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Introduction

In the late 1960s when growth rates started to fluctuate and gradually fall, the Keynesian 
mode of regulation was challenged. At first the state attempted to preserve the pre-existing 
balance of forces with a view to coping, on the one hand, with unions that demanded the 
continuation of full employment and collective bargaining, and on the other, with capi-
talists interested in protecting their returns on investment against rising inflation in the 
1970s.1 For all the variety in the different countries’ responses to the question of whether 
wage demands follow inflation or cause it,2 capitalists reacted in a relatively homogeneous 

1wolfgang Streeck, “the crises of Democratic capitalism,” New Left Review 71 (2011), p. 12.
2leo Panitch and Sam Gindin, “capitalist crisis and the crisis this time,” Socialist Register 47 (2011), p. 7.

ABSTRACT
This article examines the perspective on labor in two critiques of 
“growth” as elaborated in the context of two capitalist crises: the 
Keynesian model of industrial development in the 1970s, and the 
neoliberal finance capitalist growth model of today. A landmark event 
for the first critique was the publication of the “Limits to Growth” 
report, and for the second the emergence of the “degrowth” theoretical 
current. Both critiques have a Malthusian point of departure, and 
their view on overpopulation is accordingly discussed. Comparison 
between them shows that despite their ecological and supposedly 
socially and politically neutral point of departure, both bodies of 
critique examined here—that of the 1970s and the contemporary 
one—prescribe for labor the obligation of social discipline and 
acceptance of labor-market insecurity, along with the undermining 
of welfare rights. First, I argue that there is no such thing as an 
ahistorical critique of growth, but only critiques of different, case-
specific models of growth in each particular instance. Second, I argue 
that the idea of a steady-state economy that predominates in growth 
critical programs is incompatible with the process of expansion and 
continual enlargement inherent to capitalism. Finally, I argue that, 
in the framework of two different crises, both critiques of growth 
promoted a vision of social pacification and, on the basis of ecological 
arguments, justified the preservation of capitalist power relations.

© 2016 caucus for a New Political Science
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24  MArIA MArKAnTonATou

manner everywhere, often by disinvesting but above all by pressuring governments to adopt 
deflationary policies. Such policies (for example, the “Volcker shock”), led to recession and 
spiraling conflicts with unions that then faced rampant unemployment and were politi-
cally weakened—all the more so in an era when technologies inherited from the 1930s and 
1940s had exhausted their potential and could no longer help achieve a rapid increase in 
labor productivity and further economic growth.3 The entrepreneurial classes responded by 
increasing foreign direct investments4 and investing in the less unionized and spatially more 
decentralized service sectors.5 To the extent that welfare and wage protection of workers 
was becoming less and less necessary for capitalist reproduction, the Keynesian mode of 
regulation too was to become less meaningful. Deflation, tax exemptions for enterprises, 
and unemployment led to a growing shortfall in public revenues, which the state tried to 
cover by cutting welfare expenditures and increasing public indebtedness. The latter served 
as a fiscal tool in place of inflation to balance social demands with those of the market. The 
more public indebtedness was turning into a “convenient functional equivalent of inflation,”6 
the more states would resort to borrowing and the more investors would exert pressure for 
accelerated liberalization.

Despite welfare and labor deregulation, growth rates were not to return to the levels of 
the immediate postwar period. Credit liberalization in the 1990s and 2000s served as a new 
way to boost capitalist growth, together with new reduced taxation on entrepreneurial 
profits and new opportunities for business in the financial sector. Securitization of almost 
every economic entity, activity or asset, elevating financial valuation into the key criterion 
for assessment of the value of firms, financial markets’ greater dependence on information, 
negligible supervision of derivatives trading, and the intertwining of Asian/Pacific and uS 
budgets were some of the characteristics of the financialization era.7 Through credit lib-
eralization, the working classes, deprived of social protection as they then were, received 
“opportunities” to upgrade their performance as consumers within a framework of health 
care, education, and social security privatization.

Bridging the gap between social needs and market priorities through finance-led growth, 
enabling consumption through indebtedness in the field of real estate, and making citizens 
responsible for funding their own social security as a means of coping with shrinking wel-
fare services amounted to “financialization of the reproduction of the working class.”8 This 
kind of financialization was at the heart of the 2008 crisis in the uS which soon spread to 
consecutive Eurozone economies. The key features of the post-2008 period include: social-
ization of private losses, bank rescues, temporary purchase of worthless financial assets, 
nationalization of key financial institutions, imposition of emergency taxes to cope with a 
crisis-driven decline in taxation revenues, a new round of increasing public debt, recession, 
and “shock therapies” in countries excluded from international markets (for example, Greece), 

3ibid.
4David McNally, Global Slump, The Economics and Politics of Crisis and Resistance (oakland, ca: Spectre PM Press, 2011), 
pp. 46–60.
5Jonas Pontusson and Damian Raess, “How (and why) is this time Different? the Politics of economic crisis in western europe 
and the United States,” Annual Review of Political Science 15 (2012), p. 30.
6Streeck, “the crises of Democratic capitalism,” p. 14.
7Manuel castells, “the crisis of Global capitalism: toward a New economic culture?” in craig calhoun and Georgi Derluguian 
(eds), Business As Usual: The Roots of the Global Financial Meltdown (New York: New York University Press, 2011), pp. 
187–189.
8alfredo Saad-Filho, “crisis in Neoliberalism or crisis of Neoliberalism,” Socialist Register 47 (2011), p. 244.
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nEw PoLITICAL SCIEnCE  25

in conjunction with the enactment of automatic austerity provisions at the European union 
level (for example, Fiscal Compact).

The successive modes regulating capitalist reproduction implemented since the late 
1960s in response to falling growth rates did not offer permanent solutions. That made it 
possible, inter alia, for theoretical perspectives to gain ground that conjoined ecological and 
economic arguments to identify the logic and concept of growth itself as the key problem 
in economic functioning. Τhe first phase of growth critique made its debut during the crisis 
of Keynesianism and reached a wider audience with the study entitled “Limits to Growth” 
(hereafter Meadows report).9 Financial neo-liberalization and the 2008 crisis formed the his-
torical background of the second phase of growth critique, in its various guises (“no-growth,” 
“zero-growth,” “post-growth,” “degrowth”).

The first phase of growth critique coincides with the emergence of environmental move-
ments against the usage of nuclear energy for power generation or for military purposes, 
and against the over-industrialization that led to atmospheric and water pollution and bur-
dening of the food chain. In the 1970s, environmental parameters became important for 
economics, albeit perceived merely as measurable costs.10 By contrast, the Meadows report 
became a nodal point for a theoretical current that correlated economy with ecology, not in 
order to find new ways to sustain growth, but in order to question growth’s necessity as a 
factor in the reproduction of the economy, shifting the emphasis onto how to preserve the 
economy’s more general and fundamental conditions of existence. over the last decade, and 
especially after the 2008 crisis, new growth contestations have appeared under the umbrella 
of “degrowth” (second phase of growth critique). Degrowth opposes, among other things, 
proposals for “green” or “sustainable” growth, “Green Keynesianism,” and a “Green new Deal,” 
according to which environmental protection counts as an opportunity for new forms of 
entrepreneurship, with targeted investments, new jobs, “qualitative growth,” and the role of 
the state as an investor providing incentives for promoting green technologies.11 Contrary 
to such views, proponents of degrowth seek to restore a view often invoked in the 1970s, 
namely that constant growth in a finite world is impossible, because even environmentally 
friendly technologies may increase consumption and, thus, cause new unintended ecological 
harm, for instance by encouraging new industrial investments or generating more waste 
(“rebound effect”).

In this article, the two growth critiques emerging in two different historical phases are 
examined and compared. For its methodological framework, the article employs: first, some 
premises of Marxist environmental and ecological theory, which attempts to utilize class 
analysis for understanding ecological problems and crises, targeting “the concrete reality 
of capital accumulation” rather than the “abstract concept of economic growth;”12 second, 
inputs from Karl Marx and Karl Polanyi, who saw economic crises as inextricably linked to the 
modi operandi of capitalism itself and not, for instance, as a mere result of state intervention 
and fiscal mismanagement by politicians bent on satisfying the demands of their electorate 

9Donella H. Meadows, Dennis l. Meadows, Jorgen Randers, and william w. Behrens, The Limits to Growth (london: Pan 
Books, 1974).
10clément levallois, “can De-growth be considered a Policy option? a Historical Note on Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen and 
the club of Rome,” Ecological Economics 69 (2010), p. 2272.
11Birgit Mahnkopf, “Peak everything-peak capitalism? Folgen der sozial-ökologischen Krise für Dynamik des historischen 
Kapitalismus,” Kolleg Postwachstumsgesellschaften, working Paper 2 (2013).
12John Bellamy Foster, “capitalism and Degrowth: an impossibility theorem,” Monthly Review 62:8 (2011).
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26  MArIA MArKAnTonATou

and thus harming the free market economy. This latter notion was what Friedrich Hayek 
concluded, and he even used it as an argument against democracy in general.13

The following section gives an overview of the critique of growth in the 1970s, highlighting 
how its conclusions on excessive consumption gradually merged in theories of ungoverna-
bility and public choice with conclusions on another excess, namely that of democracy. Also 
presented is an overview of degrowth’s basic premises, along with an examination of the 
way “overpopulation” is treated in both growth critiques, exposing their Malthusian origins, 
namely an understanding of poverty as a more or less unavoidable phenomenon resulting 
from scarcities in nature rather than wealth distribution. Although there are several critiques of 
growth, there is also a gap in the relevant literature regarding the comparison of such critiques, 
in order to highlight the historical background of their emergence, and discuss how, if at all, 
do they conceptualize crises. Putting forward the hypothesis that there is no such thing as an 
ahistorical growth critique, but only critiques of different, historically specific growth models, 
I conclude that the notion of a steady-state economy, which is fundamental to both critiques, 
reveals a distorted understanding of capitalism and contradicts the process of expansion and 
growth inherent to it. Furthermore, I focus on the perspective on labor in the growth critiques 
examined. I show that in the framework of two different crises, the critiques in question have 
formulated proposals compatible with recession, contraction of wages, and the shrinking of 
welfare rights. They promote a vision of social pacification in which class inequality is over-
shadowed by the priority of maintaining capitalism, justified by ecological arguments.

The Foundation of Growth Critique in the 1970s

The rapid expansion of computer technologies in a plethora of scientific fields during the 
1970s gave rise to ambitions of using them for the study of societies. one notable example 
of such studies is the method of “system dynamics” developed by the computer engineer 
J. Forrester, incorporating mathematical models of automatic control theory and applying 
them in the study initially of “urban dynamics” and then of “world dynamics” (the interactions 
among world population, growth, arable land, and natural resources). He concluded that 
ecological degradation would gradually lead to disease, famine, and social conflicts, and 
accordingly advised against developing countries pursuing industrialization, arguing that by 
avoiding industrialization, they would be less vulnerable to imminent population collapse.14

Forrester’s methodology was adopted by the Meadows team in a Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology research project commissioned by the Club of rome, a multinational think 
tank comprised of former officials, entrepreneurs, and academics who, as one of its found-
ing members put it, were experimenting with a “new approach that places the Atlantic 
Community in a global context.”15 The Meadows report concluded that if growth continued 
uninterrupted, depletion of natural resources or ecological catastrophe would take place 
within a century, leading to population collapse—even if technological innovation or new 
fossil deposits introduce countervailing tendencies.16 The “state of equilibrium” was proposed 

13“a good money, like good law, must operate without regard to the effects that decisions of the issuer will have on known 
groups or individuals. a benevolent dictator might conceivably disregard these effects; no democratic government dependent 
on special interests can possibly do so,” Friedrich Hayek, Denationalisation of Money (london: the institute of economic 
affairs, 1976), pp. 117–118.
14Jay w. Forrester, World Dynamics (Massachusetts: wright-allen Press, 1973), pp. 11–13.
15aurelio Peccei, The Chasm Ahead (london: collier-McMillan ltd., 1969), p. 272.
16Meadows, The Limits to Growth, pp. 132–142.
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nEw PoLITICAL SCIEnCE  27

as the only way out of the impasse, including that of overpopulation: “Demographic pressure 
in the world has already attained such a high level, and is moreover so unequally distributed, 
that this alone must compel mankind to seek a state of equilibrium.”17

The economist H. Daly was an ardent supporter of similar goals. Daly saw a close analogy 
between economy and biology, which he regarded as aspects of one and the same “total 
life process.”18 He saw the photosynthetic function of plants as the only purely productive 
element in this process. The economy, by contrast, merely consumed resources, leaving 
totally degraded matter and energy as a byproduct.19 In Daly’s view, this did not imply any 
inevitability of collapse. He attempted to develop theoretical argumentation in favor of a 
perpetually reproducible (capitalist) economy, resorting to another analogy: just as living 
organisms exchanging matter and energy with the environment remain in a steady-state, 
so an economy of constant size exchanging matter and energy with nature at a low rate of 
reproduction, in other words a “steady-state economy,” was possible and desirable.20

By treating the economy primarily as an aggregation of inputs and outputs, Daly 
attempted to introduce a revamped notion of economic equilibrium and incorporate into 
it the concerns about scarcity, the risk of resource depletion and so on, together with the 
aspiration for an ecologically balanced economy that would remain in essence capitalist. Daly 
opposed the tendency of his contemporary economists in the late 1960s to study the econ-
omy as a self-enclosed system, free of natural constraints. He counter-proposed insertion of 
the economy at the center of a spectrum of means and ends, with natural resources forming 
the “ultimate means” and survival of human beings the “ultimate end.”21 Considering growth 
to be “a means” violating natural limits, Daly prioritized an ecology that would be conducive 
to sustainability of the capitalist economy. He ultimately arrived at the position of favoring 
a “new political economy,” namely steady-state economics, which, instead of trying in vain 
to secure the same living standards across the planet, would recognize the “impossibility” 
of such a project.22 In essence, Daly’s was a strategic argument against “growth” whose aim 
was more effective preservation of economic and social equilibrium within the system of 
capitalist relations.

Ecological Limits and Social Mechanics

The mathematician and economist n. Georgescu-roegen is among those who emerged as 
critics of the Meadows report. Although initially a defender of the report against a number 
of different criticisms, he also perceived deeper affinities between the Meadows team and 
its declared opponents, specifically in relation to their use of “arithmomorphic methods” and 
their shared faith in the possibility of controlling the level of growth. He attributed similar 
errors to “growthmania” theorists and “steady-state” advocates.23 He characterized Daly’s 
steady-state economy as “a simple, now widespread, but false syllogism,” and he also disap-
proved of the “revival of ecological salvation,” which he saw as a “myth.”24 His critique was the 

17ibid., 191.
18Herman Daly “on economics as a life Science,” Journal of Political Economy 76:3 (1968), p. 394.
19ibid., 396.
20ibid.
21ibid., 19–26.
22ibid., 6.
23Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, “energy and economic Myths,” Southern Economic Journal 41:3 (1975), pp. 364–365.
24ibid., 367.
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28  MArIA MArKAnTonATou

product of his own survey of the consequences that the irreversibility of physical processes 
had for the economy. unlike Daly, who argued in favor of a sustainable capitalism, Georgescu-
roegen suggested that it was impossible for that era’s system (or any other, for that matter) 
to be reproduced ad perpetuum, for even a steady-state economy (under whatever forms of 
social distribution) would have to consume natural resources and non-renewable materials 
ceaselessly.25 The unavoidable depletion of natural resources rendered impossible not only 
perpetual economic growth but, actually, anything different than a constantly declining 
growth, to the point of “annihilation.”26

The grimness of this scenario did not discourage Georgescu-roegen from proposing a 
“bioeconomic program,” including such measures as a ban on the weapons industry, reduced 
usage of energy, and direction of resources to underdeveloped countries, organic farming, 
reduction of purposeless consumption, and appropriate design of products to make them 
more durable.27 These proposals have been constantly reiterated by growth skeptics from 
the 1970s to the present day, notwithstanding almost totally ignoring the “annihilation” 
position.28 The bioeconomic program prevented any “unnecessary deterioration of the envi-
ronment.”29 Despite Georgescu-roegen’s admission of the difficulty of defining the exact 
meaning of “unnecessary,” there was nothing contradictory about his viewpoint. It emanated 
from an understanding of the articulations of power, the complexity of social and political 
processes, and from his opposition to the prevailing positivist-rationalist approach in eco-
nomics and social sciences.30

The manner in which socioeconomic systems were equated in the Meadows report with 
physical systems (a key point in Georgescu-roegen’s critique) was so indirect that book 
reviews of that time were obliged to engage in extensive discussion of some covert logical 
jumps in order to expose “a mechanistic view” and an “uncritical application of one par-
ticular approach in natural science to social matters.”31 Such assumptions were much more 
explicit in Forrester’s formulations, for instance, in his references to the “inherent trap” of 
socioeconomic systems’ proclivity for satisfying “short-term goals” and demands, basically 
those of the poor, to the detriment of what he conceived of as long-term equilibrium of the 
capitalist economy.32

one critique of that time presented Forrester’s argumentation as an exercise in reifying 
“social systems” with assumed fixed characteristics, overlooking the fact that they are in real-
ity subject to change.33 The “anti-political overtones” and “a belief that the world dynamics 
model is somehow above politics” that Simmons34 detected in Forrester’s reasoning, is typical 
of a tendency that intensified after the crisis of the 1970s, moving toward handling social 

25ibid., 368.
26ibid., 367.
27ibid., 377–78.
28christian Kerschner, “economic De-growth vs. Steady-state economy,” Journal of Cleaner Production 18 (2010), p. 127.
29Georgescu-Roegen, “energy and economic Myths,” p. 363.
30His opposition to mainstream economic approaches is manifested in a variety of ways in his writings: his critique of Pareto’s 
idea that economics should ignore homo ethicus and all forms of sentiment, his critique of a mainstream economics that 
reduces social processes to the mechanics of utility and self-interest, his insistence that the “rational” subjects of neoclassical 
economics exist only in bourgeois thought, etc. Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, The Entropy Law and the Economic Process 
(cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), pp. 318–331.
31Johan Galtung, “the ‘limits to Growth’ and class Politics,” Journal of Peace Research 10:1/2 (1973), p. 109.
32Forrester, World Dynamics, pp. 14–16.
33Harvey Simmons, “System Dynamics and technocracy” in H.S.D. cole, christopher Freeman, Marie Jahoda, and K.l.R. Pavitt 
(eds), Models of Doom: A Critique of the Limits to Growth (New York: Universe Books, 1973), pp. 198–202.
34ibid., 204.
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nEw PoLITICAL SCIEnCE  29

problems through criteria that aspired to be “scientific” and “technical.”35 Similar tendencies 
appear in the Meadows report that mentions a “myth” that “a continuation of our present 
patterns of growth will lead to human equality.”36 The steady-state that they advocated did 
not promise any kind of equality, something that was not lost on Simmons. on the contrary, 
there was an indirect intimation that such a quest is futile, both in growth societies and in 
“stable” ones: the very idea of equality was perceived as superfluous, requiring elimination. 
The new desideratum was submission to scientifically documented ecological and social 
constraints:

[The stable state] could also promise a society where there will be a clear diminution of the 
kind of conflict that offends certain people today. They would have to accept the fact that the 
supply of goods was limited and that (…) some people might deserve more than others. (…) [I]n 
a stable state, social and economic hierarchies would continue to exist. But differential rewards 
would be more easily justified within the context of an economic and social system where there 
was a finite limit to the rewards to be distributed and where the illusions of achieving ultimate 
equality through production would have vanished.37

Excess of Consumption and Excess of Democracy

Concluding his critique of Forrester, Simmons investigated the reasons for social mechan-
ics having acquired such influence, especially at that particular time. He noted: “It is as if 
society was on the verge of, perhaps even in the first phase of, some kind of vast social or 
cultural revolution whose exact nature has not yet been understood (…).”38 That “revolution” 
obviously had to do with more than just the increasing popularity of ecology. Three years 
after “Limits to Growth,” another report, entitled, “The Crisis of Democracy” was published 
for the Trilateral Commission, a think-tank promoting cooperation between north America, 
Europe, and Japan.39 one of the authors, Crozier, noted an increasing “ungovernability” of 
the western democracies, describing the situation as follows: “European political systems are 
overloaded with participants and demands, and they have increasing difficulty mastering 
the very complexity which is the natural result of their economic growth.”40 not only the 
environment, but democracies were “threatened by entropy,” as Crozier put it.41 The exces-
sive demands of the working classes and the conviction that growth would mitigate social 
tensions rendered the state particularly vulnerable:

It was believed in the Fifties and early Sixties that the achievement of economic growth was 
the great problem for European nations. (…) However, certain facts had to be finally faced: 
namely the tremendous economic gains made during the past twenty years by all groups and 
especially by workers. But, the consequences of this were to be the opposite of what had been 
expected. Instead of appeasing tensions, material progress seems to have exacerbated them.42

In other words, the problem did not lay in growth itself, but in the increasing demands by 
workers and the intensity of social conflicts. High expectations were maintained even after 

35ibid.
36Meadows, The Limits to Growth, p. 178.
37Simmons, “System Dynamics and technocracy,” p. 207.
38ibid., 203.
39Michel J. crozier, Samuel P. Huntington, and Joji watanuki, The Crisis of Democracy. Report on the Governability of 
Democracies to the Trilateral Commission (New York: New York University Press, 1975).
40ibid., 12.
41ibid.
42ibid., 22.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

M
ar

ia
 M

ar
ka

nt
on

at
ou

] 
at

 0
8:

56
 1

4 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

6 

Chris
Highlight

Chris
Highlight



30  MArIA MArKAnTonATou

the onset of the recession, because citizens had become “more sophisticated politically and 
especially vulnerable to invidious comparisons from category to category.”43 The “radical 
working-class ideology” had become “a weapon for action,” and the collective wage bar-
gaining too “bureaucratic,” thus pushing the more radical workers to political extremism.44 
As a result, the changes induced by postwar growth undermined the traditional means of 
social control: “In a society where social control had traditionally relied on fragmentation, 
stratification, and social barriers to communication, the disruptive effects of change (…), 
make it more and more difficult to govern.”45

To contain the crisis, changes were needed vis à vis the “old forms of patronage net-
works” and the “symbiotic adjustments between opposed social and economic partners.”46 
The report addressed a general appeal to conservative political elites to manage the new 
situation: youth that turned from the values of disciplined labor to social disorder and disobe-
dience of authority; the Church, educational authorities and the army losing ground; excess 
of political participation due to increases in information; unionists that could not tolerate 
the unfairness of their social lot; and increased demands by immigrant workers who initially 
contributed to the industrial boom but then started to question their position in society.47 
Ironically, only enterprises were an exception to ungovernability: “If European enterprises 
look more healthy than European churches and schools, this is also because they rely more 
on the old model of social control.”48

The Club of rome and the Trilateral Commission pointed to a crisis that started to emerge 
in the late 1960s. Both reports denounced two forms of “excess”—overpopulation and con-
sumption in the first case; and an excess of democracy in the second. The report on ungov-
ernability represented the political system as overly permissive toward the working classes, 
urging counterattack on the part of the elites. The report on the limits to growth brought to 
the fore a new objectivity that aspired to stand above and beyond politics for the purpose 
of promoting ecological and economic equilibrium.

over the next decades, criticisms of the Meadows report were set aside or even charac-
terized as “clearly unnecessary and inappropriate.”49 The ungovernability theories similarly 
shared common assumptions with public choice theories and neoliberal views according to 
which demands by various social groups vis à vis the state lead to selective social privileges 
and rent-seeking behavior, to the detriment of free-market competition. Characteristic here 
are Buchanan and wagner’s suggestions for an amendment to the uS constitution requiring 
a balanced budget and, in case of deficit, automatic social cuts,50 or Buchanan, Burton and 
wagner’s proposed remedies for the uK, in response to the “Keynesian revolution.”51 Taking 
as their point of departure the consideration that rationally acting politicians who seek to 
maximize their own electoral benefit do not serve sound public finances, these authors 
envisioned a kind of economic governance, supposedly above politics and, ultimately, the 

43ibid.
44ibid.
45ibid.
46ibid., 48.
47ibid., 23–30.
48ibid., 30.
49Richard w. chadwick, “Global Modeling: origins, assessment and alternative Futures,” Simulation and Gaming 31:1 (2000), 
p. 64.
50James M. Buchanan and Richard e. wagner, “Democracy in Deficit: the Political legacy of lord Keynes,” Vol. 8, The Collected 
Works of J. Buchanan (indianapolis: liberty Fund, 2000).
51James M. Buchanan, Richard e. wagner, and James Burton, “the consequences of Mr. Keynes,” Hobart Paper 78, Sussex, 
The Institute of Economic Affairs (1978).
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constitutionalization of fiscal discipline. Through rational choice theory and the hypoth-
esis that social action is determined primarily by economic self-interest for purposes of 
profit maximization, the conclusion was reached that the state’s withdrawal from welfare 
provision would enable competitiveness to flourish, the self-regulating market to elimi-
nate the excesses of democracy, and fiscal discipline to replace extended social and welfare 
spending.52

In the decades to follow, the conclusions of the two reports—on ungovernability and 
unsustainability—would find their place in a theoretical armory oriented against the specific 
economic model of the period after world war II. The perspective rejecting the Keynesian 
growth model and its concomitant social expectations made common cause with the eco-
logical discourses that criticized that same model and called for frugality in consumption 
and respect for natural limits. The argument that the Keynesian model fostered social egoism 
and excessive democracy gradually merged with the argument that that same model was 
anti-ecological.53

Voluntary Compliance with Economic Downscaling: Degrowth

During the 1970s, scenarios of ecological collapse gained a wide audience, especially due to 
the oil crisis interpreted by some as confirmation of the Meadows report.54 when a new wave 
of capitalist accumulation was set in motion, however, those who believed in the system’s 
ability to discover a new route to growth were vindicated for a few more decades. Although 
“(…) the war between cornucopians and prophets of doom” as Sorman and Giampetro 
describe it,55 ended with defeat of the latter, confidence in the growth model that replaced 
Keynesianism, that is, the model of finance-led neoliberalism since the 1980s, was once again 
shaken after some decades. Thus, as in the 1970s, a new interest emerged for understanding 
growth. This can be seen not only in efforts to define alternative aggregate indices beyond 
Gross Domestic Product such as a “happiness” index and a “life quality” index,56 but also in 
the dynamics of the “degrowth” debate.

The proponents of degrowth draw a distinction between “sustainable” and “unsustainable 
degrowth” (recession), defining the former as “an equitable downscaling of production and 
consumption that increases human wellbeing and enhances ecological conditions (…).”57 
Its roots are heterogeneous and include: approaches to natural constraints, overpopulation, 
and the carrying capacity of the earth; views on ecological equilibration, the conservation of 
living species and protection of the biosphere; culturalist approaches to relocalisation and 
the strengthening of social bonds that the market is perceived as disrupting; and spiritualist 

52Maria Markantonatou, “Fiscal Discipline through internal Devaluation and Discourses of Rent-seeking: the case of the crisis 
in Greece,” Studies in Political Economy 91 (2013), pp. 64–66.
53For instance: “[Keynesian policies] will not be able to provide a suitable answer to the crises in the twenty-first century 
for the simple reason that (…), acting as a multiplier of consumption and hence of growth, cannot but aggravate the cur-
rent ecological crisis.” Mauro Bonaiuti, “Searching for a Shared imaginary—a Systemic approach to Degrowth and Politics,” 
Proceedings of the First international conference on economic Degrowth for ecological Sustainability and Social equity, 
Paris, 18–19 april (2008), p. 271.
54levallois, “can De-growth be considered a Policy option?” p. 2275.
55alevgul H. Sorman and Mario Giampietro, “the energetic Metabolism of Societies and the Degrowth Paradigm: analyzing 
Biophysical constraints and Realities,” Journal of Cleaner Production 38 (2013), p. 81.
56Joseph Stiglitz, amartya Sen, and Jean-Paul Fitoussi, “Report by the commission on the Measurement of economic 
Performance and Social Progress” (2009), available online at: <www.stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.fr/documents/rapport_anglais.pdf>.
57François Schneider, Giorgos Kallis, and Joan Martinez-alier, “crisis or opportunity? economic Degrowth for Social equity 
and ecological Sustainability,” Journal of Cleaner Production 18 (2010), pp. 512–513.
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views on the harmonious coexistence of man and nature as well as the negative impact of 
technology.58 A number of research goals have been set, including: the analysis of energy 
consumption in both modern societies and anticipated degrowth societies; the compari-
son of eco-efficiency across various countries; the study of local voluntary practices (food 
production and consumption co-operatives, house sharing, car sharing, and tool sharing); 
the discussion of non-growth practices in earlier or past societies and overpopulation.59

The drawbacks to arguments for degrowth do not pass unnoticed, even by some of its 
sympathizers. Schwartzmann, for instance, considers that degrowth overemphasizes localiza-
tion, overlooks the need for a global political perspective and, instead of identifying particular 
sectors in which growth is indeed a problem, promotes an unclear and shallow perspective 
promising “a future of unimaginable misery for most of the world’s people who now suffer 
from energy poverty.”60 The alternative he puts forward as a counterproposal is a global 
steady-state economy based on solar/eco-farming technology which he designates as “solar 
communism” and which incorporates the political struggle against climate change.61 Van 
den Bergh criticized the neglect of the “rebound effect” that is inherent in possible degrowth 
policies, the inability to secure social and democratic support, and the lack of an original polit-
ical perspective. Instead, he advocates “growth indifference” or “agrowth” based on specific 
environmental policies, which could, but would not necessarily have to, reverse growth.62

Latouche is one of the most prominent theoreticians of degrowth and one of the most 
representative in terms of his analysis of the sociological premises of degrowth. Drawing on 
Castoriades, Latouche envisages the “decolonization” of life from economy and consump-
tion, the liberation of the “social imaginary” from the prevalent faith in the domination over 
nature and an “autonomous society.”63 He formulates proposals on renewable energy, recy-
cling, reduction of consumption, advertising, mass tourism, and transport,64 and offers an 
interpretation of growth as a synonym for what Marx described as the limitless expansion 
of capital. Yet, he criticizes Marx for proposing nothing more than a program of “productiv-
ist socialism,” suggests that “we also need a critique of any growth society,” and claims that 
Marxist analysis eventually leads to a “more or less violent revolution in the status of those 
who have a right to a share in the fruits of growth.”65

Latouche is critical of capitalist and socialist growth, but not the institutions of money, 
markets, and wage labor. These are understood as autonomous, so that the suggestion 
comes of “embedding them [the institutions] in a different logic.”66 For instance, he discusses 
a taxation policy for the purpose of making enterprises bear the costs of the harm that 
they cause (through nuclear energy, climate change, and genetically modified foods); this 
would reduce profits so much that the system would become paralyzed.67 But, Latouche 
continues, any government implementing such a policy would come into conflict with the 

58Fabrice Flipo, “conceptual Roots of Degrowth,” Proceedings of the First international conference on economic Degrowth 
for ecological Sustainability and Social equity, Paris, 18–19 april (2008).
59Giorgos Kallis, christian Kerschner, and Joan Martinez-alier, “the economics of Degrowth,” Ecological Economics, 84 (2012).
60David Schwartzman, “a critique of Degrowth and its Politics,” Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 23:1 (2012), p. 121.
61ibid., 123–24.
62Jeroen c.J.M. van den Bergh, “environment versus Growth—a criticism of ‘Degrowth’ and a Plea for ‘a-Growth’,” Ecological 
Economics 70 (2011), pp. 884–888.
63Serge latouche, Farewall to Growth (cambridge: Polity Press, 2009).
64ibid., 78–80.
65ibid., 89–90.
66ibid., 92, emphasis latouche.
67ibid., 74.
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“global plutocratic oligarchy” and would immediately fail.68 Besides, even if political resist-
ance were possible, it would merely bring about terror and chaos without changing the 
“social imaginary.”69 Therefore, according to Latouche, what is needed is a change of “our” 
individual behaviors.

In this context, Latouche formulates a program, based on the eight “rs.”70 To re-evaluate 
means to acknowledge that “old bourgeois values” such as “public services” have lost their 
power and a turn must take place: altruism instead of egoism, co-operation instead of antag-
onism and leisure instead of work.71 To restructure pertains to the question of the productive 
apparatus adopted in the course of building a degrowth society, but on this topic, Latouche 
merely promises that it will be examined “at the appropriate moment.”72 To the question of 
how to redistribute the wealth and how to “pay off the ecological debt” to the Global South, 
he proposes more participation for the markets that “would encourage the exchange of 
quotas and permits to consume.”73 To relocalize means that production “must respect fron-
tiers” and the movement of commodities and capitals must be restricted to the essentials.74 
To re-use/recycle is one of the few of Latouche’s “r’s” that involve enterprises rather than 
labor. He praises certain environmentally friendly initiatives by specific firms.75 To reduce 
consumption and working hours is linked to proposals for more labor flexibility that would 
free wage earners from the “tragedy of productionism” in favor of leisure, meditation, and the 
joy of life.76 Therefore, “although the unions are (…) hostile to them, temporary employment 
agencies (…) represent a step in the right direction. All that is necessary is to see them in a 
different light,” Latouche concludes.77

Both phases of growth critique emanate from ecology, but questions of labor and social 
distribution of wealth are nodal points in their discourses, and their ideas are not as politi-
cally neutral as is often claimed. As early as the 1970s, for instance, Daly formulated his own 
proposals on social distribution based on the assumption that certain upper and lower limits 
on wealth could eliminate monopoly practices.78 For Daly, this would have an additional 
benefit: “the minimum income would enable the outlawing of strikes, which are rapidly 
becoming intolerably exploitative of the general public.”79

Degrowth and Social Inequality

we know from Jean Baudrillard’s critique of Galbraith in the 1970s that a growth society 
cannot be understood as an egalitarian “affluent society,” for the former “is geared both to 
a structural excess and a structural penury.”80 For Baudrillard, growth was a function of cap-
italism that neither increased nor reduced inequality. He believed that Galbraith’s idea of 

68ibid., 75–6.
69ibid., 91.
70ibid., 33–51.
71ibid., 34.
72ibid., 36.
73ibid., 38.
74ibid.
75ibid., 41.
76ibid.
77ibid., 40.
78Herman Daly, Steady-state Economics (washington: island Press, 1991), p. 53.
79ibid., 55–6.
80Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures (london: Sage, 1998), p. 53, emphasis Baudrillard.
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more growth, meaning more affluence, reflected “principles” that were “never true in a social 
relations context,” for they disregarded “social structure,” which for Baudrillard was not the 
growth process itself, but rather social inequality. Inequality was for him “the determining 
instance” and at the same time what had “to be concealed” and “not be said.”81 At the moment 
Baudrillard wrote these words, this was being achieved through Keynesian growth and the 
welfare state. Public expenditure against the “visible phantom of poverty,” Baudrillard noted,82 
was necessary for the survival of the system.

After some decades of neoliberalization and a series of defeats for labor, it has become 
less necessary for social inequality “to be concealed” and “not be said,” to put it in Baudrillard’s 
terms. At the same time, in an era of globalization and increasing interdependence of econ-
omies, national differentiations in understandings of growth give way to qualitative ones. 
what renders dominant understandings of growth more global in character is their neolib-
eral, as opposed to Keynesian, orientation. whereas welfare state growth strategies required 
a national institutional framework, neoliberalism extricates itself from national constraints; 
whereas Keynesianism was interested in avoiding labor insurgency and financial crisis, neo-
liberalism espouses principles of flexibility and competition.83

If growth was a mechanism for maintaining capitalism by means of the welfare state, the 
idea of degrowth, in a period when the welfare state is already weakened, is not conducive 
to raising crucial egalitarian demands, but rather promotes the bare reproduction of the 
capitalist economy, in which class inequality has to be accepted by society as unavoidable. 
This is why, in analyses of degrowth, needs articulated by the forces of society and of labor 
are marginalized. Capital’s only responsibility is to innovate in environmentally friendly direc-
tions, with working people left to carry the major burden of economic downscaling, reducing 
their needs and demands, and interpreting labor flexibility and precarity as an opportunity 
for “self-development” and “personal autonomy.”

At first sight, degrowth proposals with a bearing on labor look like a somewhat apolitical 
assemblage of ideas that seek to provide technical, neutral, or “smart” solutions to social prob-
lems. However, a number of their positions, such as the advocacy of entrepreneur-friendly 
strategies or promotion of the idea that the free-market can help solve the ecological prob-
lem if allowed more involvement clearly align them with established neoliberal orientations. 
Besides, views that see flexible labor as an opportunity to develop one’s skills, autonomy, 
and so on are countered by studies showing that subjects under such conditions do not 
experience their precarious situation as a terrain for demonstrating skill in the “art of sur-
vival,” even in countries such as Germany,84 to say nothing of other European economies 
under supervised austerity programs such as Greece. As noted by Foster, in the final analysis, 
degrowth is a way of “keeping the underlying structure of capital accumulation and markets 
intact.”85 Latouche is no exception: he essentially tries to “skirt the concept of capitalism.”86

All of this implies that it probably amounts to wishful thinking when, for example, Quilley 
attempts to ascribe to degrowth a gemeinschaftlich, neo-traditional character with the 

81ibid., 57.
82ibid.
83Melinda cooper, Life as Surplus: Biotechnology and Capitalism in the Neoliberal Era (Seattle: University of washington 
Press, 2008), p. 10.
84Klaus Dörre, “Die Politische Konstruktion der Unsicherheit,” in Dörre, Klaus, Scherschel, Karin, Booth, Melanie et al., 
Bewährungsproben für die Unterschicht (Frankfurt: campus, 2013), p. 391.
85Foster, “capitalism and Degrowth.”
86ibid.
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potential to undermine what n. Elias described as the “civilization process,” namely a his-
torical process toward the capitalist division of labor and the establishment of the norms of 
the state’s monopoly of violence.87 It remains, in fact, unclear how degrowth’s aspirations for 
communalization and individualization could pose any challenge to the overall conditions 
of capitalist reproduction. The emphasis is primarily placed on reduced consumption for 
the poor rather than a “de-accumulation” process88 that an omnipotent “global plutocratic 
oligarchy”89 might seek to hamper. If degrowth views on labor are taken in conjunction with 
what its proponents say about “overpopulation,” it becomes evident, as discussed in the 
following section, that a Malthusian analysis is being offered: The poor, who are not entitled 
to a significant share of the wealth produced, must either become fewer in number or act 
as if their number had already been reduced by disappearing from unemployment statistics 
and withdrawing into peaceful communities of a kind compatible with the objectives of 
ecological capitalism.

The Question of Overpopulation in the Two Growth Critiques

overpopulation was as central an aspect of growth critique in the 1970s as it is today. Thirty 
years after their first report, Meadows et al. still regard overpopulation as an emergency. 
resorting to the same method of alternative scenarios as in the 1970s, Meadows et al. again 
conclude that the “equilibrium society” is the only way out and accordingly, once more, 
propose specific measures.90 An effective policy of two children per family and stabilized 
per capita consumption, would, they claim, in conjunction with investment in environmen-
tally friendly technologies, yield a plateau population of slightly less than eight billion in 
the twenty-first century. The same target population is set by van den Bergh and rietveld 
on the basis of a meta-analysis of sixty-nine studies.91 one vulnerable aspect of the study, 
the authors admit, is that the estimates have been compiled over a time span from 1679 
to 1999, with the target population increasing in proportion to the corresponding global 
population of each separate era. As a result, the later figures posit much less ambitious 
reductions than earlier estimates that cited optimal world population figures of between 
one and a half and two billion.92

Apart from estimates of optimal population, there have also been proposals on how to 
control population growth. In the 1970s, Daly proposed a market-based method for reducing 
births, through so-called “tradable birth licenses.”93 under it, every woman would be entitled 
to a specific number of births, corresponding to the birth rate sufficient for the reproduction 
of a constant population. with due allowance for the factor of mortality among children 
and young people, every woman would therefore be allotted 2.1 birth licenses, calculated 
in tenths of a child or “deci-childs”:

87Stephen Quilley, “De-growth is not a liberal agenda: Relocalization and the limits to low energy cosmopolitanism,” 
Environmental Values 22 (2013), pp. 19–22.
88Foster, “capitalism and Degrowth”.
89latouche, Farewall to Growth, p. 76.
90Donella H. Meadows, Dennis l. Meadows, and Jorgen Randers, “limits to Growth: the 30-year Update” (london: earthscan, 
2005), pp. 244–248.
91Jeroen c.J.M. van den Bergh, and Piet Rietveld, “Reconsidering the limits to world Population: Meta-analysis and 
Metaprediction,” BioScience 54:3 (2004).
92Gretchen c. Daily, anne H. ehrlich, and Paul R. ehrlich, “optimum Human Population Size,” Population and Environment 
15:6 (1994), p. 474.
93Daly, “Steady-state economics,” p. 56.
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Possession of ten deci-child units confers the legal right to one birth. The licenses are freely 
transferable by sale or gift, so those who want more than two children, and can afford to buy 
extra licenses, or can acquire them by gift, are free to do so. The original distribution of licenses is 
on the basis of strict equality, but exchange is permitted, leading to a reallocation in conformity 
with differing preferences and abilities to pay. Thus, distributive equity is achieved in the original 
distribution, and allocative efficiency is achieved in the market distribution.94

Birth licenses would number among the assets of women who could afford to buy them. They 
would be transferable to other beneficiaries in the event of the owner’s death. Anticipating 
possible objections, Daly claimed that the plan would benefit the poor, who would be able 
to increase their per capita income by selling their right to bear children. Daly emphasized 
that offenders would be punished, and the extra children adopted by other families, who 
would be compensated by the state for the corresponding credits that would have to be 
withdrawn from the market.95 A handful of similar plans have been put forward since then. 
Fung, for instance, appended a method for securing expeditious termination of the incurably 
ill to avert population aging, in conjunction with global vaccination of women to prevent 
excessive pregnancies without the need to employ a costly surveillance apparatus.96 De la 
Croix and Gosseries also carried out a mathematical analysis to generalize the scheme so 
that governments would be able to increase or decrease the population at will, depending 
on the needs.97

Certain advocates of degrowth dismissed the idea of tradable birth licenses as a “top down” 
approach to “such a sensitive issue,” counter-suggesting a plan inspired by the “neo-Malthu-
sianist bottom-up women’s freedom movement of 1900.”98 The rationale behind this plan 
was outlined by Martinez-Alier and Masjuan:

This neo-Malthusian movement did not appeal to the State to impose restrictions on popula-
tion growth. on the contrary, it required “bottom up” activism based on women’s freedom, the 
downward pressure of excessive population on wages, and the threat to the environment and 
subsistence.99

They urged the feminist movement not to see neo-Malthusianist ideas on population as 
“abhorrent,” reminding feminists of their “own historical role in the demographic transi-
tions.”100 other writers also advocate “population degrowth to a steady-state [that] should 
be the outcome of bottom-up action and empowerment of women to control their pro-
ductive rights.”101

The “bottom up approach” is often formulated in quite a subtle way that even gestures 
in the direction of participative social agency for population degrowth. That was not the 
case with the Malthusians of the late 1960s and 1970s. Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb,102 but 
also Hardin’s essays “The Tragedy of the Commons” and “Lifeboat Ethics: The Case against 

94ibid., 57.
95ibid.
96K.K. Fung, “How Many children?—Fixing total annual Births as a Population control Policy,” Population Research and 
Policy Review 17 (1998).
97D. De la croix and a. Gosseries, “Population Policy through tradable Procreation entitlements,” International Economic 
Review 50 (2009).
98Kerschner, “economic De-growth vs. Steady-state economy,” p. 546.
99Joan Martinez-alier and eduard Masjuan, “Neo-Malthusianism in the early 20th century,” Department of economics and 
economic History, Universidad autónoma de Barcelona (2004), p. 1.
100ibid., 22.
101Schneider, Kallis and Martinez-alier, “crisis or opportunity?” p. 514.
102Paul R. ehrlich, The Population Bomb (New York: Bucaneer Books inc., 1971).
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Helping the Poor,” are representative examples.103 The standard Malthusian arguments were 
combined with an attack on the welfare state, which was blamed for the rise in the popula-
tion, foreshadowing misery in the long run. Hardin even attacked the united nations’ 1967 
universal Declaration of Human rights.104 He argues that the welfare state enabled families, 
races, or even social classes “to secure their own aggrandizement through overbreeding,” and 
remarked: “If we love the truth we must openly deny the validity of the universal Declaration 
of Human rights.”105

These ideas are variants on the key Malthusian idea that an “objective” problem exists, 
namely an “excess” of human beings on earth. It is a problem, which overshadows social 
conflicts: its solution is to be determined by natural laws, not social or political decisions. 
As pointed out by Polanyi, Malthus advocated the repeal of the English Poor Laws because 
he thought that they would force wages up.106 He accordingly resorted to naturalism to 
explain the unprecedented misery of the great mass of the working force, given that it 
was impermissible to explain it as a consequence of putative laws of the market. His ideas 
evolved against a backdrop of extreme poverty in which, “man (…) was doomed either to 
stop the procreation of his race or to condemn himself wittingly to liquidation through war 
and pestilence, hunger and vice.”107 Malthus regarded it as axiomatic that population, when 
unchecked, increases geometrically, in contrast to merely arithmetic increases in the means 
of subsistence. To avoid famine, poverty, epidemics, and crime, reduction in the rate of 
procreation of the poor was, therefore, the solution most consonant with assumed “natural 
inequality” between population and means of subsistence. For Malthus, social inequality 
and misery for the poor were inevitable: “though the rich by unfair combinations contribute 
frequently to prolong a season of distress among the poor, yet no possible form of society 
could prevent the almost constant action of misery upon a great part of mankind (…).”108 
His rejection of the Poor Laws was rooted in the fear that they would lead to social change, 
and he attempted to theorize the impossibility of any such modification to structural ine-
quality: “The rich might become poor, and some of the poor rich, but a part of the society 
must necessarily feel a difficulty of living, and this difficulty will naturally fall on the least 
fortunate members.”109

A number of different authorities and associated international organizations are today 
concerned, in a Malthusian spirit, with issues of overpopulation and poverty. The non-profit 
organization “Population Connection,” for example, claims to fight “unsustainable population 
growth.”110 Its assumption is that the number of humans “that Earth can support” depends 
on social and political decisions. It then turns the question around and asks, “How many 
people can’t the Earth support?” Through instrumentalization of “the Earth,” which becomes 
a distinct subject almost with its own will, the answer provided is:

103Garret Hardin, “the tragedy of the commons,” Science 162 (1968) and “lifeboat ethics: the case against Helping the Poor,” 
Psychology Today 8 (1974).
104Hardin, “the tragedy of the commons,” pp. 1246–1247.
105ibid.
106Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (Boston: Beacon Press Books, 
2001), p. 128.
107ibid., 88.
108thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population (london: electronic Scholarly Publishing Project, 1998), p. 11.
109ibid., 25.
110Population connection, available online at: <http://www.populationconnection.org/>.
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Αt present the Earth can’t support the 9.2 million children who die every year (…). The Earth 
can’t support the nearly 900 million people who don’t have access to safe drinking water. The 
Earth can’t support the 2.5 billion people who don’t have access to basic sanitation.111

once again, issues of poverty, malnutrition, disease, and global inequalities transform into 
issues of “world population.” The same line of argument can be seen with the “German 
Foundation for the world Population,” whose aim is “to raise awareness of the close relation-
ship between population development, poverty, health and protection of the environment in 
developing countries.”112 “Valid information” and sexual education is provided through con-
traception campaigns, “which are fundamental to improving health and effectively fighting 
poverty.”113 Such actions are undertaken with a view to preventing poverty “before it occurs,” 
implying that if the poor reduce their birth rates, poverty will be reduced too.114

The concern with overpopulation is not confined to developing countries. “Sustainable 
Population Australia,” a special advocacy group, aims “to promote policies that will lead to the 
stabilization and then to reduction of Australia’s population by encouraging low fertility, but 
also low immigration.”115 Likewise, the non-profit organization “Carrying Capacity network” 
in the uS, focuses on reduction of immigration, vociferously opposing what it describes as 
multiculturalism, political correctness, and egalitarian demands. Though it is argued that 
the “carrying capacity” of an area depends on natural factors, the term is also used to justify 
opposition to immigration and policies regarded as a detriment to uS taxpayers, their jobs, 
public services, and culture.116 The organization further seeks “to help promote policies that 
will lead to the stabilization and then reduction of global population,”117 with the concept 
of carrying capacity serving as a tool used against the poor and a vehicle for strategies of 
social exclusion, invoking such criteria as the purity of national culture and the protection 
of jobs earmarked a priori for the domestic population. Such arguments are symptomatic 
of the continuing influence of Malthusian ideas.

“Surplus Population” in the Crises of the 1970s and Today

until the 1970s, consumption was encouraged by Keynesian policies that stimulated domes-
tic demand, but its expansion was limited by recession. In the next phase of growth, trig-
gered by credit liberalization, consumption was once again boosted in the fields of real 
estate, bank products, and consumer loans, for instance. Although the crisis of 2008 started 
in the financial and banking sector, the socialization of private losses led to an increase in 
public indebtedness and a new fiscal crisis. These developments bring back to center stage 
James o’Connor’s 1970s analysis of the “fiscal crisis of the state.”118 until the late 1960s, when 
both monopoly capital (in particular large-scale industries) and union leaders feared that 
the “relative surplus population” would shake the fragile class compromise of that period, 

111Population connection, available online at: <http://www.populationconnection.org/us/frequently-asked-questions-faq/>.
112Deutsche Stiftung weltbevölkerung, available online at: <http://www.who.int/maternal_child_adolescent/topics/new-
born/DSw-Deutsche-Stiftung-weltbevoelkerung.pdf>.
113ibid.
114ibid.
115Sustainable Population australia, available online at: <https://www.population.org.au/>.
116“How many people from foreign cultures can anyone society absorb before its own culture breaks down? Mass immigration 
Facilitates a Destructive Multiculturalism.” carrying capacity Network, available online at: <http://www.carryingcapacity.
org/alerts/alert0213.html>.
117ibid.
118James o’connor, The Fiscal Crisis of the State (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1973).
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all parties desired the welfare system.119 Two developments overturned this arrangement: 
the gradual fall in profit rates for monopoly capital due to inflation, and the widening gap 
between public spending and revenues due to disinvestment and rising unemployment. 
“Competitive capital” (primarily small-scale industrial enterprises catering to local markets), 
which did not depend on welfare expenditure and social programs for its reproduction 
and regarded unemployment as a “natural” concomitant of the free-market, was to reject 
Keynesian policies. unionized employees of monopoly capital who saw their sector being 
weakened were unwilling to pay taxes and opposed social programs out of concern that the 
surplus population might become too competitive. The question was thus one of solving the 
fiscal crisis and the problem of inflation, on the one hand, and the problem of insurgency 
and radical movements among the surplus population on the other.120

Some decades later, the crisis in the financial sector that erupted in 2008, with its recurrent 
shock waves and their chain effects, initiated a period characterized by international eco-
nomic turbulence. The “Great Bailout” of banks, global corporations, and financial institutions 
transformed private debt into public,121 leading to a new fiscal crisis. In order to prepare for 
harsh austerity measures and a new attack on labor, the state launched a blame-the-victim 
rhetoric: “no longer are global banks or giant corporations at fault. (…) The real culprits are 
poor and working class people who expected too much.”122 Falling incomes and pensions, 
huge cuts to health care, education and social-welfare, and a campaign against “laxity and 
laziness of the poor” had to be accepted by the society as the appropriate politics and the 
inevitable way out of the crisis.123

In Greece, the Eurozone country worst hit by the crisis, such policies were imposed at 
unprecedented speed in the framework of a series of agreements signed between Greece and 
its creditors (European Commission, European Central Bank, International Monetary Fund), 
as a result of the country’s exclusion from the international markets in 2010. Privatization 
of remaining public assets, austerity, wage and pension cuts, cuts in public expenditure, 
and a series of packages of neoliberal measures were imposed, causing widespread social 
discontent. However, the same formula (austerity measures in return for tranches of funding 
for servicing the public debt or rescuing banks) was imposed by a series of governments, 
irrespective of their ideological orientations, political priorities, capacities for international 
negotiation, and/or pre-electoral campaigns. The financial state of emergency, the more or 
less realistic possibility or threat of exiting the Eurozone or even, at a deeper level, a polit-
ical-ideological faith in the austerity program, shaped governmental decisions from 2010 
onwards. These decisions were taken to the detriment of broad layers of society, especially 
the lower social classes. Such policies effect not only Greece, though it was there that they 
were implemented more rapidly and had the most dramatic consequences, in terms, for 
example, of unemployment which rose from 7.7% in 2008 to 27.7% in 2013, falling only 
slightly to 25.6% in 2015.124 Political interventions such as the Fiscal Compact for constitu-
tionalization of budget and fiscal discipline, and a series of “automatic corrections” for deviant 

119ibid., 41.
120ibid., 223.
121McNally, “Global Slump”, p. 4.
122ibid., 22.
123ibid.
124eurostat, Unemployment Statistics, 2015, available online at: <http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.
php/Unemployment_statistics>.
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countries, as well as a number of plans for the future of the Eurozone which stress the need 
for more “structural reforms” to increase competitiveness and assist market priorities,125 show 
that neo-liberalization, attacks on the remaining welfare state, and pressure on labor through 
austerity apply not only to Greece, but constitute a general tendency in Europe.

Ecological growth critiques focus neither on austerity nor on the crisis-induced conditions 
for labor. However, in both crises of the 1970s and the present one, faced with the urgent 
need for social pacification, such discourses placed surplus population (called “overpopula-
tion”) at the center of their critique. In his article “Population, resources, and the Ideology of 
Science,” Harvey sought the reasons why ecological anti-growth discourses gained influence 
during that particular period of social unrest: “was it accidental that the environmentalist 
argument emerged so strongly in 1968 at the crest of campus disturbances?”126 He then 
described how proponents of a resurgent Malthusianism tried to present their findings as 
“factual, ethically neutral and ideology free” and linked those views with the crisis of the 
1970s growth model:

The welfare population in America is being transformed from a tool for the manipulation of 
effective demand (which was its economic role in the 1960s) into a tool for attacking wage rates 
(…) and Malthus’ arguments are all being used to do it. wage rates have been under attack, and 
policies for depressing real earnings are emerging (…) to compensate for falling rates of profit 
and a slowdown in the rate of capital accumulation.127

what o’Connor characterized as “surplus population” and Harvey as “welfare population” was 
subjected to social discipline after the crisis of the 1970s and is similarly subjected to it today. 
A series of defeats for labor since the 1970s, the subsequent dismantling of pre-existing labor 
protection legislation, and a series of entrepreneurial-friendly policies have strengthened 
the structural role of unemployment within a context of constant degradation of labor. The 
revival of Malthusian views should, therefore, not come as a surprise, as today’s capitalism 
has created a massive reserve army, already larger than the mainstream labor force, and 
constantly increasing in numbers. The class character of Malthusian analyses is reflected, for 
instance, in the fact that the richest ten percent consume far more than the rest of the world 
population, with the poorest forty percent using less than five percent of natural resources, 
so that in a global perspective, the poor are essentially irrelevant in terms of resource allo-
cation.128 Malthusian views not only overlook these facts aside, but even demonize the con-
sumption of the lower classes. Given all this, Harvey’s assertions regarding the re-emergent 
“overpopulation” concerns of the 1970s are equally applicable to the current crisis:

If we accept a theory of overpopulation and resource scarcity but insist upon keeping the cap-
italist mode of production intact, then the inevitable results are policies directed toward class 
or ethnic repression at home and policies of imperialism and neo-imperialism abroad. (…) If an 
existing social order, an elite group of some sort, is under threat and is fighting to preserve its 
dominant position in society, then the overpopulation and shortage of resources arguments 
can be used as powerful ideological levers to persuade people into acceptance of the status 
quo and of authoritarian measures to maintain it.129

125Jean-claude Juncker, Donald tusk, Jeroen Dijsselbloem, Mario Draghi, and Martin Schulz, completing europe’s economic and 
Monetary Union, european commission, 2015, available online at: <http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/economic-monetary-union/
docs/5-presidents-report_en.pdf>.
126David Harvey, “Population, Resources, and the ideology of Science,” Economic Geography 50:3 (1974), p. 275.
127ibid.
128Fred Magdoff, “is Population the Problem?” Monthly Review 64:8 (2013), p. 8.
129Harvey, “Population, Resources, and the ideology of Science,” pp. 273–274.
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Several decades later, and in the midst of yet another severe capitalist crisis, Harvey’s ori-
entations remain essentially unaltered. He discusses how, during the current crisis, there 
is a revival of the Malthusian idea that low living standards are attributable to scarcities in 
nature rather than to the oppressions of capital.130 Marxist formulations on class relations 
and the need to maintain an impoverished labor surplus for future exploitation give way 
to environmental explanations of the crisis. Harvey emphasizes that in today’s crisis, the 
question of natural limits cannot “be accorded primacy of place.”131 He also opposes, for a 
number of reasons, the dominant idea “that capitalism is encountering a fatal contradiction 
in the form of a looming environmental crisis.”132 The first has to do with his skepticism vis 
à vis the various projections of global population increase and the optimal figure for main-
tenance of capitalism. Such projections typically go hand-in-hand with, so far, infelicitous 
predictions of an apocalyptic end to capitalism. The second is his perception as simplistic of 
the discourses on “nature” provided by ecological writers within the framework of a Cartesian 
thinking which “constructs capital and nature as two separate entities” and ignores the point 
that “capital is a working and evolving ecological system within which both nature and cap-
ital are constantly being produced (…).”133 The third is his assessment that such discourses 
underestimate capital’s abilities to take advantage of environmentally friendly technologies 
and even operate in the midst of environmental catastrophes.

Given the crucial role of technological innovation in overcoming crises, it is understand-
able how capitalism has refuted 1970s predictions of its collapse. As Chirot points out: 
“instead of producing either major wars or depressions, the crises of the 1970s gave way 
to the rising boom stimulated by the electronics and computer revolutions of the 1980s 
and 1990s.”134 These technological advances were a key factor in renewing capitalism and 
formed the technical basis of financial growth in the next decades. The Meadows report was 
indeed based on that era’s emerging digital and computing technologies, highlighting their 
gradually increasing significance. Although views such as those of Forrester, the Meadows 
team, and Daly contested growth in the forms it assumed until the 1970s, they essentially 
embodied and presaged the emerging growth models of the near future. Today’s current 
critiques of growth similarly draw on what they perceive to be the environmental crisis, the 
overpopulation problem, and the erosion of national and local economies as a result of the 
global finance-led economy’s overexpansion. while the Keynesian answer to the current 
crisis amounts to a “Green new Deal,” the answer put forward by advocates of degrowth is 
a steady-state economy.

what makes a steady-state economy impossible is its incompatibility with capitalism’s 
inherent tendencies toward expansion, new profit making, and growth. Harvey asserts that, 
“the answer to this prospect [of a steady-state economy] is a resounding no,” for such an 
economy constitutes a “logical and exclusionary contradiction,” which “simply cannot exist,” 
for “without an expansion there can be no capital.”135 Anti-growth perspectives appear unwill-
ing to take seriously the modi operandi of capitalism. Instead of that, in an era of crisis and 

130David Harvey, The Enigma of Capital and the Crises of Capitalism (New York: oxford University Press, 2010), p. 72.
131ibid., 78.
132David Harvey, Seventeen Contradictions and the End of Capitalism (london: Profile Books, 2014), p. 246.
133ibid., 247, emphasis Harvey.
134Daniel chirot, “a turning Point or Business as Usual?” in craig calhoun and Georgi Derluguian (eds), Business as Usual: The 
Roots of the Global Financial Meltdown (New York: New York University Press, 2011), p. 130.
135Harvey, Seventeen Contradictions and the End of Capitalism, p. 232.
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intense social conflict, they undertake the Malthusian task of accommodating the working 
classes to prospects of increasing poverty, labor insecurity, and social inequality.

Conclusion

Marx recognized neither overpopulation as an objective concept nor poverty as a natural 
law. what he saw and analyzed were the ever-changing needs of capital and those who 
formed “a disposable industrial reserve army (…) [i]ndependently of the limits of the actual 
increase of population.”136 For Polanyi, for whom Malthusianism comprised one aspect of 
political economy of the “utopian” project of the “self-regulating market,” these ideas were 
to be marginalized with the “collapse of the civilization of the 19th century,” or with what he 
interpreted as the end of the laissez-faire system after the 1930s crisis and world war II.137 As 
this article indicates, by comparing the two growth critiques in the context of the postwar 
period’s two most important crises, Malthusian ideas have not been exhausted. on the 
contrary, they have resurged dynamically as tools of liberal thought in conditions of crisis 
and they contribute to theoretical justifications of the degradation of labor.

Just as Malthus opposed relief for the poor of the eighteenth century, so growth critics 
in the 1970s opposed the “excess” of consumption and welfare provisions in the Keynesian 
context. Today’s degrowth proponents advocate policies identical to those of neoliberalism 
such as degradation of labor and weakening remaining welfare rights. By promoting a vision 
of social pacification, under which social inequality is accepted as natural and inescapable, 
pending replacement of the old growth model by a new one and resolving the crisis, oppo-
nents of growth argue in favor of disciplining society, and in particular the poor, by resorting 
to broad categories that aspire to stand above class struggle (for example, “population,” 
“world,” “planet,” “humanity,” and “earth”) and asserting natural limits as an indisputable pri-
ority in what amounts to a permanent state of emergency.

what kind of emergency remains in force for more than two centuries, from the late 
eighteenth century when Malthus’s work was first published, through the 1970s when it 
was invoked by the Meadows team, up to now, with degrowth? The Meadows team failed 
to notice that the grim scenarios of hunger, poisoned air and food, disease, and misery, were 
not a future threat for mankind in general, but in fact the norm of everyday life for millions 
of people around the globe, having been the condition of existence for the poor in metro-
politan areas since the dawn of capitalism.138 This does not mean that ecological limitations 
are not important or that the history of successive capitalist growth models will go on being 
repeated ad infinitum. But, given the unreality of the hope that the ecological crisis or the 
effects of permanent growth can be averted within a system of wealth distribution that over 
the last decades has generated unprecedented economic inequalities, it should come as no 
surprise that the nostrum of “growth again” is still influential:

Many people today are increasingly receptive towards those who call for a slower lifestyle, zero 
growth or even minus growth, and who urge us to adopt a more modest way of life (…). But 
when we contemplate the incredible increase in the lack of restraint at the top end of society, 
and the utterly obscene growth in social inequality, such hopes must seem utterly unrealistic 
and downright naive. why should a car worker agree to take a pay cut when the boss of the 

136Karl Marx, Selected Works, David Mclennan (ed.) (New York: oxford University Press, 2000), p. 517.
137Polanyi, The Great Transformation, p. 9.
138Galtung, “the ‘limits to Growth’ and class Politics,” pp. 105–106.
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company has just pocketed an annual salary of 17 million euros? we have to have growth again, 
if only to prevent battles over distribution of wealth—which of course does not mean that we 
will still have growth when it is no longer possible to inject the capitalist economy indefinitely 
with artificial money.139

To the extent that the same neoliberal financial system that led to the current crisis remains 
intact and the state remains invariably willing to satisfy markets at any cost, proposals for 
simpler lifestyles and ecological programs become futile or of secondary importance. As long 
as wage and class inequalities, social insecurity, and labor deregulation become ever more 
intense in today’s capitalism, a new, fragile, conflictual, and temporary round of growth may 
appear defensible as a last-ditch contrivance for achieving renewed social reproduction. If, 
however, policies to achieve growth become less and less effective, the issue at stake will be 
whether capitalist growth might be replaced as a mechanism for social reproduction—and 
by what. After a long succession of tested and failed growth models culminating in the 
2008 crisis, and many maneuvers aimed at establishing new arrangements for capitalist 
accumulation and reproduction, only to generate new crises, if labor is degraded and ine-
qualities continue to grow ever more profound, then hopes fade for a change that might 
benefit society.
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