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1. Introduction: what is degrowth?

Degrowth is a new keyword. It is on the one hand a keyword that has a scientific basis on the
recognition that continuous economic growth is not only unsustainable but also undesirable, and on
the other, a keyword that aspires to mobilize a social movement, a ‘movement of movements’, that
will act politically to stop the self-destructive path of growth economies, creating a better society
along the way. The theoretical sources as well as the political background of the different social groups
inspired by degrowth make it difficult to speak of ‘one’ social movement, or a ‘degrowth movement’
in the strict sense1. Likewise, degrowth is a ‘concept in the making’, and it is equally difficult to find a
single comprehensive definition. In its latest academic renaissance, degrowth has been described as
the transition – via the gradual and equitable downscaling of production and consumption – to a
quantitatively smaller and qualitatively different economy that respects the environment, increases
human wellbeing and aims at social equity (e.g. Schneider et al. 2010). Degrowth is also described as
“…an attempt to re-politicise the debate on the much needed socio-ecological transformation…”, by
becoming a “…confluence point where streams of critical ideas and political action converge”
(Demaria et al. 2013: 192-193). Degrowth is therefore, at the same time, a critique, a proposed
transition process, a vision and a political project (Latouche 2010).

As a result, degrowth is a term used in many contexts and with various interpretations. Different
proponents may consider it as either an inevitable path and a challenge to modern societies and/or as a
normative goal for a democratic, egalitarian and ecologically sustainable society. In the first case, the
dilemma becomes whether degrowth should come as a result of continuing with business as usual and
take the form of a recession with catastrophic consequences and a forced adaptation, or else whether
awareness will raise in time for the need for a radical redesign of the basic structures of society. In the
second case, degrowth is not a destiny but a desired state of affairs, independent of the current
dynamic, and as such offers a rallying cry and a political goal for environmental struggles all over the
world (Martinez-Alier et al. 2010). The critique of growth as it is formulated within the degrowth
literature does not only address the technical dimension of GDP growth, but also encompasses the
pervasive logic of growth, which implies competition, acceleration and expansion. Using the words of
one of its key figures, Serge Latouche, what is at stake is the so-called ‘social imaginary of growth’,
i.e. the overall legitimation background that somehow makes sense of our practices, institutions and
habits in the society we live in (Latouche 2009). According to Latouche, we are growth-addicted,
caught within a compulsive attitude, which is functional to the systemic drivers of modern societies.

The degrowth discourse has gained popularity in times of crisis. Indeed degrowth is considered by
some as a direct and necessary response to the triple environmental, social and economic crisis
(Schneider et al. 2010), following the view that crisis can be an opportunity to reorganise societies and
manage a ‘prosperous way down’ (Odum and Odum 2006), before environmental collapse becomes
catastrophic. Nevertheless, degrowth is considered desirable for its own sake by most of its proponents
and should not be reduced to a response to an environmental emergency. The conceptual roots of the
movement follow a long tradition of thinkers exposing the weaknesses of the notions of linear

1 For a detailed overview of the historical and ideological origins of degrowth see Duverger 2011b, Muraca
2013.
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progress, western development, self-interested individualism, productivism and more recently
sustainable development. In particular, degrowth-advocates criticize continuous economic growth for,
after a certain threshold, it intensifies social inequalities and exacerbates environmental problems.

Put simply, the degrowth proposal starts off with the proposition that in the so-called rich countries of
the West a further growth of the economy is socially, ecologically and economically unsustainable
(Alexander 2012), and hypothesizes that people can live better with less, working less in the paid
economy and having an improved quality of life as a result. Therefore, if degrowth – in the literal
sense of a declining state – is ‘inevitable’, the question is how it can become socially sustainable
(Kallis 2011). For that reason, advocates of degrowth in a broader sense call for an organized and
voluntary exodus from the capitalist growth economy. At the conceptual and cultural level, degrowth
is opposed to the dominant ideology of economism, i.e. the idea that the economic logic pervades other
spheres of social life and reduce their autonomous logics to merely instrumental rationality – a view
stemming from the mainstream depiction of the economy as an isolated system, separate from the
social, political and ecological spheres. Looking beyond GDP growth, it aims to redefine the collective
values and core objectives of public policies. At the same time, through research, experimentation and
participation in a democratic process, it begins outlining an ideal form of societal organization.

At the level of institutions and daily practices, degrowth ideas offer a coherent conceptual framework
for various proposals and initiatives, which are born in different social movements and sometimes find
political expression in parts of the Green and the radical Left. Thus, degrowth overlaps to a certain
extent with claims and strategies put forward by movements, such as Transition Towns, the
Indignados/Occupy, the movement for reclaiming the Commons, Solidarity Economy, Peer-to-peer
production, Global Environmental and Social Justice. It is in this sense that degrowth aims to act as a
structuring concept, and a rallying slogan, for a movement of movements. 

2. Crisis of growth and the need for a social and ecological transformation

Economic growth has played for a long time a crucial role in stabilizing modern industrialized
societies, by guaranteeing employment, social mobility, tax revenue, and thus social pacification.
Modern capitalist societies, in fact, keep stabilizing and reproducing themselves dynamically, i.e. by
means of a steady process of expansion and intensification with regard to space, time, energy and
creative activity. As long as this process can carry on, stability is continuously, yet dynamically
restored. Expansion indicates the continuous occupation of new territories in a strict sense, as it has
been the case with territorial expansion of colonial powers at the dawn of industrialization, but also in
a wider sense in terms of access to relatively cheap natural resources and to new markets. Expansion
refers also to the ongoing appropriation of time by means of intensification and of externalization to
the future: the shift from renewable to fossil sources of low entropy enabled a relative independence
from the time needed for the regeneration of renewable sources (see next §). The intensification of
exploitation in time does not only affect natural resources. It can also be framed in terms of a steady
acceleration of social, cultural and technological innovation: what Rosa calls an ‘overall acceleration
of the pace of life’ (Rosa 2005), by means of increasing positional competition and the drive to profit
accumulation. 

We are currently faced with a fundamental crisis of this dynamisation logic that turns out to have
dysfunctional effects with regard to the socio-economic, political and cultural reproduction of modern,
capitalistic societies (Dörre et al. 2010). On the one hand, external limits to growth, such as ecological
constrains in terms of resource scarcity and sinks absorption, increasingly reduce the margin of
profitability of capitalist investments (Mahnkopf 2013) and spell therefore the approaching end of
‘easy’ economic growth. On the other hand, the immanent dynamics of stabilization have reached a
point at which they undermine their own very conditions of reproductivity. Industrialised countries
seem to have reached a threshold at which the feasible growth rates no longer secure employment,
social mobility, and welfare.
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The ‘limits to growth’ debate, which in the early 1970s was framed mainly in terms of external,
ecological limits and resource scarcity, is reaching a new, momentous turning point. We are now
facing a double economic-ecological crisis, in which measures to enhance economic growth inevitably
increase the pressure on the ecological systems and in the long run compromise not only economic
development, but also erode the basis of democracy. While promising a return to the golden age of
growth, austerity politics instead foster recession, leading to a massive redistribution from bottom to
top, and requiring dramatic cutbacks on basic liberties. The trust in economic growth as a solution path
is shaking as well. The exacerbation of environmental conflicts worldwide and the aggravation of the
ecological crisis with regard to non-human nature and future generations boost an increasing moral
critique of economic growth considered as the main driver for the environmental crisis (see further on
this, Muraca 2012).

Moreover, the promise of growth as a condition for the improvement of quality of life for an
increasing number of people has lost credibility, not only from a structural point of view, but also in
the perspective of social actors. An increasing number of people in Western countries are becoming
aware that the promise of growth for a better life no longer holds. As several scholars has repeatedly
shown in subsequent studies, after a certain threshold economic growth decouples from both
subjective well-being (Easterlin et al. 2010) as well as quality of life calculated by indicators such as
ISEW (Max-Neef 1995). Due to positional competition, the steady struggle for an improvement on
one’s own life is doomed to fail repeatedly. According to Binswanger we are all somehow ‘trapped’
within so-called treadmills, which while promising happiness foster constant dissatisfaction; for
example, due to a phenomenon similar to the rebound effect, innovative time-saving devices lead to an
intensification of the workload that require even more time than before, rather than saving time for
other ‘free’ activities (Binswanger 2006).

Growth has turned from a preferred means for securing well-being into a goal of its own. As such, it is
not only exacerbating the pressure on the environment, but also jeopardizing democratic stability and
social cohesion. Green growth strategies fail to work due to rebound effects (Polimeni et al. 2008) and
the risks related to on-going monetization of non-human nature, such as the impossibility of
calculation and aggregation, the incommensurability of valuation languages, and the short-term
perspective of economic cost-benefit analysis (Holland 1995, Martinez-Alier et al. 1998). Keeping on
a growth-path at any costs increases the willingness to take risks (fracking, deep-water drilling) and to
push exploitation beyond collectively negotiated boundaries (in natural reserves, fisheries, etc.)
Whereas a growth-based society is destabilised by a recession path, a radical social and ecological
transformation of the basic structures of society might help transitioning towards a society
independent from the growth addiction. When degrowth activists state that ‘your recession is not our
degrowth’ this is precisely what they mean: since a growth-based society, which is no longer growing,
is doomed to collapse, we are in need of a new vision for a radical transformation of the basic structure
of society towards a degrowth path (Muraca 2013).

3. Evolution of a scientific concept

From ecological economics to degrowth

Occasionally used by critical French-speaking economists as a translation for downshifting, the term
décroissance appeared in the political and cultural arena of France in the early 1970s. After the
publication of the report by the Club of Rome, Limits to Growth, in 1972 (Meadows et al. 1972), and
the subsequent reactions in Europe to then-President of the European Commission Sicco Mansholt’s
explicit plea for a reorientation of the economy towards social utility instead of economic growth (see
Duverger 2011a: 118ff.) a vivid and controversial discussion arose among the French intelligentsia in
particular. In 1973, Le Cahiers de la Nef dedicated a whole issue to this topic under the headline ‘Les
objecteurs de croissance’ (growth objectors). In a paper of this issue, Amar introduced the term
décroissance, which he intended in a rather unspecific way (not clearly distinguished from zero-
growth). From a ‘culturalist’ perspective, Amar considered the paradigm of growth as rooted in the
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spirit of modern Western Civilisation and criticised the moral and anthropological aspects of it (Amar
1973). After the publication with the title “La décroissance. Entropie – Écologie – Économie” of some
of Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen’s main papers in a collection appearing in 1979 (Georgescu-Roegen
1995, preface by Grinevald and Rens; Muraca 2010, 2013), the term finally established itself in a more
specific sense as an alternative to ‘zégisme’ (the concept of zero growth). Georgescu-Roegen referred
explicitly to John Stuart Mill’s vision of a ‘declining state’ of the economy in terms of an improvement
of quality of life and of the societal relations among people. He criticized Daly’s “steady-state”
economy because the reductions it demanded were already too small in an economy such as the United
States’ in the 1970s.

According to Georgescu-Roegen, since all evolutionary processes are necessarily irreversible,
economists will very soon have to reconsider their profession and move from solely engaging with the
issue of economic growth on to identifying criteria to plan the declining state. He postulated that
economic processes, rather than being mechanical reversible phenomena, resemble biological ‘open
systems’, and as such they are creative, metabolic and qualitatively transformative: they rely on the
qualitative difference between available and non-available energy and are therefore not simply
quantitative phenomena of increasing size. Like biological processes, they feed on the low entropy of
their environment. Entropy is for Georgescu-Roegen not so much the measure for absolute planetary
limits, but rather a frame for conceiving the unidirectionality of time and the irreversibility of creative,
qualitative, and cumulative (since path-dependent) processes that take place on the planet. Entropy and
evolution are thus the two sides of the very same coin. Planetary limits refer to the rate of use of
resources and the limiting regenerative time of natural, living processes (Muraca 2010).

Organic bodies survive and develop by feeding wisely on the single ‘infinite’ resource of low entropy
available on our planet: the solar energy that is captured by the Earth’s surface (land) just as a fisher
net catches the fish. However, the flow of solar energy, which is infinite in its amount, is not at our
disposal with respect to its rate. Endosomatic development depends on the flow rate of its basic source
captured in the net of land as well as on the regeneration processes that keep that very ‘net’ at a
constant level of functioning in order to support life. In their technological development human beings
managed to disentangle themselves from this temporal limitation by resorting to the so-called
terrestrial stocks of low entropy (the result of a particular condition in the history of the planet, during
which a big reservoir of low entropy – i.e. fossil resources – accumulated into stocks). Other than
solar-based flows, stocks of low entropy are not infinite in size, yet their flow rate can be fixed at will
according to society’s needs.

The shift from renewable to non-renewable, fossil sources has enabled a remarkable acceleration and
intensification in the production of new instruments resulting in what we call the industrial revolution.
Moreover, terrestrial stocks have been successfully utilised for increasing and accelerating the
productivity of renewable processes (see for example the use of fossil-based fertilizers). However, for
Georgescu-Roegen, this is not an indefinite path due to the limited availability of terrestrial stocks. In
the end, the shift from renewable to non-renewable sources is based on the accelerated depletion of the
terrestrial sources and is in the long run parasitic. Along this path is what Georgescu-Roegen calls an
infinite regress, in which the maintenance flows2 for a particular economic process are produced by
another economic process and so on: the continuous intensification of productivity is rooted in the
possibility of this shift onto terrestrial resources. In the long run, however, this acceleration spiral leads
back to the only unlimited source of low entropy, which is solar radiation captured by land and is
limited with respect to its flow rate. 

Thus, the amazing development due to industrialization relies on a continuous displacement of
environmental impacts to other sites (for example to the Global South: Muradian et al. 2002) and to
the future. By using and abusing terrestrial stocks today in order to intensify the productivity of funds,

2 Maintenance flows are all those factors that regenerate stocks – they encompass all those assimilative or
absorptive services, referred to as sink functions, that render economic processes possible in the long run (all
those factors that keep workers in good conditions are also maintenance flows).
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we compromise the options of future generations to do so (Muraca 2010). ‘Growth’ – including green
growth – roots itself in the exponential intensification and in the accelerating spiral of infinite regress
that can keep the economic process further growing. ‘Growth’ becomes thus a goal in itself: the spiral
has to keep going for its own sake, although in the long run this path is not only illusory, but also
hazardous.

Modern history: a pattern emerges

Two decades later, the Rio Conference in 1992 revived the international debate on the ecological and
social limits to growth, eventually leading to the controversial definition of ‘sustainable development’
(WCED 1987: 43). For degrowth proponents the term ‘sustainable development’ is an oxymoron, i.e. a
contradiction in terms: by drawing on Georgescu-Roegen, they claim that with the dominance of the
growth paradigm in the economic mainstream, economic development cannot be sustainable
(Latouche 2007). Latouche identifies the Colloquium ‘Défaire le développement, Refaire le monde’
(Undoing development, redoing the world) held in spring 2002 at the UNESCO in Paris, as the date of
birth of the décroissance movement. The Colloquium aimed at unmasking the destructive potential of
the dominant model of economic development for third world countries: ‘Western aid programs,
financial or other, tend to disrupt local systems of resistance and self-reliance, simple ‘poverty’
regressing into a state of material, social and cultural destitution’ (Giornal 2002). Latouche reclaims
the “post-development” tradition as the main origin of degrowth.

The ‘modern’ history of degrowth stems from social movements at the beginning of the century in
France and Italy, and only re-entered the academic world recently, marked by the organisation of the
1st International Conference on Economic Degrowth in 2008 in Paris, followed by similar, larger
conferences in Barcelona (2010), Montreal (2012), Venice (2012) and Leipzig (2014). Moreover, in
the last few years, degrowth has been on the research agenda of different international academic
conferences held by the Society for Ecological Economics, as well as surfacing in political debates in
many countries.

These movements were deeply inspired by, and in a way revisiting, Georgescu-Roegen’s (1971) and
the Meadows et al. (1972) ‘limits to growth’ debate. Some other key influences and main ideological
standpoints of degrowth include the critiques of the technological society, or large organizations and
the consumer culture (Ellul 1964, Illich 1973), as well as the Castoriadian notion of autonomy and the
‘social imaginary’ (Castoriadis 1998[1975]). Table 1 outlines the main intellectual sources of
degrowth, including some of the main authors associated with or inspiring the movement. An explicit
recognition of the diversity of its sources listed is considered essential in order to avoid reductionist
criticisms and misconceptions fundamentally incompatible with the ideas of the degrowth movement
(Demaria et al. 2013). In degrowth the concern with biophysical limits or environmental degradation is
always considered together with justice and democracy.

Degrowth’s conceptual roots Key authors

Political ecology, environmental justice, critique of 
commodification, equity, redistribution

Cornelius Castoriadis, André Gorz, Joan 
Martinez-Alier

Culturalist critique of development, post-colonial and 
post-development critique on the westernisation of 
cultures, buen vivir

Alberto Acosta, Arturo Escobar, Gustavo 
Esteva, Ivan Illich, Serge Latouche, 
Ashish Nandy, Helena Norberg-Hodge, 
Gilbert Rist, Wolfgang Sachs, Shiv 
Visvanathan

Critique of homo economicus and alternative 
anthropologies, anti-utilitarianism 

Alain Caillé, Marcel Mauss, Marshall 
Sahlins

Meaning of life, happiness, non-violence, voluntary 
simplicity 

Richard Easterlin, Ernst F. Schumacher, 
Henry D. Thoreau, Ted Trainer
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Ecological economics, bioeconomics, strong 
sustainability, steady-state economy

Herman Daly, Nicholas Georgescu-
Roegen

Direct, participatory democracy, conviviality, ‘right to 
be lazy’

Cornelius Castoriadis, Jacques Ellul, Ivan 
Illich3 

Table 1: Degrowth’s main intellectual affiliations. Due to the dynamic nature of the movement, the list
is only indicative and by no means exclusive (modified from Flipo 2009, Schneider et al. 2010,
Demaria et al. 2013, Muraca 2013).

4. Degrowth as a slogan for a social movement

A vision for the radical transformation of society

After more than two decades of meagre results from policies in the name of sustainable development
and ecological modernisation it becomes increasingly clear that market or technological mechanisms
alone are unlikely to bring about the envisioned change. A full ensemble of environmental and
redistributive policies is required that, exactly because they threaten to ‘harm’ the economy, are less
and less likely to be implemented within existing market economies, whose basic institutions depend
on and mandate continuous economic growth. An intertwined cultural and political change is needed
that will embrace degrowth as a positive social development and reform those institutions that make
growth an imperative. Sustainable degrowth is therefore not just a structuring concept; it is a radical
political project that offers a new story and a rallying slogan for a social coalition built around the
aspiration to construct a society that lives better with less (Kallis 2011).

Degrowth in its core offers a vision for the radical transformation of society. More than just a critique
to GDP growth, it provides a holistic critique and a radical questioning of the growth society with its
heteronomous, hierarchical power structures that degrade human behaviours, as well as a tentative
vision for a post carbon, post growth future. In this sense the degrowth discourse contributes to
building a counter-hegemonic narrative (D’Alisa et al. 2013), and in many respects is an attempt to
envision the next ‘Great Transformation’ (Haberl et al. 2011). Also influential within the degrowth
community is degrowth’s anti-systemic potential which in Gorz’s and Castoriadis’ terms “…is not
primarily in the sense of a replacement of a certain system by a different, possibly better one. Rather,
it is the critique of the very idea of ‘a system’ as a functional given structure reproducing itself almost
independently from the needs, aspirations and desires of people” (Muraca 2013: 166).

A commonly cited vision is Castoriadis’ notion of a revolution, as the radical transformation of society,
via the self-conscious creation and modification of society’s institutional structure by the citizens
(Asara et al. 2013, Muraca 2013). According to Castoriadis, an autonomous, or ‘post-revolutionary’,
democratic society should not be simply a self-managed society, but a society that self-institutes itself
explicitly, not once and for all, but continuously (Castoriadis 1988). This then requires a democratic
culture and a democratic identity (Olson 2006). ‘Revolution’ is therefore not only about reacting, but
most importantly about the building of alternative values that will lead to institutions less totalitarian,
more democratic, more participatory. 

Degrowth as a political project can trigger this process of societal transformation. It proposes a new
storyline and provides a platform that would stimulate the creation of collective visions of a future that
is simpler, but not regressive (Romano 2012) ecologically sustainable and socially equitable, away
from economism, towards autonomy. This interpretation of degrowth, somewhat ambitiously, requires
nothing less than a total change in attitudes and a complete reordering of values. It requires the
decolonisation of the current social imaginary and the creation of a radically different organisation of
our society, since there is nothing worse than a growth society without growth (Latouche 2009). Even
more provocatively, Fournier (2008) invites to ‘replace the consumer by the citizen’, by resuming

3 See also the special issue by Cattaneo et al. 2012 at the Journal Futures.
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degrowth’s political dimension and call for a true democracy that would provide the conditions for
new beliefs and norms to be instituted.

It comes as no surprise then that the degrowth proposal criticises reactionary ‘solutions’ such as
sustainable development and managerial approaches to overcome the ecological crisis, where conflicts
are largely ignored. Instead, it intends to explicitly repoliticise and democratise the ‘limits to growth’
discourse, by opening spaces of deliberation, also giving voice to the marginalised (rather than
speaking in the name of the poor), exploring the option space for sustainability and envisioning new
socioecological futures. In the tradition of political ecology, it aims at unmasking societal conflicts,
making them explicit, exposing vested interests and power structures. 

From vision to practice

The concept of transformation is central and explicit within the degrowth debate. As the closing phrase
of the Declaration of the 2nd International Conference on Degrowth in Barcelona 2010 outlines, “…the
challenge now is how to transform, and the debate has just begun” (Degrowth Declaration Barcelona
2010). How is this transformation to come about then? From a degrowth perspective, the object of
transformation is the current (western) consumer-capitalist society, including its institutional structure
and associated value system, i.e. the current capitalist (growth) social imaginary (Latouche 2010) and
the domination of ‘economism’ (Kallis et al. 2009) in all spheres of social life. Growth is considered
integral to this system: “It is not that this society has a growth economy; it is that this is a growth
society” (Trainer 2012: 593). It is exactly this ‘growth society’ that forms the object of a degrowth
transformation. 

Multiple subjects of transformation can be identified within the degrowth literature. The role of
individuals, civil society and the state is considered more important and there is generally less faith in
market policies and reforms. The political subject of degrowth is not traceable along conventional
lines of class, but consists of a greater alliance between activists, academics, practitioners, ecologically
concerned citizens, unemployed and underemployed, and includes those struggling for environmental
justice in the Global South (Martinez-Alier 2012), and peripheral North (Zografos 2013). Other actors
include research institutions, civil society, social movements and even national governments, shaping
the public discourse, creating spaces and experimenting with alternative institutional structures.

Respectively, the means of transformation, also referred to as “degrowth strategies” vary from
oppositional activism to building alternatives and reformism from local to global levels (Demaria et al.
2013). Oppositional activism involves direct action by civil society such as demonstrations, boycotts,
civil disobedience etc. that does not bring transformational change by itself, but can slow down
unsustainable paths and raise awareness.

The building of solidarity economy alternatives, also described as ‘nowtopias’ (Carlsson and Manning
2010), refer to the creation of new institutions outside of present ones. In the words of Trainer (2012:
597), “we do not have to get rid of consumer-capitalist society before we can begin to build the new
society. The way to transcend the consumer-capitalist system in the long run is to ignore it to death”.
Examples include cohousing projects, producer-consumer cooperatives, permaculture initiatives,
ecovillages, open source technologies, non-monetary exchange systems etc. These examples contain
seeds of a different culture and an alternative model of low scale, low-carbon economy, and society in
practice that, overall, create a political proposal and not a blind return to an idealized past. Beyond the
short term provisioning of specific needs, they help deconstruct the consumer-capitalist
anthropological type and promote the creation of a collective political subject. Based on non-
hierarchical structures and concepts such as solidarity, collectiveness and collaboration they create
spaces of experimentation, building alternative structures and effectively creating a new model of
societal organisation, while having the potential of changing values and perceptions. They do not
provide a ready-made example, but provide existing examples that attract people open to new ideas,
calling for the collective co-formulation of alternative proposals and life forms. Rather than seeking to
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first define and then make alliance with the subject that is relevant for degrowth, the basic idea is that
by participating in such ventures, a new collective political subject is created. 

A further strategy is the reform of current institutions to create the conditions for societal
transformation. Some consider this as conflicting with the goal of degrowth as a revolutionary project.
However we cannot escape the fact that a ‘degrowth society’ has to emerge from the current, capitalist,
system (Boonstra and Joose 2013), so even a transformation must include steps of ‘revolutionary
reformism’ (Demaria et al. 2013:207), i.e. a reformism that destabilizes hierarchical structures and
opens spaces for radical new forms of social organization to emerge, creating in the process a new
anthropological type. This closely follows Gorz’s (1967) idea of a non-reformist reform: “…while a
reformist reform subordinates its objective to the criteria of rationality and practicability of a given
system, a non-reformist reform implies a modification of the relations of power and implies structural
reforms” (Muraca 2013: 166). Examples include environmental policies (resource and CO2 caps,
extraction limits), social policies (basic income, maximum income, social security guarantees, reduced
working hours) and economic proposals (social enterprises and cooperative firms, ethical banks,
environmental taxation), as well as an array of more radical proposals, such as the restriction on
advertisement and the creation of commerce free zones (Jackson 2009, Johanisova et al. 2013, Kallis
et al. 2013, Korten 2008, Latouche 2009, Speth 2012).

The strength of degrowth is both the plethora of theoretical sources from which it draws, and the
diversity and complementarity of its strategies, ranging from oppositional activism to academic
research and from bottom-up ‘nowtopias’ to policy proposals. Some open questions that remain are: to
what extent and until which level can nowtopias take place parallel to existing institutions, filling the
gap of central state? To what extent can or should they be institutionalized? Can radical policy
proposals emerge through liberal democratic regimes? And finally, what can be the institutional
framework of a ‘degrowth society’? These and many many others are the questions that a degrowth
framework generates. Of course one cannot (and should not) give a clear and definite answer to those
questions. Degrowth is therefore also fundamentally a call for new research; it is a new paradigm, in
the sense that it sets and demands answers for questions that were not posed before.

5. Ecological economic research on degrowth: a tentative agenda

The literature on degrowth, much of it by ecological economists, has offered a strong critique of
growth as a social objective, opening up explorations of alternative policies and trajectories beyond, or
without, growth. However there are many pieces missing in the puzzle of a coherent account
concerning why and how the growth economy is failing, why the growth objective is sustained despite
its apparent failures, how this deadlock can be changed, by whom, under what conditions and to what
direction. 

One could classify the degrowth research agenda into five main areas and sets of questions. The first
task concerns strengthening the case that economic growth (even green growth) is unsustainable and
prone to crises. Second, it is necessary to illuminate better the socio-political and economic forces that
sustain growth as an objective in modern, capitalist economies and to identify how some of those rely
on growth for their stabilization and reproduction. Third, we need to understand better the conditions
under which degrowth may become socially beneficial. Fourth, it is important to study the grassroots
initiatives that practice a degrowth imaginary and theorize the conditions under which they may be
scaled up and generalized. Finally, there is a need to evaluate the institutional options and the policies
that can facilitate a degrowth transition. The degrowth agenda is an interdisciplinary and
transdisciplinary one par excellence, requiring collaboration between economists, sociologists,
political scientists and philosophers, environmental scientists and scholars of energetics, ecologists,
historians and anthropologists. As a transdisciplinary field of action-oriented research, Ecological
Economics offers an ideal platform for this collaboration.

Strengthening the case
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Ecological economists, and not only them, have made a sound case that, above a given level,
economic growth does not increase happiness, it has more social and environmental costs than
benefits, and that continued growth cannot be sustained indefinitely given ecological limits. Green
growth and dematerialization are seen as fundamentally limited by the Jevons’ paradox, i.e. the
postulate that increased efficiency in the use of resources leads to their accelerated use. Economic
growth and the aversion of dangerous climate change are therefore fundamentally at odds. 

While there is theoretical and empirical material supporting the above, the case against growth is far
from closed, especially as far as ‘the limits to growth’ and the ‘impossibility of green growth’ theses
are concerned. Ecological economists for example have postulated, but not empirically verified, that
resource limits are already putting a brake on economic growth. Growth may be unsustainable in the
(very) long term, as Georgescu-Roegen had shown, but this does not prove that such limits are to be
experienced now, and not in hundreds or thousands of years. There are some mainstream economists
who are suggesting that mature economies may be entering a period of stagnation, but the reasons
typically given have to do with the exhaustion of technological innovations and investment
opportunities, not ecological limits (Gordon 2012). Others do argue, like degrowth advocates, that
high oil prices are bringing an end to growth (Rubin 2012, Heinberg 2011). If so, however, it is not
clear why this end should arrive only to Europe and the U.S. and not Asia or Latin America. It is also
not clear whether increased oil prices caused the crisis, or whether the crisis caused a rise of oil and
commodity prices (since commodities are safe investment havens in period of devaluation), or whether
both the crisis and increasing oil prices were the outcome of a third force, namely capital flows from
accumulated surpluses in Asia towards oil states and the U.S. housing market. Finally, even if
fundamentals in the oil market had a causal effect on the recession, it is not clear if they themselves
were caused by supply limits, intentional underinvestment by producing countries, or growing demand
for oil. 

Research on the EROI of different energy sources hints to diminishing energy surpluses (energy
returns on energy investment) over time and lower surpluses for new sources (e.g. nuclear or wind
energy) compared to conventional ones. However, as EROI proponents admit, there is much more
empirical research to be done and conceptual problems in the calculation of EROI to be solved before
substantiating these claims (Murphy and Hall 2010). There is also no data to our knowledge
supporting the claim that declining EROI is already halting the global economy, or that it leads to
substitution of capital by labour, increasing working hours (Sorman and Giampietro 2013). Both are
plausible, yet so far untested hypotheses. Conventional energy scholars are more optimistic concerning
the costs of new energy sources (Smil 2010); the declining gas and shale gas prices, and the
‘reshoring’ of industrial activity they allegedly stimulate in the U.S. suggest that the ‘limits to growth’
argument is far from settled. 

The same applies for the case against dematerialization. Some mature economies, such as the
American, the German and the English are showing signs of absolute decoupling for energy or
selected raw materials (UNEP 2011, Fischer-Kowalski and Haberl in this Handbook). The extent to
which this is a data artefact of the offshoring of production is not clear; but it cannot be ruled out that
some genuine dematerialization is taking place in these economies. Indeed, one cannot assume a
priori that the total (micro and economy-wide) rebound effects of any efficiency improvement will be
higher than 100%. There is a need for continued systematic empirical research that supports the
degrowth hypothesis that genuine dematerialization is way too difficult, too little and too slow to make
a difference. 

The production and sustenance of the growth fetish

If economic growth does not increase wellbeing, is uneconomical for the majority of people and anti-
ecological for the planet, what is it that sustains it as a primary national objective? This question
welcomes research on various fronts. One is a subject of political science and the processes through
which vested economic and professional interests work in the international and national political
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arenas to maintain GDP as the main indicator of national progress. Related is a question of Science
and Technology Studies (that is, the anthropology and sociology of scientists), i.e. how and why
economists and the economic profession perpetuate and reproduce the ‘growth fetish’ (Hamilton
2003). At the level of culture and society as a whole, the question is how did the idea/discourse of
growth become socially dominant and how is its hegemony reproduced? 

Finally, and most importantly, there are questions of political economy, where critical and institutional
economics insights are relevant. First, there is the hypothesis that growth may be maintained as a goal
even if it has become socially uneconomic, to the extent that powerful interests still benefit from it. In
others, growth may continue as long as it is good for the 1%, even if it is bad for the 99%. Along an
alternative scenario, the end of economic growth might lead instead to a path of ‘refeudalization’
(Neckel 2011), in which very few incomes keep growing while the great majority of the people is left
coping with poverty and destitution (to put it simply: no GDP-growth and harsh redistribution from
bottom to top as it seems to be the case with the consequences of austerity politics in Europe). 

Second, there is the question of how do certain institutions and processes that are prevalent in
capitalist economies make growth necessary. Van Griethuysen (2010, 2012) for example has
illuminated the ways in which the capitalization of property and the growth of credit guaranteed by
property create a growth imperative, Loehr (2012) focuses on the role of positive interest rates, and
Douthwaite (2012) and Mellor (2010) on the creation of debt and money by the banks. This calls more
generally for research on the ways in which capitalism produces and requires growth (Blawhof 2012,
Klitgaard and Krall 2012, Nadal in this Handbook). The issue here is not so whether capitalism
without growth is theoretically possible (Lawn 2011, argues it is), but rather that in real-existing
capitalist economies, lack of growth leads to an increase in the rate of exploitation of the workforce if
profits are to be maintained (Blawhof 2012, Harvey 2011), which in turn makes degrowth socially
detrimental and politically unstable.

Conditions for sustainable degrowth

Economic growth may be unsustainable, but it does not follow from this that economic degrowth will
be sustainable, or in other words ecologically and socially beneficial. For example, as national income
falls, unemployment may rise, living standards and life satisfaction decline and investments in
environmental protection diminish. A crucial research question then concerns the conditions under
which an economic contraction may turn out for the better, or at least, be tolerable. Anecdotal evidence
suggests that while some countries, such as Japan, fared relatively fine without growth (leaving aside
the alarming growth in the debt), others, such as Spain, have suffered from degrowth after 2008,
especially because of unemployment. Why do some countries collapse while others remain stable, or
even prosper without growth? There is scope here for econometric research correlating explanatory
variables with positive outcomes as well as for in-depth case studies of political economy.
Econometric research calls for the development of indicators of sustainable degrowth, since declining
GDP is not a proxy. O'Neill’s (2012) degrowth accounts are useful in this respect.

Related is the question concerning the conditions under which a fall in income may lead to an
increase, or at least not a decrease, of life-satisfaction. Happiness research has illuminated the links, or
rather the lack of links, between income and happiness, but has not tested sufficiently the inverse
hypothesis, i.e. that happiness may not suffer as a result of degrowth. This is not an unreasonable
hypothesis: if expectations adapt to rising incomes and if life satisfaction is a function of relative
position and not absolute income, then declining incomes may not have a negative happiness effect in
the long-term, if inequality does not increase, or even better, if it decreases. This of course flies in the
face of the anecdotal evidence of dramatic falls in living standards and life satisfaction in countries hit
by economic crisis, such as Argentina or Greece. One issue to be investigated is whether the fall in life
satisfaction in these countries is an outcome of declining incomes per se, or of structural adjustment
and austerity programs. The happiness research suggests that life satisfaction does not correlate with
growth, but only once basic needs have been secured. In countries under austerity programs, which
suffer losses of basic welfare services (health, access to food and clean environments), it might as well
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be the case that growth does impair the satisfaction of basic material needs, hence the loss of
wellbeing. Moreover, self-reported happiness bears the risk of merely mirroring coping strategies,
modes of subjectivation, and cultural influences that might very well mask relations of domination,
forms of discrimination and injustice. Further research linking degrowth scenarios with - for example -
the capabilities approach or needs-related research (Max-Neef 1991) will be of great importance in the
future.

In capitalist societies, lack of growth is associated with stagnation and a stasis, if not decline, in the
quality of life. Capitalism however, and the period of continuous growth that it brought, is a relatively
recent and geographically constrained phenomenon, seeing human history as a whole. A grand part of
humanity lived (and some continues to live) in socio-economic systems whose material production did
not grow, and was not even intended to grow. Why and how have some societies organised to avoid
accumulation and growth, or more rarely, to downscale? What can we learn from such ‘original
affluent societies’ (as Marshall Sahlins, 1972 called them) that is relevant for contemporary societies?
What were the institutional, cultural and environmental characteristics of such non-capitalist, non-
accumulating societies? Anthropological research on so-called ‘egalitarian societies’ has much to offer
here, not least the tentative hypothesis that egalitarianism (i.e. a non-hierarchical distribution of power
and resources) and lack of accumulation go hand in hand. 

Finally, research on the possibility for sustainable degrowth would benefit from scenarios and precise,
even if speculative, articulations of the specific economic, social and metabolic conditions envisaged.
In other words, what do plausible degrowth futures at the national, regional or local level look like?
How much will people work, paid and unpaid in production and reproduction, and who will do this
work? How much materials, food calories or energy would they consume? How efficient would they
be in their production? How many will they be? Putting numbers to degrowth proposals is necessary if
the imaginary is not to be totally divested from material conditions and reality. Indeed, preliminary
research with energy, work and income data (Sorman and Giampietro 2013), as well as with standard
income data (Victor 2012), suggests that the level of degrowth required given energy or climate
limitations is much higher than previously thought, and would not be possible without a dramatic re-
organization of social life (Sorman and Giampietro 2013). While some are pessimistic of this
reorganization taking place without a social disaster and a catastrophic conflict (Sorman and
Giampietro 2013), others maintain that human societies can and do adapt to changing socio-
environmental conditions by transforming their institutions (Kallis 2013).

The degrowth imaginary in practice

Degrowth is not only a theory. It is an imaginary that already informs, consciously or unconsciously,
with precisely this or similar terminology, the imaginary of many collectives that produce on the
ground alternatives to the growth economy. Carlsson and Manning (2010) document convivial
‘nowtopian’ communities of pirate programmers, outlaw bicyclists and vacant lot gardeners that do
free (unpaid) work to produce for use rather than for market exchange. Conill et al. (2012) extend the
subset included under such ‘alternative’ non-capitalist economic practices, and consider various forms
of non-money based sharing, cooperative production and consumption, and alternative forms of
housing, financing and banking. Their empirical research in the city of Barcelona suggests that a much
greater than previously thought part of the population dedicates at least part of its time and activity to
such practices. They postulate a causal link between the crisis (and the failure of States and markets to
provide for basic human needs) and the flourishing of such practices. There is still more research to be
conducted on understanding why some people—voluntarily or involuntarily—downshift, experiment
and organize collectively around such non-capitalist practices. Even more important is to understand
when do such initiatives succeed and propagate and when do they fail or get assimilated by the
mainstream, growth-oriented, economy.

The mere fact that there are economic practices and networks nourished by a degrowth imaginary is
important. Independent of the outcomes of such initiatives, it is important to learn whether, and how,
degrowth theory informs such social innovation. On the other hand, from a less theoretical
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perspective, the question of whether, or how and in what ways, can such localised experiences be
scaled up remains important. There is both a biophysical and a socio-political component in this
question. How feasible for example is to feed cities with small-scale organic cooperative farms? How
would food and transport networks have to change towards this end? What is the ecological
performance of existing nowtopian initiatives? Do they make a difference after all or are they feel-
good projects? Cattaneo and Gavalda (2010) for example document significant reduction in energy
and material consumption in communal ecological squats in the outskirts of Barcelona, but recognize
that more research is required to evaluate and take into account how the members of these collectives
benefit from collective infrastructures and the formal economy. Politically a crucial question is the
transformative potential and the possibility of collective action by the participants in such initiatives.
Do participants in networks of alternative economic practices politicise through their engagement,
especially under the crisis, which attracts to these initiatives people driven by need rather than desire,
or is this merely a lifestyle or survival choice? Do participants form a shared experience of non-wage
labour class, as Carlsson and Manning (2010) argue, or are these individual projects?

Such questions are part of the broader theme of the political potential for a degrowth transition. The
changes hinted to by degrowth advocates are radical, and cannot plausibly come about unless a
sufficient number of people and movements organized collectively and built fruitful alliances
constituting counter-hegemonic blocks against the mainstream neoliberal regime. From a sociological
perspective, the question is who and how struggles, or may struggle, for reforms that could bring
prosperous degrowth. More research on societal transformation (see e.g. Brand and Daiber 2012)
and/or transition are required. How do existing social movements articulate the growth/degrowth
problematic, and how influential is it in their deliberations? How does the degrowth imaginary nourish
existing social movements, such as the Indignados/Occupy mobilizations? How do degrowth ideas get
institutionalised in government plans and policies, thanks to whom, and through what socio-political
dynamics? How effective are such incipient institutionalizations and what dangers do they hold? Is
there a confluence between degrowth social movements in some rich societies and the larger
environmental justice movements in the global South? (Martinez-Alier 2012). 

The degrowth research community, like – to a smaller degree – the ecological economics community
is not a conventional scientific community, but one where action and research are intertwined and
reciprocally motivated. Degrowth researchers do not only conduct “scientific analyses of societal
transformations” but also “scientific analyses for societal transformations” (Driessen et al. 2013).
Much of the research on alternative economic practices can be classified as what Martinez-Alier calls
‘activism-led science’ (Martinez-Alier et al. 2011), conducted by scientists involved in the very
practices they study (e.g. Cattaneo and Gavalda, 2012, who are residents of the squats they analyze).
Such Action Research produces knowledge intended to improve and expand such experiments; and not
at the expense of objectivity and analytical rigour.

Policies for degrowth

Several economic policies and institutional changes have been proposed as part of the degrowth
debates. These include work-sharing (reduced working hours), an unconditional basic income or
autonomy allowance (Liegey et al. 2013) and a job guarantee scheme; public control of money,
alternative currencies and full reserve requirements. The first three aim to provide meaningful
employment and economic security in the absence of economic growth and as indirect instruments for
the redistribution of the (shrinking) economic product. The latter three focus on the reform of the
monetary system intending to stop the uncontrolled supply of money by banks, which is seen as
fuelling bubbles and a virtual growth which has material and ecological consequences (Kallis et al.
2009).

Whereas degrowth scholars give logical arguments in favour of such policies (e.g. Daly 1997, Jackson
2009, Latouche 2009, Mellor 2010), there is little formal or empirical work in testing the actual
outcomes, and the advantages or disadvantages of such policies. The fact that the same proposals are
put forward by some in the name of growth, suggests that degrowth scholars have to do a better job in
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formulating, how and under what conditions may such policies foster sustainable degrowth, rather
than growth. In reviewing the literature on working hour reductions, Kallis et al. (2013) argue that
reduced working hours may secure employment while the economy does not grow, but admit that
environmental outcomes depend on additional policies, while there are important implementation
limitations given the changing nature of work in service economies, and globalization forces that make
national regulations of the labour market difficult. Dittmer (2013) reviews evidence on community
currencies and is sceptical of their impact and scalability. There are scant evaluations of the impacts of
other policies such as a basic (citizens’) income or full-reserve requirements, and empirical research is
limited by the fact that these are just proposals and have not been implemented anywhere.

6. Conclusions

Crisis can be perceived as a unique opportunity for transformational change (Schneider et al. 2010),
for the self-institution of society, provided there is a vision of the wanted direction. Degrowth, as an
interpretative framework, intends to provide such a vision, and a platform where ‘radical’ initiatives
will come into contact with majoritarian parts of society. Degrowth invites rediscovering concepts
such as the importance of community, cooperation, solidarity, hospitality, and the importance those
had for prosperity in past societies, much more than a blind faith in economic prosperity. Past societies
included of course many elements of oppression as well; the challenge for degrowth is indeed to
highlight those elements that deserve to be saved and those that need to be overcome, deconstructing
the idea of linear progress and following an alternative vision of prosperity. Future research should
further explore the institutional and procedural framework of a degrowth society, incorporating
insights from vibrant discussions on new forms of democracy.
 
The ‘limits to growth’ debate has been going on (and off) since many decades and ecological
economics has been central in its advancement. Original concerns, also leading to the idea of a steady
state economy, focused on the biophysical limits to growth. On the contrary, the biggest contribution
of the degrowth debate so far is not the recognition that there are biophysical limits. It is rather the
increasing and explicit emphasis on the social consequences that this realisation entails and, at the
same time, a call for how to make the ‘inevitable’ biophysical degrowth socially sustainable, between
and within countries. Thus here lies the invaluable potential of the debate: rather than individual
environmental policies, increasingly rejected because of their ‘cost on the economy’, degrowth offers a
new narrative and vision, a new political project to trigger the process of a democratic socioecological
transformation.
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