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The future of economic growth is one of the decisive questions of the twenty-first
century. Alarmed by declining growth rates in industrialized countries, climate
change, and rising socio-economic inequalities, among other challenges, more
and more people demand to look for alternatives beyond growth. However, so
far these current debates about sustainability, post-growth or degrowth lack a
thorough historical perspective.

This edited volume brings together original contributions on different aspects
of the history of economic growth as a central and near-ubiquitous tenet of
developmental strategies. The book addresses the origins and evolution of the
growth paradigm from the seventeenth century up to the present day and also
looks at sustainable development, sustainable growth, and degrowth as examples
of alternative developmental models. By focusing on the mixed legacy of growth,
both as a major source of expanded life expectancies and increased comfort, and
as a destructive force harming personal livelihoods and threatening entire
societies in the future, the editors seek to provide historical depth to the ongoing
discussion on suitable principles of present and future global development.
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8 Sustainable degrowth
Historical roots of the search for
alternatives to growth in three regions

Barbara Muraca and Matthias Schmelzer

In September 2014, more than 3,000 people from all around the world gathered
at the University of Leipzig for the 4th International Conference for Ecological
Sustainability and Social Equity. Bringing together academics spanning multiple
disciplines – mostly from the social sciences, economics, and humanities, but
also engineers and natural scientists – as well as practitioners working on
bottom-up alternative economies and social activists involved in struggles
around ecology, social justice, or globalization, this conference represented
the provisional climax of the international degrowth debate. The Leipzig
conference marked a significant step for what is increasingly called the inter-
national degrowth movement: it brought into dialogue different streams and
traditions of growth critique and laid the ground for a stronger international
network and for alliances with other movements (Brand 2014; Eversberg and
Schmelzer 2016). Yet, how did the degrowth movement emerge and what
historical roots and inspirations does it invoke?

In the wake of the recent world economic crisis from 2007/8 onwards a new
wave of critique of economic growth and of the limits of GDP accounting, as
well as proposals for post-growth economics have been put forward by scholars
and activists in the context of a broad public debate about the merits and
pitfalls of policies geared toward economic growth (Stiglitz et al. 2010; Enquete-
Commission in Germany; Beyond Growth Initiative of the EU). Not all critiques
of growth and the related processes of ecological destruction and increasing
global inequalities are part of the degrowth debate. Rather, degrowth can be
understood as the most radical strand of this discussion, which aims at a
social-ecological transformation of high-income societies.

Degrowth is both a new academic and societal perspective and a social
movement, which emerged in France (“décroissance”) and other Southern
European countries in the 2000s and in the following decade spread to the
English-speaking world (“degrowth”) and the German-speaking region (“Post-
wachstum” or “Wachstumsrücknahme”) and beyond. While including the tra-
ditional critique of growth as a monetary rate (measured by GDP) and as a
material flow that increases the pressure on ecosystems (measured by HANPP
or ecological footprint), the degrowth perspective focuses on the structural and
cultural function that the fixation on economic growth has been playing in



modern, capitalist societies and envisions a radical transformation of basic social
institutions. At its core it revolves around alternatives to growth and economic
development (rather than alternative growth paths), a repoliticization of eco-
nomic debates, and the claim that global environmental justice demands a
reduction of the economic output in high-income countries and a funda-
mental socio-economic transformation aimed at achieving a good life for all.

As other contributions in this book clearly show, the critique of economic
growth is not new. Especially the scholarly debate is familiar with a long list
of contributions that date back not only to the 1970s, but basically to the
very emergence of the growth paradigm. While the critique of economic
growth is largely well-known (see also the contributions by Macekura,
Fioramonti, and Caradonna in this volume), we know relatively little about
the historical precursors and roots of the current degrowth alternative. The
established narrative within the degrowth discourse about the so-called
“sources” of degrowth mainly highlights the intellectual origins of the French-
inspired original décroissance debate and neglects other relevant references
for the overall critique of growth that might have been less crucial for the
original French discussion (Muraca 2013; Demaria et al. 2013; Kallis et al.
2014). While there are good historical reasons for this (the term “décrois-
sance” originated in French and then spread to other regions also thanks to
the research community around the network Research & Degrowth (R&D)
based in Barcelona), proponents from other geographical areas have not
focused to the same degree or not at all on making explicit their historical
sources and on systematizing their contribution.

In a similar vein, British and Canadian economists Tim Jackson and Peter
Victor, who both published groundbreaking books in 2009, have claimed that
at that time they were the only economists working on the question of
economies without growth, thus failing to acknowledge parallel discussions
going on in other countries (and languages) at that time. It was only recently
that, sparked by the international degrowth conferences in 2008 in Paris, 2010
in Barcelona, 2012 in Venice, 2014 in Leipzig, and 2016 in Budapest, these
debates started to internationalize and bring different traditions into a fruitful
dialogue. The internationalization of the degrowth debate demands a more
accurate analysis of its different streams.

In this chapter we aim at reconstructing some key passages in the longer-
term history of the precursors and roots of the current degrowth alternative
along three main ideal-typical paths (both in a geographical and in sub-
stantial sense of the term): the English-speaking critique of economic growth;
the Southern European degrowth perspective; and the German discussions
about alternatives to growth. Of course the distinction is primarily analytical,
as some lines of debates and some authors have played a major role in all
three branches – a point we will come to later. Yet, identifying these three main
types of degrowth debates in three geographically separate yet interlinked
discursive spaces allows for a more nuanced and less one-sided historical
reconstruction of the international degrowth perspective.
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We deliberately limit our analysis to the period from the late 1960s
onwards and to three regions in the global North. The late 1960s and the
1970s experienced a phenomenal wave of growth critiques, dozens of bestsellers
were discussed by broad sections of society, and in combination with the
“world revolution of 1968” the ideological foundations of the postwar com-
promise of embedded liberalism, growthism, and consumerism in countries
around the world were shaken (Wallerstein 1989; Schmelzer 2016). Most
prominently, the famous report to the Club of Rome Limits to Growth –
published in 1972 with a staggering public relations campaign – made many
aware that at least in the long term, unlimited growth was not possible on a
finite planet (Meadows et al. 1972; Kupper 2004). The intense discussions
critical of expansion, exploitation, and materialism, which developed in this
period in the context of new social movements and the search for alternative
ways of living, still form the ideological background of current degrowth
debates (Nehring 2009; Hahn 2006; Nussbaum 1973). Furthermore, degrowth
is explicitly a proposal from and for the global North. It rejects the idea of a
universal societal path for all regions and aims at increasing the ecological
space left for poor economies to develop independently of the growth
imperative. In this vein, we also focus only on historical roots within debates
in North America and Europe, knowing that this only provides a very partial
picture of debates elsewhere as well as of transnational links (see for example
Kothari et al. 2014; Martinez-Alier 2012; Escobar 2015; Barkin et al. 2012).
While we cannot address in a detailed way all these developments here, our
modest aim is to offer an overview of some different historical tracks of pro-
gressive and radical precursors to degrowth by showing their overlapping
ground, differences, and possible future perspectives. Through this analysis we
hope to disclose the specificity of the degrowth discourse within the larger
family of growth-critiques.

Critiques of growth and the steady state economy: the debate in
English-speaking countries

The Romanian-born American mathematician and economist Nicholas
Georgescu-Roegen (1906–1994) not only laid some of the most crucial foun-
dations for the degrowth movement, but can also be considered the liaison
point of the different traditions of growth critique that we examine in this
chapter. We thus start our analysis with a short examination of some of his
key ideas.

After many years of groundbreaking work in econometrics, Georgescu-
Roegen developed what can be considered the foundation of ecological eco-
nomics and what he then called “bioeconomics” (Bonaiuti 2010). In the book
The Entropy Law and the Economic Process (1971), he rethought the foundations
of economics in terms of a social science that should be modeled on biology
rather than (classical) physics. According to Georgescu-Roegen, economic
processes are similar to biological “open systems” and are therefore creative,
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metabolic, and qualitatively transformative. Like biological processes, they
feed on the low entropy of their environment. However, while biological
organisms 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 times. 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.

In this perspective, the shift to non-renewable sources with the fossil-based
industrial revolution has disentangled humans from the temporal limitation
that the regeneration of renewable energies required, yet at the expense of an
accelerated depletion of terrestrial stocks. Based on this analysis, which was
backed up by thermodynamic thinking, Georgescu-Roegen pointed out the
crucial importance of the so-called maintenance flows for the regeneration of
what he called the agents of production or Funds, i.e. Land, Capital proper,
and Labour. The continued reliance on non-renewable energy might enable an
intensification of human production in some regions of the world for some
time, but it necessarily jeopardizes this very option for the future and for
other regions (Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Bonaiuti 2010; Muraca 2010; Petridis
et al. 2015).

Georgescu-Roegen’s analyses were far-reaching and revolutionary for his
time: Even before the problem of the absorption capacity of sinks (such as
soil, atmosphere, and water) was discussed besides the scarcity of resources,
he showed that continuous economic growth is not compatible with the con-
tinuation of the human species on earth. In the years following the publica-
tion of his main book, he was a most welcomed guest for lectures in France,
Italy, and Spain, where his bioeconomics attracted scholars and activists alike.
However, with some notable exceptions, his later works did not meet with
great attention within the English-speaking world, which was more interested
in the rather technocratic and top-down perspective stemming from the advice
of the Club of Rome than in his biophysical analysis of the impossibility of
infinite growth (Hajer 1995). It was one of his students, the US economist
Herman Daly, who had a stronger influence on how ecological economics
developed throughout the coming decades. The controversy and differences
between the two are key to understanding the particular thrust of degrowth
thinking until today (see also Duverger 2011a).

The discipline of ecological economics was developed in the English-
speaking world in the 1980s by a group of scholars aiming at integrating the
academic disciplines of economics and environmental sciences (Costanza and
Daly 1987). They generally shared a dissatisfaction with the flaws of national
income accounting (Hueting 1980) and a strong interest in system theory. In
particular, Kenneth Boulding’s contributions to parallel economic and
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ecological systems and Howard T. Odum’s Environment, Power, and Society
(1971) inspired input-output analyses and ecological systems analyses. The
controversies that Georgescu-Roegen outlined with respect to the function of
mathematical modeling, technological optimism, and economic growth have
characterized the discipline up to these days. According to Daly, ecological
economics aimed at a “paradigm shift” in the Kuhnian sense within economics –
to overcome the anomalies that were seen in “growthmania” and to provide a
suitable alternative (Daly 1973a). Key issues were the biophysical constraints
on economic growth, including population growth, a re-orientation toward
ultimate values,1 and an adjustment to a steady state.

While Daly’s understanding of the steady state economy has changed over
time, the emphasis on stable minimal throughput of matter/energy and on
stabilizing population has remained constant. Daly’s normative concept of a
steady state is

an economy with constant stocks of people and artifacts, maintained at
some desired, sufficient levels by low rates of maintenance ‘throughput’,
that is, by the lowest feasible flows of matter and energy from the first
stage of production (depletion of low entropy materials from the envir-
onment) to the last stage of consumption (pollution of the environment
with high entropy wastes and exotic materials).

(Daly 1992, 16; see also Daly 1973b, 152)

Georgescu-Roegen vigorously opposed the concept of a “steady state” and
instead promoted what he termed a “declining state,” intended in Mill’s
positive sense as a chance for a better social life (Georgescu-Roegen 1977). In
1979, this term was translated – with Georgescu-Roegen’s approval – into the
French “décroissance” and the surrounding arguments proved decisive for the
degrowth movement until today (Georgescu-Roegen 1979). In his perspective,
the very idea of a steady state is not only physically impossible due to the
constant increase in entropy and the dynamic process that characterize living
beings, but also a rather cynical prospect for poor countries:

Of course, the idea of getting into a steady state was greatly applauded in
the advanced countries; indeed, those people would have been happy to
go on living in the same kind of dwellings, to drive the same types of
automobiles, and to eat the same appetizing food. But they did not realize
that they were the victims of a great illusion. Strangely, very strangely, no
priest of the steady state creed came to think that for the people from lands
of scarcity – from Bangladesh, for example – the steady state prescription
would certainly mean a life sentence to misery.

(Georgescu-Roegen 1989, 167)

While reducing population growth remains an important goal from a thermo-
dynamic perspective,2 this should not divert attention from the mindless

178 Barbara Muraca and Matthias Schmelzer



intensification of production and consumption in industrialized countries that
does not serve what he calls the “enjoyment of life” (the real goal of the
economy), but the profit and power machine (Georgescu-Roegen 1975, 378).3

On the same line of thought Georgescu-Roegen rejected the concept of
“sustainable development,” in which he saw a new alluring logo aimed at
salvaging growth by means of a sustainable make-up, i.e. ultimately at main-
taining the living standard of Western countries while formally acknowl-
edging the needs of so-called developing countries, without realizing the
immanent contradiction of this assumption (Georgescu-Roegen 1989). As we
will argue in the next section, this attempt at avoiding this contradiction
constitutes the basis for the Southern European degrowth-tradition, which
also developed out of the rejection of “sustainable development” with the
argument that this is not environmentally feasible and that, at least for the
countries in the global North, economic downscaling is the only viable and
globally just alternative to the current growthmania.

However, as argued above, in the 1980s and 1990s this more radical critique of
growth had little influence in the English-speaking world. In conjunction with
the worldwide discourse on sustainable development, a substantial critique of
GDP – and GDP growth – as the main focus of public policy gained
momentum and was rediscovered from the 1990s onwards. In particular, all
over the world lists of sustainability indicators and dashboards appeared
(Cassiers 2015). In a more recent renaissance of this critique, research on
subjective indicators (Layard 2005) and mixed assessments (both subjective
and objective, see NEF 2012) are being developed with moderate, yet
increasing attention by policy makers. It was not before the late 2000s that the
question of the end of growth and degrowth scenarios reemerged. In 2008 the
Canadian economist Peter Victor developed a de-growth scenario for Canada
(Victor 2008). One year later, the work of the British Sustainable Development
Commission, initiated by the Labour Government in 2000, marked a pivotal
step in the growth-critique-discourse when its Economics Commissioner, Tim
Jackson, published the highly controversial study Prosperity Without Growth:
Economics for a Finite Planet. Jackson’s book, that develops a macro-
economic alternative to economic growth, that can keep and increase the
quality of life, an alternative based on Sen’s and Nussbaum’s capabilities
approach, spurred a new wave of growth critique not only in the English-
speaking world, but internationally (Jackson 2009).

It is debatable whether Jackson can be considered a representative of
degrowth or rather of the steady state à la Daly, as his position does not
involve a radical critique of basic economic and social structures. The Southern
European degrowth debate was at that time little known to the English-speaking
world due to language barriers. Nevertheless, one of the endorsements of the
book states: “Jackson’s clear and practical vision leads the burgeoningDe-Growth
movement.”4

Similarly, with the exception of Georgescu-Roegen, it is not clear whether
the other positions in the English-speaking debate can be framed as part of
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the degrowth discourse in a strict sense. They share some common ground in
the critique of growth-based economies, but diverge when it comes to consider
drivers and alternatives. While – as discussed in the next section – several
degrowth thinkers such as the French philosopher and economist Serge
Latouche have clearly positioned the degrowth alternative politically within
the left and emancipatory tradition, Daly has consistently framed the steady
state economy as a third way and rejected a more straightforward critique of
capitalism (Daly 1980). Nevertheless, both the earlier debate fostered by Daly
and the more recent renaissance of growth critique share some common
ground: both rely on a critique of GDP-accounting; both present in-depth
analyses not only of the environmental costs of growth, including the difficulties
of decoupling GDP growth from environmental impacts such as climate
change, but also from the social costs of growth, including cross-sector and
time-scale analyses of the relationships between GDP growth with objective
and subjective well-being; both focus on concrete and accessible (macro-)
economic proposals for change that are targeted at a wider community and at
policy makers. Moreover, the focus on alternative ways of understanding well-
being related to a no-longer growing economy complement the political-
economic discussion. However, the degrowth discourse addresses also the
structural role that growth has played for the stabilization of modern, capitalist
societies (Petridis et al. 2015) and the symbolic-cultural pervasiveness with
which the growth logic has permeated all spheres of social life.

Décroissance: the debate in Southern European countries

The French term “décroissance” first appeared in the political and cultural
arena in the early 1970s in conjunction with the publication of Limits to
Growth at the peak of the crisis of the growth paradigm and in the midst of a
heated public debate (Meadows et al. 1972; Duverger 2011a). In 1972, French
intellectual and political theorist André Gorz was the first to use the term in a
positive and normative sense. While earlier uses can be found (e.g. Pierre Vilar
in 1960, see Sutter 2016), in a lively debate organized in Paris by Le Nouvel
Observateur, Gorz posed the fundamental question that still shapes debates
today: “Is the earth’s balance, for which no-growth – or even degrowth – of
material production is a necessary condition, compatible with the survival of
the capitalist system?” (cited in Kallis et al. 2014, 1; Asara 2015, 25).

Rooted in the public debate sparked by Limits to Growth and by the com-
missioner of the European Community Sicco Mansholt’s public promotion of
a planned democratic socialism not based on growth, in the following years
the term “décroissance” was used by various French authors (Duverger 2011a).
However, it was only with a collection of papers by Georgescu-Roegen trans-
lated into French and entitled Demain la Décroissance: Entropie – Écologie –
Économie that the term was established in its more specific meaning as an
alternative to steady state and to zero growth within the French debate
(Georgescu-Roegen 1979; Grinevald 2011).
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The French birth of the term “décroissance” reveals some key elements of
its original meaning: from the very beginning it appeared on the scene as a
twofold concept that merged a technical-economic critique of growth and of
mainstream economics with a rather socio-cultural critique of the paradigmatic
logic of late capitalism. The influence of the Situationists (an intellectual cur-
rent of anti-authoritarian social revolutionaries, avant-garde artists, intellectuals,
and political theorists prominent in Western Europe in the 1960s) in conjunction
with a specific variant of heterodox Marxism strongly aware of ecological
issues (Cornelius Castoriadis, André Gorz, Ivan Illich, Herbert Marcuse),
French personalism (Jacques Ellul, Bernard Charbonneau), and finally neo-rural
movements close to the French tradition of left-catholicism5 played a major
role in what scholars more recently called “degrowth à la Française” (Duverger
2011b; Martínez-Alier et al. 2010). Together with one novel element, also rooted
in the antagonistic discourses of the 1970s, it were these currents that proved
decisive for the renaissance of degrowth in the 1990s: the critique of the
Western model of development as it has been framed by the no-global, or – as
it was called in France – the altermondialist movement.

Between Gorz’s diagnosis of limits to growth as a chance for a radical
social transformation and the revival of growth critique in the late 1990s
something happened that shifted the debate on growth: the expansion of
those very limits in (at least) three important directions and the incorporation
of environmental issues into the dominant paradigm of growth and develop-
ment. Briefly, the three changes that boosted new possibilities for economic
growth were the deregulation of the financial markets with the end of the
Bretton Woods system, globalization as a model of territorial expansion
without invading other countries that made available and accessible natural
resources, and the implementation of a neoliberal culture of self-enhancement
that contributed to what degrowth critics later called the “colonization of the
imaginary.”6 However, the message of the Club of Rome did not completely
go unheeded and was incorporated into a new framework to secure a model of
development based on economic growth, while also including environmental
and social concerns. The normative goal of a “sustainable development” was
originally based on the Brundtland commission’s report, which contained
nuanced analyses and focused on redistribution, legal obligations, possible
limits, and on closely linking social and ecological questions in a context of
global inequalities (Borowy 2014). However, within governments and interna-
tional organizations, this critical thrust was soon diluted: While environ-
mental protection first appeared in the public as an issue that was seen to be
in conflict with economic growth and could at best be balanced, this rela-
tionship was soon reversed. Economic growth and the environment did not
have to be balanced, but could be integrated, it was argued (Hajer 1995;
Schmelzer 2016). In spite of critical voices present at the Rio summit, the
concept of sustainable development ultimately established itself in its main-
stream version as a working compromise between environmentalists and
developmentalists. More or less successfully, it became the overarching
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paradigm for alternative paths of (rather than replacements of) economic
growth more consistent with ecological limits, as Georgescu-Roegen clearly
spotted. The German framework on ecological modernization (see next section)
represents one of the most successful variants of that very model. Sustainable
development replaced for more than two decades the controversy on economic
growth, which only remained present under the surface, albeit without sig-
nificant public resonance. Against this background, it is rather indicative that
the French translation of sustainable development ended up manifesting one
specific direction of the Rio compromise: développement durable (literally,
enduring development) clearly embodied the idea that what had to be sustained
was ultimately economic growth.

Starting in Southern French ecological, anti-consumerist, anarchist, and
non-violent activist circles, the term was again taken up in the late 1990s, and
in July 2001, Lyon-based intellectuals Bruno Clémentin and Vincent Cheynet
launched the term “sustainable degrowth.” It is remarkable to notice here that
“développement durable” was counteracted by “décroissance soutenable,”
where the term “sustainable” should explicitly refer to a degrowth path that
guarantees social justice, thus echoing some of the more critical voices involved
in the Rio summit. Moreover, as Serge Latouche, one key exponent of the
French décroissance, repeatedly says, a key early event for the revival of radical
growth critique was a colloquium at UNESCO in 2002 in Paris entitled “Défaire
le développement, refaire le monde” (Undoing development, redoing the
world), which brought together over 800 environmental activists and post-
development scholars. The event marked the new visage of degrowth as a
radical critique of development.

From France the term soon gained a strong foothold in Southern European
countries, facilitated by the language familiarity and some common inspirational
sources.

In the following years décroissance, decrescita, or decrecimiento developed
not only into a vibrant concept in intellectual and scholarly debates, but also into
an interpretative frame used by and for social movements engaged in initia-
tives for car-free cities or food cooperatives, in anti-globalization activities, in
protests against large infrastructures or advertisement, and in environmental
campaigns (Demaria et al. 2013; Martínez-Alier et al. 2010; Petridis et al.
2015).7 In 2007 the academic collective Research & Degrowth was founded
and promoted a series of international conferences that helped to further
internationalize and institutionalize degrowth both as an academic concept
and as an activist slogan, and which grew from 200 participants in Paris in
2008, over further conferences in Barcelona (2010), Montreal and Berlin
(2011), Venice (2012), to 3,000 participants in Leipzig in 2014, and over 500
in Budapest in 2016. The degrowth community is a heterogeneous platform
that summons different social movements, experiments, and more or less
antagonistic initiatives under the common umbrella of a structural (economic
and institutional) and socio-cultural (modes of subjectivation, social imaginary,
colonization of the lifeworld) critique of economic growth as the main point of
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fixation of late capitalistic societies. As the French political thinker Paul Ariés
once said, degrowth is a mot obus (Ariés 2005), a projectile word, because it
has the power to hit modern growth-societies at their very core. While
attempts at a right-wing appropriation of the degrowth-narrative in terms of
encapsulated local, self-sufficient, culturally homogeneous communities can
be observed in France (De Benoist 2007), these perspectives so far did not
gain a foothold within the degrowth movement.

The Spanish degrowth tradition is more evidently inspired by a merging of
political ecology with ecological economics. In this specific variant of degrowth,
thermodynamic and metabolic analyses complement both economic and socio-
political perspectives. A fruitful dialogue with steady state perspectives is
ongoing: according to Martinez-Alier degrowth is considered a necessary step
to reach a sustainable level for a steady-state economy, thus taking into
account Georgescu-Roegen’s critique of steady state economics and sustainable
development as a cynical project to maintain the current economic path of
industrialized countries. The main focus is here not so much on absolute
limits of growth as scientifically given barriers, but on the catastrophic con-
sequences of a continuous trend of pushing those limits further in the global
North at the expense of countries of the global South in general and more
specifically of marginalized social groups, indigenous people, small farmers,
and the poor. Degrowth is envisioned as a biophysical and normative necessity
from the point of view of global environmental justice, a perspective lacking in
the English-speaking tradition. Martinez-Alier, around which the group R&D
has formed, promotes an alliance between degrowth in the global North and
environmental justice movements (which he frames under the concept of
“environmentalism of the poor” to indicate the struggles against the Western
model of development and the new extractivism offensive) (Martínez-Alier
2012).

In France and Italy the anthropological critique of economism8 and of uti-
litarianism as it is embodied by mainstream economic thinking has played a
key role in framing the local degrowth movements. The French scholar net-
work inspired by the anthropologist Marcel Mauss and called accordingly the
M.A.U.S.S. (Mouvement Anti-Utilitariste dans les Sciences Sociales) is an
important terrain for Latouche, although it has never openly embraced
degrowth. Its main exponent, Alain Caillé, has developed what he calls a
third paradigm for social sciences, which counteracts both holism and indivi-
dualism and is based on Mauss’ core idea of the triadic structure of the gift
(gift giving, gift receiving, and gift reciprocation) intended as the basic struc-
ture of the social bond, on which all kinds of rationally constructed social
contracts rely (Caillé 2007). In line with this perspective, the French degrowth
perspective is not limited to an economic analysis and critique of growth,
but addresses the general socio-cultural paradigm that justifies growth as
economic goal.

Caillé’s elaboration plays a major role in Latouche’s detailed critique of
instrumental rationality and the performative power of the utilitarian

Sustainable degrowth 183



paradigm: according to Latouche, the imposition of the Western model of
development has implied the colonial exportation of instrumental rationality,
which has replaced or threatened other forms of reasoning based on the
awareness of reciprocity and relational dependency. In the logic of instrumental
rationality, the means-goals relation is inverted. Forms of rationalization,
which basically imply a more efficient allocation of services, lead to a reduction
of diversity and autonomy – and thus of democratic power (Latouche 2001).

Common to both, the Spanish and French variants of degrowth, are – as
already mentioned – political ecology and postdevelopment (Flipo 2009;
Muraca 2013; Duverger 2011b), albeit in a slightly different understanding.
The postdevelopment school, which became prominent under this heading from
the 1990s onwards (Sachs 1992; Escobar 1995; Latouche 1993; Rist 1996),
builds on the critique of development as a hegemonic, Western, and postcolonial
idea. Accordingly, economic growth is not only the sole model of societal
futures available for so-called underdeveloped countries that are expected to
follow the normative path of the industrialized global North, but it also
imposes itself in the mode of a pervasive imaginary that colonizes needs,
desires, and relations (Muraca 2013). The Western logic of development
reproduces itself by continuously recreating the basis for its self-legitimation
(planned obsolescence, manipulation of desires, generation of the feeling of
lack) and by driving people into a drug-addiction-like state, in which they
lose their autonomy (i.e. the capacity to creatively deal with problems and
find solutions adequate to the context) to the systemic and technical forces of
the development machine (Illich 1978). Without romanticizing tradition and
lifestyles in the global South, the postdevelopment critique seeks to identify
alternatives to development rather than alternative development paths and
emphasizes the key role of grass-roots and social movements in this process
(Escobar 2015). While the French variant of degrowth focuses more on the cri-
tique of alienation, the Spanish stream exhibits a stronger proximity to anti-
extractivism and environmental justice movements in Latin America.

Political ecology rejects apolitical explanations of environmental problems
and re-politicizes the debate about how a society frames its relations to what
it calls nature. As André Gorz has shown, the discourse about natural limits
is perfectly compatible with an authoritarian path, in which scientifically
proved ecological limits and other constraints serve to justify dictatorial political
measures, thus undermining democracy. Political ecology, instead, critically
analyzes the political process, in which society–nature relations are framed
and – especially in its French tradition – fosters autonomy and ignites convivial
practices against dominant technofascist paradigms (Gorz 1980). For Castor-
iadis (2010, 194–199) political ecology has the subversive power of questioning
the capitalist imaginary of a constant increase of production and consumption
and can implement a radical transformation of social institutions, i.e. radical
change in the social imaginary. As a specific discipline, “political ecology studies
the roots of social conflicts over access and use of the environment” and
approaches environmental issues through the lens of social, distribution, and
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knowledge conflicts. Accordingly, costs and benefits in environmental change
“are unevenly distributed along lines of class, race, ethnicity or gender” (www.
politicalecology.eu). While the French décroissance is strongly indebted to Gorz
and Castoriadis’s theoretical framing of political ecology, the Spanish degrowth
tradition is deeply rooted in the overlap between science and activism specific of
the analysis of global environmental conflicts.9

Postgrowth: the debate in German-speaking countries

The broad debate criticizing growth that characterized the German public in
the 1970s and 1980s has largely been forgotten. In particular in the early
1970s, growth criticisms were very articulate in Germany, stretching
throughout the entire political spectrum. Highly controversial debates were
waged even within churches and trade unions (Oltmans 1974; Steurer 2002).
This literature – widely read and discussed at the time – testifies to the
diversity of issues and motivations that shaped growth-critical debates in the
1970s, ranging from the distribution of work at a time of deindustrialization
and continued mechanization, to antiauthoritarian self-determination, the
critique of technology and expertocracy, and the safeguarding of the envir-
onment. Some of the more radical strands of these debates are taken up or
echoed in the current post-growth discussion in Germany and will be
discussed in this section.

Symptomatic for the depth of the debate about post-industrial societies
beyond growth was the widely read book series aptly entitled Technologie und
Politik. Das Magazin zur Wachstumskrise (Technology and Politics. The
Journal on the Crisis of Growth) which was published between 1974 and 1985
by the publishing house Rowohlt. Edited by the politician and journalist
Freimut Duve under consultation of various intellectual key figures of the
international growth critical debate such as André Gorz, Ivan Illich, and Ernst
von Weizäcker, its 22 volumes cover almost all the issues currently debated in
the degrowth literature.10 These issues ranged from several books on Die
Zukunft der Arbeit (The Future of Work), starting with a collection of essays
by Joachim Steffen, André Gorz, and others (1977), then publishing Hannah
Arendt’s Vom Sinn der Arbeit (The Meanig of Work) and Illich’s Nützliche
Arbeitslosigkeit – eine gesellschaftliche Alternative (Useful Unemployment –
A Societal Alternative; 1978), to a series of essays by Gorz, Illich, Mike
Cooley, and E. F. Schumacher under the title Leben ohne Vollbeschäftigung
(Living without full employment, 1980), to the book Frauen, die letzte Kolonie
(Women, the Last Colony) by Claudia v. Werlhof, Maria Mies, and Veronika
Bennholdt-Thomsen (1983) (Duve 1974; see also Ullrich 1979). While only
partly taken into account or cited in the current international or German
degrowth literature, these works prefigured central arguments and could add
not only historical, but also conceptual depth to current degrowth discussions,
in particular in the areas of feminism, the role of work and employment, and
non-capitalist forms of provisioning.
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The critique of growth spanned the entire political spectrum. As in all
times and places, conservative critiques of growth also flourished. To give just
one example, the German writer and environmentalist Carl Amery demanded
a fundamentally political understanding of nature (Amery 1985; on the con-
servative reactions more generally see Graf 2008).11 More important for
current degrowth debates were contributions from the left. For example, in
1972, the German Steel Workers Union (IG Metall) organized a large congress
in Oberhausen entitled Quality of Life: Task for the Future, during which
1,200 international delegates discussed the environmental, resource, and
growth crises as well as perspectives for a transformation that would overcome
the focus on growth and lead to a “humanization of working life.”12

Marxists and dissidents from the German Democratic Republic such as
Wolfang Harich in his book Kommunismus ohne Wachstum (1975), Rudolf
Bahro in his Die Alternative (1977), or Robert Havemann in his Morgen. Die
Industriegesellschaft am Scheideweg (1980) – taking the limits to growth
seriously – worked on a materialistically grounded revision of Marxism for
the ecological era. While the official regime and the Socialist Unity Party
interpreted the rise of environmental questions in the West as an ideological
maneuver of the ruling classes, these intellectuals aimed at combining socialism
with ecology by reviving the notion of utopia to strive toward (Amberger
2014). Nowadays largely forgotten – and also ignored in current discussions
about degrowth economies – these thinkers further developed their ideas and
practices in broad public debates during the 1970s and included cooperative,
pacifist, and eco-feminist strands into their utopias (Harich 2015; on the
development of Harich’s ecological thinking see Heyer 2015).13

Further influential discussions were advanced by feminists and eco-feminists,
most famously the subsistence perspective developed by Claudia v. Werlhof,
Maria Mies, and Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen from the so-called Bielefeld
school. These authors and activists explain the social and ecological crises by
analyzing the patriarchal capitalist exploitation of (female) reproductive
work, of nature, and of the (postcolonial) economies in the global South.
Building on the long-standing feminist critique of GDP-accounting that has
been developed since the early 1970s, which has demonstrated how powerfully
the growth paradigm devalues (monetarily and in terms of human values) all
non-market forms of work, the subsistence perspective put the activities that are
most essential to sustain life itself (those directly related to human needs, most
importantly care work) at the center of economics and society. Key principles
of this perspective are precaution, cooperation, and the orientation toward
what is necessary for sustaining life (Werlhof et al. 1983; Bennholdt-Thomsen
2010; Waring 1989).

What is most striking is that within the entire degrowth discussion – not
just in Germany, but generally – only few are aware of the fact that many of
the arguments and proposals of the current degrowth agenda were essentially
already discussed and promoted by the early German Green Party (Pueyo
2015). From their foundation in 1980 until the so-called “Fundis”
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(fundamentalists) left the party in the early 1990s, the critique of indus-
trialism, technocracy, and economic growth formed a core of the economic
discussions and in particular some of the economic programs of Die Grünen
(for more details on these programs see Riechmann 1993). For instance, the
economic program adopted in 1983 (Sinnvoll arbeiten – solidarisch leben.
Gegen Arbeitslosigkeit und Sozialabbau – Working Meaningfully, Living in
Solidarity: Against Unemployment and Social Cutbacks), already claimed
that “The GREENS are determined that within the Federal Republic of
Germany, as in the other industrial nations, there is not too little industrial
production, but too much.” Highly concordant with degrowth arguments some
25 years later, the party argued that the “gains from further industrial growth are
already outweighed by the ecological damages,” criticized large-scale techno-
logies, the gendered division of labor, and the devaluing of unpaid work. It
also demanded the selective reduction in certain sectors of the economy
(resource and energy-intensive mass production, toxic production, plastics,
cement, armament, and atomic energy) and the focus on those parts of the
economy more directly linked to human needs such as alternative energies,
public transport, dignified housing, and organic food crops (Die Grünen
1983, 3).14

A particular focus was the reduction of working time and the Greens even
joined arms with some colleagues from the trade unions to form an initiative
demanding the 35-hour working week (Die Grünen 1984). During the fol-
lowing years, these ideas were developed into concrete legislative proposals
within the German Parliament. In 1990, for example, a draft law stated: “The
goal of ecologically and socially friendly development will take the place of
the traditional global goal of promoting economic growth […] The […] goal
of ‘steady and appropriate growth’ is a relic of a phase of global and undif-
ferentiated growth thinking in economic politics” (Deutscher Bundestag 1990,
20). These proposals and discussions are still highly illuminating and – in
many respects – more advanced than current degrowth proposals. However,
during the 1990s, the Greens in Germany – in line with ecological movements
in most Western countries and in the context of efforts to move into positions
of political power – abandoned this search for policies and legislation beyond
economic growth and started to endorse the idea of sustainable development
and, more particularly, the idea of ecological modernization (Japs 2008;
Nishida 2005).

In German-speaking countries the most recent wave of growth critiques
emerged in the wake of the economic crisis of 2008, which became visible
with the 2011 conference Jenseits des Wachstums?! (Beyond growth?!). This
conference, which drew more than 2,500 people to Berlin, was organized by
the network for another globalization Attac, which cooperated with many
ecological, development-aid-related, and social foundations. Already in the
years before, several authors had written about the need for alternatives to
growth. One can distinguish various thematic strands, ranging from a sufficiency-
oriented growth critique most prominently presented by Niko Paech (2005;
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2012), a social-reformist branch strongly connected to environmental groups
(Seidl and Zahrnt 2010), an anti-capitalist critique rooted in the alter-globa-
lization movement and solidarity economies (Exner et al. 2008; Rätz et al.
2011), and finally a feminist strand whose arguments go back to the sub-
sistence debates of the Bielefeld School in the 1970s (Bennholdt-Thomsen 2010;
for an overview of these currents of the German degrowth debate see Schmelzer
2015). While the term “postgrowth” (“Postwachstumsgesellschaft” or “Post-
wachstumsökonomie”) is more established – which largely stems from the fact
that linguistically it is not possible in German to construct a neologism in par-
allel to “de-growth” – in substance the positions are at least partly congruent
with the original degrowth perspective (in particular regarding the latter three
perspectives). After the 2014 international degrowth conference in Leipzig, there
are several organizational hubs, including an ongoing seminar at the University
of Oldenburg, several websites and blogs, a large network linking researchers,
grassroots activists, and bottom-up initiatives calledNetzwerk Wachstumswende,
and some think tanks.15 Recently, degrowth actors have started a structured
networking process with over thirty other social movements and alternative
economy currents ranging from commons to transition towns and trade unions
(http://www.degrowth.de/de/dib).

Generally, the German-speaking debate is characterized by a large hetero-
geneity of positions, the strong involvement of political groups and initiatives
from the solidarity economy, an intense exchange with more traditional
organization such as trade unions or political associations and – maybe most
importantly – a strong focus on discussing macroeconomic policies for non-
growing economies (Adler and Schachtschneider 2010; Eversberg and
Schmelzer 2016; Schneidewind and Zahrnt 2013). In contrast to the rather
explicit and well-developed invocation of historical roots in the Southern
European and the clear focus on ecological and welfare economics in the English
tradition, the historical sources referred to by degrowth or postgrowth actors in
Germany are more vague and wide, ranging from some of the authors so crucial
to the Southern European décroissance (mostly filtered through French texts to
Germany) to thinkers from the altermondialista current, ecological economics,
theories of money and interest, and to feminist debates.

Conclusion

Skepticism of economic growth and the search for alternatives are on the rise.
In his new ecological encyclical “Laudatio Si,” presented in June 2015, even
Pope Francis joined the debate, criticized luxury and consumption and
demanded economic decline in rich countries:

if in some cases sustainable development were to involve new forms of
growth, then in other cases, given the insatiable and irresponsible growth
produced over many decades, we need also to think of containing growth
by setting some reasonable limits and even retracing our steps before it is
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too late. We know how unsustainable is the behavior of those who con-
stantly consume and destroy, while others are not yet able to live in a way
worthy of their human dignity. That is why the time has come to accept
decreased growth in some parts of the world, in order to provide resour-
ces for other places to experience healthy growth.

(Francis 2014, 141)

The ambiguous term of “decreased growth” is the English translation of
“decrescita” in the Italian original. Francis thus deliberately used a political
neologism that has been at the forefront of a new academic and societal
debate and social movement that spread during the last 10 years from France
(“décroissance”) and other Southern European countries (“decrescimiento”)
to the English-speaking world (“degrowth”) and the German-speaking region
(“Postwachstum” or “Wachstumsrücknahme”; see also Krüger 2015). This
practical utopian perspective aims at the development of more equitable and
sustainable lifestyles through the planned contraction of the current mode of
economic activity, while also challenging its ideological legitimation such as
productivism, economism, and developmentalism.

In this chapter we have presented three main lines of development and
classified them as three models in three geographically separate yet interlinked
discursive spaces. Common to the different traditions of degrowth is a radical
critique of growth as the main gravitation point of policies, institutional settings,
and economic structures of modern, capitalistic societies.

The English-speaking debate on economic growth has particularly been
shaped by ecological economists. While Georgescu-Roegen’s writings on
thermodynamics, economics, and alternatives from the 1970s proved highly
influential for the original French décroissance in the 2000s, his arguments
were and still tend to be partially ignored in the English-speaking world. This
seems to still effect current growth critiques. In contrast to the Southern
European strand, concepts in the US and England are less politically radical,
more technocratic, and more strongly focused on economic, social, and
environmental reforms, while also neglecting philosophical or anthropological
perspectives and a general questioning of economism.

The Southern European tradition has a very broad thematic focus that not
only includes social, economic, and environmental issues, but also strongly
emphasizes the cultural dimension and issues of democracy and autonomy
and – at least in some currents – a quite radical questioning of capitalism,
industrialism, and modernity. A continuous engagement with historical roots
and allied perspectives – such as political ecology, post-development, and
environmental justice – plays a key role. New streams of thought are being
integrated, appropriated, and interpreted in a degrowth-like manner. For
example, Bataille’s concept of dépense (literally: expenditure) has recently
been re-read from a degrowth perspective as a mode of collective and com-
munal “squandering” of excessive wealth that re-equilibrates social inequal-
ities (D’Alisa et al. 2014).
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Lastly, the German strand of growth critiques has been particularly shaped
by the strong sustainability debate critiques of green growth, and by its
organizational base in the environmental and anti-globalization movements.
Longer-term historical roots are not explicitly invoked and do not seem to
play an important role in current discussions. Nonetheless, a closer look
reveals lively discussions in the 1970s that spanned large segments of society
and involved not only trade unions, but also the emerging Green Party. Next
to a series of highly influential books – most of which would certainly deserve
more attention in current degrowth or “Postwachstums” debates – in both
Eastern and Western Germany, in particular the policy and legislative debates
among the Green Party in the 1980s are highly instructive. Also, the materialist
eco-feminist perspective of the Bielefeld school has played a major role in
unmasking the patriarchal-capitalistic logic that sustains the logic of growth
and in articulating visions for a radical social transformation. Finally a more
analytic perspective of the structural role of economic growth for modern
societies plays a significant role within the German Debate. This perspective is
particularly prominent in a research group on “Post-Growth Societies” at the
University of Jena that focuses on how capitalist societies are dynamically
stabilizing through economic growth, and what democratic alternatives exist.

To conclude, the historical analysis of precursors of current degrowth
debates in three language regions prove both long-term path dependencies,
national idiosyncrasies, and separated debates, as well as influential cross-
fertilizations across barriers – but even more so the great potential for future
processes of transnational exchange and learning. The case of the growth
critical debates of the German Greens in the 1980s is only one case in point:
The French-inspired degrowth discussions could indeed spark a renewed
interest – also in Germany – in these older debates. In a similar vein, several
streams of the radical English-speaking critique of growth from the 1970s
onwards have become crucial to the Southern European degrowth debate, but
did not meet with much attention in the current English-speaking discussion.
Moreover, further English-speaking influences such as the nineteenth-century
American philosopher and naturalist Henry David Thoreau, or the writings
of libertarian eco-socialist Murray Bookchin or the Austro-American economist
and political theorist Leopold Kohr, both highly influential in the US envir-
onmental and social discourse in the latter half of the twentieth century, are
not part of current prominent English-speaking variants of growth critique.

By focusing on the precursors of radical growth critiques in these three
cultural regions, we aim at facilitating the dialogue about a historically grounded
and transnationalized degrowth movement. Within the larger family of growth
critique, the degrowth movement is characterized by a stronger focus on
structural and socio-cultural dimensions of economic growth and engages in a
more radical critique of the status quo. For this reason, it plays an important role
as a common platform for different types of social movements (envir-
onmentalism, altermondialismo, social justice) and social experiments (urban
gardening, social cooperatives, self-managed communities, etc.). With this
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chapter, we not only aimed at unraveling the historical depth underlying current
degrowth debates, but also at facilitating future collaboration in the develop-
ment of more coherent conceptions that build on rather than reinvent debates
of the past.

Notes
1 By this, Daly does not only mean a re-embedding of the economy into a normative

sphere, which is not rooted in market transactions and the assumptions of “eco-
nomic man,” but also that values need an objective grounding, which he often sees
represented in established religious traditions, as he writes: “an enduring ethic
must be more than a social convention. It must have some objective transcendental
authority” (Daly 2014, 170). While Georgescu-Roegen would partly agree on the
first part, he was definitely more skeptical about the idea of some transcendentally
given ultimate values. He propagated re-embedding economic analysis into dialec-
tical reasoning, i.e. into a socio-political deliberation about concepts that – like
justice – do not have clear-cut boundaries, but are surrounded by what he called a
“dialectical penumbra” (Georgescu-Roegen 1971, 44).

2 Georgescu-Roegen states that while Daly’s concept of steady state had nothing to
offer in terms of size of population or the level of the standard of living, a ther-
modynamic analysis would instead make clear that “the desirable size of popula-
tion is that which can be fed by organic agriculture alone” (Georgescu-Roegen
1977, 270).

3 Inter alia due to Georgescu-Roegen’s critique, in later works Daly reformulated
this idea in terms of the new leading concept established worldwide at the begin-
ning of the 1990s, sustainable development, that he redefined in terms of “quali-
tative improvement without quantitative growth” (Daly 2007, 159), but never gave
up on the idea of the steady state economy (Daly 2014).

4 Jackson (2009, book cover). Endorsement by Dr. Robert Goodland, former envir-
onmental and social advisor to the world bank group and close collaborator of
Herman Daly.

5 A strong movement especially in France and Italy that combines the socialist
critique of the market-driven economy and of social inequalities with a critique of
competition and productivism rooted in Christian anthropology and in the social
doctrine of the Church.

6 For the latter see Foucault’s reconstruction of American neoliberalism as a mode
of subjectiv(iz)ation according to the model of the enterprise (becoming entrepre-
neur of oneself) and Boltanski and Chiapello’s analysis of the incorporation of the
so-called artists’ critique into late capitalism in terms of self-realization, creativity,
and self-enhancement (Foucault 2008; Boltanski & Chiapello 2006).

7 In 2004, the magazine La Décroissance, le journal de la joie de vivre was founded,
which today sells 30,000 copies each month.

8 Economism is the imperialistic and pervasive dominance of economic mode of
explanation of social reality, including agency, relations, and behavioral drivers.
Caillé and the M.A.U.S.S. expose and reject the Chicago School’s overarching
economization of all social phenomena.

9 The quotes above are taken from a current EU-funded Initial Training Network on
political ecology coordinated by the Autonomous University of Barcelona and
more specifically by members of Research & Degrowth.

10 Gorz and Illich are important liaisons between the German and the French debate.
11 The Austrian philosopher Gunther Anders diagnosed in his Antiquiertheit des

Menschen (The Outdatedness of Human Beings; originally 1956; second volume
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1990) a fundamental contradiction between the fallibility and imperfection of
humans and the increasing perfection of machines, putting the critique of technics
and technology to the forefront of conservative growth critiques.

12 Although 10 volumes document this fascinating event, it has not been analyzed in
the historical literature and is largely forgotten, even within trade union circles
(Friedrichs 1975; Klitzke 2011). Nonetheless, the discussions between degrowth
proponents and union activists are much stronger in Germany then in other
countries, see below.

13 Harich’s book is widely regarded as the first Marxist account of a communism
without growth, a debate that would take off internationally from the 1970s
onwards. However, already an earlier draft from 1972 contained the core ideas of
Harich’s thinking on this issue, as recently shown (Heyer 2015, 13). See also for a
more recent account Blauwhof (2012).

14 One could go to lengths in showing the similarities. The GREENS also demanded
the dismantling of large industries; decentralized small-scale production; a reduction
of national and international division of labor and a localization of production;
more long-living products, more recycling; critique of GDP; creation of more free
time for social and artistic activities; the strengthening of cooperatives; redirection
of technological research to serve human needs; repair cafés; income independently
from labor; a just global economic system; just distribution of available work to
all; societal ownership of land, natural resources, means of production and banks,
self-organized basic democracy, etc. (Die Grünen 1983, 4–8).

15 See in particular www.degrowth.de; www.postwachstum.de; www.wachstum
swende.de; 4 July 2016.
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