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Introduction: The Story of Symbols and Their Surplus of Meaning 

 The history and destiny of the idea of sustainability, and of a sustainable development, 

can be symbolically captured by two images, both of which are logos. The first dates to 1992, 

when this idea found its first global success with the Rio Earth Summit; the second is from the 

more recent Rio+20 Summit that “reinvented” it in a new, allegedly more appealing fashion.  1

While the logo of the first Rio summit represents a hand/dove holding the planet and a branch of 

leaves, the logo from 2002 presents a more complex design that is supposed to summarize the 

core messages of what sustainable development had become. The first logo attempts to convey a 

message of peace and balance, holding and sustaining the planet in a rather literal sense. In the 

new logo, the planet is free-floating and constituted by the circular movement of three stylized 

icons, each representing one of the three dimensions of sustainable development identified 

during the first Rio summit: environmental (a green leaf), social (a red human figure), and 

economic (blue stairs). Not much fantasy is needed to read into the symbol. The green and the 

red icons flow into the blue of the central image that connects them and holds them together; the 

economic dimension is represented by a stairway going up from the bottom left low to the upper 

right-hand corner. It is the Western model of economic growth, from left to right, from low to 

high. Twenty years after the first Earth Summit it has now become manifest not only that growth 

is at the center of sustainability efforts, but also that it is supposed to be the core that allows for 

environmental and social policies to take place.  

 This reading of sustainable development represents — as we claim in this paper — a 

major shift with respect to the multilayered complexity of the original Rio Summit and even 

more with respect to the earlier sustainability-related meetings, documents, and declarations, 

 See James Goodman and Ariel Salleh, The ‘Green Economy’: Class Hegemony and 1

Counter-Hegemony. Globalizations 10, 3 (2013), 349.
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such as the Stockholm Declaration and the Cocoyoc Declaration.  The key document on which 2

the Rio Summit was based was the Bundtland report, which already represented a first step 

towards a reading of (sustainable) development in terms of growth.  As Erik Gómez-Baggethun 3

and José Manuel Naredo have claimed, after the Brundtland report, ecological degradation was 

no longer correlated with economic growth, but with poverty.  They claim that the sustainability 4

policy discourse shifted from “growth versus sustainability to growth for sustainability.”  Early 5

ecological economists such as Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, when first faced with the concept of 

“sustainable development,” rejected it by saying that it was an oxymoron, a coup de genie, a 

trick to revalorize economic growth (now translated into the more acceptable concept of 

“development”  and framed according to the path followed by the Global North), while also 

considering the ecological and social basis that would render growth possible in the long run.  6

With his analysis, Georgescu-Roegen clearly identified the hidden meaning of sustainable 

development, anticipating its later re-definition and renegotiation during the years following the 

first Rio Summit. For him, given the temporal structure of life and the fundamental conditions 

for sustaining life on a finite planet, any idea of a sustainable development based on further 

economic growth was an impossible task. Georgescu-Roegen suggested instead a positive 

 UN Stockholm Declaration 1972. Accessed February 13,  2017, http://www.unep.org/2

documents.multilingual/default.asp?documentid=97&articleid=1503; UN Cocoyoc Declaration, 
Accessed February 13,  2017,  http://www.mauricestrong.net/index.php/cocoyoc-declaration

 The document is called, in fact, Our Common Future, and tours growth at several spots. See, 3

for instance: “What is needed now is a new era of economic growth - growth that is forceful and 
at the same time socially and environmentally sustainable” (WCED 1987, 7).

 Eric Gómez-Baggethun, Jose Manuel Naredo, “In Search of Lost Time: The Rise and Fall of 4

Limits to Growth in International Sustainability Policy.“ Sustainability Science 10, 3 (2015). The 
first chapter of the Bundtland report lists the symptoms and causes in the following order: 1) 
poverty; 2) growth; 3) survival; 4) the economic crisis (WCED 28).

 Ibid., 391.5

 Nicolas Georgescu-Roegen, Quo Vadis Homo Sapiens Sapiens? In: Mario Bonaiuti, 6

Bioeconomia. Torino: Bollati Boringhieri, 2003: 219. See also the chapters in Iris Borowy, 
Matthias Schmelzer (eds.) History of the Future of Economic Growth: Historical Roots of 
Current Debates on Sustainable Degrowth. London: Routledge, 2017, which demonstrate the 
problematic links between sustainable development and growth-oriented economics.
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reading of what economists used to call the “declining state,” later translated into degrowth, as a 

condition free from the diktat of competition, acceleration, the imperative of expansion, and 

savage exploitation.  7

 Is this the whole story? Are the concepts of sustainability or sustainable development as 

they have been developed in official documents to be abandoned altogether if we are to move on 

a path that can truly sustain life in the long run? But there is also a different story, one that ghosts 

behind the established narrative and needs to be unveiled. In following the master of utopian 

thinking, Ernst Bloch, we claim that such a search is led by what he called “militant optimism,” 

that is, not just an optimism that interprets surface signs, but one that actively seizes on latent 

possibilities and illuminates them with radical imagination. This chapter is an exercise at reading 

the narrative of sustainability against the grain — not so much as a historical reconstruction, but 

as a philosophical interpretation — that unfolds along the line of strong sustainability and the 

more recent degrowth debate.  8

 When we ask students who are not familiar with the details of the history of sustainability 

and sustainable development to interpret the Rio+20 logo, it is illuminating to see how they read 

the symbols. Most of them read the blue stairs as a water flow that connects earth and humans. 

Others see the circularity and interdependence of all elements. Some read the human figure 

stylized at the bottom in terms of the Anthropocene and of human responsibility for the planet. 

No student ever reads the stair symbol as the economic dimension or as economic growth. 

Maybe the results would have been different if this exercise had taken place not in 

interdisciplinary classes on environmental values, resource management, and environmental 

 This does not mean free of all of this altogether of course. Rather, as we will show later in the 7

text, free of the systemic addiction to any of this.

 Degrowth can be explained as a gradual and equitable downscaling of production and 8

consumption that aims at a quantitatively smaller and qualitatively different economy (Schneider, 
Francois, Giorgos Kallis and Joan Martinez-Alier, “Crisis or opportunity? Economic degrowth 
for social equity and ecological sustainability. Introduction to this special issue.“ Journal of 
Cleaner Production 18 (2010): 511–518). As we will articulate in the paper, degrowth also calls 
for the re-politicization of the debate on socio-ecological transformations (Demaria, Federico, 
Francois Schneider, Filka Sekulova and Joan Martinez-Alier. “What is degrowth? From an 
activist slogan to a social movement.“ Environmental Values 22, 2 (2013): 191–215).
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economics, but in a classic, mainstream business class. Still, this informal exercise is instructive 

for two reasons. First, it says that people, who are somehow curious about environmental issues 

in a very general and vague sense, do not think at a first glance that economic growth is the main 

path to sustainability. Second, that the symbol itself, in spite of the explicit meaning given to it 

by the Rio+20 conveners, bears what Bloch would have called a surplus of meaning, which can 

open up imagination towards alternative, deeper, and more radical interpretations of what 

sustainability and a sustainable development could and should be about.  

 In a time in which water scarcity, ocean acidification, and conflicts related to water are 

dramatically increasing, for example, it would indeed be interesting to read the blue stairs in 

terms of a waterfall, a flow that inevitably and intricately connects humans and earth. Or, even 

by remaining within the limit of economic thinking, one could read into the symbol the three 

funds factors that Georgescu-Roegen, the father of ecological economics, considered the agents 

of production that have to be maintained at a level of constant efficiency: Land, Labour, and 

Capital. The stairs would not so much represent growth here, but the economy as a process, 

embedded in and dependent on the other two factors. In a bolder interpretation, one can reverse 

Western reading conventions and read the image from right to left, thus viewing  the stairs in 

terms of degrowth. The twin sister of the Rio+20 logo, its mirror image, might entail thus a 

different message entirely: degrowth is needed to link the earth and humans. Giving up on the 

first Rio logo in this case would not be something to mourn. In fact, when talking about 

sustainability, it is not the planet as globe that is at risk (or not yet, at least).  It is the earth as the 9

place where we dwell, the soil that sustains life, creative development, and flourishing both of 

humans and non-humans. From this point of view, the leaf is a much better symbol than the 

globe as it reminds us of the most fundamental process that allows for life on earth, 

photosynthesis. It represents the complexity of life-sustaining processes, not just discrete, 

monetized ecosystem services, nor the individual “natural” entities to be preserved in wilderness 

 See Bruno Latour, Gifford Lectures: http://www.giffordlectures.org/lectures/facing-gaia-new-9

enquiry-natural-religion. Edinburgh University, 2013.
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sanctuaries.  The economy, as a symbol of human creativity, industriousness, and flourishing, 10

flows from the life-sustaining and life-creating processes of living beings, both in the figure of 

the leaf and of the human, and, indeed, links them in a process that sustains life instead of 

destroying it.  11

Strong Sustainability: A Militant-Optimistic reading 

 The concept of sustainable development is the offspring of two lineages that are often 

mixed together when trying to narrate its historical background. The English Wikipedia page, as 

with many other standard references, starts the history of sustainable development back in the 

17th century with the introduction of the term “sustainability” in German forestry. With some 

gaps it then elegantly shifts to “sustainable development,” introduced in the 1980s and 

established worldwide through the first Earth Summit in 1992. Not much is told on the same 

page about the other lineage — “development” — a concept still in the making (and unmaking), 

clearly framed after WWII to seal a specific model of societal structure based on 

industrialization, modernization, and ultimately economic growth, as it was embodied by the 

early industrialized countries of the so-called Global North. 

 By reconstructing the historical provenance of the sustainability concept, it becomes 

possible to retrace some of the core motivations that guided its original spirit, while also enabling 

a surplus of meaning that reaches beyond it. According to Ulrich Grober, when Hans Carl von 

Carlowitz introduced “sustainable” (from the German nachhaltend) he not only interpreted the 

term as meaning “cut only as much trees as you are able to replant” (in order to guarantee a 

yearly constant flow of timber) but also that the use of the resource should be as sufficient as 

 See Barbara Muraca, “Re-appropriating the Ecosystem Services concept for a decolonization 10

of ‚nature‘.“ In: Bryan E. Bannon, Nature and Experience. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 2016: 
143-156.

 Modern, industrial capitalism is read by feminist economist Amalia Orozco as life-destroyer in 11

a most literal and systemic way: it is rooted in the direct and indirect exploitation of the so-called 
re-productive sphere beyond its regeneration capacity. See: Amaia Perez Orozco, Subversión 
feminista de la economía. Aportes para un debate sobre el conflicto capital-vida. Madrid: 
Traficantes de Sueños, 2014.
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possible (not wasting anything in the production process).  Carlowitz was not only driven by the 12

urge to establish a new form of management of the key resource of the time for economic and 

military reasons. He was also concerned about future generations being deprived of what seemed 

to be the fundamental conditions of human survival and flourishing. In other words, from its very 

origin, the idea of sustainability was the bearer of a proto-normative claim for intergenerational 

justice.  13

 We do not want to reconstruct the history of the sustainability concept here, but rather to 

point out how a narrative has slowly emerged in which sustainable development and 

sustainability could be used interchangeably by social actors, policy-makers, and sometimes also 

scholars, thus delivering the whole idea of sustainability over to the dominant perspective of 

development.  The further story of the two Rio Summits confirms this line of interpretation. The 14

idea of a sustainable development, thus conceived, reproduces the expectation that sustainability 

can be achieved as a byproduct of a somehow greener version of productivism and growth, that 

the world can grow itself out of ecological and social problems.  

 Under the guise of sustainable development, the idea of sustainability becomes a “plastic 

concept” that can be stretched beyond recognition, and which often conceals the status quo.  15

Following the first Rio Summit, and the Agenda 21 declaration that emerged out of it, 

governments in many parts of the world committed to sustainable development by creating 

indicator lists, dashboards, action plans, and ultimately monitoring committees. The Agenda 21 

agreement combined some commitments to future generation with the three-pillar model by 

 Ulrich Grober, Sustainability - a cultural history. Totnes: Green Books, 2012. 12

 Konrad Ott and Ralf Döring, Theorie und Praxis starker Nachhaltigkeit. Marburg: Metropolis, 13

2008.

 Both John A. Robinson and Jeremy Caradonna have argued that, as discourses, sustainability 14

and sustainable development descend from different intellectual genealogies, or that sustainable 
development is a very particular, growth-oriented offshoot of a complex sustainability lineage. 
See : John A. Robinson, “Squaring the Circle? Some Thoughts on the Idea of Sustainable 
Development.“ Ecological Economics 48, 4 (2004): 369-384; Jeremy L. Caradonna, 
Sustainability: A History. Oxford: OUP, 2014/2016.

 Konrad Ott and Ralf Döring, Nachhaltigkeit.15
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which economic, environmental, and societal objectives would somehow be balanced.  All three 16

pillars are open to host a potentially infinite list of criteria and proxies for their assessment, 

depending on the perspectives of actors or institutions involved, thus indicating the troublesome 

plasticity of this concept. While at the local level, especially in Western Europe, municipalities 

implemented some important measures to reduce pollution, revivify neighborhoods, and increase 

livability (with the support of EU-funding), at a larger scale the list of indicators also opened the 

path for a wide range of interpretations.  For example, the list of sustainability indicators for 17

Germany, beside goals addressing land use, also includes development aid and open markets. 

The much-maligned metric of GDP remains the core indicator for wellbeing, although it is 

flanked by other proxies. In the 2015 version of the sustainable development goals (SDGs), 

economic growth remains an explicit goal, albeit paired with what the document calls decent 

work.  This perspective is based on the assumption of a feasible path of absolute decoupling 18

between GDP growth and the impact on resources and sinks. The list is inspiring in many ways, 

but it neither considers the internal contradictions and trade-offs among different goals, nor does 

it take a systemic perspective on how to address them. Moreover, the new “techniques of 

measuring, indexing, benchmarking and auditing are not themselves neutral but are rather deeply 

political ways of inscribing a particular view of the world – most frequently a neoliberal world of 

competitive states and entrepreneurial individuals amenable to rankings and zero-sum market 

exchanges.”  That is, sustainable development still retains a strong belief in the social value and 19

biophysical possibility of growth, without truly considering the ways in which growth have 

contributed to our unsustainable world.  

 Konrad Ott and Ralf Döring, Nachhaltigkeit.16

 see for example the network ICLEI (http://www.iclei.org) or the Sustainable Cities Network: 17

http://www.sustainablecities.eu/the-aalborg-commitments/), accessed on February 13, 2017. 

 Accessed on February 13, 2017, (http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-18

development-goals/)

 Carl Death and Clive Gabay, “Doing biopolitics differently? Radical potential in the post- 19

2015 MDG and SDG debates.“ Globalizations 12, 4 (2015): 597-612.
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 In the following sections we will dedicate a few paragraphs to the analysis of the concept 

of sustainability from the point of view of its normative potential as well as from the perspective 

of the economic controversy between weak and strong sustainability. We will then show how the 

more recent degrowth discourse, which (re)emerged in new fashion in the late 1990s as an 

alternative narrative to the established path of a sustainable development stands not only for a 

reappropriation of the sustainability idea in terms of strong sustainability, but also for a re-

politicization of the sustainability discourse altogether. It is a vision of sustainability that looks 

quite different than sustainable development. 

Strong Sustainability: A Normative Approach 

 In an attempt to systematize the concept of sustainability and articulate a normative 

theory that moves beyond the discursive consensus represented by indicator dashboards and 

international agreements, we draw on the work of an interdisciplinary group of scholars from the 

university of Greifswald, Germany who developed a framework that was later adopted by the 

German Advisory Council for the Environment (SRU) in its report to the government in 2002.  20

 The Greifswalder Approach addresses critically the very core of the sustainability idea, 

such as inter- and intragenerational justice and the diversified concept of natural capital, in order 

to shape a normative and comprehensive theory that offers a well-founded orientation to the 

societal and political process of decision-making.   21

 Through a normative reconstruction of the sustainability discourse, the Greifswalder 

approach proposes a multilayered theory, in which the different levels are not intended as a 

deductive hierarchy, but as a theoretical systematization. The first two levels, the core elements 

of the theory, consist of a theoretical reflection that aims at framing the concept of sustainability 

 Sachverständigenrat für Umweltfragen (SRU), Für eine neue Vorreiterrolle. Umweltgutachten. 20

Berlin: SRU, 2002. By following the so-called Greifswalder Approach, the SRU, somewhat 
surprisingly, departed from the assumptions about sustainable development associated with the 
Rio Summit. Konrad Ott was a member of the SRU, Ralf Döring a research associate. 

 Konrad Ott and Ralf Döring, Nachhaltigkeit. See also Konrad Ott and Ralf Döring. “Strong 21

Sustainability and Environmental Policy: Justification and Implementation. “ in Sustaining Life 
on Earth: Environmental and Human Health through Global Governance, edited by Colin L. 
Soskolne, 109-123. Lanham: Lexington Books, 2009.
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as a regulative ideal and articulates explicitly the surplus of meaning that it entails, and which 

goes beyond its actual implementation in policies and political agreements. The rules as bridging 

concepts lead to the last three levels that are supposed to facilitate a fruitful exchange with 

policymaking, praxis, and social movements. 

Idea (intergenerational justice) 

Concepts (“strong“ or “weak“ sustainability, intermediate concepts) 

Rules (constant natural capital rule, management rules)   

Dimensions of policy-making (climate change, fisheries, forestry, agriculture etc.)  

Objectives (targets, time frames, set of instruments, indicators)  

Implementation and Monitoring. 

 In this chapter we focus only on the first two levels, which correspond to the theoretical 

foundations of sustainability. A normative reconstruction of the sustainability discourse does not 

simply make explicit normative claims, but also critically analyzes them from the point of view 

of conditions, implications, and immanent contradictions.  

Sustainability as an Ethical Concept 

 Following the Greifswalder approach, we can say that the core of the idea of 

sustainability consists in the issue of intra- and intergenerational distributive justice and 

encompasses duties towards currently living generations and future generations regarding 

different goods, with a special focus on natural resources and processes.  Obligations to 22

posterity are to be combined with an assessment of consequences and side effects of 

contemporary actions and institutions in order to identify how sustainable development should be 

established in policy-making. It is important here that the norms guiding political decisions be 

made explicit. Often times, in the socio-political discourse on sustainability, normative claims 

are left in the background, or buried beneath a veneer of objectivity. However, it is precisely at 

the level of normative claims, with respect to different understanding of justice, that different 

 Konrad Ott and Ralf Döring, Nachhaltigkeit.22
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conceptions of sustainability policies collide and can be unmasked as reproducing unacceptable 

forms of injustice.  

 In terms of responsibility of justice towards future generations, the Greifswalder 

approach identifies the following questions as essential to the sustainability idea: 

* Are there any obligations to future generations at all? 

* Should responsibility for future generations be based on an egalitarian-comparative standard or 

on an absolute standard? 

* What can be considered a “just” legacy?  

* Are we permitted to discount future states of affairs? 

 While the idea of sustainability is often associated with future access to resources, and the 

ability of humans to live dignified, flourishing lives (this was already Carlowitz’s concern), 

questions regarding intragenerational justice (i.e. justice among generations currently living on 

the planet) is equally important, if we want to avoid a situation in which inter- and 

intragenerational justice comes into mutual conflict. Moreover, a renewed focus on the present is 

imperative since climate change is no longer a matter for future states of affairs, but increasingly 

affects people today, and especially those in the poorer Global South. Finally, the sustainability 

discourse needs to address whether only human beings ought to be considered from a moral 

point of view as bearers of rights for their own sake or whether the “more-than-human-world” 

should count, too. 

 While from a common sense perspective it seems obvious to assume that we do have 

some kind of obligation towards our children and grandchildren in terms of leaving to them a 

liveable world in which they can flourish, this perspective does not necessarily support a general 

argument for intergenerational justice. Common sense sometimes remains constrained within 

regional borders: for example, leaving a decent, liveable world to the next generations of North 

Americans or Western Europeans, at current rates of consumption, would jeopardize the chances 

of liveability for current and future generations in other parts of the world. When we take a 

philosophical perspective along the line of the Western tradition of thought, instead, we can 
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argue that we have general obligations towards future generations by considering future people 

in their abstract status as right-bearers regardless of their individual characteristics, including 

geographical specificities.  23

 There are also many non-Western and indigenous ways of understanding 

intergenerational justice that we find compelling. In such traditions, individuals are considered as 

fundamentally relational, i.e. constituted by relations to other members of the community that 

shares a common territory, history, and cultural narrative. Such a community does not only 

include ancestors and non-human animals, but also future generations. The underlying 

philosophical assumption that supports such a relational understanding of the self is not limited 

to the circle of nearby individuals, although it often takes the shape and the language of a 

specifically located community. Rather, it implies a more radical understanding of 

interdependence and relational entanglement among different forms of existence that are not 

linked only by spatial, temporal, or causal proximity.  This idea is very much alive in current 24

perspectives critical of development and growth, such as the concept of buen vivir developed by 

the indigenous Quechua-speaking people of the Andes and plays a major role in the degrowth 

movement.  25

 Once demonstrated that we have duties of justice towards future generations, the 

normative question arises of whether these duties should be based on an absolute standard 

(access to anything that is required for a life of human dignity) or a comparative one (no worse 

than current generations). The absolute standard ensures a “basic humane level”, whereas the 

comparative standard raises the issue of an appropriate “equivalence” among generations.  While 

 For a comprehensive and detailed analysis of philosophical controversies regarding ethical 23

obligations towards future generations, see i.a. Konrad Ott, “Essential Components of Future 
Ethics.“ in Ökonomische Rationalität und Praktische Vernunft. Gerechtigkeit, Ökologische 
Ökonomie und Naturschutz, edited by Ralf Döring and Michael Rühs, 83-110. Würzburg: 
Königshausen & Neumann, 2004.

 See Barbara Muraca, Denken im Grenzgebiet : Prozessphilosophische Grundlagen einer 24

Theorie starker Nachhaltigkeit. Freiburg/ München: Alber, 2010.

 Alberto Acosta and Esperanza Martínez (eds.) El Buen Vivir. Una Vía Para El Desarrollo. 25

Santiago: Editorial Universidad Bolivariana, 2009.
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the former allows current generations to bequeath less to future ones than they have inherited 

(provided that this would be sufficient to lead a decent or dignified human life), the latter 

requires that future persons be, at the very least, no worse off than current ones. A comparative 

standard might sound at a first glance like a better option, although this very much depends on 

the standard we are considering and the trade-offs between intra- and intergenerational justice 

that are implicated.  

 Following Ott and Döring, we hold that a strong and demanding absolute standard would 

offer a better platform for intergenerational justice than a comparative approach. As they suggest, 

an absolute standard does not have to be based on simply meeting “basic needs,” but can shift 

attention to the material, cultural, and formal conditions to lead a dignified, flourishing life. Ott 

and Döring base their analysis on Martha Nussbaum’s culturally interpretable and context-

sensitive list of capabilities in her “thick vague theory of the good.”  Nussbaum’s capabilities 26

approach does not focus on the actual satisfaction of needs or wants, but on the substantial 

conditions of possibility that enable the achievement of doings and beings that are considered as 

essential component of a life worthy of a human being, i.e. a good life. Such conditions do not 

only refer to personal abilities, but also and more specifically to material and institutional 

settings, including also cultural and intersubjective patterns, as well as to environmental 

conditions.   27

 Considering the capabilities approach as the basis for defining an absolute standard for 

intergenerational justice means that current living standards and ways of life must be scrutinized 

in terms of how they infringe upon some substantial conditions of possibilities for future 

generations to achieve a dignified and meaningful human life. By expanding Ulrich Brand’s 

concept of the “imperial way of living”  to intergenerational justice, we could say that the life 28

 See Martha Nussbaum, “Human Functioning and Social Justice. In Defense of Aristotelian 26

Essentialism.“ Political Theory 20, 2 (1992): 214. Konrad Ott and Ralf Döring, Nachhaltigkeit.

 See Barbara Muraca, “Towards a fair degrowth-society: Justice and the right to a ‘good life’ 27

beyond growth.“ Futures 44, 6 (2012): 535–545.

 See Ulrich Brand, “Green Economy, Green Capitalism and the Imperial Mode of Living: 28

Limits to a Prominent Strategy, Contours of a Possible New Capitalist Formation.“ Fudan 
Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences 9, 1 (2016): 107–121. 
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form of current generations in the Global North is imperialistic with respect to the chances of 

future generations to achieve a high minimum standard in the sense of the capabilities 

approach.  This is not so much an issue of individual guilt, but a systemic mode of organization 29

of modern, capitalistic societies based on economic growth. Challenging the imperial way of 

living requires a radical transformation at the level of institutions, systemic power relations, and 

established mental infrastructures.  30

Fair legacy: What do We Owe to Future Generations? The Economic Controversy Between Weak 

and Strong Sustainability 

 The three production factors that traditionally were distinguished in economics — land, 

capital, and labor — were reduced to just two at the end of the 19th century. Land was seen as 

part of capital, that is, as an investment, and not as a production factor with specific 

characteristics. When, after WWII, economic growth became the core model in western 

societies, economists developed growth models using only labor and capital. Accordingly, 

economic growth was considered to depend on only the interaction between these two factors, 

without any connection to the biophysical world, and was represented as a closed cycle. Indeed, 

neoclassical economic thought in the middle and late twentieth century generally ignored the 

natural environment or considered it in terms of a substitutable factor. 

 This attitude toward the natural environment began to change in the late 1960s and 70s 

with the emergence of systems theory and ecological economics. The Club of Rome’s influential 

book The Limits to Growth (1972) anticipated the end of economic growth as a result of limited 

resources and contributed to a strong critique of the traditional view of production processes. 

Although in the subsequent years the book’s detailed computer-modeled scenarios might have 

 Ulrich Brand, Green Economy, "Green Capitalism.“29

 Harald Welzer, Mental Infrastructures: How Growth Entered the World and Our Souls. 30

Heinrich Böll Stiftung, Berlin, 2012.
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seemed entirely wrong, as both growth and an increasing use of resources have continued since 

the era of 1970s stagflation, its core message remains unchallenged.   31

 Right after its publication the report was heavily debated within economics on the ground 

of the assumption that shortages in certain resources would lead to — and even enhance — 

renewed growth, due to their substitution. In the 1970s, the economist Robert Solow introduced 

resources (instead of land) as a production factor into the growth model. He claimed that there 

was basically no problem in substituting between different production factors, including between 

resources and capital. In the mathematical representation of the production function, he stated 

that it would be the “best educated guess” to consider the elasticity of substitution between these 

two factors as 1. This means that resources as input in the production function can be indefinitely 

small, albeit never equal to zero, and that the production process and the economic activity can 

grow indefinitely. According to this model, currently living generations are entitled to “draw 

down the pool (optimally, of course!) so long as they add (optimally, of course!) to the stock of 

reproducible capital.”  The optimal legacy that we ultimately owe to future generations is an 32

overall portfolio — also termed capital — that would allow them to satisfy their needs and 

contingent preferences, which we do not know about and cannot judge. From this point of view, 

nature can be consumed provided that other capital stocks (man-made capital, human capital) are 

 See i.a. for a recent analysis of the limits to growth that does not only consider environmental 31

limits both in terms of resources and sinks, but also economic failures: Richard Heinberg, The 
End of Growth: Adapting to Our New Economic Reality. Gabriola, B.C.: New Society Publishers, 
2011.

 Robert M. Solow, “The Economics of Resources or the Resources of Economics,“ American 32

Economic Review 64, 2 (1974): 1-14.
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built up in its place.  The assumption is that the value of the natural environment can be 33

converted into other forms of capital that can essentially perform the same economic functions.  34

 In hindsight, this argumentation formed the basis of what was later called “weak 

sustainability,” according to which natural and man-made capital are considered as substitutes 

and future generations can be compensated for losses in one set by gains in the other one.  From 35

this perspective it is not only possible and acceptable, but also necessary, to discount future 

benefits and costs and, therefore, to maximize net present value of future economic activities. 

According to the standard economic approach, discounting is justified because future generations 

are expected to be better off than current living people today, due to the expectation of 

exponential growth. The current generation is, therefore, allowed to devalue (or discount) future 

income streams and redistribute part of future higher incomes to the current generation.  While 36

it might make sense to apply discounting when considering specific investment at the level of 

single enterprises, it turns out to be problematic when it is simply applied to every economic 

activity at a macro level. Especially in cases in which we can legitimately expect not to be better 

off in the future, applying a discount rate seems counterintuitive to basic justice assumptions. 

 Ott, Konrad, Barbara Muraca, and Christian Baatz. “Strong Sustainability as a Frame for 33

Sustainability Communication.“ in Sustainability Communication: Interdisciplinary Perspectives 
and Theoretical Foundations. edited by Gerd Michelsen and Jasmin Godemann, 13-25. Berlin: 
Springer, 2011.

 Since at least the mid 19th Century what we call “nature” is considered passive, inert, 34

meaningless, exploitable. It is no longer an active factor of production and is relegated to a 
passive matter to be transformed by human labour. The theoretical basis of this understanding go 
back to the roots of Western modernity (Barbara Muraca. “Getting over ‘Nature‘: Modern 
bifurcations, postmodern possibilities.“ in Ecospirit. Religions and Philosophies for the Earth, 
edited by Catherine Keller and Laurel Kearns. New York: Fordham University Press, 2007.

 Eric Neumayer. Weak versus Strong Sustainability. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 1999.35

 Technically, discounting means using a discount rate (mostly comparably to long term interest 36

rates) and applying this rate to reduce, on an annual basis, the income by this percentage. 
Assuming an income of $1,000 in year 30, and a 3% discount rate, it would mean $970 in year 
29, and so on.
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 Weak sustainability considers the different capital stocks of society in terms of an overall 

portfolio, in which natural capital is only one among many different stocks.  The ideal portfolio 37

manager assesses possibilities of substitution by trying to maximise the net present value. From 

this point of view, the preservation of natural resources is a meaningful and feasible goal only if 

it is proved to be more efficient compared to other income types. This requires that, for the sake 

of comparability, natural resources be expressed in monetary terms. 

 Besides substitutability, there is a second very important assumption for weak 

sustainability: The idea that development follows an “Environmental Kuznets Curve” (EKC). 

Accordingly, with increasing income levels, societies would invest more and more in 

environmental programs and negative “externalities,” such as emissions, would decrease, while 

income would further increase. Again, the main assumption of this concept is the further growth 

of the economy. There are only very few, circumstantiated examples where the Kuznets curve 

could be measured in the real world (e.g. SO2-emissions in Germany). The mathematical surface 

of the EKC conveys the illusion of an automatism driven by the market and neglects the role that 

social struggles, such as the green movement in Germany in the 1980s, political interventions, 

and the dislocation of heavily polluting industries to other countries, such as steel production to 

China or coal extraction to Columbia, have played for the occasional improvement of 

environmental conditions in the Global North.  

Against weak sustainability, advocates of “strong sustainability” such as the economist Herman 

Daly, hold that the substitution between different capital stocks is highly limited. Accordingly, 

there is no sign that the elasticity of substitution between man-made and natural capital is near 1, 

but somewhat between 0 and 1 (substitution is possible but to a much lesser extent; where 

exactly, we do not now). If we look into statistics, although we may use fewer resources per 

single unit of production (relative decoupling), our economy requires more resource inputs than 

before.  As to discounting, in cases where we can legitimately expect to have less than more in 38

 Overall, six capital stocks are now distinguished: man-made, natural, social, cultivated natural, 37

human, and knowledge capital.

 Tim Jackson, Prosperity without growth. The transition to a sustainable economy. London: 38

Sustainable Development Commission, 2009. 
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the future (as it is the case for example with biodiversity), we would have rather to invest into 

preservation and to discount negatively. The assumption of the EKC is not justified by real 

developments, is far too optimistic, and blind to the role of institutions. 

 The best, and sadly the most famous, example of an optimal weak sustainability path is 

found on the island of Nauru. After having extracted all of its phosphate in a relatively short 

timeframe, it is now totally reliant on the delivery of basic resources from elsewhere (including 

food for its population) and is dependent on the payment from Australia for refugee camps.  The 39

mineral resources were transformed into financial capital, which proved short-lived, and which 

did not contribute to the long-term wellbeing and nutritional sustainability of the island’s 

inhabitants.  

 From a weak sustainability perspective, our economic system is neither embedded into 

ecosystems nor dependent on them. Accordingly, the economy is seen as potentially limitless, 

and growth is encouraged in order to guarantee to future generations an increased capital stock 

(and possibly a higher flow of utility per person, as compared to today).  

 By contrast, ecological economists and advocates of strong sustainability draw on 

ecology, thermodynamics, energy studies, and systems theory to argue that our economic system 

is fundamentally embedded in natural (and social) systems and that growth (of populations, of 

economic activity, and of consumption) is necessarily limited by the biophysical capacities of the 

planet.  According to strong sustainability, since natural capital is now the scarce factor (and not 40

man-made capital, as assumed in mainstream economics), it must be preserved on different 

scales (global, continental, national) out of moral respect for future generations. The loss of 

natural capital (trees, fisheries, minerals, biophysical processes), some of which can be 

irreversibly damaged, impoverishes the life prospects of future generations, their freedom of 

 Already John Gowdy and Carl N. McDaniel, “The Physical Destruction of Nauru: An Example 39

of Weak Sustainability.“ Land Economics 75, 2 (1999), 333-338. See also Ilan Solomons,  
“Missed opportunities.“ http://www.miningweekly.com/article/unsustainable-use-of-revenue-
from-once-booming-phosphate-sector-haunting-nauru-2016-06-24, Accessed at 14.02.17.

 Human activity based on economic growth over the past century has exceeded at least three of 40

earth’s essential “planetary boundaries.” See Johann Rockström, et. al., “A Safe Operating Space 
for Humanity.“ Nature 461 (2009): 472-5.
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choice, and their ability to flourish. From his analysis of complementarity (i.e. non or highly 

limited substitutability) between different capital types, Daly derives specific management rules 

and policy suggestions, such as: not counting the depletion of natural capital in terms of income 

and the CNCR (Constant Natural Capital Rule), according to which natural capital should not 

decline over time.  For Daly, the assumption of complementarity is a sufficient argument to 41

justify the normative framework of strong sustainability. In recent years, further arguments have 

been articulated to justify the CNCR. The point is not only whether or not and to what extent 

nature can be substituted in the production process, but also whether it is morally acceptable to 

do so, in terms of inter- and intragenerational justice. 

 The economic controversy between weak and strong sustainability reveals the different 

perspectives on what is considered a just legacy to future generations. On the one hand, we have 

an approach based on welfarism (i.e. the idea that what matters to people is the utility flow of 

goods, typically framed in terms of subjectively perceived happiness), according to which 

anything is in principle substitutable as a means of individual satisfaction.  Money in its 42

abstraction is the best proxy to measure welfare thus intended. On the other hand, a strong 

sustainability approach relies on the idea that there are some specific characteristics of biological 

processes that cannot be reduced to a general utility function, due to the irreversibility of the 

qualitative transformation that affects them, and that values and political deliberation determine 

the framework according to which decisions about what to preserve or use, instead of relying on 

market-based instruments for “optimal” management paths. 

 According to the normative framework of the Greifswalder approach, several reasonable 

arguments support strong sustainability, such as a better representation of the multifuncionality 

and temporal structure of ecological systems; risk assessment based on the precautionary 

principle; greater freedom of choice for future generations in the face of likely irreversible 

 Herman E. Daly, Beyond growth: the economics of sustainable development. Boston: Beacon 41

Press, 1997.

 For a critique of the happiness approach, see: Amartya Sen, The Idea of Justice. Cambridge: 42

Harvard University Press, 2009: 277; Barbara Muraca. “Towards a Fair Degrowth-Society: 
Justice and the Right to A Good Life Beyond Growth.“ Futures 44, 6 (2012): 535-45.
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change; better consideration of different value systems and languages of valuation with reference 

to human-nature relations.  43

From Sustainability to Degrowth 

 The strong sustainability approach is rooted in the economic theory of Georgescu-

Roegen, developed in The Entropy Law and the Economic Process (1971), which had a major 

influence on early ecological economists, including Daly. While Daly retained the concept of 

natural capital from mainstream economics, Georgescu-Roegen, his teacher, developed a 

different way of understanding the production function by introducing a flow-fund model.  He 44

distinguished between two qualitatively different factors of productions, funds (“the agents of a 

process” of production that have to be kept at constant specific efficiency) and flows (the 

elements “which are used or acted upon by the agents” and enter or exit the process as inputs or 

outputs).  Capital, land, and labor are funds and cannot be “used up” during the process of 45

production, whereas resources are inputs that enter the process and are transformed by it. 

Moreover, production is a process unfolding in (only one direction of) time. From this 

perspective we can infer that land refers to the conditions of generation and regeneration of 

natural processes, including resources, and should not (or anyway cannot in the long run) be 

 Ott, Konrad, Barbara Muraca, and Christian Baatz, Strong Sustainability as a Frame for 43

Sustainability Communication.

 Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, The Entropy Law and the Economic Process. Cambridge/44

London: Harvard University Press, 1971.

 Resources are inputs whereas products or waste are outputs. Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, The 45

Entropy Law: 230.
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consumed in the process, in the same way that labor cannot be an input or flow factor in the 

process either.  46

 Whereas Daly, who went on to work for the World Bank, adopted later the concept of 

sustainable development as a better version of his idea of a steady-state economy, Georgescu-

Roegen rejected the term as a cynical attempt (masked by an alluring logo) to maintain the 

economic path of the early industrialized countries and their standard of living. Although the 

discourse of sustainable development acknowledged the needs of so-called developing countries, 

it did so without realizing the immanent contradiction of this very assumption. It held up 

countries in the Global North as the measuring stick of “development” and thus condemned poor 

countries to endless misery.  Daly, instead, tried to merge the principles of strong sustainability 47

with sustainable development. His interpretation was based on the rather abstract distinction 

between material growth and non-material development. That is, societies can stop increasing the 

amount of stuff produced and energy employed but continue to develop spiritually, culturally, 

and socially.  Core elements for his understanding of a sustainable development would thus 48

include population control and technological innovation, under the assumption that different 

types of capital are complementary, i.e. not readily substitutable. 

 Georgescu-Roegen, by contrast, argued that economists would soon have to rethink their 

entire profession and move from engaging with the issue of economic growth and toward 

identifying criteria to plan what he called with reference to John Stuart Mill the declining state. 

 More precisely, whether a process is a flow or a fund is not a matter of its ontological 46

structure, but rather depends on the perspective taken, the way in which the analytic boundary of 
the process is drawn, and how something is employed in and for the economic process. Consider 
for example a tomato sold on the market as a commodity (flow) or fallen on the ground and 
rotting while also regenerating the soil (fund). See Katharine N. Farrell and Kozo Mayumi. 
“Time horizons and electricity futures: An application of Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen’s general 
theory of economic production.“ Energy 34 (2009): 301–307.

 Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, Quo Vadis Homo Sapiens Sapiens?; Barbara Muraca, Matthias 47

Schmelzer, “Degrowth: Historicizing the critique of economic growth and the search for 
alternatives in three regions.“ in History of the Future of Economic Growth: Historical Roots of 
Current Debates on Sustainable Degrowth. Edited by Iris Borowy, Matthias Schmelzer 
(forthcoming).

 Herman E. Daly, Beyond growth: the economics of sustainable development.48
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He proposed to use this term instead of sustainable development and used it in Mill’s positive 

sense as a chance for a better social life. “Declining state” was then translated in the early 1970s 

– with Georgescu-Roegen’s approval – into the French term “décroissance,” and later back in 

English as “degrowth.” For us, the idea of strong sustainability is best represented by Georgescu-

Roegen’s bioeconomic theory.  

 Georgescu-Roegen's provocative enunciation about the profession of economists plays a 

key role for the degrowth movement, with the difference that the planning of the declining state 

cannot simply be left to economists. Rather, it has to emanate from a process of deliberation and 

social activism that aims at creating a just, solidarity-based, and democratic path toward radical 

transformation of society.  As we see it, degrowth best embodies the core message of a strong 49

and viable conception of sustainability. 

  

Georgescu-Roegen: Strong Sustainability as Degrowth 

 According to Georgecu-Roegen, economic processes are similar to biological “open 

systems” and are therefore creative, metabolic, and qualitatively transformative. Like biological 

processes, they feed on the low entropy of their environment and occur along the line of Time as 

a continuum, which, just like historical time, cannot be reversed.  However, while biological 50

organisms wisely feed on the single “infinite” source of low entropy available on the planet, i.e. 

the solar energy as it is captured and rendered available by the earth’s surface (land), economic 

processes — starting with the Industrial revolution — deplete the so-called terrestrial stocks of 

low entropy (fossil fuels, mineral resources), which are not infinite in size and whose 

regeneration takes geological epochs.  

 Whereas the flow rate of terrestrial stocks can be more or less adapted to society’s needs, 

the flow of solar energy and of most renewable sources might be infinite in its amount, but not at 

our disposal with regard to the flow rate of its use. The shift from renewable to non-renewable 

 Viviana Asara, Iago Otero, Federico Demaria, and Esteve Corbera. “Socially Sustainable 49

Degrowth as a Social–Ecological Transformation: Repoliticizing Sustainability.“ Sustainability 
Science 10, 3 (2015): 375-84.

 Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, The Entropy Law:125ff.50
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(mainly fossil) resources enabled a remarkable acceleration and intensification in the production 

of new technologies, resulting in what we call the Industrial Revolution. As a result, humans 

disentangled themselves from the temporal limitation that the regeneration of renewable energies 

required. 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 

was based on the accelerated depletion of the terrestrial sources and is essentially parasitic.  We 51

are caught in what Georgescu-Roegen calls an infinite regress, in which what is needed to keep 

an economic process ongoing is produced by another economic process and so on. Think, for 

example, of chemical fertilizers employed in conventional agriculture to enhance fertility beyond 

soil’s regenerative capacity. Due to the temporal constraints of the regeneration of soil, water, air, 

and living organisms, the continuous intensification of productivity required a shift to limited 

fossil sources of energy and matter. In the long run, however, this acceleration spiral would lead 

back, according to Georgescu-Roegen, to the only unlimited source of low entropy, which is 

solar radiation captured by land and which is limited with respect to its flow rate. 

 While Daly, following Georgescu-Roegen’s theory, rightly focused on the issue of scale 

as the first and most important dimension of sustainability, he missed the temporal perspective 

that his teacher had articulated. Daly famously claimed that the economic system is a “subsystem 

of a larger finite and non-growing system and consequently […] the macroeconomy too has an 

optimal scale. A necessary requirement for this scale is that the economy’s throughput […] be 

within the regenerative and absorptive capacities of the ecosystem.”  Accordingly, the priority 52

order for sustainable development should be: scale – justice – efficiency, i.e. first and foremost 

the spatial limitation of ecological system in which the social system (justice) is embedded, and 

finally the economic logic of efficient allocation.  53

 Barbara Muraca, Denken im Grenzgebiet; Panos Petridis, Barbara Muraca, Giorgos Kallis, 51

Degrowth: between a scientific concept and a slogan for a social movement. In: Joan Martinez-
Alier, Roldan Muradian, Handbook of Ecological Economics. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2015: 
176-200.

 Herman E. Daly, Beyond growth: 28-2952

 Ibid., 51.53
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 Georgescu-Roegen’s position presents a more sophisticated perspective that influenced 

the later degrowth debate. First, entropy for Georgescu-Roegen does not so much refer to 

absolute planetary limits (except in the sense of the spatial limitation of land as available surface 

for solar radiation and soil).  Rather, it is a theoretical symbol for the unidirectionality of time 54

and the irreversibility of creative, qualitative, and cumulative processes that take place on the 

planet. Entropy and evolution — and development in any possible meaning — are thus the two 

sides of the very same coin. From this point of view, talking about planetary limits means to 

consider the rate of use of resources and the regeneration time of natural, living processes as the 

limiting as much as the enabling factor for creative production.  Entropy, moreover, is the 55

physical representation of Time as continuum, and even if it is hard to model it in analytic-

mathematical terms, it corresponds immediately to the unidirectionality and vectoriality of our 

own experience as living beings and as humans. As living beings endowed with reason, we 

“know” immediately about the irreversibility of living processes in our own experience, even if 

neoclassical economics had no tools to include it into its theory. Accordingly, entropy is a bridge-

concept between the objective, analytical concept of time and the subjective and 

phenomenological experience of Time by conscious, living beings.  

 Recapitulating, Georgescu-Roegen allows us to frame the theory of strong sustainability 

in the following ways: 

(1) the relation between economy, ecology, and society is not simply a matter of concentric 

circles, but a dynamic and systemic interrelation. The “ecology” circle is not just an outer 

house, within which social and economic processes are embedded, but it represents the 

temporal dimension of any creative transformation, including and intersecting with social 

and economic processes.  

 If we consider the current conflict between different uses of land (production of food or 54

production of energy through biomass or solar panels), we can understand well the forward-
looking perspective that Georgescu-Roegen had in the 1970s. The “scarcity” of land does not 
refer only to a measure of quantity (planetary surface), but also to quality (fertile soil, availability 
of water etc.), i.e. – mostly – to the incessant activity of living organisms in regenerating it.

 Barbara Muraca, Denken im Grenzgebiet.55
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(2) economic processes are thus not just a subsystem of the biophysical realm, but are 

qualitatively different from mechanic, reversible processes. To adequately understand and 

analyze them, another economics is needed, modeled on biology and social sciences and 

able to frame Time as continuum. Social Metabolism Analysis (SMA) stems from this 

assumption.  56

(3) given the complexity, temporality, and interrelatedness of dynamic systems, not only 

analytic tools, but also dialectical perspectives are needed to understand them. By this, 

Georgescu-Roegen means the grey zone of social and cultural concepts that do not have 

clear-cut boundaries, but which are constantly subject to societal and philosophical 

deliberation (such as justice). With a little stretch of imagination this could mean that, for 

example, in the sustainability debate, the very concept of scale is inextricably linked to 

justice and depends on the specific societal relations to nature that constitute society.  57

Accordingly, nature and society are the outcome of a continuous exchange. Without this 

dialectical perspective, there is a risk of reading the prioritization that Daly proposes in 

terms of a cynical setting of “naturally given” conditions that constrain the realm of 

political deliberation, as it is the case for example with the US-based Carrying Capacity 

Network.  58

(4) finally, and more concretely, following Georgescu-Roegen, it becomes clear, as degrowth 

scholars and activists claim, that the amazing development rendered possible by 

industrialization is fundamentally parasitic: it relies on and implies a continuous 

displacement of environmental impacts to other places (for example to the Global South), 

 See i.a. Marina Fischer-Kowalski, “Society’s Metabolism.“ Journal of Industrial Ecology 2, 1 56

(1998): 61-78; Giorgos Kallis, “Societal Metabolism, Working Hours and Degrowth: A 
Comment on Sorman and Giampietro.“ Journal of Cleaner Production 38 (2013): 94-98.

 Egon Becker, Diana Hummel and Thomas Jahn. “Gesellschaftliche Naturverhältnisse als 57

Rahmenkonzept.“ in Handbuch Umweltsoziologie. edited by Matthias Groß, Wiesbaden: VS 
Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2011: 75-96.

 The CCN using the ecological concept of carrying capacity as the ground for immigration 58

control, thus confusing political borders with ecosystem features. Daly served for a long time on 
the advisory board of the organization, but decided to step down recently, after a vivid and 
controversial discussion within the ecological economics community.
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onto other social groups, and to future generations.  By abusing terrestrial stocks today 59

and using renewable resources beyond their regeneration rate, we enact social injustice in 

the present day, and inevitably compromise the options of future generations to access 

both stocks and resources.  “Growth,” even so-called “green growth,” relies accordingly 60

on the exponential intensification and the accelerating spiral of infinite regress required to 

keep the economic process further going. 

Degrowth: The Repoliticization of Strong Sustainability 

 The term degrowth has a complex origin. On the one hand, it goes back to the French 

translation of Georgescu-Roegen’s concept of “declining state.” With the publication of some of 

his articles in a collection that appeared in France in 1979, the term degrowth clearly established 

itself as an alternative to zero-growth or steady-state economics.  This collection influenced not 61

so much economic scholars, who for the most part kept ignoring his later work on entropy and 

bioeconomics, but intellectuals and political activists. André Gorz quoted him as an example of 

“ecological realism” in his critique of productivism, for instance.  Parallel to that, after the 62

publication of the report by the Club of Rome, Limits to Growth, in 1972, and the subsequent 

reactions in Europe to the then-President of the European Commission Sicco Mansholt’s explicit 

plea for a reorientation of the economy towards social utility instead of economic growth, a vivid 

 Discounting is the best way of masking this displacement. However, the very possibility of 59

discounting future damages relies on the assumption of economic growth, i.e. of increasing 
wealth that would reduce the – merely monetary costs – of environmental damage. Moreover, it 
does not consider qualitative changes that might be irreversible and beyond any possible 
compensation. The very assumption of economic growth is thus an act of injustice towards future 
generations. See Roldan Muradian, Martin O´Connor, and Joan Martinez-Alier. “Embodied 
Pollution in Trade: Estimating the 'Environmental Load Displacement' of Industrialised 
Countries.“ Ecologial Economics 41, 1 (2002): 41-57.

 Barbara Muraca, Denken im Grenzgebiet.60

 Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen. La décroissance. Entropie – Écologie – Économie, Nashville: 61

University of Tennessee, 1995.; Barbara Muraca, “Decroissance: A Project for a Radical 
Transformation of Society.“ Environmental Values 22, 2 (2013): 147-69.

 Andre Gorz, Ecology as Politics. Montreal: Black Rose Books Ltd., 1980.62

 !  of !25 40



and controversial discussion arose among the French intellectuals.  In 1973, Le Cahiers de la 63

Nef dedicated a whole issue to this topic under the headline “Les objecteurs de croissance” (the 

growth objectors). In a paper in this issue, André Amar introduced the term décroissance, which 

he intended in a rather unspecific way (not clearly distinguished from zero-growth). In a kind of 

“culturalist” analysis, Amar framed the paradigm of growth as rooted in the spirit of modern 

Western civilisation and criticized the moral and anthropological aspects of it.  64

 Later on in France, sustainable development was translated in accordance with the 

mainstream weak sustainability paradigm into “développement durable” (durable or enduring 

development), in which development remained virtually synonymous with growth.  

 In Germany, the critique of growth was strongly present throughout the entire political 

spectrum (however with less of a specific distinction between zero growth and degrowth). It was 

an essential component of the early political demands of the Greens and was debated by the 

workers unions. A vivid debate revolved around the best-selling series Technologie und Politik. 

Das Magazin zur Wachstumskrise (Technology and Politics. The Journal of the Growth Crisis), 

which was published between 1974 and 1985 by Rowohlt. . Flanking and contrasting the 65

German model of ecological modernization that envisioned a technology and policy-led 

sustainable path compatible with growth, the critique of growth continued in the subsequent 

decades, albeit often out of the public eye. 

 As some scholars have pointed out, during the 1980s and 1990s, due to the end of the oil 

crisis (that sparked the debate around limits to growth in the 1970s), and due to the advent of 

neoliberalism, the debate on degrowth left the main stage.  The new in-vogue term “sustainable 66

development” more adequately reflected the neoliberal paradigm: it not only embodied a 

 Thimottee Duverger, “De Meadows à Mansholt: L‘invention du „zégisme.“ Entropia 10, 63

(2011): 118ff.

 André Amar, La croissance et le problem morale, (Cahiers de la Nef 52 sept-nov 1973). 64

Retrieved Feb. 10, 2017: <http://www.decroissance.org/?chemin=textes/amar>.

 Barbara Muraca, Matthias Schmelzer, Degrowth: Historicizing the critique.65

 Giacomo D'Alisa, Federico Demaria and Giorgos Kallis (ed.): Degrowth: a vocabulary for a 66

new era. Oxford: Routledge, 2014.
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narrative able to salvage economic growth as a top political goal and the Western model of 

development as a universal path, but was also more easily compatible with a managerial 

approach in the neoliberal mode of governmentality. “Sustainable development depoliticizes 

genuine political antagonisms about the kind of future one wants to inhabit; it renders 

environmental problems technical, promising win-win solutions and the (impossible) goal of 

perpetuating development without harming the environment.”  As we have seen, sustainable 67

development, once read through the lens of weak sustainability, classic development theory, and 

the neoliberal narrative of market regulation, technocratic approaches, and entrepreneurial 

holism, is removed from the realm of a true political deliberation among antagonistic 

perspectives and framed in terms of a technical issue of management.  

 It was not until the term development itself met with a renewed and harsh critique from a 

strange alliance between critics of globalization, such as the altermondialistes,  in the Global 68

North and the re-emerging voices of strong social movements in the Global South, including 

indigenous and peasants movements, that degrowth re-emerged in a novel and radical form. 

According to Serge Latouche, one of the main proponents of the French décroissance, the date of 

birth of the degrowth movement was the colloquium “Défaire le développement, refaire le 

monde” (Unmake development and remake the world), which was held in spring 2002 at the 

UNESCO meetings in Paris, and which aimed at unmasking the destructive potential of the 

dominant model of economic development for Third World countries.   69

 Among its inspirational sources was not only Georgescu-Roegen’s bioeconomic theory, 

but also the global environmental justice movement, post-development and altermondialist 

 Ibidem: 9. See also Jeremy L. Caradonna, An Incompatible Couple.67

 Altermondialiste in French: the term is difficult to translate, but denotes an alternative path to 68

global cooperation from below against the diktat of developmentalism.

 Jóse Giornal, “Défaire le développement, Refaire le monde.“ Réfractions 9 (2002): 119-122.69
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theories, anti-productivist critique, and the French tradition of political ecology.  Especially in 70

France, another “new” movement kindled interest in the décroissance discussion: the casseurs de 

pub (the French equivalent of the Canadian Adbusters), whose co-founder, Vincent Cheynet, 

introduced the term “sustainable degrowth” for the first time, explicitly against sustainable 

development (in French, décroissance soutenable instead of développement durable.)  From 71

France it then conquered Italy and Spain with an even clearer link to global environmental 

justice and anti-globalization movements. In Germany it developed along a parallel line that 

unfolded for several years independently from the Southern European debate and was mainly 

sparked by the strong environmental and anti-nuclear movement as well as by anti-globalization 

groups, such as ATTAC.  72

 Finally, in the wake of the revival of the sustainable development paradigm under the 

narrative of a green economy, “degrowth emerged as a paradigm that emphasizes that there is a 

contradiction between sustainability and economic growth […]. It argues that the pathway 

towards a sustainable future is to be found in a democratic and redistributive downscaling of the 

biophysical size of the global economy.”  More specifically, this path should not stem from a 73

top-down management decision, but result from bottom-up processes of societal deliberation, 

social experiments and innovation, alternative collective practices, and radical institutional 

reforms. Since 2010, degrowth has received greater attention and, in a sense, competes with 

other visions of sustainability and sustainable development in public and intellectual discourse.  74

 See Barbara Muraca, Decroissance: A Project for a Radical Transformation of Society for a 70

detailed presentation of these different perspectives. See also Federico Demaria, Francois 
Schneider, Filka Sekulova and Joan Martinez-Alier. “What is degrowth? From an activist slogan 
to a social movement.“ Environmental Values 22, 2 (2013): 191–215.; Giacomo D'Alisa, 
Federico Demaria and Giorgos Kallis (ed.): Degrowth: a vocabulary.

 Giacomo D'Alisa, Federico Demaria and Giorgos Kallis (ed.): Degrowth: a vocabulary.71

 Barbara Muraca, Matthias Schmelzer, Degrowth: Historicizing the critique.72

 Viviana Asara, Iago Otero, Federico Demaria, and Esteve Corbera, Socially Sustainable 73

Degrowth as a Social–Ecological Transformation: Repoliticizing Sustainability: 375.

 See, for instance, http://www.resilience.org/stories/2015-05-06/a-degrowth-response-to-an-74

ecomodernist-manifesto/, which is a degrowth critique of ecomodernism. 
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Degrowth: A Project for a Radical Transformation of Society 

 Since 2000, a “degrowth movement” has taken shape, especially in France, Germany, 

Spain, Italy and Greece, with some support in other parts of the world, that brings together 

scholars from different backgrounds and social activists concerned about the biophysical and 

social implications of growth. This movement is less visible and glamorous than the mainstream 

world of sustainable development, and its conferences are less well publicized than meetings 

such as the Earth Summit and Rio+20, but it is a movement that has gained increased notoriety 

in recent years, especially since the economic downturn of 2007-2008.  

 Degrowth can be considered as a slogan for a social movement  or, as Paul Ariès 75

suggested, a mot obus, a “missile word”  aimed at the re-politicization of the environmental and 76

sustainability debate. As such, it hits at the core of modern, capitalistic societies not only by 

radically questioning their economic structure, but also the cultural infrastructure that legitimizes 

it.  In a more technical sense, degrowth relies on the recognition, based on scholarly research 77

from ecological economics, philosophy, and sociology, that continuous economic growth is not 

only unsustainable but also undesirable. . That said, degrowth is not limited to advocating for a 78

society with a smaller metabolism, but “more importantly, a society with a metabolism which has 

a different structure and serves new functions. Degrowth does not call for doing less of the 

same.” . In this second sense, degrowth is not simply the opposite of growth that reproduces its 79

logic by simply reversing it; that is, it is conceptually distinct from economic recession. In fact, 

degrowth challenges the very focus on growth as political goal and aims at reappropriating the 

Panos Petridis, Barbara Muraca, Giorgos Kallis, Degrowth: between a scientific concept and a 75

slogan for a social movement. 

 Paul Ariés. Décroissance ou Barbarie, Lyon: Golias, 2005.76

 Barbara Muraca, Against the Insanity of Growth: Degrowth as a Concrete Utopia. In: 77

Heinzekehr, J., Philipp Clayton, (eds.): Socialism in Process: Ecology and Politics toward a 
Sustainable Future. Anoka, Minnesota: Process Century Press, forthcoming.

 Panos Petridis, Barbara Muraca, Giorgos Kallis, Degrowth: between a scientific concept and a 78

slogan for a social movement. 

 Giacomo D'Alisa, Federico Demaria and Giorgos Kallis (ed.): Degrowth: a vocabulary for a 79

new era.,.4.
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political power to deliberate about the society we want to live in against any pensée unique or 

TINA  narrative enforced by the dominant neoliberal paradigm.  80

 As Swyngedouw has shown, neoliberal capitalism, with its reduction of politics to a 

managerial set of interventions, tends to foreclose the space for genuine political debate in 

society as “the sphere of agonistic dispute and struggle over the environments we wish to inhabit 

and on how to produce them.”  Accordingly, politics as public management is “hegemonically 81

articulated around a naturalization of the need of economic growth and capitalism as the only 

reasonable and possible form of organization of socio-natural metabolism.”  Growth appears 82

against this background as no longer questionable or contestable. 

 The degrowth movement goes beyond the narrow paradigm of alternative environmental 

management and articulates a critique of growth not only from an economic and 

environmentalist perspective, but also from structural and cultural ones. Accordingly, the 

degrowth perspectives addresses “growth” in at least four different ways: 

1) monetary growth in terms of GDP, a highly inadequate measure of well-being. While 

the critique of GDP as a measure for well-being is as old as the introduction of the 

measurement itself (see for example the speech by Robert Kennedy in March of 1968), 

the degrowth movement unmasks not only how GDP-growth is intimately related to 

material consequences directly (increase in the amount of matter and energy) or indirectly 

(for example the use of surplus money from the financialization of markets to increase 

land-grabbing), but also unmasks its structural contradiction (rebound effects), against the 

illusion of absolute decoupling.  83

 TINA comes famously from Margaret Thatcher’s enunciation that “There Is No Alternative” to 80

neoliberalism.

 Eric Swyngedouw. “Depoliticization (the Political),” in Degrowth: a vocabulary for a new era, 81

edited by Giacomo D'Alisa, Federico Demaria and Giorgos Kallis (Oxford: Routledge, 2014), 
91.

 ibid. 9282

 See Tilman Santarius, Hans Jacob Walnum, and Carlo Aall, Rethinking Climate and Energy 83

Politicies. New perspectives on the rebound phenomenon. Berlin: Springer, 2016.
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2) material growth in terms of social metabolism (amount of stuff, matter or energy) that 

is necessary for social reproduction.  84

3) growth as a structural driver for modern, capitalistic societies. Economic growth has 

played a structural role in stabilizing modern, industrialized societies of the Global North, 

by guaranteeing employment, social mobility, tax revenue, and social pacification. This 

was possible via ongoing expansion and intensification of productive activity and 

requires the constant occupation of new territories in a literal way (land-grabbing, 

shifting exploitation frontiers, and new extractivism) and in a metaphorical sense 

(acceleration of the pace of life, commodification of ecosystem services, deregulation of 

labor and money). The imminent crisis of this expansion logic might likely lead to 

destabilization, destitution, and increasing social conflicts.  85

- 4) growth as a cultural driver that has pervasively colonized the lifeworld and, by turning 

into a no-longer-questioned mental infrastructure, has molded our very self-

understanding as social agents.  According to Latouche, we are growth-addicted, caught 86

within a compulsive attitude, which is functional to the systemic drivers of modern 

societies.  As anticipated earlier, with Foucault we can say that the logic of growth is the 87

hegemonic form of the individual subject in late-stage, neoliberal capitalism.  According 88

to this analysis, in neoliberalism the main driver of economic growth is human capital, 

i.e. the innovative force of production, which drives economy and society, and which is 

ultimately the self-understanding of individuals as entrepreneurs of themselves, always 

 Eric Swyngedouw. Depoliticization (the Political). in Degrowth: a vocabulary for a new era: 84

92. See also: Marina Fischer-Kowalski and Helmut Haberl. “Social Metabolism: A Metrics for 
Biophysical Growth and Degrowth.“ in Handbook of Ecological Economics, edited by Joan 
Martinez-Alier and Roldan Muradian. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2015.

 Barbara Muraca, Against the Insanity.85

 Harald Welzer, Mental Infrastructures: How Growth Entered the World and Our Souls. Berlin: 86

Heinrich Böll Stiftung, 2012.

 Serge Latouche, Farewell to Growth. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009.87

 Michel Foucault. The Birth of Biopolitics : Lectures at the Coll©·Ge De France, 1978-79. 88

New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008.
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concerned with themselves as an investment project oriented at constant improvement in 

competition with others.  Degrowth proponents struggle for a “decolonization of the 89

imaginary” of growth at the level of individual and collective practices, institutional 

change, and social experiments.  90

The Structural Analysis of Growth and the Re-politicization of the Sustainability Debate.  

 Growth has not only served as dynamic stabilization for modern societies, but also as the 

output-legitimation ground for welfare state democracies in the Global North. With a widespread 

disaffection for political participation, the promise of increasing wellbeing, social mobility, and 

consumption-driven prosperity were triggered by the prospects of increased economic growth. 

Depoliticization easily followed the promise of increasing material prosperity, as a broad 

consensus on the values of economic growth replaced the collective deliberation about the 

conditions for a good life in society. George W. Bush’s famous appeal to Americans in 2006 to 

go shopping as a civic duty in the face of the Iraq war was not a joke, but a perfect representation 

of this narrative: “As we work with Congress in the coming year to chart a new course in Iraq 

and strengthen our military to meet the challenges of the 21st century, we must also work 

together to achieve important goals for the American people here at home. This work begins with 

keeping our economy growing.”  The active pursuit of economic growth has become a political 91

goal that supposedly enables social cohesion. 

 As analysts, especially those within the degrowth discourse, observe, we are now faced 

with a fundamental crisis of the dynamic of stabilization via growth, which turns out to have 

dysfunctional effects in terms of the socio-economic, political, and cultural reproduction of 

modern societies. Not only ecological constrains, such as resource scarcity and limits of sinks 

and absorption capacity, that increasingly reduce the margin of profitability of capitalist 

investments, or social limits (satiation in affluent societies and limits to the further intensification 

 Gary S. Becker, Human Capital. A theoretical and empirical analysis. Chicago: University of 89

Chicago Press, 1993.

 Barbara Muraca, Against the Insanity of Growth.90

 (see: http://www.nytimes.com/2006/12/20/washington/20text-bush.html).91
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of individual performances), spell the approaching end of “easy” economic growth.  92

Industrialised countries seem to have reached a threshold at which the feasible growth rates no 

longer secure employment, social mobility, and welfare.  

Under business-as-usual conditions the end of “easy” growth means recession, pauperization, 

and increasing social conflicts. Further, the growing awareness of climate change has forced a 

reconsideration of growth and its effects. Some economists, such as Nicholas Stern, have begun 

to call climate change a form of “market failure” that stems from the unsustainable expansion of 

the human economy and its associated pollutants.  93

Moreover, the very legitimization of democracy is at risk. A re-feudalization path seems a rather 

plausible scenario.  Conservative critics of growth share this analysis and advocate for forms of 94

structural and cultural adaptation to the “inevitable” end of the age of prosperity characterized by 

ongoing economic growth. The scenario they are depicting ranges from a rather neo-fascist 

representation of separated and ethnically homogeneous eco-communities  to a shifting towards 95

spiritual and family values as coping strategies under a framework of social immobility, happy 

frugality, and high inequality.   96

 Birgit Mahnkopf, Peak Everything – Peak Capitalism? Folgen der sozialökologischen Krise 92

für die Dynamik des historischen Kapitalismus. Jena: Working Paper 02/2013 der DFG-
KollegforscherInnengruppe Postwachstumsgesellschaften.

 Nicholas Stern, Stern Review on The Economics of Climate Change (pre-publication edition). 93

Executive Summary. London: HM Treasury, 2006. 

 Sieghard Neckel, “Refeudalisierung der Ökonomie. Zum Strukturwandel kapitalistischer 94

Wirtschaft.“ Neue Zeitschrift fiir Sozialforschung 8, 1 (2010): 117-28.

 Alain de Benoist. “Demain, La Décroissance!“ Penser L'ecologie Jusqu'au Bout. (Paris, Édite 95

2007).

 Meinhard Miegel, Exit: Wohlstand ohne Wachstum. Berlin: Propyläen, 2010. To a certain 96

extent, the recent developments in Europe and in the US with respect to Brexit and the election 
of Trump corroborate this analysis: the crisis of the promise of increasing wealth attached to 
growth for a relatively large number of people implies a delegitimization of democracy and 
nourishes the scape-goat narrative against immigrants. In the absence of creative visions for a 
radical transformation of society that reduces inequality, fosters participation, and restructures 
the economy, sealing-off the borders and backwards values are advocated as a bastion against the 
fear of loss and pauperization.
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Against an adaptation model that remains inscribed in the neoliberal logic of late capitalism, the 

degrowth movement identifies in this crisis a chance for a radical transformation of society 

carried by new social movements, global alliances, and alternative social experiments. 

 The challenge is how to construct a society that is no longer dependent on economic 

growth for its stabilization and legitimation and in which real democracy, autonomy, and 

solidarity are strengthened within the collectively negotiated biophysical conditions for life on 

earth. Such a transformation cannot be the mere implementation of a blueprint dictated by 

political leadership or technocratic governance that would simply reproduce the managerial 

mode of neoliberal capitalism, but must emerge from a plurality of forces and their alliance, and 

emanate from self-organized, locally rooted and yet globally networked forms of resistance, 

subversion, and creative visions for alternative social experiments. In line with the tradition of 

political ecology, degrowth presents itself as a project to re-appropriate and enhance collective 

autonomy and economic democracy, i.e. the social deliberation on the conditions under which 

not only production, use, and consumption, but also social relations are shaped and organized in 

society.  Moreover, as a project of re-politicization, degrowth seeks to restore the sphere of the 97

political and aims at a democratization of societal relations to nature against the dominant logic 

of neoliberal commodification.  

 A recent questionnaire survey about motives, attitudes, and practices of grassroots 

activists within the degrowth spectrum has shown two main points of consensus: 1) the profound 

conviction that sustainability and growth are incompatible and that growth is soon coming to an 

end in industrialized societies of the Global North, and 2) the idea that a positive social 

transformation “is critical of capitalism, pro-feminist, peaceful and bottom-up.”  While the 98

degrowth movement understands itself explicitly as a proposal for early industrialized countries 

  Giacomo D'Alisa, Federico Demaria and Giorgos Kallis (ed.): Degrowth: a vocabulary.97

 Dennis Eversberg and Matthias Schmelzer. The Degrowth Spectrum: Convergence and 98

Divergence within a Diverse and Conflictual Alliance. Environmental Values, forthcoming
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of the Global North, in recent years interesting alliances with other movements worldwide have 

been built in a fruitful dialogue of common, yet different struggles.  99

 Given that basic social institutions in modern, capitalistic societies are fundamentally 

dependent on the prospect of economic growth for their stabilization, the transformation has to 

extend in the long term to institutions as well, such as the reorganization of work beyond the 

(gendered) division between paid and unpaid labour. Degrowth activists and scholars operate at 

the same time at the level of institutional transformation, through the experimentation of 

innovative collective, social practices, and towards a transformation of the social imaginary. 

Given the pervasiveness of the growth logic as mode of subjectivation, the role of alternative 

social experiments is far from being a niche of apolitical engagement. Rather, they are 

laboratories for liberation, protected spaces where subversive practices and alternative modes of 

subjectivation can be experimented. In such spaces alternative ways of conceiving needs, desires, 

and their satisfaction, are not only envisioned, but also experienced. By provisionally suspending 

the pervasive impact of dominant societal imaginaries, social experiments can crack open the 

established understanding of what is considered to be real and give room to alternative 

imaginaries, practices, and experiments of common living.  100

Conclusion 

 In this chapter we have outlined, via a militant-optimistic reading of the sustainability 

discourse, a narrative that recovers some less visible tendencies in the long history of the concept 

and span them from its origins in the 19th century to the current degrowth movement. While a 

clear legacy line can be identified that extends from the first articulations of a sustainable 

development in the 1980s to the current narrative of a green economy, this is not the whole story. 

 Ashish Kothari, Federico Demaria, and Alberto Acosta. “Buen Vivir, Degrowth and Ecological 99

Swaraj: Alternatives to Sustainable Development and the Green Economy.“ Development 57, 3 
(2014): 362-75.  Arturo Escobar, Degrowth, Postdevelopment, and Transitions: A Preliminary 
Conversation. Sustainability Science 10, 3 (2015): 451-62.

 Barbara Muraca, Gut Leben: Eine Gesellschaft jenseits des Wachstums. (Berlin: Wagenbach 100

2014).
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By distinguishing between sustainability and sustainable development and looking back into the 

history of the sustainability concept, a counternarrative becomes manifest that links strong 

sustainability in a wider sense to degrowth and the degrowth movement. This analysis is not 

meant to be a historical rendering, but a normative reconstruction that focuses on embedded 

social critique, i.e. critique as it has been articulated by social movements, social actors and 

groups in the rather peripheral spaces flanking and challenging the mainstream narrative. In our 

reconstruction, an augmented theory of strong sustainability is sketched, which enriches the 

economic perspectives with social and philosophical analysis by disclosing the surplus of 

meaning embedded in the sustainability narrative and embodied in a renewed shape by the 

degrowth movement. Following recent scholarly research, we maintain that the degrowth 

movement does not only call for a repoliticization and reconceptualization of sustainability, but 

also envisions a radical social-ecological transformation that is driven by the democratization of 

societal relations to nature and characterized by a bottom-up approach of a multitude of 

diversified and networked social experiments worldwide. 
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