are often based on self-exploitation and
that not everyone can participate in them, and that traditional commons were
often embedded in feudal power relations, patriarchal structures, and
personal dependencies.25

Interstitial spaces are a central part of the transformation towards a
degrowth society. However, they should not be exclusive but must be
designed openly, collectively, and democratically, they must (self-)critically
reflect on and dismantle all forms of discrimination, and they must be



accompanied by radical institutional changes throughout society.26 It is here
that more radical examples of interstitial spaces, such as that of Rojava and
Chiapas, can help orient us to consider how a wholly different economic and
political system can be constructed, and how this can operate in resistance to
the domination of capital.

6.2. Non-reformist reforms: Changing institutions and
policies

Imagine how different life could be if we had not five days of work per week
but three. We would have time to see family and friends, take care of our
children and the elderly, cook meals for ourselves ahead of time instead of
buying takeout, garden, and, perhaps, join more protests and organize with
our neighbours and co-workers. Or, imagine if housing were no longer a form
of investment or speculation but actually guaranteed to everyone, and no one
was at risk of having to live on the street if they could no longer pay the rent
increases. Or imagine living in cities with an abundance of well-functioning,
reliable, and luxurious public resources to which everyone would have free
access and could use collectively – from public transport (on streets freed
from private cars) to fast internet connections and community cinemas.27

In addition to expanding post-capitalist nowtopias from below, degrowth
has a strategic focus on the development of proposals for degrowth policies
and institutions. This gradual change of laws, norms, infrastructures, and
institutions, starting from and building on today’s structures, can be
understood as a symbiotic transformation strategy. As argued in chapter 5,
these ‘non-reformist reforms’ do indeed start with existing structures and
regulations but point beyond the capitalist, growth-oriented mode of
production. The most important of these proposals – such as the reduction of
working hours, radical policies of redistribution, universal basic services,
ecological tax reform, or income maximums – have already been discussed
in the previous sections. They are at the centre of the debate on degrowth,
since only through a ‘revolutionary realpolitik’ can the goals of
transformation towards a degrowth society be achieved. Here we briefly
review the fundamental importance of such policies, and how they may
realign society and work together with other strategies.



First, these proposals are central to the degrowth strategy because
interstitial strategies only have a chance of initiating far-reaching social
change if they are accompanied by political changes: ‘If the delicate
beginnings of the transformation to a degrowth society are to be given a
chance of generalization and expansion into other social and economic areas,
a mutual fertilization between micro-practices and macro-politics is
necessary.’28 Degrowth policies thus foster and strengthen grass-roots
experiments, in turn ensuring that the scope of these autonomous economic
practices expands and that they become commonly practised, rather than
exclusive to some. This is needed because such experiments constantly face
structural limits: lack of resources, land, and property, competitive
conditions that reward ecological and social exploitation, lack of time,
inequality in society.

Thus, the phaseout of the fossil fuel–, profit-, and stock market– driven
sectors – as well as the increased fiscal and legal support of regional,
sustainable, and cooperative forms of economic activity – helps to multiply
democratic and collaborative nowtopias. An (ecological) basic income or
the expansion of municipal public services gives people the space and
support they need to get involved in political discussions – beyond the fear
and anxiety of capitalist work society – about how to transform society,
which needs are legitimate, which areas of society should grow, and which
should be phased out.29 In combination with a reduction in working hours for
all, these would also promote the development of a mode of living based on
solidarity, in which the overarching importance of wage work is reduced,
care work is revalued, gender relations become egalitarian, and in which
everyone has time to collectively shape an increasing part of their lives and
economies outside the market. In addition, a radical redistribution of wealth
and income creates real opportunities for participation – for example,
through a reform of tax and inheritance law and through the socialization and
decentralized redistribution of the means of production such as the ownership
of land and buildings, technology, and knowledge. This makes it possible for
all people, in a society that is much more egalitarian and structured around
public abundance rather than privatized wealth, to make equal use of the
opportunities for self-development and participation, in turn deepening the
democratization of politics and the economy, undoing the alienation that
divides us from our environment and each other.30



Non-reformist degrowth policies, however, are not only central to
promoting the generalization of a cooperative economy. They are also
important in order to overcome the dependence by current institutions and
infrastructures on growth and to achieve a mode of production and living
based on solidarity at the level of society as a whole. As already discussed
above, the vision of a degrowth society can only emerge in the interplay of
various radical reforms: a stable and growth-independent society that
strengthens social justice, democracy, and self-determination, and does so
with a much lower material metabolism. According to Giorgos Kallis, if
these reforms were implemented, they

would require the very contours of the system to change radically to accommodate them. And
reforms that, simple and common-sensical as they are, expose the irrationality of a system that
makes them seem impossible and yet deems possible what in all likelihood will end in
catastrophe.31

While these radical reforms may indeed be necessary, there is controversy
over the role of the state in bringing about real, needed change. On the left,
both anarchists and socialists argue for the need to democratize society,
decentralize the state, and put power in the hands of the people – however,
they often differ on the means to get there. Many socialists argue for taking
over the state first, before letting it wither away, while anarchists argue the
needed changes are impossible without the dissolution of the state. Relying
on the state may seem expedient at first in order to bring about macro-level
changes, but this has its limitation in that the state itself reproduces hierarchy,
power structures, and violence. Nevertheless, the scale of action needed
requires a powerful actor, and the state currently remains the dominant actor
on the world stage, being one of the key loci of struggle for climate justice,
labour, feminist, and decolonial movements alike.32

Today, we already have some inspiring proposals that model what a
package of non-reformist reforms could look like. We have already
mentioned, in chapter 4, the ten policy proposals drawn up by Research &
Degrowth in 2015. In 2019, US Senators Ed Markey and Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez introduced a resolution for a ‘Green New Deal’, conceived as a ten-
year mobilization to bring the US to 100 per cent renewable energy use,
including a massive build-out of social services, in some ways along
degrowth lines (though with little mention of growth as an issue to overcome,
and little discussion of the need to reduce aggregate social metabolism and



address unequal North–South relationships). While the motion was defeated
in the US Senate, its afterlives continued to inspire progressive movements in
the US and globally, as it set in motion renewed discussions on the
possibilities of non-reformist reforms when introduced at the level of
government. In the same year, experts and scholars, including many degrowth
advocates, put together the ‘Green New Deal for Europe’, a proposal that
does explicitly mention the need to push towards a post-growth economy, and
offers ways to reduce social metabolism and expand public services and the
cooperative economy. Today, different organizations, in great part inspired
by the new leftist electoral surge, are proposing a ‘Global Green New Deal’.
Visionary platforms such as these, which may not have political currency yet,
set the tone of the debate and are becoming an important site of discussion
and deliberation about what kind of future we want to build, and the
possibility that building it is entirely possible. Particularly valuable for an
alliance would be a ‘Green New Deal without Growth’, which would
incorporate common proposals – such as public investment for energy
transition, industrial policies, the socialization of the energy sector, and the
expansion of welfare – but also highlight the need to build growth-
independent institutions, to radically reduce throughput, and to avoid
environmental problem-shifting and new forms of extractivism in the South.33

Yet, as many have pointed out, these changes can only be implemented by
shifting the balance of power in society and convincing people of the need
for these demands to be realized.34 And this is extremely difficult: because
degrowth policies are less aligned with vested interests than even those
proposed in various Green New Deal platforms, there will no doubt be an
even greater opposition to them. That is why we need a counter-hegemonic
strategy, as discussed below. Given the immense uphill struggle we have
ahead of us, the time is now to get started.

6.3. Counter-hegemony: Building people power against the
growth paradigm

In the early morning of 15 August 2015, around 1,500 people in white
painter’s suits – among them one of the authors of this book – set off on an
unusual journey in the Rhineland in the west of Germany, an area known for
its lignite coal mines, the largest source of CO2 in Europe. Some hours later,



hundreds of protesters reached their destination: the Garzweiler opencast
lignite mine – despite a massive police presence, supported by around 1,000
of the energy companies’ security guards carrying pepper spray and batons.
The activists successfully blocked the huge excavators and halted mining that
day, sending a message that there should be no more coal mining in Germany.
This blockade was the first of many similar and much larger actions of civil
disobedience. Ende Gelände, as it was called, meaning ‘here and no further’,
is probably the first major action of civil disobedience to take place in close
connection with the degrowth movement. Many people with no prior
experience of civil disobedience took part in the action. Many had been
mobilized through the degrowth summer school, which had taken place at the
climate camp the week before the action. The public reactions to the protest
action were – at least in part – very positive.

Ende Gelände is one of a number of similar actions around the globe –
from Indigenous Pacific Islanders blocking coal shipping in Australia, to the
Dakota peoples and their allies constructing a camp on their sacred land to
block the North Dakota Pipeline, to peasants and landless workers in Brazil
blocking and occupying farmland slated for industrial agriculture. Like these
actions, which Naomi Klein characterizes with the term ‘blockadia’, Ende
Gelände has played a pivotal role in shifting consensus in society so that, by
now, large majorities agree that fossil fuels are not necessary and should be
phased out. Actions of civil disobedience, often with the wider support of the
public, have been vital in shifting hegemonic ideas of what is good and
necessary in society.35

Interstitial strategies that test alternatives in civil society ‘from below’,
and the non-reformist reforms that shift the transformation of central contours
of the social system ‘from above’, seem to be, at first sight, contradictory, or
perhaps unconnected, strategies. They can be related in two ways. On one
hand, the wider adoption of nowtopias presupposes changes in society as a
whole, and vice versa, as argued above. On the other hand, however, the
implementation of radical reforms depends on the establishment of a
counter-hegemony in order to enforce ruptures in certain areas of society
and around key conflicts – and this counter-hegemony needs nowtopias to
grow and gain strength.

What is counter-hegemony? Let us briefly revisit the concept of
hegemony. As we argued in the second chapter, following Antonio Gramsci,
capitalist growth societies not only stabilize themselves through the power of



the state and the economic elites. They are also stabilized by the consent and
consensus of the governed and subalterns, a consensus which is primarily
established in civil society and the media. Thus, hegemony is the system of
power and domination that prevails, not just through governments or the
market but also through civil society, our way of life, and the ideas that we
live by. Particularly central to this is the hegemony of the growth paradigm –
the idea that growth is desirable, necessary, and essentially infinite. Any
dominant ideology, including the growth paradigm at the core of capitalist
ideology, depends on legitimacy and approval.36 This is the hegemonic
system we aim to dismantle.

But the everyday mind is not uniform, and the promises and visions of a
hegemonic imagination always point beyond it. According to Ernst Bloch,
they contain a ‘utopian surplus’ – a common sense that a different world is
possible – that can be taken up and strengthened.37 Counter-hegemony is the
flip side of hegemony. Building up a counter-hegemony that can undo the
growth paradigm, re-orient our economy towards well-being, and scale
down social metabolism in the interim would, conversely, also reshape our
daily lives, our imaginaries, and the way we conduct politics and manage the
economy. These counter-hegemonic imaginaries and movements can be
strengthened in diverse ways: in nowtopias; in the development of a
cooperative and solidarity economy; in what Ernst Bloch calls ‘militant
optimism’; in popular education; through engagement with mainstream media;
by running radical candidates supported by social movements to push the
debate to the left; through aspirational policies that change people’s living
conditions; and through a militant ‘dual power’ grounded in, for example,
social movements, unions, strike actions, and people’s assemblies – a
strategy that we discuss further below.

Crucially, counter-hegemonic common sense is embedded in people’s
everyday experience and is therefore closely related to the mobilization of
social movements and the spread of nowtopias. For one, counter-hegemonic
values can be cultivated when people face the cumulative effects of a growth
economy, such as cyclical crises, the brutality of elites in defending the status
quo, and the destruction of nature. But this is only possible when these
experiences of injustice are politicized through organized social movements,
contestation, and public debate. Social movements are particularly important
because they position themselves against a hegemonic consensus and can be
important catalysts for making counter-hegemonic positions part of a future



consensus, and they help to politicize people who may have been less active
in the past. Shifts in everyday understanding also take place in the manifold
commons, nowtopias, projects of the solidarity economy, and social and
ecological struggles – once again, especially when these are politically
linked and understood as answers to the worsening crises of growth.38 As
Barbara Muraca argues, concrete utopias and interstitial spaces are central to
fostering a counter-hegemonic environment, serving as ‘workshops of
liberation’. In the words of Giorgos Kallis, alternative economic spaces are
not simply localized initiatives, but ‘incubators’ for counter-hegemony:

They are incubators, where people perform every day the alternative world they would like to
construct, its logic rendered common sense. Alternative commons are new civil society
institutions that nurture new common senses. As they expand, they undo the common senses of
growth and make ideas that are compatible with degrowth hegemonic, creating the conditions
for a social and political force to change political institutions in the same direction.39

Thus, counter-hegemonic ideas, desires, and demands can be strengthened if
more and more people interact with and benefit from the solidarity and
cooperative economy, if these freedoms are politicized and social
movements are formed around them. A ‘militant optimism’ (as Ernst Bloch
calls it) drives these strategies forward, makes them visible, and reinforces
them.40

In this sense, advancing visionary policies and experimenting with local
alternatives form two sides of the same coin – which ought to be brought
together discursively in the degrowth framework. This counter-hegemonic
narrative can be made visible through interventions in the social sphere –
including through developing new media, conferences and seminars, running
radically progressive electoral campaigns (even if they do not win), but also
including practices in public space such as adbusting (see section 3.2). The
formation of think tanks, strategic engagement with mainstream media and
pop culture, developing memes, infiltrating the arts, and engaging actively in
the ‘war of ideas’ (per Gramsci) through opinion pieces can all create an
environment where degrowth ideas advance in the popular consciousness.

Another way to encourage the formation of a counter-hegemonic
imaginary is through popular education, engaging people in pedagogical
experiences that allow them to readjust mental infrastructures, develop an
understanding of being part of society and nature, and become politicized.
This can be done through workshops, getting involved in nowtopias,



organizing with their colleagues or neighbours, or engaging in political
action such as Ende Gelände or a strike at their workplace. Each of these
experiences may encourage feelings of enjoyment, empowerment, self-
acceptance, mindfulness, solidarity, and finding meaning with others – thus
fostering immaterial sources of satisfaction that are central to creating a new
common sense around the degrowth imaginary.

Non-reformist reforms and the development of a counter-hegemonic
common sense are also mutually reinforcing. First, a counter-hegemonic
common sense is the prerequisite for building the political power to
democratically implement non-reformist reforms. While local, grassroots
initiatives and direct democracy are often put front and centre in interstitial
strategies, it is also true that we do need organized majorities willing to
work towards a cooperative society so that non-reformist reforms can be
voted for and implemented. A central challenge here is that in many of these
interstitial initiatives, and in the degrowth movement itself, those involved
are often predominantly academically educated and from privileged social
milieus.41 Degrowth concepts can only reach a wider population if they
become meaningful by directly relating to everyone’s life, and if they are
experienced as the promise of radical abundance rather than as the threat of
individual renunciation.42

It is here that municipal-level changes can be crucial in radicalizing the
sensibilities of the majority and creating the desire for more change. While
national-level reforms may be initially difficult to achieve, people can
organize with their neighbours and at the level of the municipality for
initiatives that transform daily life. This could include, for example, social
and cooperative housing projects, free public transport, rent strikes,
demanding a minimum wage, and resistance to neoliberal mega-projects that
shift resources from citizens to transnational investors.43

Even at the national level, proposing aspirational, desirable policies can
be seen as one way to politicize economic and social issues – they are
themselves a kind of advertisement for degrowth. In this way, social-
ecological tax reform, a basic and maximum income, the reduction in
working hours, and other complementary measures offer new forms of
freedom, well-being, and abundance that can help build the collective self-
empowerment needed to further develop counter-hegemony and transform
political and social institutions.



Finally, whether or not non-reformist reforms get implemented depends
on the political pressure of social movements and the existence of already-
existing alternatives – without both, they lack inspiration and legitimacy. As
the Red Nation argues about the necessity of direct action, ‘We must be
straightforward about what is necessary. If we want to survive, there are no
incremental or ‘‘non-disruptive’’ ways to reduce emissions. Reconciliation
with the ruling class is out of the question.’44 So, even if there are already
some connections between the degrowth spectrum and other social
movements – especially in the area of movements against extractivism, cars
and aviation, and unsustainable and nonsensical megaprojects, as well as,
alongside the global environmental justice movements, against the deepening
of the crisis of care work or in the form of the Spanish movement of
Indignados – these are to be strengthened. Degrowth perspectives should
play a role in all the social struggles aimed at undoing the imperial mode of
living and fighting all kinds of hierarchies, discriminations, and power
structures for a cooperative way of life.45 Importantly, this also involves
alliances with international movements, particularly those in the Global
South which are today some of the most militant and active: peasant and
Indigenous struggles, landless worker and informal labourer movements,
movements for decolonization and post-extractivism and against structural
adjustment and imperialism.46

This goes beyond merely strengthening the different social movements
that exist: there is also a necessity to think and act strategically about the
kinds of actions these movements might take, and how they could be more
effective. The question of organization is often neglected in degrowth
debates. How exactly will people organize? What are the mechanisms and
processes of organization that will bring about this transformation? And how
can we collectively shape – and plan – economic life at a community and
societal level?

One approach that can be useful to draw from here is that of ‘dual
power’.47 It is called ‘dual’ power because it represents a system of power
that operates parallel to the state and has the capacity, like the state, to
determine the direction of society. Today, dual power can be understood as
the effort to build movements and organizations that have the capacity to
make demands from the state but that do not fully rely on the state to function.



This has three different components, unique, but related to the strategies for
counter-hegemony outlined above.

First, and more obviously, it requires building closer connections and
alliances among different movements, such as those for migrant, labour,
climate, and racial justice, as well as anti-imperialist, feminist, and anti-
capitalist movements more broadly. This can be done through setting up
networks of communication and resource-sharing, as well as through
organizations that are able to coordinate between movements – some initial
efforts have been done here already from a degrowth perspective.48

Second, there is also a need for organizing and for building movements
that have the capacity to block or make demands from capital and the state.
For example, strikes or blockades can be an effective tactic for pushing for
demands, rather than merely performing such demands without power to back
them up. This is needed because, first and foremost, even if politicians
sympathetic to degrowth were to be elected, they would need both support
and pressure from movements to push forward degrowth policies, since even
such politicians would necessarily confront formidable vested interests to
make the needed changes. It is also necessary because, by and large, those in
power rarely care when you ask them nicely. When a strike takes away the
profits of those in power, they are forced to come to the table and make a
compromise. Of course, this requires dedicated, slow organizing in
workplaces and where people live in order to build a critical mass of people
who can build relationships of solidarity, block corporate profits, and
guarantee accountability from elected representatives. Here, degrowth can
rely less on the traditional male industrial working class, whose interests are
often partly in line with defending the imperial mode of living (by being
dependent on fossil-fuel jobs in the automotive or energy sectors, for
example), and to a greater extent on new formations and struggles around
precarity, patriarchy, racism, ableism, class hierarchies, ecology, and global
justice – the ‘multitude’ of those left behind by the capitalist growth. Further,
while those who primarily benefit from the imperial mode of living
historically have had a privileged position in terms of making demands from
the state, due to labour movements and to the character of labour in the
industrialized core vis-a-vis capital, these groups no longer have the means
to make demands as they once did following the deindustrialization of early
industrial nations, the shifting of industrial activities to the Global South, the
spatial shift of capital from industry towards information technology and real



estate, and the increased precarity of labour more generally. This indicates a
need to expand militancy beyond the traditional industrial sectors and into the
more precarious and often feminized and racialized service sector, care
industry, as well as into communities living in the line of strategically
important speculative, extractive, and toxic projects such as gentrification,
mining, pipelines, and brownfield sites.49

Third, these movements must also have their own sources of power,
rather than just the capacity to resist vested interests. A key component here
is the solidarity and cooperative economy – which can funnel resources to at-
risk communities and on-the-ground struggles. Another component is setting
up democratic structures within movements, such as people’s assemblies,
councils, and confederations of movements and assemblies, so that
movements are accountable to their members and are able to deliberate
collectively. In linking economic democracy and direct democracy, social
movements not only build the capacity to resist existing power structures, but
also to chart their own future paths.50 Thus, a dual-power orientation is one
last, but crucial, component of a counter-hegemonic strategy.

6.4. Confronting crises: Beyond ‘degrowth by design or by
disaster’

The combination and interplay of interstitial strategies, implementing non-
reformist reforms, and building counter-hegemony is our humble proposal as
to how we might best conceptualize the transformation to a degrowth society.
A common feature in these strategies is that proponents of degrowth are not
waiting for a distant future ‘after the revolution’ but aiming to change things
here and now. Another common feature is that the diversity of approaches is
not seen as a problem but as enriching and complementary.51 But the
challenges are enormous, especially in view of the increasingly acute socio-
ecological crises and the growing threat from authoritarian nationalist
movements, which promise false solutions to the problems of the growth
society. Not only is this transformation diametrically opposed to the interests
of capitalist enterprises and the richest groups and individuals, as well as to
fossil capital and the fascist movements defending it – since it aims to
drastically limit or abolish the possibilities for exploitation and
accumulation; it also contradicts the interests of national governments, which



are fundamentally geared to and existentially dependent on strengthening
competitiveness and economic growth. And, finally, not only is the monopoly
over the legitimate use of force – held by growth-oriented states – an
enormous challenge; potential upheavals in geopolitical relations also
present a serious problem. If degrowth were implemented in a single country,
it would likely lead to capital flight, capital strikes, geopolitical tensions,
and possibly even armed conflicts.52

Ignoring these challenges and hurdles, fleeing from reality, is clearly not
an option. It’s no use sticking our heads in the sand. Nor can we fall into the
naïve idea that we just have to talk to everyone nicely to get them on board:
we need intentional, large-scale organization and mobilization to achieve the
changes we need. The alternative is intensifying global environmental and
social crises and the increasingly brutal defence of the imperial mode of
living – in short, a world of eco-apartheid.

Yet, what these proposals do not, and in many ways cannot, take into
account is the unpredictable: the role of crisis in bringing about change. As
we write, the coronavirus pandemic has halted world trade and caused stock
markets to collapse, leading to a global recession. Though many
epidemiologists did predict the high probability of another pandemic, it took
many by surprise and changed everything. In the Global South, governments
already heavily laden with debts, previously incurred from structural
adjustment, buckled once more under another weight. In the United States, the
government initially barely responded, leading to hundreds of thousands of
avoidable deaths. Countries like Spain and Canada instituted welfare
systems functioning similarly to basic income, nationalized health care
facilities, placed moratoria on evictions and froze rents, or instructed
companies to produce health equipment in line with state plans. And a
historical antiracist uprising broke out across the world, sparked by one of
the largest protests of US history against police brutality, structural racism,
and the racist ‘politics of disposability’ revealed by the pandemic.53

Moments of crisis such as a pandemic are unpredictable events that fall upon
us, junctures in the capitalist world-system that can lead to the rapid
mobilization of social movements – and of repressive forces. Crises such as
these can drastically affect our political projects and the horizons of what is
possible by either expanding or curtailing them.

‘Degrowth by design or by disaster’ has become one of the main
catchphrases to think through the role of crisis in bringing about a degrowth



transition.54 It suggests that downscaling will happen whether we want it or
not: it could be planned and largely peaceful, or unplanned and violent. But,
by now, readers should recognize that wholesale collapse is explicitly not
what is meant by degrowth. The wider issue, however, is that this phrase
also implies a dichotomy between design and disaster, against which we
want to push. Amid an accelerating ecological collapse and faced with the
threat of ever greater economic crises, as over-accumulation spirals to ever
higher levels, the likelihood of a social-ecological transformation without
crisis is small. The relations between ‘by design’ and ‘by disaster’ are,
however, complex: in some cases, disaster can be an opportunity for design;
in other cases, an opportunity for deepening repression. A transition by
design is unlikely; and yet, by relying on a crisis alone, it won’t happen.

In the degrowth literature, it is fair to say that the role of crisis is not well
developed. Here we propose a more nuanced approach to the role of crisis
in transformation, inviting our readers to think about it further. Let us begin
by orienting ourselves once again according to Erik Olin Wright’s three
transformation strategies: interstitial, symbiotic, and ruptural – which we
discussed in terms of nowtopias, non-reformist reforms, and counter-
hegemony. Crisis, and its contradictory role in transformation, can also be
conceptualized through this lens.

To begin with, interstitial strategies have a very important place in
responding to crisis – and highlight the need to build up resilient
communities. For example, when Hurricane Maria hit Puerto Rico in 2017, it
resulted in billions in damages and the destruction of roughly 80 per cent of
its agriculture. It was during this dark and frightening moment, when little aid
was available, that democratically-run community centres such as Casa
Pueblo in the city of Adjuntas provided solar-powered energy, food, and
mutual aid to citizens. In any crisis, it is often local communities
collaborating democratically based on altruism, resourcefulness, and
generosity who are most effective in their response – relying on what
Rebecca Solnit in A Paradise Built in Hell has analysed as proto-communist
principles.55 It is in these tumultuous moments that nowtopias like Casa
Pueblo become especially relevant: people are drawn to them, and they in
turn help shape the imaginary of what a post-crisis world could look like.
Though a small organization, they had an outsized impact on local politics.
Following their success, organizations like Resilient Puerto Rico started
building out a distributed network of solar power for community centres



around the island. Two years later, the whole island rose in protest, kicking
out the corrupt governor and, in part inspired by Casa Pueblo, which by then
had become well known, began organizing local assemblies in every town
and city. And there are hundreds of similarly empowering examples from
other crises – from the decentralized, anarchist-inspired mutual aid efforts
around the Common Ground collective after Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and
Occupy Sandy in 2012 in the US, to the wave of solidarity clinics in Greece
providing people with health care and medicine in reaction to EU austerity
measures, and, most recently, the mutual aid networks that sprang up around
the world in the context of COVID-19. By setting up these alternatives now,
they will be in place to support and inspire people when they are shaken out
of their daily routines in moments of tremendous change. In this way, the
windows of opportunity resulting from the crises can be used as options for
action, further expanding bottom-up movements, and awakening the desire for
transformation.56

Second, crises can also be an opportunity to roll out or expand
nonreformist reforms. Naomi Klein famously showed how elites used
shocks – such as the fall of the USSR or Augusto Pinochet’s Washington-
backed coup of Salvador Allende – to implement neoliberal reforms,
eventually siphoning wealth towards the rich and driving greater inequality.57

Conversely, however, the left can also take advantage of crises to respond
effectively and accomplish far-reaching change. The pandemic served as an
eye-opening case in this regard – as argued by Tim Jackson: ‘With an alacrity
that was almost shocking, the coronavirus crisis revealed what capitalism
has long denied: that it is possible for government to intervene in the health
of society. Dramatically if necessary.’58 Notwithstanding later changes,
initially governments and companies adopted policies that were quite
radical, as we noted above. In the context of a mass movement pushing for
change and sympathetic political leaders, such moments could have been
opportunities to execute a Green New Deal platform at the national level.59

Moreover, the state has a central role during these crises, often acting as
guarantor of financial institutions when capital investments see sudden and
rapid fluctuations and devaluations. Certain events – a pandemic, the loss of
confidence in large spheres of investments – can shift the global economy
from overaccumulation of capital to a sudden devaluation of it. As Patrick
Bond notes, while ‘uneven global development is on the degrowth horizon …



capitalist crisis tendencies should be too’.60 Normally the brunt of these
crises of devaluation are imposed on the poor through increasing their debts,
while corporations, banks, and the rich are bailed out, thus creating the
conditions for new forms of investment and a continuation of the boom-and-
bust cycle. Yet, nonreformist reforms could leverage crisis to the opposite
effect: bailing out the poor, erasing Global South debt, letting purely
financial assets devaluate, and making bailouts of companies and banks
conditional on public ownership, democratic control, and strict criteria for
social-ecological well-being.

This can be further illustrated with one example from the COVID-19
crisis. In the early days of the pandemic, the idea gained traction in the US
that effectively addressing climate change would involve taking fossil fuels
out of the market by nationalizing fuel industries and their oil, gas, and coal
reserves – and that this crisis was a good opportunity to do so. A group of
scholars in economics and energy studies argued in a 2020 white paper, ‘Out
of Time: The Case for Nationalizing the Fossil Fuel Industry’, that this was
the only way ‘to overcome many of the systemic hurdles that prevent
meaningful action, allowing us to move towards decarbonization in a way
that is planned, provides for workers, and supports communities’. In their
convincing case, the authors refer to hundreds of historical examples in
which the US government had nationalized key industries and critical
resources during wars and financial crises. To achieve this, they argued no
expropriations or compulsory acquistions were necessary – the easiest
would be if the Federal Reserve simply bought majority shares of every
fossil fuel company, whose value was at that time of crisis estimated to be no
more than $700 billion (and thus much less than the corporate bailouts
provided during the pandemic).61 This example shows how non-reformist
reforms could potentially play critical roles in times of crisis. However, as
this also makes clear, such an effective response to capitalist crises would
need to go beyond traditional leftist or ecological Keynesian approaches by
demanding a wholesale restructuring of finance and economy and by
fundamentally shifting the balance of power between private capital and the
democratic public – a response that certainly needs to be prepared
beforehand and requires effective popular pressure.

Third, it is in moments of crisis that counter-hegemony can become
especially powerful. Crises can shape a counter-hegemonic common sense,
in that they are moments when the unfairness and irrationality of the



economic system crystallizes in people’s mind – such as, when, during the
coronavirus pandemic, many governments prioritized economic growth over
people’s lives, resulting in a terrible calculus in which the elderly who do
not contribute to the economy are considered disposable. Patrick Bond, in an
article on the role of crisis for degrowth, points to two key ways that
degrowth-oriented movements can organize in response to crises. First, an
effective response to crisis involves building links with workers and
communities in the Global South, as they are the most affected by the unequal
imposition of debt following global economic meltdowns. Second, in the
face of post-crisis devaluation of social reproduction (for example, cuts to
medicine, housing, or increasing rates of energy costs), organized social
movements may campaign for expansion of the requirements for survival,
demanding access to basic goods and therefore expanding the desire for a
care-based economy.62 We would add that, more generally, organizational
structures that build towards dual power can be activated and strengthened
during moments of crisis as people turn to mutual aid organizations,
alternative forms of democracy, and nowtopian experiments. What is
imperative, however, is that these networks embed international solidarity in
their organizing, as moments of crisis are precisely also moments when the
losses of the rich tend to be socialized and shifted on to the poorest.

Yet crises are also charged with extreme risk. They can and often do
strengthen the right and tend to reinforce the growth paradigm, capitalist
hegemony and the logic of law and order that supports it.63 Today, political
coordinates have shifted significantly with the rise of the New Right in the
US, Europe, India, and Latin America. These populist movements see
success by and large through promising to retain the status quo for the
privileged middle class while breeding resentment among downwardly
mobile working and middle classes against migrants or other ‘outsiders’ –
taking advantage of declining rates of growth and migrant crises to further
their agenda of maintaining a hierarchical status quo by any means necessary.
This aggressive defence of the fossil fuel–dependent imperial mode of living
has so far hardly been taken into account in the strategic discussion on
degrowth and in the ecological left more broadly, even though this has a
considerable influence on the windows of opportunity for communication and
the implementation of degrowth.64

In times of crisis, the voter bloc of the nationalist right can expand
rapidly, when many people favour stability and order over transition and the



insecurity that comes with it. In times such as these, it is imperative that
degrowth appears, not as destabilizing and inspiring fear, but as the
necessary transformation that both expands people’s freedoms and gets to the
root of the crisis itself. It is for this reason that a formation of a counter-
hegemonic common sense – one that is internationalist, antiracist, queer-
feminist, and inclusive, and stands for global ecological justice – is one of
our greatest tools in preventing a fascist resurgence today.

6.5. Is degrowth achievable?

Degrowth is not a blueprint that needs to be followed. Rather, it is an
invitation, a broad set of principles and ideas, a path whose twists and turns
have yet to be taken. We hope that we have convinced you that degrowth is
not just a good, timely, and necessary idea, but one that could, in fact, really
work. Yet whether a degrowth society can and will become reality cannot be
answered theoretically; it depends on the practices, relationships, and
organizing of all of us. To make this vision real requires a massive,
concerted effort from every corner of society – let alone those who consider
themselves to be on the left. We have made some proposals for how to think
about the strategies for systemic change, combining nowtopias, non-reformist
reforms, and the building of counter-hegemony and transformative power. But
to start this journey, we need a broad but unified ‘movement of movements’
for life and against capitalist growth to confidently take the first steps along
this path of transformation. You don’t have to call this ‘degrowth’, but we
hope that the core concerns of both the critique and the proposal of degrowth
will be integrated into more and more struggles and transformative practices.
There are endless ways to follow this path – from starting a workers’
cooperative to setting up a mutual aid centre or pushing for non-reformist
reforms in your municipality. Whatever you choose to do, know that our
trajectories are aligned.
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7
The future of degrowth

When the coronavirus pandemic hit in the spring of 2020, a debate began in
almost every country about whether we should shut down the economy to
preserve lives, or whether we should keep it going to protect the economy
and economic growth. Some countries, such as the United States, Brazil, and
Sweden, initially chose to keep the economy largely open, leading to many
avoidable deaths. The economy and growth, many said, was much more
important. Other countries, however, deliberately shut down parts of the
economy to save lives. Here – in a process of crisis and under capitalist,
hierarchical, and largely undemocratic circumstances – we could see
something resembling degrowth more than anything hitherto experienced. For
the sake of argument, the politics to fight the pandemic can be interpreted as a
deliberate and planned shutdown of large parts of the economy, with the goal
of furthering the common good (flattening the curve and thus saving lives),
thereby differentiating between sectors that were essential for the
provisioning of basic goods and services and those that were less so. To
achieve this shutdown and cushion its effects, governments introduced
policies that had long been deemed impossible – furloughing workers,
protecting livelihoods, ordering planes to stay grounded, securing



employment through short-term work allowances, investing in care, or
intervening directly in the production process by nationalizing crisis-ridden
companies and health facilities or planning the production of health
equipment – all by using the government’s sovereign power of money
creation. These and many other far-reaching interventions were initially
backed by large majorities, and they led to (temporary) significant reductions
in emissions and material throughput.1

Of course, this is a highly idealized account that only reflects certain
aspects of the policies of some governments in the first half of 2020,
neglecting that, even then, it was mainly the rich who were bailed out, and
that this came with austerity measures, vaccine apart-heid colonialism,
increasing global inequality, authoritarian tendencies, or public support for
and fast rebounding of carbon-intensive industries and emissions.
Governments’ reactions to the pandemic were not degrowth. As we argued
in chapter 6, recessions are not degrowth because the economy is still
dependent on growth. Similarly, the responses to COVID-19 are not
degrowth because, ultimately, they are designed to get the economy back on
track towards growth. Nonetheless, initial reactions of some governments to
the threat of the pandemic did inspire hope and spark debates about a future
that did not go back to ‘normal’.

With this debate, and with the unfolding of the various crises related to
growth – the chronic emergency of climate catastrophe, mass extinction, and
the increasing threat of pandemics – interest in degrowth has grown. The
degrowth manifesto that provoked a debate in mainstream Dutch media,
which we discussed in the beginning of the book, is symptomatic of this
opening of a window of opportunities. Many no longer accept that we must
choose economic growth over people’s lives – the dichotomy is rejected as
wrong in its very basic assumptions. In the time since, people’s emotional
approach towards radical ideas such as those of degrowth have shifted, and,
for many, it now seems to be a more realistic proposal than that of keeping
the current system intact. Today, a critique of economic growth is common
among many who do not want a society that sacrifices human lives for the
sake of protecting the annual GDP growth rate.

Fundamentally, questioning economic growth means asking: What kind of
society do we want to live in, and how do we get there? These debates have
been immensely productive: they have triggered discussions on what a post-
capitalist future could look like and have (re-) politicized ‘the economy’.



And they are an important and timely contribution to understanding and
tackling the social, economic, and ecological challenges of the twenty-first
century. Today, the multiple limits and crises of the growth society, the
hegemonic growth paradigm, and the dynamics of growth and expansion
fundamental to modern societies are topics that can no longer be ignored in
socio-political discussions and scientific research.

In this book, we have attempted to systematize these fields of research
and discussion on degrowth – both as a criticism of growth and as a proposal
for transformation. We wanted to make clear that diversity is a central
characteristic of degrowth, the strength of which lies precisely in the
interplay of different strands of growth criticism, policy proposals, and
visions for transformation. Systematizing these various approaches, we think,
is necessary to advance the discussion within degrowth and to overcome
incomplete or simplified approaches. We have also sought to define the core
of the degrowth perspective. Our argument is that degrowth is a political
project and a research paradigm that illuminates pathways for comprehensive
global justice beyond capitalism: for a convivial way of life in solidarity
with others. Degrowth aims to achieve global ecological justice by
fundamentally restructuring and radically reducing the energy and material
throughput in the Global North through policies, institutions, and everyday
norms that promote social justice, self-determination, and a good life for all
without being structurally dependent on social dynamics of expansion,
acceleration, and accumulation.

Degrowth as a scientific research paradigm has indeed developed
rapidly. Nevertheless, there is still a long way to go before the degrowth
hypothesis – that it is possible to live well without growth – is even
discussed in the mainstream of various disciplines, especially economics.
We are also not yet at a point where degrowth is well established and
studied, with all the consequences and questions that follow from it.2 The
political path towards a degrowth society seems yet more distant even if
everyday common sense – the increasing awareness of ecological
catastrophes caused by heatwaves and storms; cyclical crises leading many
to feel a sense of frustration with the promises of economic growth; the
unease with life in the professional hamster wheel; the everyday crisis of not
having enough time to care properly for the young, the old, and the sick; the
desire for fairer conditions, meaningful activities, and a more joyful
everyday life – encourages more interest in degrowth.



Given the scale of the challenges, there is much more to discuss.
Certainly, aspects of the degrowth literature are robust and well developed:
in particular, analyses of the capitalist growth economy and the hegemony of
the growth paradigm (chapter 2), as well as the different strands of the
growth critique, some of which have been discussed for decades (chapter 3).
Yet the vision, contours, and central policies of a degrowth society (chapters
4 and 5) and, in particular, the question of transformation (chapter 6) call for
deeper analyses yet. There are still many open questions, research gaps, and
unresolved controversies. We argue that some key issues are often ignored
within the degrowth discussion and require critical engagement. We have
already discussed some of them in the chapters of the book – such as the
ambivalent and unresolved relationship to the state, the significance of the
feminist growth critique for degrowth, or the question of how degrowth
should respond to the rise of authoritarian, racist, and populist parties and
movements.

In order to advance this discussion, we would like to conclude by taking
a look at some other important challenges that have been only partially
addressed in the book. The goal is to stimulate a deeper discussion. We focus
on four areas.

7.1. Class and race

In parts of the degrowth discussion, there is a tendency to mainly focus on
ecological issues and to do so from a class-blind and consumer-focused
perspective that downplays social issues and fundamentally depoliticizes
degrowth. This may be due to the fact that in the degrowth spectrum, a
majority of participants are white, come from privileged social contexts in
the Global North, and have academic backgrounds.3 However, the focus on
individual consumer renunciation – on consuming eco-consciously and less –
ignores the perspectives of people who can’t afford to do so, and it stands in
the way of a broader growth critique and the development of majorities who
would support degrowth positions. Not only is this analytically false and
politically foolish, but it also does not have to be this way. As we have
shown, degrowth has the tools to address class in all its complexities.
Degrowth, we argue, should speak directly to the question of class inequality,
acknowledge and address the existing structural growth dependencies and



their repercussions, analyse the role of consumption and the critique of
consumerism through the lens of class, and emphasize distributive justice,
public abundance, and social security in the vision of a degrowth society. In
order to place degrowth on a broader social footing, the focus could be
further strengthened by centring the improvements of a degrowth transition –
from radical redistribution through wealth and inheritance taxes, to shortened
working hours and an ‘alternative hedonism’, to a re-evaluation and more
gender-equal redistribution of care work and to the expansion of public and
democratically controlled services – in the areas of housing, energy, water,
and mobility – that are accessible to all. Degrowth needs to link these policy
proposals more strongly with ongoing struggles such as those around rent and
housing, the phasing out of fossil fuels and a just energy transition, feminist
struggles around care work, trade union struggles, and the movement for
economic democracy – such as efforts to democratize the workplace.4
Beyond this, and more practically, those who advocate degrowth must also
move beyond academic confines and discourses to engage organically with
movements and society at large. In the end, degrowth is in great part about
overcoming class society – not only within capitalist centres where the
advantages of the imperial mode of living accumulate, but globally.

Race is also under-explored within degrowth. There is an urgent need to
incorporate into degrowth an understanding of how racial capitalism drives
class relations within and between countries, and is intrinsic to capitalist
growth. Much could be learned from how social movements are bringing
together concerns for racial, migrant, and environmental justice, as well as
aligning with Indigenous land struggles and supporting refugees’ right to
freedom of movement. Further, the connections between prison systems,
policing and criminalization of marginalized populations, and segregation
can also be understood in a degrowth context. For example, gentrification
and urban development often occur for the sake of growth and increasingly
operate through a sheen of ‘green growth’, but depends on the exclusion of
minorities – such as migrants, homeless, Indigenous, and Black people.
Overcoming a growth economy thus means tackling these dynamics of
exclusion that actually drive the growth machine. Ultimately, the development
of a degrowth society is a question of decolonization – as it concerns who
owns the land, who takes care of the land, and how we can build a world of
abundance that does not exclude whole groups of people.5



7.2. Geopolitics and imperialism

Degrowth advocates have not adequately tackled the geopolitical
ramifications of the transition that they envision. This includes the
relationship between growth, the state, imperialism, and militarization, and
the political-economic effects degrowth would have on international
relations and on communities in the Global South in particular. Although the
focus on ecology, social metabolism with nature, and structural growth
constraints of the economy has strengthened our understanding of the material
dimension of current crises, many parts of the degrowth spectrum focus
primarily on cultural critiques of or normative discussions about consumer
society and the prospects of bottom-up alternatives, side-lining world-
systemic relations or a materialist perspective on global power dynamics.
The role of the state in disrupting necessary transformations, its monopoly on
violence, the racist incarceration system, the borders it maintains, and the
power of the global military-industrial complex are often not confronted in
the degrowth literature.6 For example, it is not at all clear under which
conditions and based on what balance of social forces elites would give up
their privileges, which are built on uneven development and global injustice
and backed up by military might. The degrowth vision can hence sometimes
come across as naïve and unrealistic, constricted to a vision of cultural
change. Further, while it seems obvious that the transition towards a
degrowth society would, even if confined to early industrialized countries,
have serious consequences within the current world system, these questions
have not been much discussed thus far. The geopolitical dimensions of
degrowth could be further advanced by creating closer links with fields that
study geopolitical, world-system, and securitization dynamics, as well as by
building alliances with anti-militarist, anti-imperialist, and decolonial
movements.7 As we have argued, the repercussions of degrowth in
industrialized countries on communities in the Global South should be an
integral part of the degrowth agenda, from export markets or tourism to the
questions of reparations – another key issue that requires more sustained
exploration.8 How could degrowth be managed in a way that overcomes
global inequalities and does not deepen dependency, while also addressing
centuries of colonial and ecological debt on the part of industrialized
countries? We also need to better analyse how the rise of emerging markets
like China, which account for an increasing share of global growth,



emissions, and consumption, complicates the degrowth agenda.9
Furthermore, we know little about the possibilities for degrowth at a
transnational level, on the related transformations and role of institutions
such as the European Union or the United Nations – key questions, since the
transition to a degrowth society is hardly conceivable in a single country.
Finally, degrowth needs to engage with and support demands for
demilitarization, a strengthening of democratic world politics, a globally just
trade and monetary order, and freedom of movement – in particular for
climate refugees. All these are key levers for a degrowth transition that
furthers global ecological justice.10

7.3. Information technology

A third void in the degrowth debate is the relationship between degrowth and
digitalization, and the question of how the transition to information
capitalism will transform the degrowth agenda. On the analytical side,
degrowth literature rarely engages with the literature on the political
economy of digitalization, which has produced analyses on, among other
things, how digitalization affects growth in its various dimensions (resource
and energy consumption, well-being, alienation, accumulation dynamics, care
work, South–North relations, and so on).11 More generally, degrowth’s
relationship to technology, and especially to information technology, must be
clarified. There are certain streams of degrowth that sweepingly reject most
forms of industrial-scale technologies. With regard to digital technologies, in
parts of the degrowth discussion a scepticism and a practical rejection of
digital technology such as smartphones prevails. This is unfortunate, because,
at the very least, degrowth actually has a lot to offer contemporary
discussions about information technology. Degrowth suggests ways to go
beyond the absurdities of Silicon Valley’s endless pursuit of growth, which –
given the tendencies of saturation in consumer markets – has to create
products such as the metaverse, or non-fungible tokens, as yet again new
areas for appropriation, speculation, and accumulation. Instead of an
economic system that depends on continuous accumulation and creates the
technologies to enable this, and instead of spending endless time and
resources on these farcical ventures, we could just stop the growth machine
and create technologies that actually benefit us and allow convivial



relationships to flourish. There are those within degrowth and allied to it
who do refer to the objective possibilities arising from a prospective digital
commons.12 In our book, and building on this perspective, we argue for a
nuanced approach that democratically weighs the benefits and costs of
technologies based on social, ecological, and participatory criteria and
accordingly for a society that autonomously sets limits, also for specific
technologies (see chapter 5). Degrowth, we argue, should actively engage in
these debates and fathom the possibilities that might arise, while critically
highlighting the democratic challenges and the often flatly ignored resource
and energy requirements and their global justice implications. Beyond
critique alone, degrowth needs to analyse how platform cooperativism –
which refers to efforts to build new, cooperatively owned platforms to
replace for-profit social media and entrepreneurial platforms – could be
integrated into the degrowth vision.13 Closer cooperation with the peer-to-
peer movement and the innovations in new currencies and value production,
manufacturing, and knowledge-sharing is another potential avenue.14 There is
a need to build links between degrowth and labour movements in the
information technology and logistics industries, for example with Amazon
and Uber workers – and to connect those struggles with an analysis of the
material impacts of smart technologies. And, ultimately, links must be made
with the communities living and working in rare earth and lithium mines, as
well as with those living in the sacrifice zones of toxic waste generated by
information technology.15

7.4. Democratic planning

Finally, degrowth should engage more explicitly with the question of
planning. Curiously, while ‘planning’, ‘design’, or ‘coordination’ are often
mentioned in degrowth discussions, the reality of planning itself – its primary
actors, whether it is centralized or decentralized, participatory or imposed –
is rarely engaged with. For example, a recent paper defined degrowth as ‘a
planned reduction of energy and resource use designed to bring the economy
back into balance with the living world in a way that reduces inequality and
improves human well-being’.16 However, there is strikingly little explicit
engagement with or research into what exactly ‘planning for degrowth’ could
look like, given the fact that degrowth favours decentralized structures over



hierarchical and bureaucratic centralized ones. In view of the ambition and
challenge of a transition beyond growth, this is a gap that urgently needs to be
addressed. If degrowth requires transforming our infrastructure (for example,
away from automobile-dominated mobility), our energy systems (for
example, away from a centralized fossil fuel industry), and basically our
entire economy (away from profit-oriented private businesses), then, as we
have argued, this must involve various forms of short-term and long-term
democratic planning. Economic planning has long been an important question
in both economics and socialist literature and is today seeing a revival with
the rise of new left parties and visionary proposals such as the Green New
Deal.17 Proponents of degrowth are in a position to engage more actively in
this debate and further investigate which kinds of planning degrowth could
involve, but also, how the discussions about planning would have to be
adapted for the specific questions, requirements, and challenges that arise in
the context of degrowth. These include, for instance, the management of
absolute caps in resource use and emissions, their harmonization with social
targets such as universal access to essential goods and services, planning just
transitions in the phase-out of dirty sectors, or questions regarding the
participatory planning of investment and divestment decisions, including
technological innovation and what has been discussed as collective
dépense.18 Practically, questions need to be asked regarding how degrowth
would relate to, for example, the logistics industry, existing infrastructure
projects, and the democratic management of planning. We do not know
enough about how new digital tools can help in supporting democratic
planning and decentralized decision-making – and thus how they can help to
democratize economic activities, a project central to degrowth. How would
democratic, decentralized planning take nature, and ecological boundaries,
into account? And what kind of economic indicators would degrowth
economies use to inform planning if GDP were abandoned, keeping in mind
that a universal indicator that breaks the entire world down into one number
will not suffice to understand the multiplicity of dimensions relevant to
democratic decision-making from below?

7.5. Degrowth: A visionary pathway to post-capitalism



Despite new interest in degrowth, many – from conservatives to social
democrats, eco-modernists, and productivist leftists – disregard it as a
romantic idea that need not be taken seriously, an idea which is regressive
and anti-consumerist, or one that is either too radical or not radical enough.
But, even if there is room for debate on some of the gaps and biases in the
degrowth literature, degrowth should not be rejected outright. In this book,
our goal has been to show that degrowth poses a set of key questions that all
emancipatory alternatives need to address, which are often ignored.
Degrowth offers answers to them as well. If people want to know how to
address the challenges of ecological destruction, the ideology of capitalism,
or the industrial, hierarchical, and imperial mode of production, degrowth is
much more advanced than many other realms of debate – and this includes
many of the debates on the left.

Degrowth, we argue, is one important guide to a world beyond
capitalism. We will need others on its side. Throughout the book, we have
sought to draw out some of the best approaches from the degrowth literature
in order to offer a diverse, yet visionary, critique of capitalism – including
proposals for how to move beyond it. We have not shied away from some
internal debates and contradictions and have presented them honestly in
order to enable people to make up their own minds. We hope that this
introduction contributes to a wider interest and understanding of degrowth –
both as an emerging scientific research paradigm and as a political project.
We do not think degrowth itself will develop into the social movement
bringing about the urgently needed social-ecological transformations. But we
hope, in the next counter-hegemonic cycle, that larger blocs of social
movements and political forces opposing both capitalist globalism and
authoritarian nationalism will integrate key critiques, perspectives, and
proposals from degrowth. Theoretically and practically, there are many open
questions, conceptual opportunities, and political challenges. It is our
conviction that these can be addressed through critical debate and political
engagement. Because one thing is certain: we need to break free from the
capitalist economy. Degrowth gives us the tools to bend its bars.
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