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Preface

Planet earth is our lifeboat. And yet earth is becoming a planet of the shipwrecked.1 Those with power loot the earth and seas, leaving the looted to drown without lifeboats. Islands of preposterous wealth are created in the midst of rising seas of destitution, golf courses in a planet of slums. Extreme poverty and inequality, climate and ecosystem disasters, the erosion of politics and democracy – we are heading towards a bleak future. As French political scientist Paul Ariès puts it: “degrowth or barbarianism”? Either we find a way to stop those who are plundering earth and share the limited planet that we have, or we will enter a new Dark Age of humanity.

Okay, let us take a breath and take it easy. Even in the Dark Ages, the sun still shone. Life is always beautiful. Nature is bountiful if we care for it. Beauty costs nothing – a sunset, a night looking at the stars, a joke, a hug, a kiss, a poem or a few words of love. All it takes for a good life is sharing and enjoying the excess of what we produce.

In the parts of the world that I am writing from, we already produce enough – actually much more than enough. And yet we are stuck in a oneway future in which all we can think of is producing even more. There will never be enough until we share what there is. Sharing and enjoying a limited planet is what degrowth is all about. “Degrowth” marks a ruthless critique of the dogma of more – the dogma of economic growth. This book provides the skeleton for a theory of degrowth and then puts flesh on its bones, presenting the main claims, hypotheses, proposals and dreams of those of us who write about degrowth.

Research on degrowth explains how our societies became stuck on growth and suggests how we can become unstuck. I approach these questions through two interdisciplinary fields: ecological economics and political ecology. Ecological economics is an ecological critique of economics, applying the energetics of life to the study of the economy. Political ecology is political economy applied to ecology: a study of power, conflict and the distribution of environmental costs and benefits. Political ecology deconstructs concepts that are taken for granted like “nature” or “the economy”, excavating their ideological origins. The two fields together, which each draw on many theories and disciplines, offer a wealth of ideas that I combine to make sense of what might be called “the growth question”.

Do not be misled by the name – degrowth is not an economic theory, much less a theory of economic contraction. Degrowth transcends single disciplines. It is not a combination of snippets from existing disciplines, but a synthetic, albeit idiosyncratic, integration that creates new concepts and new hypotheses.

I am lucky to work at an interdisciplinary institute (ICTA), funded by a Catalan government fund (ICREA), providing freedom to research whatever I find worthwhile. I indulge in wide-ranging reading, from neoclassical economics to human geography to social psychoanalysis, and I write about the economy from a general perspective, unconstrained by the limits of the regimented discipline that modern-day economics has become. I apologize to those who would want this book to engage with core growth theorists like Solow, Harrod, Keynes, Minsky or Kalecki. I respect their contributions, but my book is not about them. Those looking for fresh, non-economic ideas about the economy from original thinkers such as Polanyi, Arendt or Bataille will, however, find much to their taste.

If you are an economist and bought this book out of curiosity, I ask for your patience. My language is not one you are accustomed to. I study and appreciate mathematics and models, but I do not use them. The style of this book is different from most of today’s economics. I try to be reasoned, but not formal. I ask questions, pursue leads, propose concepts and link them to empirical observations. And in some instances I even dream – dream wildly about what could be, and how it would come to be. Dreams generate research questions: how and under what conditions could our dreams come true?

Five years ago, when I was already a professor of environmental studies, I studied at one of Europe’s Meccas of market economics: the Barcelona Graduate School of Economics. If I was able to sit in agonizing exams with 30 minutes to solve equations when I had not touched mathematics for 20 years, then surely any economist who has picked up this book, whether by mistake or by choice, should be able to tolerate 200 pages of non-economics theorizing about the economy. Patience and the willingness to learn each other’s languages – even the language of those with whom we instinctively disagree – is more necessary than ever in an era in which different audiences are closed off behind digital walls that reinforce already-held beliefs. In academia we need to reconstitute public spheres for meaningful deliberation and genuine political antagonism. We urgently need new ways to communicate between different disciplines and traditions, and civilized ways to agree to disagree. Who knows, in this way unexpected syntheses might emerge too.

This is my third book on degrowth. The first, edited with my friends and colleagues Giacomo D’Alisa and Federico Demaria introduced the vocabulary of degrowth in 51 keywords (D’Alisa et al. 2014a). We invited readers “to make their own voyage through the book and reach their own sense of what degrowth means to them”. This book is how I make sense of degrowth. How I connect the keywords and the ideas that we presented in the vocabulary – how I see them fit together as a theoretical and political whole.

My second book, the self-published and free-of-charge In Defence of Degrowth (www.indefenseofdegrowth.com), is a collection of fragments of my thoughts on degrowth published in various news outlets. The present book provides the academic skeleton for these fragments – the ambition is to advance a theory of degrowth.

Many of this book’s ideas were formed in discussions with colleagues at ICTA and in the convivial “Research & Degrowth” reading groups in Barcelona. My gratitude goes out to Marta Conde, Filka Sekulova, Fulvia Ferri, Claudio Cattaneo, François Schneider, Christos Zografos, Angelos Varvarousis, Viviana Asara, Salvador Pueyo, Brototi Roy, Christian Kerschner, Erik Gomez, Iago Otero, Daniela Del Bene, Sofia Avila, Sam Bliss and Aaron Vansitjan – my friends as well as established scholars and degrowth researchers in their own right. (I also thank other occasional participants to the reading group, who are too numerous to mention.) I have developed my thinking in conversations with Giacomo D’Alisa, with the mentorship of Joan Martinez-Alier, and the limitless support of Federico Demaria. Public funding from ICREA, the Catalan Institution for Research and Advanced Studies, also helped.

I started this book with a Leverhulme grant at SOAS in London, where I was generously hosted by Rosaleen Duffy. I tested the material I present here in lectures at the universities of Oxford, Exeter and Sussex. Recent research has benefited from financial assistance from the María de Maeztu Unit of Excellence (grant MDM-2015-0552) and from SINALECO (grant CSO2014-54513) (from the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness). Sam Bliss prepared the charts and graphs, Manolis Almpanis the sketches and flow diagrams, and Sam Clark did the copy-editing and typesetting, helping me refine the rough edges of my text. Joan Martinez-Alier read a first draft of the book line-by-line and helped me make it better. Alison Howson, my editor at Agenda, approached me when I was in London and convinced me to write this book. She immensely improved my “Greek-lish” and helped me to refine the content. Alison reminded me what professional editing could be like.

I wish I had written a novel that I could dedicate to my loved ones but I haven’t, so they will have to make do with theory for their bedtime story. I dedicate this book to my wife Amalia, for keeping life fun and light for the 12 years we’ve been together and for the many years yet to come. To my father Vassilis for being an inspiration and to my sister Iris for her love and care. To the memory of my mother Maria. To my good friends in Barcelona and to my parea in Athens.

 

1. La Planète des Naufragés is the title of a book by Serge Latouche, translated in English as “In the wake of the affluent society: an exploration of post-development” (1993).


1

What is degrowth?

A ruthless critique

“I am not proposing a return to the Stone Age. My intent is not reactionary, nor even conservative, but simply subversive. It seems that the utopian imagination is trapped, like capitalism and industrialism and the human population, in a one-way future consisting only of growth. All I’m trying to do is figure out how to put a pig on the tracks.”

— Ursula Le Guin

Degrowth is a ruthless critique of the dogma of economic growth – a new keyword: a “pig on the tracks” of “a one-way future consisting only of growth” (Le Guin 1982).

Degrowth is, first, a critique of the ecological consequences of economic growth. The faster we produce and consume goods, the more we transform and damage the environment. There is no way to both have your cake and eat it, here. If humanity is not to destroy the planet’s life support systems, the global economy should slow down. We should extract, produce and consume less, and we should do it all differently. Growth economies collapse without growth. To prosper without growth we have to establish a radically different economic system and way of living.

Second, economic growth is no longer desirable. The costs of growth exceed its benefits. Growth is no longer “economic”. Growth is a recent phenomenon of industrial capitalism. Economists first measured it in the 1930s, and its pursuit became universal only from the 1950s. Civilizations before industrialization flourished without growth and without caring about growth.

Third, growth has always been based on exploitation. Without a surplus, there is no investment and no growth. To have a surplus, capitalists or governments must exploit someone, somewhere. If they paid this someone the real value of her work, then they would not have a surplus and there would be no growth. First there were the slaves, and the natives of the colonies. Then there were the commoners, and the workers in the factories; and there were always the women at home. Growth cannot reduce inequalities; it merely postpones confronting exploitation.

These opening statements are bold. I ask patience from the reader who disagrees. The remainder of the book explains the theory and the facts that support these claims. But let us first look at where these contrarian ideas came from, and what their relationships to economics are.

A tree with deep roots

“Degrowth” sparked after the millennium, first in France and then elsewhere. The ideas that nourished it – from early environmentalism, to the bioeconomy of Georgescu-Roegen, the voluntary simplicity movement and the cultural critique of development and modernity – date further back. Degrowth is not the natural, or only, culmination of these streams. No one can ever know what some of the thinkers who have inspired degrowth would think of it. But starting from the tree that degrowth is today, and looking at its roots, we find the following ideas.

The first, and perhaps deepest, root is the radical Western environmentalism of the 1960s and 1970s, which was fuelled by the work of two women: Rachel Carson and Donella Meadows. Carson, in her 1962 Silent Spring, documented how pesticides destroyed environments and poisoned people (Carson 1962). With her partner and colleagues at MIT, Meadows wrote The Limits to Growth, which was presented to the Club of Rome and showed how exponential growth – that is, growth at a constant compound rate – is bound to end with collapse because it will eventually exhaust the raw materials that fuel it and pollute the environments that it depends upon (Meadows et al. 1972). Carson and Meadows used science and facts to express a commonsensical truth that dated back at least to nineteenth-century Romantics: the growth of industry and the integrity of the natural world do not go together.

In the 1960s and 1970s, criticism of growth went beyond environmental questions. Amidst the wealth generated by the postwar boom, there was still poverty, wars and the ever-present threat of a nuclear holocaust. Herbert Marcuse, a German–American philosopher, described how industrial capitalism created false needs, producing “one-dimensional” humans (Marcuse 1964). The Harvard economist and president of the American Economic Association John Kenneth Galbraith wrote about the paradox of the “affluent society”: how the creation of false needs by advertising raised the demand for private goods and increased gross domestic product (GDP) while depriving authorities of vital resources for the provision of public goods (Galbraith 1958). Writing later, in 1976, in the midst of an economic crisis, Fred Hirsch (a Viennese émigré to Britain who was a professor at Warwick and formerly the financial editor of The Economist) wrote about “the social limits to growth”. Growth, he argued, can never make everyone middle class. The value of “positional goods” – an expensive car, the latest gadget or an expensive jewel – is what they signal about your position in society. If everyone had the good and the position, then the good would have no value. Growth cannot generalize access to goods if their essence is that only a few can have them – it can only inflate their prices and intensify frustration (Hirsch 1976).

Ecological economics – a new discipline that brought together ecologists, economists and social scientists dissatisfied with the way mainstream economists treated environmental issues – focused on the conflict between growth and the environment. The field’s first international conference was held in Barcelona in 1987 and was organized by Catalan economist– historian Joan Martinez-Alier. Two years later, the International Society for Ecological Economics was founded. Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen (a Romanian mathematician–economist who emigrated to the United States) argued in his 1971 masterpiece Entropy and the Economic Process, a thermodynamic rethinking of economics, that the economic process transforms – inevitably and irreversibly – low-entropy (high-order) resources into high-entropy (low-order) ones (Georgescu-Roegen 1971). Given that mineral stocks and fossil fuels are exhaustible, human activity will in the long run have to “decrease” to a scale that is supportable by the rate of flow of solar energy (Georgescu-Roegen 1975). Georgescu-Roegen supported the models of The Limits to Growth with physics and economics. His disciple Herman Daly in turn argued that in the long term, only a stationary (steady) state of economic activity is sustainable (Daly 1991). The economy, he claimed, must have a constant “throughput” of energy and materials.

Ecological economists after Daly and Georgescu-Roegen criticized growth but did not go as far as advocating “degrowth” (not until more recently). The term “degrowth” was coined in French.1 In a 1972 debate between André Gorz, Herbert Marcuse and Sicco Mansholt (then president of the European Commission) published by Nouvelle Observateur, Gorz, who had read The Limits to Growth, wondered whether capitalism was compatible with a “décroissance” (degrowth) in material production, which was necessary to restore earth’s balance. In 1977, reading Georgescu-Roegen, Gorz argued that perpetual growth was physically impossible, and that ecological realism demands that we consume less (Gorz 1977).

Gorz was part of what was called the movement for “political ecology” in Europe at the time. Petra Kelly and the German Greens were criticizing industrialism and the pursuit of growth in the affluent West. For them, the issue was not only that there are limits to growth, but that people should organize politically to end a capitalist system that is geared to either grow or die. Gorz, Kelly and the Greens, however, were equally critical of existing socialist economies, calling them “the continuation of capitalism by other means”, advocating instead for “well-being through degrowth” with “a subversion of the prevailing way of life” (Gorz 1977).

When, in 1979, Jacques Grinevald and Ivo Rens, professors in Geneva, published a French translation of a collection of Georgescu-Roegen’s essays, they titled it Tomorrow Degrowth (“Demain la Décroissance”) after Georgescu-Roegen’s “decrease”, who consented to the title. “Décroissance” assumed a new meaning in the French lexicon, becoming a slogan for radical ecologists. In the late 1990s and early 2000s activists like Bertille Darragon, Sophie Divry, Bruno Clémentin and Vincent Cheynet in Lyon published a widely read weekly, Décroissance, and carried out direct action against advertising and in favour of a car-free city. Right from its birth in France, the degrowth community has been an amalgam of research and action – a mixture of researchers, professors, activists and downshifters, who lived as they professed.

No academic did more to popularize degrowth than Serge Latouche, a French economist and anthropologist at Université Paris-Sud. In his fieldwork Latouche showed how development programmes Westernized Africa and South-East Asia (Latouche 1996). Together with Wolfgang Sachs and Maria Mies (both German), Arturo Escobar (Colombian), Vandana Shiva (Indian) and many others, Latouche was part of a “post-development” school of thought that criticized Western ideas of development documenting how these destroyed indigenous modes of living. International development was colonialism with a different face, they argued (Sachs et al. 1997).

Unlike ecological economists, Latouche drew from the work of Karl Polanyi to develop a critique of “economism”: the expansion under capitalism of the logic of commodity and market exchange to realms of life from which they were previously omitted. What is understood today as the “market economy”, Latouche (2012a) argued, is a modern – politically and socially constructed – invention.

Latouche talked of “autonomy”, a term used by Greek philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis. Castoriadis fled to Paris in 1945 on board the boat Mataroa, which rescued intellectuals who were persecuted during the Greek civil war. He worked as an economist at the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) until 1970 but he wrote under pseudonyms (“Pierre Chaulieu” and many others) for the revolutionary “Socialism or Barbarism” group, which he helped to found. He studied psychoanalysis and philosophy, combining them with a deep understanding of Marxism and economics. “Autonomy” meant an awareness by people that it is they themselves that make their own laws (“nomos”) and history, freed from the delusion that these are given by an external authority, be that God and the Church or, after them, markets, the economy and their experts. For Castoriadis the future is essentially indeterminable: there are no laws of history, since human beings can always come up with new, unpredictable ways of seeing and changing the world. Castoriadis criticized growth-based development as a new source of “heteronomy”: a new religion of a sort – a universal imperative the pursuit of which all societies must devote themselves (Castoriadis 1997).

Castoriadis’s ideas developed in dialogue with those of Hannah Arendt, one of the most remarkable philosophers of the postwar era, who also dealt with autonomy but in relation to work. In The Human Condition, Arendt distinguished between work, labour and “action”, the latter referring to political and contemplative activity beyond the realm of necessity or utility (Arendt 1959) – what Gorz (1982, 1994) would classify as the domain of autonomy.

Ivan Illich was another great theoretician of autonomy and “conviviality”. A radical catholic priest and academic born in Vienna, Illich lived and worked in Cuernavaca in Mexico. For Illich, autonomy requires simple (“convivial”) technologies and decentralized, community-led energy, education or health infrastructures. Illich criticized the “radical monopoly” of some technologies, such as the car, whose physical and social infrastructure leaves people with few options but to use it if they want to participate in social life. Only small-scale systems can be governed directly by people without the mediation of experts, Illich argued. Large systems divide society into experts and laypeople. Experts accumulate power at the expense of people. Illich’s slogan was that socialism can then only arrive by bicycle. A complex technological system cannot be democratic or egalitarian (Illich 1973, 1974).

Latouche brought together the ecological economics of Georgescu-Roegen, the political ecology of Gorz and Illich, the philosophies of Castoriadis and Arendt and the concerns of post-development (Latouche 2009). He integrated the ecological, economic and sociological critique of limits to growth with the postcolonial critique of development and the Polanyian thesis against the expansion of market relations. Latouche called for an “exit” from the economy in the name of autonomy and democracy. With “degrowth”, he married a critique of development programmes in Africa to a critique of so-called sustainable development in Europe.

In 2008 “Research & Degrowth”, a collective founded by François Schneider, Fabrice Flippo and Denis Bayon, organized the first international conference on degrowth in Paris. Schneider, a doctor of industrial ecology, became the public face of degrowth in France after a long march with a donkey, discussing degrowth with bewildered passers-by. The conference marked the birth of an international community of researcher–activists. The International Society for Ecological Economics supported it, with a strong contingent from ICTA in Barcelona, the group of Joan Martinez-Alier. Serge Latouche and the Francophone school on degrowth met again with ecological economics, discovering their shared origins in the work of Georgescu-Roegen. The conference and the publications that followed it brought “degrowth” to English-speaking academia (Schneider et al. 2010). The 1970s “limits to growth” debate and radical 1980s green ideas were back with a vengeance. In somewhat separate, but related, developments in the UK, Tim Jackson’s (a participant in the Paris conference) Prosperity Without Growth became a best-seller. The book claimed that it was impossible to both avoid climate change and grow the economy (Jackson 2008). In the United States, an intellectual movement for a “new economy” emerged around the work of economist–sociologist Juliet Schor on overworking and the wealth of a sharing economy (Schor 2010).

The international degrowth community grew, holding conferences every two years, with 4,000 people attending the 2012 meeting in Leipzig. New scholars joined, new debates opened and the accumulated knowledge of larger movements fertilized degrowth debates. Feminist economists like monetary theorist Mary Mellor (see Mellor 2010) and Antonella Picchio brought attention to care work, social reproduction and the gendered division of labour (see also Perez-Orozco 2016). Anthropologists like Susan Paulson and Lisa Gezon looked at rooted ethnographies of Western and non-Western peoples living without growth (Paulson 2017). Historians deconstructed the origins and hidden ideology of growth (Borowy & Schmelzer 2017). And environmental justice activists, from both the Global North and the Global South, brought their experience from direct action against extractive or infrastructure projects pursued in the name of growth (Martinez-Alier 2012). Academics articulated a critical perspective embodied by social movements, most notably in environmental justice struggles, reconstructing the term “degrowth” analytically. But the flow of ideas was multidirectional. It was activists, who learn from each other and read the work of academics, who came up with the term “degrowth”, only for the term to travel back to academia (Martinez-Alier et al. 2014).

Degrowth is a burgeoning research agenda. The ambition is not only to understand the world, but to change it. So what is the role of economics in all this?

Degrowth and economics

Economic growth is a concept developed by economists. From the beginning the discipline set its mission to be the study of the origins of wealth. Economists advise governments on how best to pursue growth. The term “degrowth” would consequently naturally make one think that it pertains to the realm of economics. This, though, would be partly wrong.

Degrowth evolved as much as a critique of economic reasoning as a critique, within economics, of the limits and costs of growth. The first line, prominent in the work of Latouche, criticizes how economists frame reality. The problem is not only that the economy cannot or should not grow. Our very ideas of what an economy is are wrong. “Exiting the economy” means exiting existing economics, mobilizing different forms of knowledge, models and representations of reality to engage with the phenomena economists classify as “economic”. The objective is to decentre the economy as a unit of analysis and as a focus of political action.

Heterodox – ecological and political – economists like Daly, Victor, Jackson or Mellor instead develop a critique within the field of economics. They accept some aspects of neoclassical or Keynesian models and reject others. Unlike those who develop non-economic theory about the economy, they work with economic theories, models or data to investigate conditions under which economic stability could be maintained without growth. Or they propose labour, taxation or monetary policies that can reduce material and energy flows while stabilizing a contracting economy. They aspire to a “new” economics – but an economics nonetheless.

The two approaches partly reflect a geographical or cultural split. The aforementioned economists tend to be from Europe or North America, their models speaking to the concerns of developed capitalist economies. Latouche, Illich and Shiva write from a southern perspective, critical of colonial relations of dependence and exploitation, revaluing alternative cosmovisions that challenge Western ideas of improvement and scales of progress that imagine the Western way of living to be the best – to be spread to, or charitably shared with, everyone else. The theory of degrowth, as developed by Latouche and others, is nourished by the works of anthropologists like Marcel Mauss or Marshall Sahlins, who documented the value of alternative, non-Western ways of organizing life; it is inspired by social and environmental justice movements in the Global South; and it is in conversation with similar concepts that challenge the idea of a unique path to development, from other parts of the world (Kothari et al. 2015; Escobar 2015).

Some might see this split as an insuperable contradiction. I think it is a core strength of the degrowth community. This is a plural, interdisciplinary conversation with multiple strands of knowledge, cultures, experiences and perspectives. Degrowth scholarship is confronting a formidable task: to understand critically and undo the phenomenon of growth – a material, ecological, historical, discursive and institutional phenomenon that is at the heart of the Western imaginary and its colonial dominance – and to propose alternatives to it; not only economic alternatives, but also alternatives for social, political and personal change. All disciplines and approaches from all parts of the world are necessary for this task, including economics, but not as the privileged discourse.

To communicate across disciplines we need to use clear terms. The term “degrowth” may be confusing if perceived as negative GDP growth. To be clear: degrowth is not negative growth. The goal of degrowth is not to make GDP growth negative. There is a name for that: “recession” or, when prolonged, “depression”. In economics terms, degrowth refers to a trajectory where the “throughput” (energy, materials and waste flows) of an economy decreases while welfare, or well-being, improves. The hypothesis is that degrowing throughput will in all likelihood come with degrowing output, and that these can only be outcomes of a social transformation in an egalitarian direction.

The difference is subtle, but crucial: I do not claim that the scale of the economy, or GDP, should shrink. I argue that it will inevitably do so if throughput declines. This is a diagnosis, not a prognosis. GDP is a bad measure of welfare. It counts costs as benefits (building a prison or cleaning a contaminated river increases GDP) and does not estimate unpaid work or unpaid damages (if you clean your own house, GDP stays the same; if you pay a cleaner to do it, it increases). But whatever it is that GDP measures, this correlates strongly with environmental damage. A social transformation in an egalitarian and ecologically sustainable direction will in all likelihood decrease GDP.

This is the degrowth (hypo)thesis (chapter 4), and it might be right or it might be wrong. But the definition is clear. If throughput declines and the economy grows, then we have “green growth”. If it declines, because the economy shrinks, and welfare declines too, then we have a recession, or a depression. Degrowth is when social and environmental conditions improve, and GDP inevitably declines as a result.

Here we face the limits of the economic discourse. Those writing about degrowth want to express something bigger than a quantitative change in predefined parameters. They would question the definition and measurement of “well-being”, and argue that this reproduces a view of the world according to which the rest should become like the West. They would question the term “economy”, a term that has signified different things for different people over the years. They would claim that degrowth signals a new “imaginary”: a different set of ideas about what society is and what it should pursue. That degrowth is not about output, throughput or well-being but about how to reorganize society – reducing throughput and output are not the objectives but they are the outcomes of such broad social transformation.

Latouche (2012a) defines degrowth as a process of building an autonomous, convivial society. A society that constantly reflects, questions and makes its own laws is autonomous. Conviviality involves technologies and institutions with a “human” scale, a “de-complexified” society with reduced division of labour – without experts and “laypeople”. Latouche (2009: 33) imagines degrowth as a “virtuous cycle of quiet contraction” that involves “eight Rs”:


• reevaluating, that is, valuing the “pleasure of leisure”, for example, or the “ethos of play” instead of material possessions;

• reconceptualizing dualisms that shape the growth imaginary – poverty/wealth, scarcity/abundance, under-development/development, backward/modern;

• restructuring, i.e. “adapting the productive apparatus and social relations to changing values” (Latouche 2009: 36);

• redistributing wealth and income both between North and South and within each society;

• relocalizing by slowing down long-distance trade, producing in proximity to consumption, and circulating and reinvesting surpluses locally;

• reducing, that is, producing, consuming, working, travelling or wasting less; and

• reusing and recycling, stopping the built-in obsolescence of appliances, and recycling that which cannot be reused.



Aaron Vansintjan a young PhD researcher at Birkbeck, University of London, imagines a society after degrowth with2


• a much leaner metabolism and throughput than that of wealthy countries today;

• diverse economic forms, a substantial portion of human activity taking place outside what today is the money economy;

• surpluses expended in popular feasts, philosophy or leisure, instead of invested for more growth; and

• conviviality and caring for one another, and for non-human living beings.



GDP will not be measured in a degrowth society, but if it were to be measured, it would in all likelihood be smaller, as the market will recede, nature and labour will be decommodified, people will work less, and exploit one another and nature much less.

This qualitative imagination of what degrowth is has utopian elements. It is something very different from what exists. Latouche argues that we can produce this utopia with concrete actions starting today. The transition, however, is unlikely to be easy: lack of growth in a growth society can be disastrous. And here there is a link to more “economistic” studies of the ways in which we may “manage without growth”, becoming “slower by design, not disaster” (Victor 2008).

This book

My work is positioned at the interface of the two approaches: the economic and the political or utopian. This book integrates different disciplines, sketching a theory of the economy that is fit for the concrete utopia.

In chapter 2 I re-conceptualize what the economy is, what it does and how it changes, drawing from various sources of the degrowth debates. I argue that the economy is a particular social and political construction of the material processes through which we provide for our needs and for our expenditures in search of meaning. I explain how some classes and groups exploit others and I discuss the intractable concept of value.

This is not an economic theory of degrowth. I do not apply economic theory to think about degrowth (for this, see Lange (2018)). Instead I offer a degrowther’s theory of the economy: a theory of the economic that mobilizes concepts and ideas used in degrowth scholarship.

The result is not an economic theory but a trans-disciplinary one. My theory is not expressed mathematically, and it does not start from a series of formalizations constructing a reduced representation with a tight logic – but limited relevance. It is a multifaceted network of ideas that together shed new light on the economic process.

I construct this theory ex post. The degrowth research community has not developed a theory to explain the economy. I follow threads from the degrowth critique and various works that inspire it to construct my own mosaic of the economy. I do not claim that this is the theory of degrowth; it is rather a degrowth theory – one of the multiple possible ways one may combine the various elements and keywords that constitute the “vocabulary” of degrowth (D’Alisa et al. 2014a).

In chapter 3 I use the concepts of chapter 2 to revisit the origins of economic growth. Growth, I argue, is the result of the accumulation and reinvestment of surpluses of useful work. I link surpluses to exploitation – of humans by humans and of other beings and environments by humans. I outline the historical process of the invention of growth and how it became globally hegemonic, before speculating on when and how it might come to an end.

Chapter 4 moves from theory to data. First, I provide evidence in support of the core claims of the degrowth literature: namely, that growth and ecological sustainability are fundamentally incompatible, that perpetual growth is impossible and continued growth unlikely, and that more economic growth is not necessary or socially desirable. Next I provide data that supports degrowth alternatives, showing that it is possible to have meaningful employment and secure well-being with much less throughput and output than is found in wealthy countries today. Linking back to chapters 2 and 3, I explain how the theory and concepts constructed there help make sense of, and explain, these facts – facts that are in tension with the standard economic narrative.

Chapter 5 focuses on the vision of degrowth and questions of transition. Assuming that the diagnosis is correct, what would a transformation towards economies that prosper without growth look like and under what conditions may that transformation be realized? What policies and grassroots practices could catalyse it?

Chapter 6 concludes with a review of what critics charge degrowth with. I provide some tentative responses and, on the basis of these responses and still to be answered questions, chart a path for future research.

 

1. Demaria et al. (2013) and Bayon et al. (2011, in French and Spanish) provide a participant’s story of the degrowth intellectual movement (see also Martinez-Alier et al. 2010). Sutter (2017) provides a more complete, expanded and international history of degrowth and related ideas.

2. Aaron has not published this definition. He shared it in the email list of the Research & Degrowth group in Barcelona in a discussion over what we mean precisely by de-growth.
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The economics of degrowth

What is an economy and what does it do? This chapter explains how many of us who write about degrowth understand the economy. Our view differs fundamentally from how mainstream economists see the economy: namely, as a circular flow of money, goods and services between firms and households. The interdisciplinary picture I provide here combines insights from economic anthropology, ecological and feminist economics, Marxian and institutional political economy.

First, I will argue that the economy is not something “out there”, an independent system with its own laws of motion. It is a social and political construct: an invention of people in particular societies to represent and organize part of their experiences. This construction is constantly changing and can be contested – it is not carved in stone. But it is embedded in institutions that enact it and materialize it: institutions that are hard to change.

Second, whatever the term “economy” means, this something is material. It involves the transformation of raw materials into artefacts and services. Production is entropic: a portion of the energy used in production is always lost irreversibly as heat.

Third, the engine of the economy is work: work by humans and non-humans. Machines increase the total amount of product that results from a given amount of human work by minimizing losses, or, more often, by complementing human work with the work of nature. But machines do not do work themselves.

Fourth, the end of an economic process is expenditure. Expenditure can be productive, increasing production down the line; or it can be unproductive, pure and final expenditure beyond necessity or use. Societies construct their meaning and purpose around unproductive expenditure.

Fifth, different societies organize production, expenditure and who takes or does what differently. Class relations are the basis of exploitation: they are imprinted in the institutions of a society, and they are a constant source of conflict.

Sixth, work and expenditure are meant to satisfy the values that a society holds dear. Market value is one among many forms of value. Under capitalism, market value encroaches and colonizes other social values.

I do not pretend I am developing a new economic theory here. Rather, I orchestrate the fragmented theoretical insights that degrowth scholarship uses, I connect them, and then in the next chapter I apply them to explain what growth is, how it came to be, and why it may be coming to an end. Let us start with the first point then: the origins of the concept of economy and its evolution and institutionalization over time.

The invention of the economy

“We must rid ourselves of the ingrained notion that the economy is a field of experience of which human beings have always been necessarily conscious.”

— Karl Polanyi, Conrad Arensberg and Harry Pearson

“[The economy] was an object that no economist or planner prior to the 1930s spoke of or knew to exist… In the sense of the term we now take for granted … the idea of the economy emerged … in the 1930s and 1940s.”

— Timothy Mitchell

What is “the economy”?

“The economy” is a concept. You can see a cat, but you cannot see an economy with the naked eye. I did economy when I saved my weekly allowance to buy my first bicycle. I studied the economy at school – when the teacher drew graphs of supply and demand, or talked about a Scottish philosopher called Adam Smith. I am supposed to contribute to the economy when I teach a class and receive my payslip, or when I buy groceries.

But when I teach, I do it also because I enjoy sharing knowledge. When I buy food it is also because I want to cook with friends and enjoy their company. Who decided that all these different human experiences form part of the same thing called the economy, and that this is the same thing captured by the level of the Dow Jones and by GDP? When were those decisions made? In other words, who invented the economy, and when did they do it?

We tend to think of the economic as the realm of money. But processes of production, exchange or expenditure that involve money in our societies did not do so in other places or at other times. In pre-capitalist societies, what we today understand as “economic” activities were embedded in social institutions: rituals, kinship networks, state or religious mechanisms of redistribution. Markets were small, constrained spatially and institutionally, subordinate to politics and values (Polanyi 1957). In “gift economies”, for example, goods were not traded for profit, but exchanged for reciprocal gifts, institutionalized in rituals such as the potlatch in some Amerindian societies, and governed by values such as prestige, tradition or mutual obligation, rather than profit (Mauss 1954). (Such values operate today as well, when you host a friend in your house for free, or work for reasons other than money – we will return to the question of values at the end of this chapter.)

In the most general sense we can define economy not as the restricted realm of money but as follows.


Economy is the instituted process of interactions between humans and their environments, involving the use of material means for the satisfaction of human values.



This definition is inspired by, but modified from, Polanyi (1957: 248), and it applies to a capitalist, as well as a socialist, or a gift economy. All societies of humans have had “an economy” even if they did not have a word for it.

But caution is needed: an indigenous hunter in the Amazon does not necessarily think he is producing for the economy. The Aztecs did not see their sacrifices as acts of collective consumption. We may study these phenomena in analogy to phenomena in our “economies”, and classify them as “hunter–gatherer” or “agrarian” economies. But the economies of “people without an economy” did not necessarily have the integrity, the purpose or the relationships between the parts that we understand an economy as having.

What we understand as the economic today has crystallized over time, as certain societies started using the term to demarcate emerging phenomena and the institutions that governed them. The labelling of a subset of concerns as “the economy” coevolved with the creation of a sphere of human affairs to which this label applied. But let us start from where it all began.

The origins of the (word) economy

As with other concepts, those who first used the word economy wanted to communicate a portion of the reality as they were experiencing it in their time and place. The time and place where the economy first appeared was Greece, four centuries before Christ.

Oỉκονóμος was the person who manages the household. The word consists of οἶκος, meaning the house or the household, and νέμω, which means to distribute or dispense (“nomos” is also the word for law). Oeconomonia (“economy”), a verbal noun, referred to the proper management of the household. Xenophon’s Oeconomicus, a dialogue written in the mid-fourth century bce, is probably the first treatise in economics. It is concerned with advice to gentry on how to manage their estates alongside philosophical explorations of the meaning of wealth.

The classical Greeks did not start philosophizing about “economy” on a whim, but because of the increasing prominence of money and trade in their society (Seaford 2004). This new reality called for new categories. Philosophers were concerned with the growing power of money and what they saw as the dangers of an unlimited pursuit of profit. Aristotle distinguished between oeconomia, the art of housekeeping that he approved of, and chrematistics, making money out of money, a pursuit that he dismissed. But as Dale (2018) notes, the philosophers’ concern may also have been self-interested: their interests as part of the gentry class were threatened by the rise of a new moneyed class of merchants.

Rediscovering the classics, monasteries and the Church revived the term economy in the medieval ages to mean the good management of an estate. But starting in the sixteenth century, the domain of the term started escaping the confines of the church estate. Still used as a verbal noun describing the property or “art” of economizing, the term economy was used to signify the proper and efficient disposition of things and people, first within the family and then in the kingdom or national estate. Economy became synonymous with the art of thrift in administration (Foucault 1991). No longer confined to land, economy now included the management of people, money, things and resources by rulers.

Eighteenth-century moral philosophers like Adam Smith started writing about the laws that govern the “wealth of nations”. “Political economy”, the name given to their field of studies, referred to the art of economy by a polity. If the audience of Xenophon was the aristocrat estate owner, economy being an art for an individual, the audience of political economists were the rulers of empires or nation states. To advise rulers one had to understand better how their “estate” worked. Physicists deciphered the laws of nature, and political economists imagined themselves as deciphering the laws (“nomos”) of economy. Economy became a domain of study – one step before its final transformation from a verb and an art to a noun and an object.

The birth of market economy and market economics

In line with their ideological and class interests, political economists made sense of the new phenomena of the incipient capitalist world that they lived in – a world where workers sold their labour to survive, and where goods circulated for money and profit more and more quickly. In the 100 years of liberalism in Europe (1814–1914), market production and trade were “liberated” to an unprecedented extent from the social controls that previously controlled them, with land, labour and money increasingly treated as market commodities (Polanyi 1944).

The myth of a “self-regulated” market (or, as it is called today, a “free” market) was vital to the liberal project (Polanyi 1944). This refers to the fantasy that, left on their own, markets naturally reach an optimal balance, where supply matches demand and human well-being is maximized. As Polanyi (1944) showed, free markets did not exist historically, and they did not naturally emerge under capitalism. They were instituted with force: capitalists and states dismantled by force the traditional institutions that governed land, work and money.

The liberal period crystallized a new understanding of the economy as the political and material domain of profit- and trade-oriented activity. Polanyi (1957) calls this “market economics” (or to use the discipline’s contemporary term, “neoclassical economics”). Using theories and increasingly complex mathematical equations, market economics formalized the fiction of the self-regulated market. Initially, the word “economy” still signified a verbal noun: the series of rational economizing choices that agents face when trying to allocate scarce means to alternative ends. But it gradually became a noun describing the domain of such choices: that is, the “interlocking system of markets that automatically adjust supply and demand through the price system” (Block, quoted in Polanyi (2001 [1944]: xxiii)).

Imagining a national economy

With the First World War and the Russian Revolution in 1917, the issue of a planned economy came up. Otto Neurath, a Viennese philosopher and political economist and one of the leading figures of what came to be known as the Vienna circle, was impressed by the war economies of the German and Austrian empires and with how they mobilized and distributed resources. Inspired by the Russian Revolution and the promise of socialism, he started thinking about how an economy could be democratically planned with public deliberation and without market prices. His thesis that a socialist economy can reasonably allocate resources was fiercely contested by Austrian market fundamentalists like Mises and Hayek in what has come to be known as the socialist calculation debate – a debate in which Karl Polanyi also cut his teeth (see Martinez-Alier et al. 2003).

Liberal economies crashed, first with the Great Depression and then with the Second World War, and governments stepped in, trying to govern markets, “re-embedding” destructive, runaway markets within social objectives (Polanyi 1944). Governments controlled the money supply and, with taxation, a greater share of national income. During the war they also assumed ownership of productive assets and strategic enterprises. Until then, the economy had mostly referred to private market activity. In the interwar period the novel notion of economy that is with us today emerged. “The national economy” meant the management of the national estate by the government, an estate where the laws of supply and demand operate. National economies were represented as a circular flow of goods and services, investments and savings that the government had to govern for the good of everyone. Economy was a noun designating a new object and system of concern (Mitchell 2011).

The preoccupation with the “wealth of nations” had a long history, but political economists did not conceive wealth as an attribute of a national economy. Planning for war production and monetary interventions to avoid another Great Depression made people think for the first time of a separate, governable system out there called “the economy”. This conceptualization coevolved with new Keynesian theories that delineated and explained the new system and new tools of representing and measuring it, such as the national accounts and GDP. New institutions – the Ministries of National Economy – were founded to govern the economy, which assumed an unquestionable existence in the eyes of those charged with studying and administering it, and gradually, those who lived in it as well (Mitchell 2011). But what do we mean when we say that the economy was institutionalized and imagined?

The economy as an instituted process

By instituted I mean that the activities that we designate as economic are always socially organized – embedded in political institutions. This is true for market economies too, since markets are socially and politically organized (consider the complex administrative arrangements and bureaucracies necessary to regulate emissions trading or international trade, or the cultural norms of trust without which no market economy would last long).

Institutions are never neutral. Institutions order conflicting values and interests and they are a domain of power and struggle. There is nothing free or neutral in the institution of an “independent” central bank, for example. The idea that a central bank should govern money supply “free” from political control is as political and value laden as any other idea, crystallizing particular political views about what the economy is, how it should be run and by whom. And yet we often think of the economy as a domain separate from politics – the “free” market as the pure form of an economy, a domain of voluntary exchange freed from government intervention. This, following Polanyi, is an illusion.

First, there is no purely voluntary exchange in a society where power and money are unevenly distributed: those who have more money have more power to determine production and expenditure priorities. A worker with no access to her means of survival cannot but sell her labour, even if the price is unfair. If workers organize and unionize, they can sell their labour dearly. This is precisely why capitalist interests organize to shape institutions in ways that limit the rights of workers to organize. In what sense is this “free”?

Second, the creation of markets always requires the heavy hand of the state to remove – often through violence – social institutions that limit trade and lending (but also to protect societies from market failures) (Harvey 2003; Polanyi 1944). Laissez-faire policies are policies like any other: they are themselves institutional plans and interventions designed to construct the imagined market economy. Again, there is nothing “free” in any of this.

Third, when the fiction of a free market is pursued to its end, as in nineteenth-century Europe, the results are catastrophic. Labour, land and money are fictitious commodities (Polanyi 1944): that is, they are not produced for market exchange. Treating them like commodities has huge social costs and is prone to failures and crashes. Disembedding the economy from society and politics can never be completed. Negative effects take their toll and social “counter-movements” emerge to re-embed the economy. As Polanyi (1944) memorably put it: “laissez-faire was planned; planning was not”. Planning emerged as societies spontaneously responded to the disasters caused by the market institutions implemented under liberalism.

The market economy is therefore by necessity instituted – as instituted as any socialist, subsistence or hunter–gatherer economy. Each of these is instituted differently, but instituted nonetheless. The liberal idea of an autonomous market system with its own laws of supply and demand, to which society and politics should adapt, is a fiction that disguises the inevitably political choices involved in the making of any economy.

The economy as an imaginary

The word fiction points to imagination. The economy (and particular ideas about what organizational forms an economy should have) is part of the “social imaginary” (Castoriadis 1997). This refers to foundational ideas like “the nation” that express what we think our world looks like and how we organize it as a result. Imaginaries rest on a system of symbols and “significations” (GDP, supply and demand curves, stock exchange markets) and institutions that materialize that system (the statutory laws that govern the economy, central banks, etc.).

“Imaginary” does not mean unreal. Think of wars in the name of gods or in the name of nations. The god may be imagined, and the flag is just a symbol; but the dead bodies of soldiers are very real. An imaginary provides a culture with the meaning that drives its actions. It is a force of cohesion and common purpose. The imaginary is real both in that it has real effects and in that there are real people who hold it and act because of it.

As an imaginary is instituted, reality is moulded to the ideal. The imaginary then becomes a good representation of its own creation, for as long as the creation works as imagined. The imaginary of a market economy is imprinted in the institutions of a market economy, which in turn produce subjects who behave like the rational maximizers of market economics. Market economics is then validated by a world that it has helped create (Norgaard 2006). We experience life as workers with a limited wage and a cornucopia of goods that exceed our budget – an experience that confirms the market model, when in fact it is the creation of the market model. Our experience would appear awkward to people from societies where markets are marginal and goods are shared or exchanged as gifts.

There is the sense of a trap here, with no room for new understandings of the economy to emerge. But change does happen, and what we understand as the economy today is very different from what we understood it to be 50 years ago (not to mention 2,000 years ago). Change happens because reality bites back, creating a tension between imaginary and experience. The interwar crisis of liberalism was one such generative moment when new understandings and institutions of the economy sprang up.

Human beings are also constantly creating new imaginaries; not as mere representations, but as active intents to change the world (Castoriadis 1997). Those who hold power have an interest in things staying the way they are (and those who explain how things are often close to, and dependent on, those who have power). But creating new imaginaries (in our case, new imaginaries of what an economy is and what it does) is a vital step in unleashing the social potential that can change the world. Let us then start reconstituting the imaginary of what an economy is, by asserting its material foundations.

The nature of the economy

“Matter matters, too.”

— Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen

The economy is an instituted process driven by imagination. But ultimately it involves humans interacting with material environments to provide for their needs and values. Let me present here some core concepts that grapple with this interaction.

Social metabolism

When I wake up, I take a shower. The water that pours abundantly out of my shower comes from rivers and reservoirs tens of kilometres away from the centre of Barcelona, channelled to arrive inside my home at a moment of my choosing. After showering, I move to the kitchen and turn on the electric stove, powered with electricity generated using gas from Algeria or nuclear power from South Catalonia (which in turn uses uranium from Niger). I mix water with a scoop of organic oats that were probably grown somewhere in Western Europe, bananas from the Caribbean and honey and milk extracted from bees and cows in the countryside of Catalonia, all transported by trucks or boats powered by oil and gasoline from Saudi Arabia.

My body converts my breakfast into the energy that moves me – the rest is excreted. This is my metabolism – the metabolism of my body. But there is also a metabolism outside my body that sustains me, and my way of life. This “social metabolism” includes all the flows and wastes of water, energy and materials – from Catalonia, Algeria, Niger, Saudi Arabia – that make possible my daily metabolism and those of others like me.

My “endosomatic” energy use is the energy my body burns: some 1,500– 2,500 kilocalories per day. Our “exosomatic” energy use includes all the energy and materials outside our bodies necessary to move our cars and trains, heat our homes, or power the tractors that till the land that produces our food. Add all the individual metabolisms of those of us who live in Barcelona and all of the energy, materials and water necessary to produce and transport what we eat and drink, or what heats us and moves us around – that is, add the endosomatic energy to the exosomatic energy and material use of the residents of Barcelona – and what you get is the metabolism of the city.
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Figure 2.1 Social metabolism.

Whatever the term economy has come to mean, this something has a material basis. The interaction between humans and their environments is, by definition, metabolic. And this metabolic process is irreversible. My body ages with every meal and with every day that passes. I tend towards death and a state of homogeneity with the world that surrounds me. And so does the economy as a whole. This is the law of entropy.

Entropy and the economic process

Think of the hot water in my morning shower – I use the heat and this heat dissipates forever into the universe. I cannot use the same heat twice. The energy of the heat is not destroyed. Energy and matter are never destroyed in a closed system. They only change state – this is the first law of thermodynamics (Figure 2.2).
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Figure 2.2 The law of entropy.

When ice melts into a puddle of water, entropy (disorder) increases. Energy is required to turn the water back into ice, like work is required to turn a pile of bricks into a wall.

The second law of thermodynamics – the law of entropy – postulates the irreversibility of all natural processes. Matter and energy within a closed system move towards a state of homogeneity: a state of high entropy. Heat dissipates into cold and this is irreversible. Hot water cools down naturally, but cold water does not heat up without applying energy. Ice melts into water, but water does not freeze without more energy. The universe is a great homogenizer. Gradients decrease: from high to low temperature, high to low density, or high to low concentration (Ayres & Warr 2009). Our goods, like our bodies, decay and become soil. In the long term everything dies. In the meantime, though, nature works hard to produce islands of low entropy on earth (Schrödinger 1943) and we humans try to do the same, creating order in a sea of rising entropy.

Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen (1971) was the first to apply these thermodynamic concepts to economics. The economic process, he argued, is an irreversible process of conversion of resources of high order and quality for humans into useful goods and services, inevitably dissipating large quantities of high-entropy materials and waste. Waste and heat are material manifestations of increasing entropy. From a thermodynamic point of view, when an economy grows, it accelerates the conversion of low entropy into high entropy. Locally, we decrease entropy by doing work and expending energy – but local order is achieved at the cost of global disorder. Think of the fossil fuels we burned to create ordered settlements – climate change is the reckoning for that disorder.

In The Entropy Law and the Economic Process, Georgescu-Roegen (1971) proposed a flow-fund model of the production process. He distinguished between “stocks”, energy and materials like fossil fuels or minerals that can be decumulated; “flows”, stocks used over a period of time; and “funds”, such as labour-power, productive land or machinery. Funds are the agents acting upon flows from stocks to produce goods and services. Stocks can be used at will, but funds are constrained by natural rhythms – there is a maximum number of hours per day that a human can work, and land produces crops only in certain seasons.

Save for meteors or spacecraft, the earth is a closed system for matter, which cannot enter or leave its atmosphere. But the system is open to energy, from the sun (Figure 2.1). Solar radiation, however, is a flow. It has a fixed rate that we cannot control. Fossil fuels are a unique stock of energy whose rate of extraction we control – a bottled photosynthesis gestating in the bowels of the earth for millions of years. Uncork them, though, and there they go, forever. Recapturing and recycling energy from burned fossil fuels is practically impossible as it would require a massive expenditure of energy. Economic activity, Georgescu-Roegen argued, cannot grow perpetually, since mineral stocks and fossil fuels are finite. It will have to decrease (“degrow”) to a scale sustainable by the rate of flow of sunlight.

A solar economy is conceivable, but likely to be different from a fossil fuel economy for many reasons. First, it is likely to be smaller, since a greater portion of the energy that is captured will be spent on capturing and concentrating energy. Stocks like fossil fuels are spatially concentrated and can be extracted, spending less energy. To concentrate the diffuse power of the sun, we have to spend energy and occupy land. Second, the pace of a solar economy is different, dictated by the rhythms of the sun and of the land funds from which it is accessed. Georgescu-Roegen (1971) contrasted the slower tempo of rural life, structured around the passive reception of solar flow, with the frenetic pace of cities, fuelled by the exploitation of mineral stocks.

Production inevitably produces residual waste. Energy is lost in a steam engine as heat. A huge quantity of soil and materials is discarded for each kilogramme of metals we extract from the earth. Power plants produce electricity but emit carbon dioxide. This entropy is what we understand as pollution. Recycling can reduce the quantity of solid waste, but recycling consumes energy too. One hundred per cent recycling is theoretically possible (if powered by solar energy) but practically impossible, as some energy and matter will always be lost in conversion. An economy can become more circular, but it can never become fully circular since it is entropic.

Economists think of pollution as an externality: an unintended effect external to the market. Their imaginary is that of the fictional market that internalizes everything. From a thermodynamic perspective, however, pollution is the physically inevitable outcome of every production process: increasing entropy somewhere is the inevitable effect of decreased entropy elsewhere. Rather than thinking of pollution as an externality, it is more instructive to think of it as the pervasive cost-shifting of business activity (Kapp 1970), a cause of the increasing number of ecological distribution conflicts (Martinez-Alier 2003).

Work, the engine of the economy

What moves society’s metabolism? The answer is work – the work of humans, draft animals and machines fuelled with oil. But what is work?

The nature of work

In a physical sense, work is a force operating over a distance. Something that moves a thing from point A to point B. A horse pulling a cart does work. A father carrying or feeding a baby does work. A preacher persuading you to go somewhere does work. Work is intentional energy expenditure that alters the object to which it is directed.

The foodstuffs I eat for breakfast have one thing in common: the work that went into making them – the work of beekeepers, farmers, sailors, bees and soil microorganisms and fossil fuels. Humans work with brains and muscles – our “endosomatic” tools: those that are internal to our bodies. We also work to manufacture machines that do more work for us – our “exosomatic” tools (Georgescu-Roegen (1971), following Alfred Lotka’s ideas (see Martinez-Alier 1990)). We never work alone, though – we work together with cows, bees and other sentient beings to produce milk or honey. And we capture and release huge quantities of potential work stored in inanimate objects, such as the fossil fuels accumulated for millions of years under the earth’s surface. Horses pulled our carts, now oil fuels our car engines.

It takes work not only to produce honey but also to raise, care for and sustain a beekeeper, for example. Beekeepers are born as helpless babies. Their mothers and fathers took care of them when they cried, fed them, taught them how to speak and helped them to walk. Someone caresses and calms down beekeepers when they are stressed, and someone washes their clothes when they are too tired to do so (hopefully they reciprocate when they are less sad or tired). The beekeeper has parents and must help them when they can no longer work, as his kids or peers will help when he can no longer collect honey. The economy, that is, involves all the manual, emotional and intellectual work necessary to care for – and sustain – healthy humans.

A lot of energy is lost in the process of moving or transforming matter – what is left is the “useful work” (Ayres & Warr 2009). Athletes or swimmers optimize their technique by minimizing unnecessary movement and contact of their body with land or water, so that all the energy they expend is energy for moving forward and is not lost in friction. They minimize losses and maximize useful work. The same principle applies to the economy. The scale and speed of production is not determined by total work, but by the efficiency with which expended work is converted to useful work.

A lot of work is done in extracting resources that can do even more work. Think of fossil fuels. To extract oil, we expend energy in digging it out. Useful work is net work: the work returned minus the work invested to get it. In terms of energy supply, what matters is “net energy”: the energy that remains after we take out the energy spent to produce it. “Energy return on investment” (Murphy & Hall 2010) is the ratio of energy produced to the energy spent to produce it.

Technology, work and productivity

“The mechanical buffalo is made of iron ore and coal … and feeds on oil.”

— Georgescu-Roegen

Physical exosomatic artefacts or tools (“machines”) do work for us. We humans create these tools. We conceive and rearrange matter in ways that fulfil our purposes. Any new technology or tool – the steam engine, say – involves materials (the metal and the parts that make the engine proper) and knowledge: the human ideas, abstractions or experiments that led to the conception of a steam engine.

Tools make us more “productive” – meaning that for every hour we invest in a task, we get more work out than we would have without the use of the tool. This gain does not come out of thin air though. It has two sources. First, the tool may improve the efficiency with which we convert our work into useful work. Think of a wheeled cart. In ten minutes a person can haul a sack in a wheeled cart five times farther than in a cart without wheels (or travel the same distance in a fifth of the time). The wheel reduces friction. It increases fivefold the amount of useful work extracted from a fixed amount of muscular work spent.

Second, new tools can mobilize additional sources of work on top of our own work. A person can saw ten boards per hour with a hand saw or 100 boards per hour with a machine saw,1 the equivalent of ten hours’ worth of work without the machine saw. The machine does not save nine human hours of extra work magically. What powers the saw is energy from fossil fuels. When we invented the machine saw we did not invent a new source of power. We did not become more efficient at what we were doing. We simply harnessed natural energy to do work for us: nine hours of human work equivalent on top of the one hour of actual work we were putting in. Horses or machines increase productivity but not the “productiveness” of human labour (Ashford 2010): it is not that we are doing things better, it is that we are getting those horses and machines to do more work for us.

Machines can complement our work by doing much more of the same, or they can substitute for us entirely and do all the work on their own (with a non-human source of power), as in the case of a washing machine, an ATM or a robot (Ashford 2010). Machines may even do work that humans could never do with their muscles alone: we could never fly aeroplanes with our muscles (but aeroplanes, as with everything that does work, need energy – kerosene in this case).

Consider a pizza oven: the example used in economics textbooks to explain how production combines labour (the baker) and capital (the oven) (Figure 2.3). An ecological economist like myself will instead tell you that a pizza cannot be produced without energy and flour. Humans cannot heat the oven alone. When we assemble tomatoes and flour into the higher-order form of a pizza, entropy is produced: heat escaping the oven, unavoidable leftovers (the flour that stays on the kitchen table), and so on.
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Figure 2.3 The pizza production process.

The oven itself is a product, just as much as a pizza is. It was also produced by combining human and non-human inputs, with heat lost along the way. Georgescu-Roegen’s epigraph at the beginning of this section reminds us that a machine not only “feeds on oil”, but is also made by oil (and iron). Tools do not only do work. They also require work, energy and materials to manufacture, maintain and repair them. A wheel reduces friction, but at the cost of the wood or aluminium that goes into making it, and at the cost of the work put into cutting down the trees, mining the aluminium and manufacturing the wheel.

For an economy to grow, the extra work that a tool (like the wheel) does during its lifetime must be greater than the work that went into making it. The overall process, however, does not escape thermodynamics. It is entropic: an unavoidable share of energy and work is lost irreversibly as heat during the manufacturing of the tool.

We should distinguish here between physical and social technologies, and between quantitative and qualitative technological change. A steam engine is a physical technology – the Taylorist model of factory production is a social technology. A different way of organizing or dividing work can increase “productiveness” by increasing the efficiency of conversion of a given amount of human work into useful work, but it does not mobilize additional sources of work (unless, that is, the new form of organization allows us to use physical technologies that would not otherwise be usable).

Consider a five-person team in a pizza restaurant. If all five people chop tomatoes together, put pizzas in the oven together and serve the customers together, it will take much more time to deliver pizzas than if one chops the tomatoes, another puts the pizza in the oven, and another cleans the dishes and throws out the rubbish. This is the basic idea behind Adam Smith’s “division of labour” as the source of a nation’s wealth.

Consider again our favourite pizza parlour and the difference between a new electric stove replacing a wood-fired stove and a new pizza recipe being added to the menu. Both are new “technologies”: different ways of doing things based on new knowledge. But the new recipe only rearranges existing ingredients without adding new sources of work. The stove instead mobilizes the power of electricity. The electric stove can cook more pizzas per hour. The new recipe does not speed up the process, it only adds a new flavour – and in contrast to the stove it does not require any more resources (flour, electricity, etc.). Daly (1996) distinguishes qualitative development, as is the case with a new recipe, from quantitative growth, such as a new stove churning out more pizzas faster and faster.

Now consider a social technology: a new way of organizing the cooks. This might bring quantitative growth, if it speeds up cooking. Or it might change the quality of the work experience of the cooks or the taste of the pizza. Let us keep sight of these distinctions as they are often confused in debates about new technologies and the prospects of decoupling output from throughput – debates that we will encounter in chapters 4 and 6.

Embodied work, energy and materials

A machine embodies all the human labour, energy, land and materials that went into its making – both directly (the aluminium and iron in an engine, say) and indirectly (the work, food and energy expended in training and supporting factory engineers).

The energy embodied in a product is its emergy. Emergy, spelled with an m, is the available energy that has to be used up directly and indirectly to make a product or service (Odum & Odum 2008: 67). We call this embodied energy, but it is of course dissipated energy: energy spent to produce a good or service.

In ecology, more complex organisms embody more energy from simpler forms. The steak dish in front of us embodies all the energy that went into making the poor cow that we are eating, including the energy that went into making the plants the cow ate.

Services are thought of as less materially intensive than manufacturing. But there is nothing immaterial about services. They embody all the energy, work and materials required to produce them. Web services require computers and servers. Think of all the energy an engineer uses to learn how to make computers, all the solar energy and fossil fuels that went into making the engineer’s food, and so on.

The land (or ecological) footprint of a good or an activity is the amount of land required to support it. My footprint as a professor includes not only the land that my office and the lecture theatres occupy but all the land necessary to produce my computer, feed me and clothe me, move me between home and office. My material or my water footprint are the materials or water embodied in all the products I consume – the water that went into irrigating the cereals and bananas I had in my breakfast, for example, or the water I used for my shower.

Products and services embody not only human labour, but also knowledge. Knowledge has a qualitative dimension that cannot be reduced to physical work, hours of mental work or calories burned while thinking. One hour of Newton’s work is not the same as one hour of mine.

Yet even someone like Newton was “standing on the shoulders of giants”. Without the work of Greek philosophers or Arab scholars who developed and passed their ideas to the West, Newton would not have come up with his way of seeing the world. The Greek philosophers contemplated while their slaves worked. Newton had peasants grow his food and women to pamper him. His theories were the product of the intellectual climate of his time and of myriads of conversations with others and things he heard or read about. Accumulated knowledge, as accumulated work therefore, is a commons. It is a social product (with an individual touch no doubt), and is impossible to distinguish the individual contributions embodied within it.

Surplus and its expenditure

“Economics is how lifeforms organize their enjoyment.”

— Timothy Morton

“The book … I am now publishing did not consider the facts the way qualified economists do… I had a point of view from which a human sacrifice, the construction of a church or the gift of a jewel were no less interesting than the sale of wheat… A ‘general economy’ in which the ‘expenditure’ (the ‘consumption’) of wealth, rather than production, was the primary object.”

— Georges Bataille

We have seen how we mobilize our work and that of non-humans to transform environments in ways that satisfy our ends. But what are these ends? Is the purpose of the economic process only reproduction and satisfaction of basic needs? Later in this chapter we will talk about values. But before we do, let us think of the literal end of the economic process: expenditure. I follow Georges Bataille here, a French philosopher and novelist, and his unique theory of the “general economy” – a theory brought into degrowth debates by Italian sociologist Onofrio Romano (2014a,b; see also D’Alisa et al. 2014b).

The economic condition

Humans always mobilize more work than is necessary for their mere survival (Bataille 1949). In the general economy of life, the sun sends an excess of energy to earth, from which the effervescence of life springs (Bataille 1949). This abundance is the universal economic condition, not scarcity (save for occasional and temporary shortages). By abundance I mean that there is always an excess of energy available over and above what is necessary for our reproduction and survival, not abundance for the satisfaction of unlimited wants and desires.

For Bataille it is “not necessity but its contrary, ‘luxury’ that presents living matter and mankind with their fundamental problems” (1949: 12). The basic – call it human or economic – problem that each society faces is what to do with its “excess energy”, how to expend its surplus: “Excess energy requires a ‘sovereign’ use … on the basis of a philosophical intention and of a political prospect… It is an ‘accursed share’: it places humans before the question of the meaning of life” (Romano 2014b: 165).

Bataille’s distinction between servile and sovereign expenditure reminds us of the Aristotelian distinction between slavish life – the life of the slaves who had lost the free disposition of their movements and activities – and life in freedom: that is, life concerned with the beautiful, that which is “not the necessary nor the merely useful” (Arendt 1959). For Aristotle, a life of beauty is one devoted to bodily pleasures, political matters, and contemplation, inquiring simply for the sake of inquiring (Arendt 1959). Arendt called this “vita activa” (active life): time and energy expended in endeavours that are not serving need or utility.

Civilizations leave their mark with such non-useful, or unproductive, activities and expenditures – think of the pyramids built by the Egyptians, the sacrifices of the Aztecs, the churches of the medieval era, or the monasteries of Tibet (Bataille 1949). Social relations form around these expenditures, and it is the expenditures – think of the pyramids – that mark for each society their imagined purpose. For the Aztecs, “all their important undertakings were useless: their science of architecture enabled them to construct pyramids on top of which they immolated human beings … they were just as concerned about sacrificing as we are about working” (Bataille 1949: 46).

This is not an answer to what the human ends are. But we have an answer to how humans form their ends, and this is by expending their excess energy and work. Actualizing Bataille, Romano (2014b) argues that the search for meaning can be so elusive and tormenting that simply wasting one’s energy can be a relief. Think of the excess energy spent jogging or dancing. Unproductive expenditure is the end, not because it satisfies some superior motive but because it relieves the pressure of having to find such a motive. Expenditure is the end of the economy: not the goal, but literally the end.

Romano talks of wasting ourselves without utility in endless discussions about the meaning of life, or negating our own importance in a self-destructive night of booze or in sexual surrender into the other (prominent themes in Bataille’s novels). The soul of life, he argues, lies in the unproductive expenditure of the excess energy that torments us looking for relief (Romano 2014b). The denial of our own self-importance, the denial of working only for things that are necessary and useful – this is how we relieve the unbearable weight of our being. Romano, after Bataille, calls this dépense (meaning “expenditure” in French, but it can also, interestingly, be interpreted as de-thinking or un-thinking).2

Humour is an example of dépense: an absurd, out-of-context comment, a self-deprecating joke, an observation that denies our own importance or the importance of a situation, a joke that removes our façade and asks that we are not taken too seriously. Life takes place while we are not busy making necessary or useful things. Life is a good joke, a hug, making love, praying or meditating with others or debating in the agora.

Expenditure and dépense are not just the domain of “consumption”. The superfluous work of a craftsman, the artistic expression of a cook in her food, or the “unproductive time” spent playing with your child – all these are anti-utilitarian expenditures at the moment of work. Such unproductiveness is the essence of what we perceive as “creative”, or un-alienated, work: work that is not repetitive, forced, functional and useful, but is instead superfluous, experimental, voluntary, donating – akin to Arendt’s active life. Un-alienated, creative forms of work are what we often think of as leisure (Skidelsky & Skidelsky 2012).

If Georgescu-Roegen’s thermodynamics made us aware of our irreversible path to death, Bataille’s reminds us that in the meantime we are tormented to do something with our lives. Life and death are two sides of the same coin of the universe: the life of one being is the expenditure or death of another. From Georgescu-Roegen’s theory we can conclude that without fossil fuels the extraordinary production and expenditure of our societies will likely end; from Bataille’s we can see that no matter how little we produce after oil is over, we will always produce more than will be necessary for the mere survival of those who will have survived. And the problem of what to do with this excess will remain. Make love, not war, seems a sound principle.

Productive expenditure and crises

Productive expenditures direct surplus to the increase of production; unproductive expenditures expend it irreversibly. Directing surplus to production or to the development of means of production, such as research and development of new technologies, mobilizes more work, and in turn creates more surplus. Growth is the outcome of this process of accumulation – more surplus begetting even more surplus.

The accumulation of excessive surplus, however, can become a problem. In the general economy of life, the over-accumulation of surplus energy and organic matter – in a forest, say – finds relief in a fire where excess vegetation is burned. In capitalist economy, as Marx and Keynes have shown, the over-accumulation of surplus wealth and capital without sufficient demand for expenditure or outlets for investment ends in crises, with the surplus devalued and destroyed. Accumulated surplus presses for relief: crises, destructive wars or huge spending programmes are ways (some better than others) of expending surplus (Bataille 1949).

Expenditure of surplus and social organization

Surpluses are often distributed very unevenly. While Greek philosophers contemplated and lived an active life, slaves cultivated their lands and women cleaned their houses. The unproductive expenditure of surplus becomes a signifier of status, because privileged access to surplus reflects a privileged position in the division and social hierarchy of work. Aristotle distinguished aristocrats from slaves precisely in that while the former were “free” to spend their time contemplating and pursuing beauty, the latter had to produce and reproduce, the realm of necessity and bodily needs (Arendt 1959).

The ability to waste displays power. Bataille writes about Aztec merchants and how they would throw splendid banquets and festivals for other high-class merchants, “displaying the favour of the gods who had given them everything”. By spending money, merchants affirmed their wealth, joining the high-class club. The wealthier a merchant was, the more he would spend, even sacrificing slaves for the occasion: “By giving, one exhibited one’s wealth and one’s good fortune (one’s power). The merchant was the man who gives” (Bataille 1949: 65). This is what sociologist Thorstein Veblen (1934) called “conspicuous consumption”, observing how wealthy Americans also signified position by spending their wealth on things that had no usefulness other than to signify their position.

In an egalitarian society the surplus would be expended collectively and a share of the active life made available to all. In unequal, class societies divisions are marked precisely by the distribution of unproductive expenditure. Social position is signified and reified by conspicuous expenditure. The power to give, the power to spend and waste without utility, the power not to work out of necessity, not to have to deal with one’s bodily needs or fluids – this is the ultimate display of position, power and class. To the question of class in relation to the social division of surplus we now turn.

Exploitation, class and conflict

“Class counts.”

— Erik Olin-Wright

Up to now I have used the generic “we” when talking about production or expenditure. But it is never “we” who produce and consume things together, certainly not in the capitalist societies that I live in. There are people who live next to rubbish dumps and there are people who live in gated communities. There are people who appropriate more of the common work and the gifts of nature than the work and gifts they give back.

Exploitation

One person or group exploits another if it benefits at its expense (Olin-Wright 2000). This can happen if person or group “A” appropriates the work of person or group “B” for its benefit without returning to it its due share; if it appropriates a greater share of the commons and the free gifts of nature than its fair share; or if it shifts the costs of its activities to group B, ending up with a larger surplus than would otherwise be the case.

Some Marxists reserve the term exploitation for the exploitation of wage labour in capitalist production: the structural feature whereby the owners of means of production pay workers less than the value of their product (or, more precisely, pay them only what is enough for their reproduction). Other Marxists use it for the transfer of surplus in any class-divided society, not only a capitalist one. I use it in the latter sense, and I also extend the definition beyond class-based appropriation to include other forms of undue transfers based on race, gender or ethnicity, including the unpaid appropriation of resources and the services of ecosystems. We might distinguish two special cases of exploitation here: “expropriation”, the forcible acquisition of another’s work, land or resources, as in slavery or colonial theft (Fraser 2016); and “appropriation”, the out-of-the-market extraction of resources or unpaid work, as is the case with fossil fuels, ecosystem services or care work (Moore 2015).

Exploitation often involves violence, as when Europeans uprooted Africans from their lands by force, moved them to plantations across the Atlantic and expropriated their labour, spending the minimum necessary to keep them alive (and not always that). Europeans expropriated the land of indigenous peoples in the Americas with astounding violence. Violence was used in Europe too, as in seventeenth-century England when the commoners were expelled from lands and forests they had been able to access for generations to become a “reserve army of labour” working in the factories set up in the cities.

Exploitation is sanctioned institutionally and organized formally, as in the laws that enforced the dispossession of the commoners, classifying as theft their attempts to access what had previously been their commons. Other more recent examples are unfair trade agreements or institutions that regulate labour markets and restrain collective bargaining. Ideology is used to justify exploitation and make it seem natural and inevitable (Harvey 1974). This is what scientific theories that purport to prove the inevitability of poverty and inequality do, “proving” the naturalness and superiority of the wage labour system, the fairness and mutual benefits of “free” trade or the natural origins of the inferior social position of women or ethnic groups.

There is exploitation within social formations and exploitation between state formations, as in the case of imperial centres and colonies, or rich and poor nations (this distinction is harder to sustain in a globalized and transnational capitalist class that cuts across borders (see Sklair 2012; Robinson 2004)). Europeans colonizing Africa, Asia and the Americas exploited locals by expropriating their work and appropriating their land and resources. At the time of the conquest, nobody (with the exception of some missionaries) was arguing that conquest would be good for the development of America. With colonialism, and especially after its formal end, the idea of “development” – helping ex-colonies help themselves – sustained unequal colonial relations of dependency and maintained a cheap flow of labour and resources from the periphery to imperial centres. Today, trade masks continued “unequal exchange” of work and resources between ex-colonizers and ex-colonies and the original and continued violence that sustains these exchanges (Hornborg 1998). Rich European and North American nations owe an ecological (and carbon) debt to ex-colonies, from which they drained, and continue to drain, resources and ecosystem services (Martinez-Alier 2003; Srinivasan et al. 2008).

Within societies, exploitation is organized along lines of class, gender and insider/outsider distinctions: distinctions based on economic position, origin, clan, ethnicity, race or nationality. The appropriation of the reproductive and caring work of women is a constant in patriarchal societies, and so is the exploitation of the work of foreigners, often of different race, expropriated in the extreme case of slavery. Social hierarchy systematizes exploitation and codifies positions in the division of work and expenditure, making them seem natural to new generations.

In India’s caste system, for example, the higher caste (the Brahmins) consists of those who traditionally engaged in scriptural education and teaching. Below them are those working in public service and administration, then those who engage in business activity, then the masses of semi-skilled and unskilled labourers, and finally, at the bottom, the “untouchables”: those that clean, who are not to be touched because they are in contact with filth. Here, as in other societies, we find a hierarchy that mirrors Aristotle’s and Arendt’s hierarchy of activity. Reproductive (bodily) activity and those who perform it is at the bottom, productive (utilitarian) activity is above that, and at the top is political, philosophical/scientific or artistic activity – activity beyond the realm of necessity and use, an active living maintained for the privileged few who appropriate the surplus produced by the rest.

As habits, mannerisms, clothes and tastes form around the different types of activity and expenditure, caste or class appear as natural traits that are passed from generation to generation. Class appears as a natural, and deserved, trait of its members, not as the social construction that it is. Tastes, education and manners, established as superior, make the privileges of those that hold them appear natural and well deserved. High-class people look high class. They have the bodies and accents of their class, they live like people of their class, hang out in places accessible only to members of their class, spend time with friends from their class. From there it is not a far stretch for common people to start thinking that aristocrats must be biologically different – recall the popular idea that royals had blue blood.

Class

“Class” refers to the hierarchical organization of individuals on the basis of their economic position. Georgescu-Roegen (1971) says that in all complex societies there are people engaged in administration (“the service class”) and people doing the work (“the working class”). Production with exosomatic tools is a social undertaking and requires administrative services without which it cannot function (1971: 309). These services do not produce palpable results and it is impossible to value them. This is “the perennial taproot of the social conflict in any organized society”. The service class is in an inferior position because it does not produce directly, but it can exaggerate its unquantifiable contribution. Those who control the administration of private or public assets occupy the upper social echelons – together with the priests and knowledge-brokers who help them establish a “socio-political mythology” about why they deserve what they take (Georgescu-Roegen 1971: 310).

Karl Marx – with Engels – instead defines class in terms of control of the means of production. He identified two classes under (fully developed) capitalism: capitalists, or the bourgeoisie, who own the means of production; and workers, or the proletariat, who “own” nothing but their own bodies, which they have to sell to capitalists for a wage (Marx 1844). Workers are exploited because capitalists pay them back what is necessary for the mere reproduction of their labour power, but this labour power produces more than is necessary for its reproduction. This surplus of net or useful work stays in the hands of the capitalists. Without the prospect of capturing this surplus, capitalists would never invest. Capitalists – regardless of whether they are good or bad people, whether they are greedy or not – have to draw as much surplus from labour as possible otherwise other capitalists will out-compete them. Exploitation is therefore an intrinsic and systemic feature of capitalism, not a moral failure that can be corrected.

Hierarchical organization is not unique to capitalism – Indians have their caste system, and ancient Athens had aristocrats, metics, freedmen and slaves. In non-capitalist societies, positions were relatively fixed, depending on one’s ancestry and place of birth. Under capitalism money buys class, and while one’s origin can help in obtaining money, it does not fully determine one’s fate. This potential mobility propels capitalism’s dynamism.

By the second half of the twentieth century, capitalism had developed more fully at the imperial centres, but Marx’s two-class polarization could be maintained only at a high level of abstraction (Olin-Wright 2000). Trying to account for the proliferation of managers, professionals and small business owners that did not fit into Marx’s two-class scheme, Olin-Wright proposes a 2 x 2 matrix of class positions depending on whether one is self-employed and whether one supervises the labour of others. If someone supervises and is self-employed, they are a capitalist; if someone supervises but is employed by others, they are a manager. If they do not supervise but are self-employed, they are part of the petty bourgeoisie; if one neither supervises nor is self-employed, they are a worker.

Sociologists have complicated the picture by arguing that political power and social or cultural status and prestige also matter, and it is not necessarily – or always – the capitalist class that holds those. Peasant-studies scholars and feminist economists like Gibson-Graham (2006) have shown that within developed capitalism, older pre-capitalist classes like the peasantry persist, while new positions – such as people who care for one another and their commons outside the market – are constantly created (Carlsson & Manning 2010).

A definition of capitalism is needed here – we have used the term loosely until now. Capital is money in movement: a process of circulation where money is used to make more money (Harvey 2011). Capital is money invested in “an enterprise with the expectation of getting a good return” (Appleby 2011: 7). Capitalism is a political, cultural and economic system dominated by – and geared around – the imperative of investors to turn a profit (after Appleby 2011). To various extents, capitalist economies differ among themselves, but also share certain institutional attributes: wage labour and private ownership of the means of production; bank-credit and bank-credit money; widespread market exchange and private enterprise production of commodities (Ingham 2013).

As with any other social formation, capitalism reproduces its order through its expenditures (Romano 2014a,b), but it has two distinctive features.

First, unlike any other mode of social organization, under capitalism a great share of expenditures is directed to productive activities or development of knowledge and machines that support and accelerate this productive process. The first end of capital is, therefore, the endless reproduction of capital: growth for growth’s sake.

Second, as capitalism produces ever greater quantities of surplus, the stability of the system requires a concomitant expansion of unproductive expenditures. This must be done in a way that will reproduce social order. The second end of the system, then, is private consumption: expenditure that reproduces the capitalist class hierarchy. Under capitalism, unproductive expenditures are individualized, privatized and commercialized (Romano 2014a) – think of private parties, yachts, professional sport, commercialized hobbies or salaried politics. Privatization reproduces the order of the system by providing the “demand” that absorbs what is “supplied”, but also because it naturalizes the ideology of the system (the successful individual with the aristocratic capacity to spend beyond use and necessity). A hierarchy of conspicuous consumption and distinction maps the class hierarchy and acts as a constant motor of competition. Those “below” try to catch up and move to the positions of those “above”, displaying their ascendence with sanctioned forms of (wasteful) expenditure. Capitalism draws its immense power by the connection it forges between economic behaviour required for its reproduction – competition, relentless work, conspicuous consumption – and (an elusive) pursuit of meaning through private expenditure and commodified/privatized dépense.

Conflict

“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles … oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.”

— Marx and Engels

A sense of injustice (and empathy for the injustices experienced by others) is a major driver of individual action and fuel for collective organization. Exploitation is a constant source of grievance, especially when the satisfaction of the very basic necessities of those being exploited is at stake. Think of the wars of independence in colonies or the struggles of workers and women.

Conflict is a motor of history. As the powers that different people wield are rearranged, new social formations emerge, together with new patterns of producing, expending and distributing surplus. In Marxist thought, the conflict between capitalists and workers within capitalist economies over the distribution of surplus takes centre stage. But it is not the only conflict, since surplus is not only drawn from the exploitation of wage labour but also from the appropriation of nature, from the appropriation of the uncompensated care work performed mostly by women, from the often gendered or racialized shifting of costs, and from the unequal exchange of work and resources between core and peripheral nations (Moore 2015; Hornborg 1998).

Alongside the workers’ movement there are therefore the anti-racist and anti-colonialist movements, and the women’s or social and environmental justice movements. These are different manifestations of a common struggle: that is, the struggle of all those who have been – and are being – dispossessed of their means of production, reproduction or subsistence (Harvey 2011).

This struggle is uphill since the exploited and the dispossessed, without access to their means of production or subsistence, depend on their exploiters for their survival. This is why trade unions often take up a reformist stance: the wages of workers depend on the overall stability and growth of the economy, which allies workers, to an extent at least, with the interests of the capitalist class. The capitalist class, in turn, control a greater portion of society’s surplus, meaning it can yield more power and influence over government, which has a monopoly over the use of means of violence, which it can use to protect the exploiter’s interests. By controlling surplus, exploiters can also direct significant resources to those who produce knowledge, who then “prove” the mythology that the ruling class deserves what it takes.

Ecological and economic conditions do change, and societies are never static. Political regimes also fail to perfectly map economic power – representative democracies may allow openings that tilt power and surplus away from the capitalist class. Even in the most oppressive of regimes, a ruling class may lose its legitimacy and collapse when one least expects it. And there are always dissidents who work to produce alternative stories that challenge the dominant mythology and create counter-hegemonic ideas about how the world works and whether it is fair or not. We will return to the question of change in chapter 5.

Values, value and money

“What is a cynic? A man who knows the price of everything, and the value of nothing.”

— Oscar Wilde

“Money, the equation of the incompatible.”

— William Shakespeare (quoted by Karl Marx)

Values versus value

“Values” are principles of behaviour, or moral standards, that govern the way we live our lives. We organize our lives, feelings and desires around the pursuit or futhering of values (Graeber 2013). “Value” is instead associated with money and the relative worth of something.

Values are “incommensurable”: one cannot exchange beauty for truth or x units of freedom for y units of equality. They are “weakly comparable”, though: a society can weigh the types of freedoms it might curtail in the pursuit of equality (Martinez-Alier et al. 1998). As anthropologist David Graeber (2013: 224) explains, “that we use the same word to describe the benefits and virtues of a commodity for sale on the market (the ‘value’ of a haircut or a curtain rod) and our ideas about what is ultimately important in life (‘values’ such as truth, beauty, justice), is not a coincidence”. Precisely because beauty, truth and freedom cannot be exchanged or reduced to their market “value”, we designate them as “values”. Values demarcate that which cannot and should not be converted into money (Graeber 2013).

Values can be measured, of course, as when we devise indices of freedom or evaluate knowledge with grades or impact factors. When we quantitatively compare two different entities along a value metric, we commensurate them (Espeland & Stevens 1998). “Commodification” is a particular process of commensuration. Different entities are compared in terms of their value by being converted into commodities that are exchanged in the market (Kallis et al. 2013a).

Values are articulated through value systems (churches, schools, markets). Different social networks are identified around the sets and orders of values they espouse. “Value-articulating institutions” (Vatn 2007) are the spaces in which societies can democratically compare incommensurable values. Indeed, politics is precisely about articulating, comparing and ordering incommensurable values and value systems (Graeber 2013). Value making then depends on the hierarchy of power between social networks with different values (Banet-Weiser & Castells 2017).

Under capitalism, multiple values and value systems coexist (Banet-Weiser & Castells 2017). But the propensity of capital for self-valorization – that is, the relentless pursuit of ever more monetary value propelled by competition – generates an expansionary dynamic that colonizes other values and limits space for value articulation. “Value” expands not only by increasing the quantities of valuable things produced, but also by bringing under its institutional realm entities and functions that previously were governed by other value systems.

But what is “value”? This is one of the most basic questions of economics, and the one that has occupied economists the most. The answer, I will argue, remains as elusive as ever (unless you are a devoted disciple of either market or Marxist economics, which I am not). I am entering terrain here with which I am less comfortable. What follows, then, is a discussion of different theories of value, first the neoclassical theory of value based on utility, and then the labour theory of value and the ecological theory of value, based on labour and energy, respectively. The concepts and debates I introduce here will be useful when, later in this book, and especially in chapter 6, I discuss whether value can be decoupled from resource throughput.

Utility and the neoclassical theory of value

For neoclassical (market) economics the economic value of a good depends on its utility. Utility is revealed in markets (or in a survey, if there is no market) by how much consumers are willing to pay for a good (Hanemann 2006). Economists do not distinguish between value and values. All values boil down to one value: namely, “utility”. The assumption is that on some ultimate level we are all pursuing the same sort of thing: utility, or usefulness. If we care for others or the environment, if we believe in God, even if we like pain, this must be because we derive some utility from doing so, otherwise we would not.

If usefulness is what gives value, then why are diamonds so much more expensive than water? This was a question early neoclassical economists faced when they tried to replace the older theory of value based on labour – according to which diamonds have more value in exchange because it takes more labour to extract them than water – with their own theory that was based on utility. Economists tried to overcome this hurdle by asserting that market value captures the “marginal”, not the total, utility of a good. There is so much water that the last drop of water – which will be used for, say, watering the lawn rather than drinking – is much less useful than the last diamond, which, because it is scarce, does not lose its value (Samuelson & Nordhaus 2010: 122; see also Box 2.1). Neoclassical economists thought they had assimilated the older, labour theory of value, according to which the price of a good reflected the labour that went into it, by showing that in a self-regulated market the ratio of prices of two goods equilibrates the ratio of their marginal utilities with the ratio of their marginal labour costs. So, they argued, it does not really make a difference if one arrives at value via utility or via labour (Daly & Farley 2004, chapter 8).


BOX 2.1 THE SO-CALLED “DIAMOND–WATER PARADOX”

This refers to the fact that diamonds are much more expensive than water even though water is much more useful than diamonds, since one dies without water but can live without diamonds. For those developing a utility theory of value, whereby prices represent relative usefulness, this was a paradox that had to be explained away. For the classical labour theory of value (see below), there is no paradox: diamonds have a lower “use value” but a higher “exchange value”, because it takes more work to extract them.

For someone who has studied economics, the explanation that the paradox is resolved by the theory of marginal utility becomes common sense through repetition. But does it stand up to closer scrutiny? Saying that the marginal utility of diamonds is higher because diamonds are scarcer is equivalent to saying that it costs more to mine diamonds than it does to collect water, which is the same as saying that the labour that goes into collecting water is less than the labour that goes into mining diamonds.

The fact that the utility derived from the last diamond is higher than the utility derived from the last drop of water, which will be used to water your lawn, also demands an explanation. It is not clear why having a shiny stone in your ear is more useful or pleasurable than having a greener lawn. The response that it is not for us to judge this and that utility is revealed in the preferences expressed by people in the market, i.e. by their choice to the going price of diamonds or not, leads us to a tautology. If prices alone reveal the relative utility of goods, then we can never know whether prices indeed reflect utility, we can only assert it.

At first glance, diamonds do not have any use at all. Their only use is that they signal the wealth and social position of the person who wears them. The pleasure one derives from diamonds is the pleasure of having the capacity to possess something that is expensive that others cannot possess. It is the pleasure of class and power (a pleasure specific to a specific society where wealth is unequally distributed). Again, the pleasure or utility of diamonds is intimately linked to the fact that it costs more to extract them. It is this cost that makes them positional goods and gives them value. If diamonds were abundant and everyone could have them, no one would want them. If the work necessary to extract diamonds were close to zero, their perceived utility would be close to zero too.



The conditions of perfect markets with full information under which this result is derived are very restrictive and have nothing to do with the real world. In reality:


1. Markets are often oligopolistic or monopolistic and those who control them charge rents.

2. Information is never perfect and advertising intentionally skews it.

3. The institutional set-up in which one expresses preferences changes these preferences (Vatn 2007).

4. Costs external to the market can be huge and are hard to calculate since they often involve things without economic value. When incurred in the future they depend on the rate at which we discount present costs – the importance we give to future generations is a moral question with no technical answer (Spash 2008).

5. Not all goods are, or can be, market goods: it is very difficult to separate, own and trade a portion of the uncertain flow of a river, for example (Bakker 2003).

6. Poor people have less disposable income with which to express what is valuable to them in the market: prices therefore depend on distribution (Spash 2008).

7. A market is structured by institutions (Polanyi 1944), and it is institutions and laws that ultimately determine the price of goods: the value of a house, for example, is not the same in a city with rent controls as it is in a city where capital from all over the world can speculate on housing.



The utility theory of value has never been tested and scientifically proven. No one has ever measured usefulness, pleasure or utility to test whether they correlate with prices or willingness to pay (Sagoff 2008). Claiming that values are revealed as prices is a tautology, since we cannot know the values separately from the prices. We observe prices constantly, but we cannot plausibly know how far from, or close to, equilibrium they are since we can never know what these ideal prices would be, given that we do not live in a perfect market and that if we were to try to come close to it, it would be a disaster, as Polanyi has explained. Neoclassical theory is then a normative theory that dictates that we should change institutions in the mould of a fictional market in order to have our values revealed. This is ideology at its purest.

Marxism and the labour theory of value

Market economists used the utility theory of value to claim that workers are paid fairly for the marginal value of their contribution. The Marxist critique of the market theory is that by staying on the surface level of wages and profits, it hides who really does the work and who appropriates the surplus. If one scratches below the surface, Marx argued, then it is clear that wage-workers are the ones creating value for the market.3 In that, Marx was building on the classical, labour theory of value. If commodities are exchanged, he claimed, then they must have something in common, and the only thing they have in common is the labour that went into making them. The value of a commodity, then, is the “socially necessary labour time” taken to produce it (the average labour time that goes into producing shoes and tables in circumstances of average skills, tools and productivity, not the “concrete” labour that goes into producing a specific shoe in Mallorca or a specific table in Sweden). The exchange value ratio of two commodities is the ratio of their socially necessary labour times (living and “dead” labour, i.e. including the labour embodied in machines). This determines the “exchange value” of a commodity. On the market, then, the value of a good or service ultimately comes down to the proportion of the total pool of salaried labour that is invested in producing it.

This “value”, value for capital, is different from the “use value” of the commodity. Use values are incommensurable (Douai 2009). It is capital and exchange in markets that reduces incommensurable values to their common denominator, labour time, and it is only from the perspective of capital that nature or care work do not have value, simply because they are not exchanged in the market (Douai 2009; Foster & Burkett 2016). The only way capital values nature is by turning it into a real or hypothetical commodity.

The “exchange value” of Marxian economics, like the equilibrium prices of neoclassical economics, cannot, however, be empirically observed. One can accept that labour goes into commodities like one can accept that the commodities have some usefulness, but one cannot measure either the time that goes into them or their usefulness.

Ecological versus labour theory of value

A blind spot in the labour theory of value is its treatment of the unpaid work of animals, fuels, household workers, workers in the informal sector, or forced labour. All these categories of work are treated analytically as distinct from wage labour. Only wage labour creates surplus value for capital according to Marx’s labour theory of value. These other forms of labour are accounted for in other parts of the edifice of Marx’s theory. The work of resources, for example, is categorized as rent accruing to the owners of land. The reductions in wage labour time that fossil fuels or unpaid work enable are classified as an “increase in productivity” (see the exchange in Kallis & Swyngedouw (2017)).

Separating analytically salaried labour from unpaid labour is fine as a theoretical convention. Marxist theory isolates and theorizes about what is unique under capitalism: wage labour. It explains in this way how relentless competition to draw more out of workers leads to social crisis as wage labour encroaches on the free time that workers use to reproduce themselves (Foster & Burkett 2016), or to economic crisis as capitalists substitute workers with machines, stripping themselves of their source of surplus and reducing the power of people to buy their products (Harvey 2011).

A theoretical convention, however, is not reality. There is no material basis for assigning priority to wage labour. What is common, physically speaking, in two commodities that exchange is not just salaried labour. They embody energy, matter and unpaid labour too (that we cannot calculate these does not mean that they have not been expended). For capital, these are equally important sources of surplus and value in exchange: the more of them there is, the less salaried labour time is needed. When a capitalist makes a profit, he does not care if he exploited salaried or unpaid workers or appropriated a surplus from photosynthesis or fossil fuels.

In response, some ecologists developed a theory of value that mirrored the labour theory, linking the exchange values and relative prices of commodities to their “emergy”, the energy embodied in them (Odum & Odum 2008). Calculating the living and dead energy embedded in actual goods is, however, as unrealistic as calculating the labour that went into them. And it is impossible to derive prices from emergies, since many factors intervene to determine prices: monopoly rents, capital productivity or demand. A poisonous mushroom has lots of low entropy embedded in it, but no economic value (Georgescu-Roegen 1971). A Picasso painting is not expensive because it took Picasso many hours to paint it or because he burned more calories than I did during my art classes. In other words, labour expenditure and low entropy (or emergy) are necessary, but they are not determining conditions for the value something has in market exchange.

Marxists cannot transform exchange values to prices, and ecological economists cannot transform emergies to prices. We may postulate in both cases that there is a baseline of exchange value determined by labour time (or emergy) and that real prices fluctuate around it, but this is equivalent to simply saying that labour time and low entropy matter. Where does this leave us? Does this mean that it is impossible to come up with any meaningful theory of value? It depends.

That a labour or energy theory of value cannot predict prices is not a deadly blow against them. No theory of value measures value or derives prices from it – the neoclassical economist tautologically asserts that prices reveal values. The question is whether a theory of value illuminates aspects of reality to which we would otherwise be blind. A labour theory of value illuminates aspects of capitalism: will this theory gain or lose by integrating other forms of labour into its scheme? Revolutionaries in Marx’s time may have worried that by allowing unpaid labour to enter the picture they would let capitalists off the hook. If value for capital is not produced solely by salaried workers, but also by other sources, then it could be possible, unlike what Marx predicted, that exploitation of workers would ease if capital at some point drew more value instead out of machines and other sources of work. In a way this is what happened for a while in the West after the Second World War, allowing working standards to improve at the expense of nature or unpaid workers in other parts of the world. A theory of value that is apt for our times may have to integrate the different forms of value creation that capital appropriates (see Box 2.2 on the Podolinski debate).


BOX 2.2 THE PODOLINSKI DEBATE

The debate about integrating energy into a labour theory of value dates back to the work of Sergei Podolinski, a Ukrainian revolutionary and proto ecological economist, who lived at the end of the nineteenth century (Martinez-Alier 1990). Podolinski, an admirer of Marx, noted that what human labour does is capture and appropriate energy that comes from the sun, which would otherwise be dissipated without use. Podolinski attempted an early calculation of the net energy (or energy return on investment) of agriculture. He shared his results with Marx, who read them and commented favourably but died a few months later. Engels, who was more sceptical of Podolinski’s work, found the energy accounts interesting but was critical of attempts to base the labour theory of surplus value on energy expenditures (Martinez-Alier 1990; Foster & Burkett 2016).

The reception of Podolinski’s work by Marx and Engels has become a core point of contention between ecological and Marxist economists. Martinez-Alier (1990) argues that in the cold reception of Podolinski’s work by Engels an opportunity was lost to bring socialist and ecological thinking closer together, developing energy and material accounts of the economy. Foster & Burkett (2016) instead agree with Engels: energy accounting is practically impossible as one can never calculate all the quantities of energy embedded in goods and services and derive exchange values from those.

This is correct, but it is a strange critique to come from Marxists, given that it is the same critique levelled against the labour theory of value by mainstream economists, i.e. that it is impossible to calculate the labour time that goes into commodities and derive exchange values from those. Ecological economists concede that it is impossible to explain exchange value or derive prices from the energy that went into making a good (Martinez-Alier 1990; Georgescu-Roegen 1971). But it is also impossible to derive prices from labour time, or from the pleasure people get from goods. The question is not whether we can derive prices from some separately observable quantity (we cannot), but whether a particular theory of value illuminates and explains phenomena that we otherwise misunderstand.

Foster and Burkett convincingly claim that Marx’s labour theory of value already incorporated some thermodynamic and energetic concerns. Marx thought of labour time and surplus value, they argue, in terms of the difference between the energy workers embedded in products and the energy capitalists had to pay them to secure their reproduction (Foster & Burkett 2016). According to Marx, however, the source of surplus value was not the appropriation of energy from the sun, as Podolinski (and ecological economists after him) suggested, but the encroachment of capital on the free time of workers, drawing more and more energy out of them.

Foster and Burkett argue that an important distinction for Marx is the distinction between productive labour in general and productive labour from the standpoint of capital. The work of a horse or a slave is productive, but it is not productive for capital. Only salaried labour, they argue, is productive for capital.

Without coal or the unpaid work of slaves in the colonies, however, Manchester’s cotton producers would have produced barely any profits. If one defines surplus value only as the surplus derived from salaried labour, and exchange value as the ratio of salaried labour in goods, then by definition slave labour or energy work do not influence surplus or exchange value and they are not productive for capital. But this is just a matter of theoretical convention. In reality, unpaid and non-human work affect the exchange ratios of goods. If instead of using gasoline I have to use 1000 paid workers to pull a car, then obviously its exchange value will change. Energy does affect value in exchange (even though not exchange value, as defined by Marxists). From the capitalist’s standpoint, it does not make a difference if a salaried worker, a slave or an animal does the work that sustains his surpluses and profits.

In my view, if one wants to understand how capital works and why it has not yet collapsed, despite competition and the tendency of competing capitals to exploit workers as much as possible, it is wise to bring all forms of exploitation and appropriation into the picture rather than treat one (paid labour exploitation) as central and the others (nature and non-wage labour appropriation) as peripheral, assigning them to the realm of use values, or treating them as exogenous forces that influence capital productivity (Kallis & Swyngedouw 2017).



Some argue that we do not need a theory of value: values are incommensurable and should remain so (Hornborg 2017). The point is not to find a single theory of value but to develop new value-articulating institutions in which incommensurable values can be deliberated and compared (Martinez-Alier 2003). This is a reincarnation of the socialist calculation debate in 1930s Vienna and the call of political economists like Neurath or Polanyi to consider the economy as a whole and aggregate different values through social processes (Martinez-Alier 2003).

I agree. However, market value is a reality and we cannot wish it away – we have to explain it and we have to understand how it forms if, for example, we want to argue that it cannot grow indefinitely on a finite planet. Under capitalism, market value constantly colonizes other values. Groups who defend other values organize to protect them and to open up spaces of value articulation (Martinez-Alier 2003). But unless we explain how market value works and expands, how it gets its power and how this power can be stopped, we are left with a normative and ethical argument for incommensurability swept away by powerful capitalist processes (Kallis et al. 2013a). I do not propose here a political–ecological–economic theory of value, market value and prices, but I still feel one is needed.

Money

What is money and how does it work? Money is a token representing the equivalent form of value embodied in commodities. Money does not embody this value. Little work goes into the making of the paper for a dollar bill compared with its value. But it is a socially acceptable form of representing value, exchangeable for goods that embody an equivalent amount of value.

Many values come to be represented as tokens other than money (Graeber 2013). Certificates and diplomas represent the value of education, metals the value of honour, and retrospective exhibitions the value of art. The importance of our labour becomes real to us in a socially recognizable form through these tokens, which are both material and symbolic (Graeber 2013: 225–6). In our minds, the symbol of value becomes the value itself, generating the very power that it represents. The university degree, like money, becomes an object, and the pursuit of that object motivates students and workers to carry out the very creative actions whose value these tokens represent (Graeber 2013).

As Marx (1988 [1844]) noted, money is a confounding and contradictory token that turns things upside down: “He who can buy bravery is brave, though a coward… I am ugly but I can buy the most beautiful of women [sic]. Therefore I am not ugly” (138–9). Money is the “fraternization of impossibilities”, rendering things that are by nature incompatible and contradictory exchangeable for one another (139). Money makes it possible to purchase human time and ecological work, permitting an abstract equivalence between incommensurable qualities (Hornborg 2017). It is money that made exchange possible rather than exchange that naturally led to some form of money (Hornborg 2017).

Indeed, money did not evolve out of barter. There is no historical evidence of widespread barter economies (Mellor 2010). Debt and credit appeared before money, which appeared before barter (Graeber 2009). In Mesopotamia, money was used to count credit and debts (Graeber 2009). Sovereign rulers issued money to pay for goods and services and then retrieved it through taxation (Mellor 2010).

Money is a social convention. It is typically created by fiat. Trust in the value of money can be backed by a state authority that guarantees its peg to the price of a real commodity or its convertibility into something valued – say an equivalent amount of gold physically stored in the authority’s coffers (Daly & Farley 2004). Nowadays, from national currencies to bitcoins and ethercoins, there is nothing to back up money but faith that someone else will accept it in exchange for other money or goods (Daly & Farley 2004).

To hold money, everyone has to give up a real asset – everyone except the issuer, that is. The one who creates the money and spends it first gets a real asset in exchange for a paper token. The difference between the monetary value and the negligible commodity value of the token – the profit to the issuer – is called “seigniorage, in recognition of the lordly nature of this privilege” (Daly & Farley 2004: 249). Seigniorage accrued to the feudal lord, the king or the sovereign. Now it goes to private banks, which the state then has to pay to borrow money for public spending (Mellor 2010).

We think of banks as intermediaries, borrowing from savers and lending to investors, charging something along the way for screening good from bad lenders or for taking on the risk that someone may not pay them back. In fact, private banks create money out of thin air and lend it with interest (Daly & Farley 2004). Loans credit deposits of previously non-existent money to the accounts of those who receive them (Mellor 2010). Under fractional reserve banking, banks are required to store only a fraction of their deposits as reserves: typically an amount sufficient to settle the difference between daily deposits and withdrawals. With a 10 per cent reserve requirement, for every new cash deposit of $100, a bank (or the bank system as a whole) can create $900 of new money (Daly & Farley 2004).

Production for use is self-limiting. One produces a commodity, sells it for money, then uses the money to buy another commodity. Money acts as a means of exchange between commodities of the same value. But production for profit starts with money, which is invested for producing a commodity, which is then sold for more money (Harvey 2010). The source of surplus cannot be other than the work that the capitalist appropriates from paid and unpaid workers, or from nature. Yet money hides this relation of exploitation.

The logic of producing for profit is very different from producing for use. Money in search of money can follow its own mad path, irrespective of the needs of real people, which are incidental to the multiplication of money (Harvey 2010).

Money seems as if it is a truly creative power, able to convert imagined wishes into actual existence. If I want a particular dish but I do not want to walk to get it, money delivers it to my door (Marx 1848). Unlike physical stuff, the growth of money seems to have no apparent limit. The capitalist circuit where money begets more money reinforces this fantasy. But money ultimately represents value. In the long run it can grow only if this value grows, otherwise money loses its value (inflation) or debts accumulate.

Money can be anchored to a real physical thing: gold in the era of the gold standard, or electricity in the case of bitcoin. But money does not follow the laws of thermodynamics. It can be created by fiat or as debt; and it can be destroyed when currencies plummet. As a symbol, money is expected to increase at the rate of interest at which those who hold it decide to lend it. But the real economy cannot be forced to increase at the pace of the interest rate (Martinez-Alier 1990).

In theory, lenders lend to real projects that can pay the debt back, so there is a connection between bank lending and the real economy; in practice, lenders seeking profit lend to whoever is able to pay back the profits they need in the short term. The gap between interest rates charged by those who control scarce capital and the growth potential of the real economy has been a perennial cause of crisis and civil conflict, from the Mesopotamians and the Greeks to the Romans, and medieval Europe (Hartley 2018; Graeber 2009). Unless relieved by colonial expansion, or more recently fossil-fuelled growth, the accumulation of debt ends with peonage, revolutions or jubilees. From Solon to the Christian Church and Islam, attempts to control lending with interest were swept away over time as the profit interests of the powerful bent rules (Hartley 2018). In our times, fossil fuels have allowed a constant expansion of both money and value. But “you cannot permanently pit an absurd human convention, such as the spontaneous increment of debt (compound interest), against the natural law of the spontaneous decrement of wealth (entropy)” (Soddy 1933: 30).

Recap

This chapter introduced and explained concepts that will help us see the economy in a new light in the rest of this book.

From historians and anthropologists I took the idea that the economy is an imaginary that institutes and refashions reality, always imperfectly, to suit its imagination. From ecological economists I took that whatever the economy might be, this something is always material, governed by the law of entropy and driven by work. After philosophers like Bataille and Arendt I proposed that the end of (economic) life is expenditure beyond the necessary and the useful. Finally, Marxist political economy gave us a language in which to talk about the social division of production and expenditure, the exploitation of some by others, and the conflict this exploitation engenders. Ecological economics, anthropology and Marxist theory let us see the difference between value and values, they help us understand how value in a capitalist economy is created from work – human and non-human, paid and unpaid – and how capital propels the inexorable colonization of values by value in the form of money: a colonization that can be resisted or reversed by purposeful collective action.

Figure 2.4 sketches a rudimentary model of the understanding of the economy developed here. Humans, appropriating the work of non-humans and the free work of the sun, work to produce. Work goes into production and “reproduction”: that is, care for other humans and our habitats. We use machines to produce, and these machines are products of human and non-human work. Out of the total product, a portion satisfies biological needs and reproduces the species. In addition, a certain portion is, or should be, returned to “reproduce”/preserve/restore nature. The excess product not used for reproductive purposes is the surplus that is expended. Part of this surplus goes into productive expenditures, new machines that can mobilize more human and non-human work to produce more; and part of it is expended “unproductively”, beyond the realm of necessity and use in the pursuit of meaning and the making of society. Unproductive expenditures include expenditures in leisure and play, politics and philosophy, friendship and love, and pure dépense, wasting to be wasted and be relieved. And during the process of production and expenditure a significant amount of work and energy is lost as heat and waste, or entropy.

[image: image]

Figure 2.4 A general scheme of the economic process.

This general model applies to different models of social organization. The circulation of capital is a subset of the general economic process, albeit the one that sets the tempo and regulates the allocation of resources and expenditures in contemporary societies. Capital includes the subset of economic activity that takes place through wage labour (paid work), the owners of the means of production (that are not the wage-workers) owning the product, and appropriating the surplus. This “surplus value”, though, which is the surplus extracted from the exploitation of wage labour, is a subset of the total surplus commanded by the owners of the means of production – the latter also includes the surplus appropriated from nature, and from various forms of unpaid work and care labour. Under developed capitalism, alongside the circulation of capital there still exist other forms of economic production (voluntary, subsistence, not for profit) that are not part of capital accumulation – these can be appropriated by capital and can renew it (albeit at the cost of losing their free subsidy), or they can form bastions of alternatives to capital.

Using the concepts explained in this chapter, let us now try to make sense of the central phenomenon of interest in this book – economic growth – and reflect on its trajectory, its stumbles and its fate. That is, let us revisit the origins of growth from a degrowth perspective.

 

1. I take this and other examples in this section from Ashford (2010).

2. Romano uses the term dépense both for any unproductive expenditure and for unproductive expenditures of the de-thinking or self-deprecating/denying sort, whereas I will use it more strictly for the latter and keep the term “unproductive expenditures” for the rest.

3. Apart from volume 1 of Marx’s Capital, sources that I have found useful for understanding the labour theory of value are Fine & Saad-Filho’s (2010) Marx’s Capital and Harvey’s (2010) A Companion to Marx’s Capital, with its accompanying online course (http://davidharvey.org/reading-capital (accessed 31 January 2018)). Geoffrey Kay’s (1979) The Economic Theory of the Working Class is the reference that most clearly presents the theory for the uninitiated.


3

Economic growth from a degrowth perspective

What is growth?

Economic growth is acceleration in the production of goods and services. An increase in the speed of production means an increase in the amount of goods and services produced in a given period of time. Global growth is a twentieth-century phenomenon (Figure 3.1).
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Figure 3.1 Reconstructed gross world product and population over the last 2,000 years.

Source: Data from Bolt & van Zanden (2014).1

An increase in GDP is the epiphenomenon of an integrated growth process (Sekulova et al. 2017) that involves the accelerated mobilization of the work of humans and non-humans, the accelerated investment of surplus into machines that produce more, and the accelerated extraction and transformation of matter or disposal of waste. Indeed, it is not only GDP that grew exponentially in the twentieth century: all indicators of work, social metabolism and environmental impact accelerated (Figure 3.2).
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Figure 3.2 The Great Acceleration.

Source: Data collected by Steffen et al. (2015).

Growth is not only a material process; it is also a cultural, political and social process. Growth is an idea produced, imagined and instituted. It was first produced materially in England and other colonial and industrial centres in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. And in the 1930s it was conceptualized and counted, before entrenching itself as a global ideology in the 1950s. After Dale (2012) and Purdey (2010) I call this ideology “the growth paradigm”: the idea that perpetual economic growth is natural, necessary and desirable.

This chapter looks first at the material processes of work mobilization and surplus production that is behind growth. We then revisit the history of the growth paradigm, before turning to limits to growth.

The production of growth

In standard growth theory, the level of output depends on capital and labour, but sustained growth is the result of technology. Econometric studies (statistical studies of many countries and years correlating attributes of these countries with their GDP) show that differences in output are explained not so much by differences in capital or labour but by a third factor, capturing pretty much everything else, named “total factor productivity”. This black box of technological progress includes factors that may influence productivity, and which were found separately to correlate with growth, such as institutions and social capital, education and “human capital”, energy or infrastructure.

This piecemeal explanation of the phenomenon of growth does not, however, provide an explanation of connections between different factors, nor does it help us understand how the growth process unfolded. By isolating what differentiates growth between nations, we underplay what is common. There are conditions that are necessary for growth, even if they are not sufficient. It may not be that the more fossil fuels a country has or uses, the more it grows. But without access to fossil fuels, a country could not have sustained growth. Likewise, it may not be that the more slaves a country has or the more violent it is, the more it grows. But without violence and slavery, colonial powers could not have kept resource and labour costs sufficiently low to allow their economies to grow. A focus on domestic attributes and differences also makes less sense within a globalized economy with a global division of labour. Luxembourg is a rich country, but if all countries had the attributes of Luxembourg, who would produce food, extract raw materials or produce industrial goods?

Here we follow a historical and integrated approach to explain growth, drawing from the ideas presented in chapter 2.

An acceleration of the economic engine means an acceleration of the amount of work mobilized. The Industrial Revolution entailed a monumental mobilization of human and non-human work. The growth of industry in England in the early nineteenth century centred on new commodities such as cotton and sugar. It involved the violent expropriation of an immense amount of work from African slaves moved to the plantations of the Caribbean and the Americas, and the expropriation of huge swathes of land and resources from indigenous people (Beckert 2015; Baptist 2016; Mintz 1986). Without this cheap labour supplying cheap raw materials, growth could not have taken off (Beckert 2015). Within England, the expropriation of common land, enacted by law and enforced with the power of arms, dispossessed commoners of access to the resources necessary for their subsistence. Commoners became a cheap workforce for the industries that processed the raw materials from the colonies into finished commodities. And alongside slave and salaried labour, Manchester’s “satanic mills” were moved first with the power of water and then using coal (Malm 2016).

This was not the first time that those in a position of power exploited and mobilized the work of the masses, especially foreigners, treating them as inferior beings to justify and systematize their exploitation. The scale, ruthlessness and systematic organization of the colonial plunder and violence were, though, unprecedented. And under capitalism, the expropriated surplus was not only expended in unproductive functions that reified the power of the exploiters, but was also invested into new means of production that created more surplus down the line.

This was part and parcel of a cultural change of values (Weber 1905). Among Protestants, a particular ethic emerged, valuing frugality, saving, hard work and the endless pursuit of profit as a materialization of God’s wish. Surplus was redirected from expenditure in churches and palaces to productive investment. The class organization of capitalism, with the private control of the means of production, meant that surpluses concentrated in a few hands. Those hands, propelled by the forces of competition, reinvested surpluses to grow, lest they were to be overtaken, thrown out of the market and lose their class position. The monetization of the economy and the development of financial institutions and instruments (central banks, bonds, loans) further facilitated the concentration and circulation of surpluses in the form of money capital.

Accumulated capital went to science, and to researching and developing more productive technologies. These technologies mobilized much more work than the work that went into making them. From the water wheel to the steam engine, new inventions captured an immense, free amount of work from nature, making human work several times more “productive” than it would be on its own. Science’s submission to the dictates of production involved a value shift, starting with the Enlightenment (Mokyr 2016). Europeans reconsidered the nature of time (from cyclical to linear), and rethought the cosmos and their place within it (Allan 2018). Ancient philosophers contemplated nature for its beauty and wonder; modern scientists studied nature in order to use it. Knowledge was no longer an end, but a means to the end of mastering nature (Castoriadis 1985). Mastery of nature, that is “technology”, became an autonomous force, a central social imaginary, where what can be discovered should be discovered, and what can be done should be done (Ellul 1964).

The spectacular acceleration of social metabolism (Figure 3.2) was the result of technologies that captured free work from coal, and then oil, leading to an exponential growth in primary energy use, alongside a complexifying division of labour, engendered by trade and specialization, and new forms of organizing mass production. A barrel of oil contains the equivalent of 10,000–25,000 hours of free human work – the global consumption of fossil fuels today amounts to each one of us having 50 slaves (Latouche 2009).2 Fossil fuels replaced slaves as the motor of growth, and allowed for massive surpluses, part of which were distributed to workers in the old imperial centres as free time or consumer goods for dépense.

The free bonanza of work from fossil fuels brought a monumental transformation of environments: minerals and metals were used to manufacture machines and infrastructures, cement to build highways, houses and bridges. As more and more surplus was extracted and accumulated, new machines were invented to dispense the surplus energy: from refrigerators and air conditioners, to microwaves to cook quickly and slow cookers to cook slowly. With an unprecedented amount of work at their disposal, humans did things they could never have imagined and moved to places they could never have reached, including the skies, even if only to parachute back to earth for fun.

Economic growth went hand in hand with population growth (Figures 3.1 and 3.2). Before fossil fuels kicked in, the work of human hands was essential if the cost of production was not to become prohibitive. Women were charged with the reproductive work of nurturing more humans. Witchhunts and natalist policies in early capitalism ensured women stayed in line (Federici 2004). Their subjugation ensured the uncompensated appropriation of care labour: a labour without which growth would not be possible. (Estimates show that the product of unpaid household work is nowadays 20–50 per cent of market production in most countries. In Australia, as much time is devoted to household and care work as is involved in work for market production (Beneria et al. 2015: 207–8).)

In the imperial centres that accumulated more capital and could afford to invest in new technologies, machines – such as tractors for ploughing – substituted manual labour. The relative price of unskilled labour declined, while that of educated, skilled workers who could produce and run machines increased. After the baby boom that followed the end of the Second World War, the number of children per family dropped in the West, as child mortality declined and parents focused their time and resources on supporting and educating fewer children for skilled work (Galor & Weil 2000). Women organized their political and reproductive rights, and their entry into the wage workforce compensated for the decline in the growth of population. But the educated workforce of Western countries was operating machines fuelled with oil from the Middle East. And Western parents worked for money that they used to pay immigrant women to take care of their children or elderly parents. When one source of work declines another must rise to compensate, if growth is to continue.

The growth process was and is violent. It was violent in its colonial origins of slave and land expropriation, women’s subjugation, commoners’ dispossession and factory workers’ exploitation. The wealth from the slave trade and exploitation is still with us, in the assets of the descendants of those who profited from it, in income from tourist visits to the monuments built with its money, and in the work and energy embedded in our infrastructures and machines. Violence is still here in the wars fought to secure geopolitical control of resources and markets. Institutions codify violence and exploitation, such as the laws that designated as theft the continuous use of the commons, or the international agreements that impose “free” trade and structural adjustment “reforms” on poorer nations, masking the unequal “exchange” of their resources and labour.

For growth to continue, new forms of expenditure and demand are necessary to absorb the growing surplus. Without outlets for expenditure, production will stagnate and lose its value. Advertising fuels the generation of new desires and needs, banking on the insatiable social comparisons and displays of position in a class society where mobility is possible. Innovation on the expenditure side generates new goods and services that can absorb excess production. Trade was, and still is, vital in opening up new markets where growing production is sold. Wars are fought to appropriate resources and subjugate competitors, but also to open up and control new, peripheral markets that absorb the surpluses of imperial centres (Harvey 2003).

Extensive growth – growth mobilizing more and more work – is different from intensive growth: that is, growth through the commodification of goods and services previously not produced for profit or exchanged for money. Commodification ranges from the professionalization of amateur sports to the commodification of arts and hospitality, professionalized services for cleaning and childcare, or the creation of new markets for environmental services – from markets for wetlands and river restoration to carbon trading (Robertson 2000).

Growth often comes with commodification, but commodification is not a necessary outcome of, or condition for, growth. Capitalism produced growth, but growth survived the dismantling of capitalist class relations in Soviet Union and socialist countries (Dale 2012). Decommodification of land or labour alone did not stop the continuous concentration of surpluses and their investment in productive purposes: extensive growth. On the contrary, the concentration of power and surpluses in the hands of a single capitalist – the government – accelerated the growth process, at least initially.

The invention of growth and the construction of its hegemony

Given how entrenched growth is, it might be surprising to hear that it is a relatively recent idea, conceived in the 1930s and then spreading in the 1950s and 1960s (Mitchell 2011; Schmelzer 2016). Before the 1930s, the economy was not seen as a system, and there was no single metric for counting its size. Several people, starting with William Petty in the seventeenth century, had tried to calculate their country’s income (Lepenies 2016). Economists saw such studies mostly as exercises of intellectual curiosity, doubting the feasibility or utility of a single number measuring the wealth of a nation (Lepenies 2016). As late as 1932, Lionel Robbins would write that “we cannot define wealth in physical terms … it is essentially a relative concept” (cited in Lepenies 2016: 30).

GDP was a political construct. First, it responded to political developments and demands. Second, it was politicized to its core – it was anything but the neutral, technical matter for which it has come to pass (Coyle 2014).

As long as the liberal idea of the “self-regulated market” dominated in the nineteenth century and the early twentieth, there was no interest in or appetite for measuring economic activity. Elites were afraid that counting income would strengthen the socialist argument that it is workers who produce a nation’s wealth. Industrialists were reluctant to give information about their activities for fear of being taxed, and this hindered the development of national accounting surveys. And according to the dominant laissez faire ideology of the time, the state should not be meddling with the market. Wealth was the product of a self-regulating market, not something that a government could measure or pursue. Until the 1930s no one apart from Marxists thought that there was more than a limited role for the state in the running of the economy, though colonialism and the First World War had already started changing that (Allan 2018).

Things changed quickly with the Russian Revolution, the Great Depression and fascist, Soviet and New Deal programmes that were intended to plan and direct “the economy” rather than leave it to the market. Keynes’s theory, reminiscent of Marx’s structural understanding of capital, provided a new language of systems and aggregate variables (“employment”, “investment” and “output”) that planners could target. These variables had to be measured. After the crash and the Great Depression, “the variety of data previously available – stock exchange indices, freight car loadings or incomplete industrial production indices – were sufficient for a deregulated economy … [but] were plainly inadequate as governments were stepping in to assume the command of the economy” (Mitchell 2011). Franklin Roosevelt asked for a clear picture of the economy, and in 1934 economist Simon Kuznets submitted the first report on national accounts to Congress, building on similar work by Colin Clark in the UK (Coyle 2014).

To fight the war, governments took control of productive assets. The demand for solid national accounts intensified. In his 1940 pamphlet “How to pay for the war”, Keynes complained that available statistics did not let him calculate “what the UK economy could produce with the available resources, what would be required for mobilization and conflict, what would be left over for people to consume – and how much their living standards might need to fall” (cited in Coyle 2014). The Allies quickly established an infrastructure that collected, processed and used economic data to plan war expenditures – a success that historians contrast to the Nazis’ chaotic picture of Germany’s finances (Lepenies 2016).

The institutional infrastructure of national income emerged victorious from the war. In the West, GDP was defined as the sum of what everyone in the country earned, spent or produced in a given year. Only market activity counted, with non-market government expenditures transformed into their market equivalent. GDP did not count unpaid household or subsistence work, but it counted costs, like building a prison or cleaning an oil spill, as benefits since they increased market value.

The Soviet Union instead developed a “Material Product System” (MPS) of accounting, which was also used by other socialist countries (Schmelzer 2016). This computed the physical quantities of the different goods produced, to inform planning of the material supplies that industries required. Scandinavian countries like Norway kept double accounts. Alongside GDP data submitted to international organizations, Norway used a system where the value coefficients applied to goods and services were not their prices but indexes of their social impact (Lie 2007).

These differences prove that there is no such thing as “an economy”, defined and measured independently of the political system within which it is institutionally constructed. Soviets did not have markets, so computing market value would be bizarre. They understood the economy as Marxists: value is added only by work in industry, services are only consuming wealth. And there was no pretence to counting welfare, since use values are incommensurable. In Scandinavian countries, with their mixed model of social democracy, a substantial share of output was produced by the state according to social priorities – it made little sense to value it with imputed market values.

Even within market economies, how to measure GDP was not a pure matter of science but one that was political at its core, rife with conflict given a clash of irreducible views concerning the purpose of the economy and the role of the state (Coyle 2014). Kuznets, for example, wanted to count welfare, not income, subtracting expenditures in “bads” like armaments or advertising from GDP. He also did not want to count state expenditures. “Economy” for many economists like Kuznets at the time was the private economy of businesses and individuals. State expenditures, in their view, were a tax out of the national income that private actors produced.

Kuznets’s view was, though, out of tune with the times (Coyle 2014). Governments were taking control of the economy. Planners wanted an instrument to plan fiscal policy and armament, not a measure of a nation’s well-being or business activity. An increasing share of expenditures went to armaments. Subtracting defence spending, as Kuznets wanted to do, would give the impression that the war effort involved a huge sacrifice for consumers (Coyle 2014) – a conclusion that the US government wanted to avoid. State expenditures were included in GDP as a result. The fact that it is very difficult to impute the value of goods and services that are not provided in a market did not stop that, even though similar difficulties are used to this day as an excuse against valuing household work.

With a single number to measure the size of an economy, it became possible to claim that it was growing. GDP became the single most important number, at the centre of Cold War competition. Economic competition replaced territorial competition, growth becoming a proxy field for geopolitical struggle in an era during which real nuclear war could lead to total annihilation (Schmelzer 2016; Dale 2012). In 1958 Soviet Premier Khrushchev proclaimed that “growth of industrial and agricultural production is the battering ram with which we shall smash the capitalist system” (cited in Schmelzer 2016). And in 1961 the Communist Party Congress committed to raising production by 150 per cent within ten years (and 500 per cent within twenty), aiming to overcome the West (Schmelzer 2016).

When the Soviets launched Sputnik, the countries of the West got scared that the Soviets would indeed overcome them. In 1961 OECD countries set their own growth targets: 50 per cent growth by 1971, to match the Soviets. The objections of German liberals and American conservatives, sceptical of government growth targets, were put aside (Schmelzer 2016). This was an extremely ambitious target, and seemed unrealistic at the time, given that the United States had just had a recession (in 1958) and that Western economies were stagnating. And yet they achieved this target before 1971 (Schmelzer 2016).

The idea of growth that we are familiar with today – a constant, annual compound rate – took its shape then in this period of competitive targeting. As Ann Pettifor (n.d.) comments: “Before the 1960s economists, most notably Keynes … were concerned with the level of output, the level of employment, and the level of prices. Was the level too high – and therefore inflationary? Or was the level too low – threatening recession? Or was it just right – sustainable?” By the 1960s, the emphasis was on rates, not levels.

Cold War competition was not the only reason why growth became hegemonic. In the West, growth provided a way to ease the tensions between the capitalist and working classes, weakening a radical segment of the workers’ movement that wanted redistribution and collective control of the means of production (Dale 2012). Although deeply political, growth was depoliticizing. The pursuit of growth turned “social conflicts into non-ideological and technical questions of output and efficiency” (Schmelzer 2016: 118). The promise that everyone will do better tomorrow postponed conflict over how to share fairly what is produced today, making exploitation more tolerable. High growth provided enough income to increase both the profits of capitalists and the wages of workers (on the backs, however, of fossil fuels and unequal exchange between the West and the Third World), pacifying class conflict.

Likewise, in the East, growth diverted attention from the undemocratic and oppressive character of the regimes. The revolutionary goals of workers’ control and social emancipation gave way to the more tangible – and, for the new bureaucratic class, less upsetting – goals of growing material standards and national military power.

Workers in industrialized nations, East and West, saw an improvement in their living conditions in the 1950s and 1960s, better services and access to goods previously available only to elites. This experience created a popular demand for growth, and a particular type of “growthmanship” politics, with politicians in countries like the United States competing over who could promise and deliver more GDP growth (Yarrow 2010). Cities grew, industries grew, even people and personalities were said to “grow” as the concept of growth came to be used as shorthand for progress and betterment (White 2003).

Growth ideology did not, however, become hegemonic “naturally”, simply because growth is what people wanted. Business interests, politicians, advertisers and international organizations did the groundwork of crafting it. The role of international institutions in building and diffusing the idea of growth through international development has been well documented (Schmelzer 2016; Allan 2018; Escobar 1995) (a story of the hegemony of growth in the East and Far East, on the other hand, remains to be written). The 1944 conference in Bretton Woods established GDP as the measure of a nation’s economy. After the war the UN defined the methodologies and collected the data for comparing the economies of different nations. The United States allocated aid from the Marshall Plan on the basis of the size of each country’s economy, and European countries had to establish institutional infrastructures for national accounting. The organization set up to monitor the Marshall Plan evolved into the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development), an economic think tank of the club of Western nations that spread the US/UK understanding and measurement of the economy across all its members, while also setting growth targets and harmonizing policies for their pursuit (Schmelzer 2016).

The World Bank did the same for “the Third World”, translating development into growth goals and linking aid to GDP performance. By using a metric designed to represent a market economy as a yardstick, “almost by fiat … two thirds of the world’s peoples were transformed into poor” (Escobar 1995: 25). Subsistence or non-market production did not count, and African and Latin American economies were found wanting, appearing at the foot of a ladder on which becoming like the United States was what each nation should aspire to.

The “making of the Third World” (Escobar 1995) was not only discursive. Framing the problem as lack of market income, international organizations enforced policies of economic growth and market expansion that enclosed commons, depriving millions of people of access to water, land or forests. Community ties broke down and subsistence economies were destroyed (Escobar 1995). People became really poor and their natural resources became available at low cost for Western economies, imperialism continuing under the guise of development and free trade.

“Growth” represented and gave a name to a phenomenon unleashed by capital accumulation: the great acceleration of social metabolism (Figure 3.2). Growth became a hegemonic concept – the central concept of the new geopolitical world order after the end of the world wars (Allan 2018) – at a confluence of historical forces: the Cold War and the arms race, the end of colonialism and its indirect continuation under the guise of “development”, the failure of socialist projects for equality. In turn, growth could not have been invented without the “cosmological” and scientific shifts that made it possible to conceive and claim to measure and manage a thing called the economy (Allan 2018; Mitchell 2011).

Growth disguises the underlying process it is an outcome of: capital accumulation by states or capitalists who appropriate nature and exploit the labour of others. Growth is not the driver, it is the effect, surface appearance or “fetish” of an underlying process: capital accumulation (Dale 2012). But the fetish has taken a life and power of its own, becoming a truly material force: nations adopt or remove social and environmental policies or laws, decide investments and taxes on the basis of their effect on growth. People’s lives literally depend on GDP.

Growth is the child of capitalism, but the child outdid the parent, with the pursuit of growth surviving the abolition of capitalist relations in socialist countries.3 It is now easier to imagine the end of capitalism than the end of growth. Very different political movements, parties and regimes all share the imaginary of economic growth. Growth became hegemonic, common sense for most people. Today, no one who lays claim to political power risks questioning growth. Growth was an imaginary of Keynesianism and socialist or social-democratic regimes, but its hegemony survived neoliberalism and the assault on planning and the state. Free-market advocates recouched their agenda in terms of growth. And every crisis leaves the idea of growth strengthened: the time when growth falters and seems to be coming to an end, when the costs of growth come to the forefront, is also when it becomes most necessary and is most ardently pursued, since without growth the system collapses. The problem, however, is precisely that growth is bound to end sooner or later.

The end of growth?

By logical necessity economic growth must come to an end, independently of what one measures or how. Constant compound growth of anything quickly runs to infinity. At an annual growth rate of 3 per cent, an economy doubles roughly every 24 years – it is four times bigger within 48 years, eight times bigger within 72 years, and so on. The magnitude of each doubling is progressively bigger, given that the quantity that doubles is bigger (Figure 3.3). The idea that the size of an economy can grow to infinity is absurd (Figure 3.4).
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Figure 3.3 Growth at a 3 per cent compound rate. The chart on the left shows Y starting at 1 and growing at 3 per cent per annum. The chart on the right plots how much Y grows in each period.

We know that growth will come to an end, but it is very hard to know when it will. We can, though, think about how it might come to an end. Let us look at two different limits to growth: limits in expenditure and limits in work inputs.

[image: image]

Figure 3.4 Historical gross world product and projection to 2300 at a 3 per cent annual growth rate.

Source: Historical data from Bolt & van Zanden (2014). World GDP today is just over $100 trillion. As we saw in Figure 3.1, this is several times more than it was in 1900, but even this change appears as a flat line if one compares it with how much output would grow if it were to increase 3 per cent each year during this century and the next.

Over-accumulation and insufficient expenditure

For growth to continue, the product – or, more precisely, the absolute surplus of product over and above what is necessary for mere reproduction – must be expended. One limit is whether new expenditure outlets – through trade, advertising or population growth – are developed at pace with the exponential growth of the product (Harvey 2011; Galbraith 1968). As the economy gets bigger and bigger, the task becomes more daunting. At 3 per cent annual growth, in 24 years two times more investment will be running around trying to find productive outlets, two times more demand will have to be generated, etc. Physical constraints become important: as the economy expands, there is less land not already given over to buildings and highways, fewer rivers without bridges, etc. If surplus accumulates without outlets for expenditure, it loses its value (think of a very good year in which too much grain is stored and the price of grain goes down, unless it is destroyed). Financial crises are moments of devaluation that wipe out assets – wars literally destroy physical assets. The surplus is expended, and growth can start afresh to repair or replace the lost assets – but the human (and environmental) cost is huge.

Growth cannot continue with any type of expenditure. An unproductive expenditure relieves the pressure of accumulated surplus but it does not guarantee growth. A substantial share of the surplus must be expended in productive expenditures: expenditures that mobilize the production of more surpluses. We can pay people to dig and fill holes for a while, but no economy can grow for long this way. The balance between productive and unproductive expenditures is a perennial problem of capitalism: too much productive expenditure means there is not enough expenditure to absorb the surplus; too little and there is no growth.

The expenditures sanctioned by a society reproduce its established order. Within capitalism, expenditure has to maintain not only growth, but also class hierarchy. This limits the outlets to which surplus is expended. Expenditure must be profitable for the owners of capital, strengthening, or at least not threatening, their position materially or symbolically. This limits the range of possible expenditures and accentuates the possibility of over-accumulation and crisis.

The crises of the 1970s were driven by over-accumulation (Harvey 2011). Romano (2014b) links this over-accumulation to an “anthropological stagflation” in the West: a crisis stemming from the success of socialism, and to an extent capitalism, in lifting working populations out of poverty, securing their basic needs, only for the question of sovereignty to appear more strongly than ever – and now what? Socialism never recovered from its crisis of meaning. In capitalist countries the response was the gradual dismantling of the welfare state, rendering the working classes insecure again, forcing them to work more in order to survive, displacing the search for meaning to a quest for survival. The deregulation of credit, on the other hand, allowed consumption of excess production (Harvey 2011), while indebtedness and peonage kept people disciplined. Access to positional consumer goods was the carrot, the constant threat of unemployment the stick. And as the cost of labour decreased and cheap credit flowed in, investments and expenditures that would otherwise be unaffordable became affordable.

Competition forces capitalists to reduce the salaries they pay their workers or substitute those workers with machines that do the job for less (as long as there is cheap energy). If workers get a lower salary though, they have less power to buy too. This limits the range of productive or profitable investments. Inequality reduces demand, which in the long term leads to over-accumulation and crisis anew (Harvey 2010; Stiglitz 2012). Credit can allow workers to purchase products that they would not otherwise be able to access, but it is only a short-term response that shifts the problem to the future.

Limits to growth

The second possible limit is the end of the “fuel” of growth: human and non-human sources of work. We cannot measure the amount of work that goes into an economy, but we can venture some educated guesses on how the global economy might run out of steam.

First, the total number of people available to do work is still increasing, but it is doing so at a decreasing rate (Figure 3.5), especially in Europe, Japan and other mature economies. A slowdown in population growth will slow down economic growth (Piketty 2014).
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Figure 3.5 World population growth, 1750–2100.

Source: Historical data compiled by Roser & Ortiz-Ospina (2017). Projections for 2015 to 2100 come from UN Population Division (2015).

Second, there is the energy question. Global energy use is increasing, with the majority of that energy coming from hydrocarbons (coal, oil and natural gas: see Figure 3.6). The price of crude oil reached a record high of more than $100 per barrel in 2008, but since then it has plummeted to less than half that; coal and gas prices are also at historical lows. Prices alone suggest that there is still plenty of dirty energy available to power the economy, climate change becoming the main environmental constraint to long-term growth, together with the people who fight to keep oil in the soil (more on this below). But if one looks at physical and not monetary magnitudes, there are indications of a global peak in “the maximum rate of production (extraction) of oil, after which it will start declining” (Kerschner & Capellán-Pérez 2017). Conventional deposits peaked in the early 2000s. Globally, extraction from operating conventional oil wells is declining by 4–7 per cent each year. Production in eight of the top 20 oil-producing nations has peaked.
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Figure 3.6 World energy use, 1800–2016.

Source: Annual primary energy consumption data from Smil (2016). Compiled by Ritchie & Roser (2017).

Extraction from “unconventional” sources, such as shale oil in the United States, is increasing, but in order to offset the decline in conventional oil extraction, production rate capacities similar to those of all current shale oil production in the United States must be added each year – that is the equivalent of adding the total crude oil capacity of Saudi Arabia every three years (Kerschner & Capellán-Pérez 2017). Shale oil wells show extraordinarily high decline rates: they reach their peak and are depleted much faster than conventional wells (Kerschner & Capellán-Pérez 2017). Gas and coal reserves are, however, likely to peak later than those of oil.

The useful work extracted from a given quantity of fuel depends on the energy spent to produce energy. Fast growth after the world wars was fuelled by sources of oil with high energy return on investment (EROI): of the order of 50:1. Since the 1970s, oil’s EROI has started to decline (Murphy & Hall 2010). New (conventional or unconventional) sources of oil and coal are energetically less dense. Their extraction requires more work. The manufacture of renewable energies consumes energy too. And substantial amounts of energy must be expended to build the new transport or electricity infrastructures powered by solar or wind. Growth can be sustained only if the EROI of the primary energy system is approximately 11:1 or above (according to Fizaine & Court (2016), based on a statistical study of energy expenditures as fraction of GDP). This means that if an economy is to grow, the amount of energy it produces should be at least 11 times greater than the energy it expends in energy production. Current EROI values vary (Figure 3.7). If the secular trend is one of declining EROI (and this is a big “if”, since the related research is inconclusive and predictions are uncertain), then prices will increase and growth will be curtailed in the long term.
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Figure 3.7 Energy return on investment estimates for various energy systems.

Electricity generation technologies are marked with an asterisk (*). All other energy systems are thermal fuels. Bars represent the ranges of EROI estimates, and white dots are the median values. Source: Data from a meta-analysis by Dale (2010); see also Dale (2013).

Economic growth depends on mobilizing useful work (Ayres & Warr 2009). If the cheapest sources of useful work peaked, then growth could be maintained by finding more efficient ways to convert inputs to outputs (Ayres & Warr 2009: 297). Humans can innovate and come up with new ways of rearranging existing matter, or they can organize the process of production differently and more efficiently, without doubt.

Georgescu-Roegen talks of two Promethean inventions in human history that revolutionized the amount of useful work captured: the discovery of fire and the steam engine. These techniques produced a huge energy (or work) surplus that fuelled subsequent productive techniques and expenditures (Bonaiuti 2017). The steam engine captured the immense power of fossil fuels, and dramatically improved the efficiency with which energy inputs were converted into useful work (Ayres & Warr 2009). All “great inventions” that powered economic growth between 1870 and 1970 – electricity, urban sanitation (and urbanization), chemicals and pharmaceuticals, and modern communication (Gordon 2017) – benefited, directly or indirectly, from the energy surpluses that were made available by the combustion engine. Washing machines and fridges, cars, highways and aeroplanes; none of these “inventions” would exist without the capturing of unprecedented amounts of work and energy from fossil fuels.

In theory, knowledge and inventions may push out existing limits, but there is no guarantee that Prometheus will always respond to our calls. Gordon (2017) argues that recent inventions, such as the internet and digital technologies, pale in comparison with “the great inventions”. The future will be marked by stagnant output, he predicts, because the effects of slowing technological progress will be reinforced by a set of “headwinds”: rising inequality, a plateau in education, and an aging population (Gordon 2017).

Could these predictions be short sighted? New technologies such as artificial intelligence, robots and driverless cars (with all the infrastructure investments necessary to accommodate them) promise to revolutionize communication and the processing of information, increasing the efficiency with which work is converted into useful output. But growth cannot be sustained solely by more efficient communication and organization (what we called “productiveness”): it also requires fresh amounts of work. Without a third Promethean energy technique, such as renewable energy fuelled by renewable energy, or nuclear fusion, it is questionable whether such energy-intensive growth can be sustained. A third energy revolution cannot be ruled out, but there are many reasons to be sceptical.

First, the EROI of renewable energies is improving with research and development, but the diffuse character of these resources means that land and other raw materials may become limiting factors (Capellán-Pérez et al. 2017). Scaling up nuclear power to supply most of the world’s energy demand is limited by land requirements, site location, waste disposal, accident rates, limits on the availability of uranium, and unrealistic rates of constructing and decommissioning nuclear power stations (Abbott 2011, 2012). Nuclear fusion has been 50 years away for 50 years now, and for the time being it does not seem a realistic possibility.

Second, climate change may be a more immediate limit. Shifting to renewables may decouple energy use and economic growth from carbon emissions, but this depends on the EROI of renewables proving sufficiently high to maintain growth. It also depends on new energy and transport infrastructures being built without emitting more carbon than that which would cause a 1.5–2°C rise. A two degrees Celsius rise in global temperature above pre-industrial levels – which appears to be all but inevitable even in the bestcase scenario of nations meeting their voluntary agreements set out in the Paris agreement – is a tipping point beyond which dramatic, albeit uncertain, effects on food production, water resources, health, the environment and human settlement are likely (Barros et al. 2014).

Could climate change limit economic growth? Under some economic model estimations (take them with a pinch of salt) with business-as-usual emissions, global living standards will peak by 2100 and then collapse to 2005 levels because of climate change (Dietz & Stern 2015). Losses may vary from 5 per cent to 20 per cent of GDP annually (Stern 2007). Economists have tried to ease concerns about the economic impact of climate change, speculating that grown economies will have accumulated assets that will let them ride out climate effects (Nordhaus 1991). Increasing the discount rate reduces the current cost of future damages, giving the impression that the cost of climate change is not that high. But given the uncertainty around the impacts of climate change, and their potential magnitudes, efforts to distil them down to a monetary value, comparable to a value of GDP growth, is close to absurd. Even if growth were to continue and compensate monetary losses, the question is: at what social cost? Environmental and social damages are not commensurable with losses in market value.

Another problem if we stay within a GDP logic is that under certain circumstances disasters may even be good for capital. Assets are devalued and reconstruction activity rebounds, often to higher levels, as after the Second World War. Climate change could then even be a source of, rather than a limit to, growth. On the other hand, a disaster does reduce the level of economic activity, even if it subsequently grows; and a rebound after a disaster cannot be taken for granted if a disaster damages crucial productive assets or resources, or generates political and social upheaval that makes growth impossible. Unlike a war, climate change is not a one-off disaster but a continuous one. Still, one cannot rule out that some nations, regions or groups may manage to keep accumulating and have their GDP growing while the rest of the world sinks.

Apart from oil, climate and the long-term, are there any signs of more immediate limits? Some economists do talk of “secular stagnation” in the West: that is, stagnation that is not periodic and part of capitalism’s economic cycles, but a stagnation that becomes the new normal.

Global growth from 1990 to 2012 was 3.4 per cent per year on average, compared with 4 per cent per year for the period 1950–90, but this was still higher than the 2 per cent per year average for the hundred years up to 1950 (Piketty 2014). In per capita terms, annual growth slowed after 1980 compared with the postwar era, but it is still much higher than before the war. Europe and North America seem to have settled on 1–2 per cent annual per capita growth. This confirms the expectation of diminishing returns as GDP rises: the bigger an economy is, the more it has to add to its activity to maintain a constant rate of growth. This might have to do with diseconomies of scale and diminishing returns after an economy reaches a certain size, because the administrative and transaction costs of maintaining a complex division of labour increase, diverting an increasing portion of the surplus away from productive purposes (Tainter 2011; Bonaiuti 2017).
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Figure 3.8 Historical per capita growth rates of different world regions.

Source: Data from Piketty (2014).

On the other hand, it could also be that the bigger an economy is and the more productive assets it already has, the more it can grow. The global economy as a whole does not show signs of stagnation as it gets bigger. The relatively higher growth rates in Asia compared with Europe and America (Figure 3.8) may be explained as a “catch-up”, either because smaller economies grow faster or because they benefit from the quick adoption of already available technologies (access to high-EROI, but polluting, coal is also part of the story of take-off in China and India). Catch-up convergence is nonetheless not an automatic process, as stagnation in Africa demonstrates. The hypothesis that smaller or less developed economies grow faster is not confirmed by data; some do, others do not.

In conclusion, it is very hard to say whether growth is slowing down or how long it can continue. Piketty and Gordon predict low growth, of the order of 1 per cent per year, for Western economies in the twenty-first century. But US economists were speaking of “secular stagnation” in the 1930s too, and per capita income in the United States has more than quadrupled since. Few thought that European economies could grow after the Second World War, but by 1980 an average European had three times more income than in 1950. And who, in the 1970s, would have predicted the spectacular growth of China, with annual growth rates of 8–14 per cent? We know that growth is bound to end in the long term, but we would be fools to make a prediction about when it will end.

Recap

In the previous chapter we saw what the economy is, what it does and how it works. In this chapter we looked at how it grows.

To recap, the economy is an instituted process through which humans transform their material environments to satisfy basic wants and expend in the pursuit of meaning in line with their values. Work – human and non-human, including energy – is the motor of this transformation. The economic process produces surpluses over and above what is necessary for basic reproduction. How these surpluses are divided and expended gives a social formation its character. When institutions emerge that make the investment of these surpluses into further productive activity systematic, then the result is growth of output and acceleration of social metabolism.

Growth cannot continue forever, but how long it will last, and where, cannot be known with certainty. Capitalism has shown a remarkable resilience to overcome its own contradictions, and growth has recovered time and again, even when it seemed very unlikely to do so. Resource limitations, the end of great inventions, rising inequality and, last but not least, climate change may all prove the ultimate limit to growth. This will not happen though – or it will happen and be very ugly – without effective mobilization for environmental and social justice and equality.

In the next chapter I argue that even if growth were to continue, this would be unnecessary and undesirable since the human and environmental cost would be unbearable. The pursuit of growth is also a major obstacle to a more sustainable and more equal world. The question, then, is how and under what institutional, social and economic conditions may societies escape from their dependence on growth? We will discuss this in chapter 5.

 

1. The data is from “the Maddison project”, the historical reconstructions of GDP per capita undertaken by British economist Angus Maddison and the team that continued his work after his death (Maddison 2007). Economists and the OECD consider this as the most reliable dataset on growth, but it should be taken with a pinch of salt given the lack of available information and the wild guesses and assumptions involved in reconstructing the purchasing power and equivalent market activity of economies with limited market exchange. Still, what we know from history suggests that the overall picture must be right. Before the Industrial Revolution, growth in production was minuscule and linked to increases in population.

2. Alternatively, we could calculate that one barrel of oil contains approximately 160 litres of oil, each litre having 10,000 kcalories. To work for, say, eight hours, each human needs 2,500 kcalories. So the calorific content of a barrel of oil is equivalent to the nutritional needs of 640 workers.

3. This is if one understands capitalism in terms of a set of institutional attributes (wage labour, private property, bank-credit money, market exchange and private enterprises) that were all abolished in socialist countries. If one takes a broader view of capitalism as a system where surpluses are invested in the production of bigger surpluses, then socialist countries were “state capitalist” economies, with profits and surpluses concentrated in the hands of the government and public enterprises.


4

The case for degrowth

In the previous chapter I distinguished growth as a material process from the “growth paradigm”: the hegemonic idea that growth is natural, necessary and desirable. Degrowth marks a frontal attack on the growth paradigm. The growth paradigm is wrong because growth is not natural, because it is no longer socially or ecologically desirable, and because it is not necessary (other than in that the capitalist system works more smoothly with it than without it).

That growth may not be necessary or desirable does not make degrowth automatically desirable either. The degrowth hypothesis is that a trajectory of social transformation with a concomitant contraction of resource throughput can be socially and ecologically desirable. How, and under what conditions, is the object of a degrowth research agenda.

Growth is not natural or inevitable

Those who defend growth often imply that growth is the natural and inevitable course of the economy. The argument is something like this. Left alone, without government meddling, entrepreneurs will make an economy grow, as they are endlessly creative in increasing their incomes. Growth is then the natural product of a free, self-regulated market. The destiny of the economy, unless human institutions mess with it, is to grow, just as the destiny of a newborn is to grow up or that of a small tree is to grow taller and taller. The pursuit of growth is imprinted in our instincts, if not our genes, the argument goes. Given the opportunity, like other species we expand our habitat and resource use as much as possible. It might have taken us a while to find the word (“growth”), but the desire and potential has always been there.

This naturalistic analogy is wrong on many counts. First, perpetual growth does not exist in nature. Children and trees grow “up” to a point – they do not grow at a compound rate ad infinitum. No species grows to infinity, and when a population grows too much and consumes too many resources, it collapses before it reaches a new ecological balance with other species.

Second, if growth is natural, then why did it appear only in the last two centuries (Figure 3.1) and only in some parts of the world? For most of human history, there was no growth. There was perhaps an impulse for societies to expand their territory or their resources to pay off debts or settle surplus population. But in many places, like classical Greece, institutions, moral codes and myths were set up to contain this impulse (Skidelsky & Skidelsky 2012). If “natural” is what appeared first, before “civilization” altered our biological instincts, or if it refers to what has been observed in most civilizations and for the greatest share of human history, then what is natural is the restriction of the expansion impulse, not its unleashing.

Also, if growth were natural, why would economists spend their time trying to understand its origins? Most of the “causes” of growth that economists find – such as education, innovation, institutions or social capital – do not just naturally happen. They involve reflection, and collective action.

To be fair, the liberal argument is not that growth happens naturally, but that there is a natural potential for it, suppressed by humans and their institutions. Historically, however, the most impressive periods of growth, from the postwar West to the early Soviet Union to modern China, involved state planning and intervention; the record of free-market liberalism is weak in comparison. The very concept of growth was invented in the 1930s as the self-regulated market collapsed and states stepped in to relaunch economic growth. There is nothing natural about any of this.

But why should this process of commodification be taken as a given? Branco Milanovic (2017) defends the idea that it is the pursuit of growth that is inevitable, if not natural, within capitalist economies, not growth per se. Capitalist economies commodify everything, he argues. Having money in commodified societies brings prestige and the respect of peers as people need money to access pretty much everything. It is natural then for everyone to want an increase in the nation’s income, as they perceive that this will increase their own chances of doing well.

Milanovic’s unspoken premise is that capitalism – with its class relations, relentless commodification and positional consumption – is inevitable, and so the pursuit of growth is too. But this is a mere tautology: yes, if one accepts that capitalism is inevitable, then the processes that go with it (commodification, pursuit of growth, etc.) are also inevitable. But this is not proof of capitalism’s superiority or inevitability, much less of the naturalness of any of it. As economist and philosopher father and son Robert and Edward Skidelsky (2012) argue, the endless pursuit of wealth without an external referent other than the very pursuit of it is “senseless” (they also use the word “madness”). The fact that a whole social system is built around this mad pursuit does not make it more reasonable.

As we will see below, when we ask people what makes them happy, money does not make it to the top of the list. Growth does not increase happiness. This is not to deny that lack of growth in growth-based societies can be a disaster (Latouche 2009). The challenge is how to create societies in which lack of growth is not a disaster. That the pursuit of growth is imperative within capitalist, growth-based societies does not mean that growth and capitalism as such are inevitable, much less that they are desirable. Serfdom was also inevitable in feudal societies, but this did not make serfdom inevitable or necessary in general. As Ursula Le Guin eloquently puts it: “We live in capitalism. Its power seems inescapable. So did the divine right of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings.” There is nothing inevitable or permanent in history, as societies always change and can always change their institutions, values and relations. To assert that things cannot change and that they have by necessity to stay the way they are, like Milanovic does, is a political position, as valid as the one that claims that things could and should change.

Now, one may want to defend the notion that even if growth is not natural or inevitable, it is necessary because it leads to a better life. Below I argue that this is not true.

Growth is not socially desirable

Economists, ever since Kuznets worked on the national accounts, know that GDP does not measure welfare, and that growth is not the same as improvement of well-being (van den Bergh 2009). Yet the assumption is that more money is better than less, and that, other factors being equal, growth is good for well-being. Is this true?

Subjective well-being

Happiness research suggests that no, it is not. People are not happier because of growth. In the United States, as in most Western countries, the number of people reporting that they are very happy has remained more or less the same despite continuous growth (Figure 4.1).
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Figure 4.1 Average income and self-reported happiness in the United States, 1972–2016.

Source: Happiness data from social surveys, compiled by Smith et al. (2017). GDP per capita data from the World Bank’s “World Development Indicators 2017”.

The happiness–income paradox is the empirical observation that at a point in time, both among and within nations, happiness varies directly with income, but that over time, happiness does not increase when a country’s income increases (Easterlin et al. 2010). Economists have contested Easterlin’s findings. Results depend on how one defines and asks about happiness. An open-ended question confirms Easterlin’s results. Asking instead how happy one is in relation to the best life possible correlates happiness much more closely with income (Wolfers & Stevenson 2008). Higher incomes improve evaluation of life but not emotional well-being (Kanheman & Deaton 2010). Results also depend on the sample of countries: the plummeting of incomes and happiness after the fall of the Iron Curtain in socialist countries skews results, since happiness correlates with income much more for declining incomes than for growing ones. The verdict might be open, but if the burden of proof is on those who claim that growth brings happiness, then their case is not supported.

Does money bring happiness? Within most countries, richer people tend to be happier than poorer people. But whereas life evaluation rises steadily with income, emotional well-being shows no further progress above a certain income (Kanheman & Deaton 2010). People in richer countries tend to be happier on average than those in poor countries. But higher national incomes are associated with a smaller increase in average happiness than low incomes (Figure 4.2). One finds here a common “gamma shaped” curve: income makes a difference between countries with low incomes, but above a certain level of income it does not matter much.
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Figure 4.2 Average life satisfaction and income of countries in 2016.

Source: Self-reported life satisfaction on Cantril Ladder, in which 0 is worst and 10 is best. Life satisfaction data from Gallup World Poll Surveys, compiled by Helliwell et al. (2017). GDP data from the World Bank’s “World Development Indicators 2017”.

That growth does not have a long-term impact on personal well-being makes sense. In a class system, one’s social status depends on position. Growth increases average, not relative, incomes and positions (Hirsch 1976). Having today what a richer person had yesterday may give temporary satisfaction, but tomorrow you still have less than others. Frustration returns as your preferences adapt to what you already have (Frank 2001), and as you make comparisons and still find yourself wanting (Hirsch 1976). The prices of basic goods like housing or health instead increase with rises in income.

Indeed, the spectacular growth of China in the 2000s led to a fall, not an increase, in happiness, probably because of an increase in inequality that increased the frustration of those left behind (Brockmann et al. 2009). Contrary to what one might expect, relative comparisons matter as much in low-income countries as in high-income ones (Reyes-Garcia et al. 2016). For both rich and poor nations, the more equally that income is distributed, the happier people are (Reyes-Garcia et al. 2016).

That emotional well-being stagnates above a certain income and that among the club of richer nations national income does not correlate with national levels of happiness also makes sense. Securing basic needs brings a certain level of satisfaction. To the extent that basic needs depend on income, more income when you have a low income has a positive emotional effect. But after the realm of necessity, Bataille’s question of meaning looms large. What should one do with one’s life? More money is not the answer – it only postpones answering the question (Skidelsky & Skidelsky 2012).

Collective, unproductive expenditures could provide outlets for this search for meaning. But within capitalist societies, expenditure is privatized and individualized, reduced to a signal of positional distinction (Romano 2014a,b). As a greater share of national income is directed to private expenditures that signal position, public expenditures fall, compromising both the provision of goods that secure basic needs (Frank 2001; Galbraith 1968) and collective expenditures that could provide joy.

Income may not affect well-being, but rank does (Boyd et al. 2010). If people believe that growth in national income increases the chances of improving their rank, then this can be a reason for growth to be desired. But, there is no clear reason why people would expect that general growth would improve their rank and well-being, if experience repeatedly defies this expectation.

Let us also accept for a moment that people want more money and that richer people are happier (because of higher rank, more pleasure or whatever other reason). Does this tell us something universal about the human psyche or about society? Is it a surprise that in capitalist societies where people need money to survive and to distinguish themselves, richer people claim they are more content with their lives? How people function within the institutional structures and incentive structures of capitalism cannot support claims of natural or universal relationships between income and happiness.

Consider a scenario where people provide for their subsistence or where most basic goods are provided by the state independent of one’s purchasing power. Or consider a scenario where rank and status were determined by skill, not money. The correlation between income and personal well-being in these cases would likely be much weaker (definitely weaker than when you need money to survive, or to access pretty much anything). Research in the city of Barcelona shows that, contrary to what one might expect from the literature, the recession has not had a lasting effect on people’s happiness (Sekulova & van den Bergh 2013). One hypothesis is that this is because the extensive commons and sharing culture of the city buffered the negative effects of income loss.

Likewise, the difference in happiness between very poor and not so poor countries may simply reflect that very poor countries are also exploited countries, where the majority of the population have suffered decades of slavery, colonization and exploitation by local and transnational elites. What if it is not the low income but the exploitation, and the many other problems that come with it, that makes people miserable in poor countries?

Indeed, despite being very poor, people in many subsistence economies have relatively high levels of well-being and life satisfaction, comparable to those in wealthy economies (Reyes-Garcia et al. 2016). Once markets penetrate subsistence economies (often in the name of fighting poverty with growth), and local subsistence options are destroyed, money income becomes necessary (Escobar 1995). Money income may then correlate with well-being. But this does not tell us more than that the more capitalistic a country is, the more income correlates with position and a personal sense of success. To put it differently: what I suggest here is that the degree to which well-being depends on income is a function of dependence on markets – it is not some universal fact.

Objective well-being

People adapt to their experiences and expectations. Future generations may well adapt to an ecologically destroyed planet, lacking any recollection of what life with a hospitable climate was like. Does this mean that their lives will be as good? Maybe yes, maybe no – it depends how one understands well-being (is it an objective condition or a matter of perception?). This is a philosophical question with no firm answer.

Subjective perceptions of happiness also depend on one’s beliefs, and these beliefs do not necessarily correspond to reality. Some conservatives in the United States, for example, may be happier because they think they live in a meritocratic society where hard word is rewarded with upward mobility. This goes against data, however, that shows that social mobility has stalled in the United States.

Furthermore, we know that rich people report higher levels of self-satisfaction but that they are also more likely to exhibit pathological and antisocial behaviours (see the review of the relevant literature in Mathewes & Sandsmark (2017)). For a society as a whole, the rewarding of such behaviours is damaging, even if those who pursue them think or claim they are happier.

It is important, then, to complement data on subjective well-being with data on objective well-being. The good news is that objective and subjective well-being correlate strongly and tell basically the same story (O’Neill et al. 2018).

There are at least three different ways to measure objective well-being. The Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) subtracts from GDP defensive expenditures, environmental costs and the depreciation of natural “assets”. The Genuine Progress Indicator does something similar, but also includes an estimate of the market value of unpaid activities. The Human Development Index is a UN-measured aggregate of GDP, life expectancy, literacy and education (a commensuration of use values of a sort, without reduction to market value only, as with GDP).

[image: image]

Figure 4.3 Global income per capita and Genuine Progress Indicator per capita over time.

Source: GPI per capita was estimated by aggregating data for the 17 countries for which GPI or ISEW had been estimated by Kubiszewski et al. (2013). Data adjusted for discrepancies caused by incomplete coverage by comparison with global GDP per capita data for all countries.

Patterns of objective well-being and growth resemble those of subjective well-being (Figures 4.3–4.5). At a global level, genuine progress has stagnated (Kubiszewski et al. 2013; Figure 4.3). In rich countries, such as the United States, one finds no discernible change in the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare despite phenomenal growth (Beça & Santos 2010; Figure 4.4). International comparisons of human development show a gamma shaped curve similar to that for subjective well-being: above a certain level of GDP, further growth improves human development marginally (and this despite the fact that the index includes GDP and is therefore directly affected by it).
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Figure 4.4 US per capita Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare and GDP.

Source: GDP measured in constant 2005 US dollars. Data from Beça & Santos (2010).
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Figure 4.5 Human Development Index and GDP per capita of countries in 2015.

Source: HDI from Table 1 in UN Development Programme (2016). GDP per capita data from the World Bank’s “World Development Indicators 2017”.

Indexes are problematic since they aggregate incommensurable information into a single number. What about single indicators of well-being?

Life expectancy has increased over time and is higher in richer countries. But the relationship is gamma shaped: among those countries that have a sufficiently high level of income, there are no discernible differences in life expectancy between richer and less rich countries (Figure 4.6). Among rich countries, it is not more income that determines life expectancy but equality (Wilkinson & Pickett 2011).
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Figure 4.6 Life expectancy and GDP per capita of countries in 2015.

Source: Life expectancy data from Table 1 in UN Development Programme (2016). GDP per capita data from the World Bank’s “World Development Indicators 2017”.

In a country where life is short, life is not good. But it does not follow from this that the more old people a country has, the better life is. There is no objective reason why living longer than, say, 70 or 80 years marks an improvement in well-being. Living longer is not a sign of social improvement if older people cannot enjoy their lives, due to health problems or lack of resources.

High life expectancy can be sustained at lower levels of output than those of rich countries (Figure 4.6). Life expectancy at age 5 was as high in mid-Victorian Britain as it is today (Clayton & Rowbotham 2009). Life expectancy improved because of improvements in child mortality rates, due to better hygiene and public health, but it is not necessary to have more and more growth to sustain good infant care (Smaje 2015).

The incidence of degenerative disease in Victorian Britain was 10 per cent of ours today because of better eating and more physical activity (Clayton & Rowbotham 2009). Data from 122 countries finds that the incidence rates for all types of cancer increase linearly with per capita income, even after controlling for ageing populations, improvement in cancer detection and omitted variables (Luzzati & Rughi 2018).

Growth also has negative short-term health effects. A study of 100 birth cohorts in 32 countries has shown that mortality increases during economic booms, probably because of pollution to which children are vulnerable and because of increased alcohol consumption (Cutler et al. 2016). Recessions in the United States reduce health-related fatalities among children (Ruhm 2000). Health-damaging behaviours are more likely to decline in a recession, while health-promoting ones follow idiosyncratic paths – all return to trend after the recession, with the notable exception of binge drinking (Ásgeirsdóttir et al. 2016).

What about poverty? To say that growth is necessary in order to reduce poverty is a tautology, since absolute poverty is measured in GDP terms. The total number of people and the share of the world population living in absolute poverty have declined (Figure 4.7), but this “convergence” is driven mostly by China (Hickel 2017). Assuming that current relationships between GDP growth and poverty reduction continue in the future, eliminating poverty through growth requires unrealistically high increases in global output (Woodward 2015).
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Figure 4.7 Total number of people living in absolute and relative poverty in the world.

Source: absolute poverty data from the World Bank’s “World Development Indicators 2017”. Relative poverty data from Chen & Ravallion (2013).

In a rich country, even the poorest of the poor may have more than $1 per day. But they are still poor. Relative rather than absolute measures of poverty are important. Overall, the number of relatively poor people around the world has been increasing (Ravillon 2012; Figure 4.7). And among OECD countries, the effect of income on poverty is weak and explains little of the variation in poverty rates (Figure 4.8), which basically means that growth does not reduce poverty.
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Figure 4.8 Mean income and poverty rates of OECD countries in 2014.

Source: GDP values are converted to US dollars using Purchasing Power Parity. Data from the OECD (retrieved from http://data.oecd.org/inequality/poverty-rate.htm, accessed 3 November 2017).

That growth is not universally linked to objective well-being is reasonable. Growth increases well-being if the social benefits of growth exceed its costs. That growth has substantial costs is well established (Mishan 1967). Data on well-being, coupled with data on environmental costs discussed below, suggests that growth, at least in rich countries, has become “un-economic” (Daly 1996): the benefits of growth do not exceed its costs. Bartolini (2014) goes further than that: he argues that most recent growth is “negative growth”, meaning growth driven by expenditures compensating for growing externalities – paying for private goods, for example, that promise to protect us from the decay of resources that were once common and free.

It could also well be that stagnation of well-being is instead because of an increasingly skewed distribution of income, the result of neoliberal reforms. There is (contested) evidence that the median income in wealthy countries such as the United States has stagnated since the 1970s, even though average income has grown (Stiglitz 2012). If that is so, then the problem may not be growth itself, but the uneven distribution of its fruits. There might be a link between the two, however, insofar as the pursuit of growth is used to justify regressive tax policies, austerity and a relaxation of labour rights and social protections.

Growth is ecologically disastrous

Ecological footprint and material flows

There is no single indicator that captures the state of health of the planet, just as there is no single indicator for well-being. Any indicator that reduces complex and qualitatively dissimilar information into a single number is wrong (Giampietro & Salteli 2014). Still, all indicators point in the same direction: growth is bad for the environment.

The ecological footprint of a nation is the amount of land required to produce the resources it consumes and to absorb the waste it generates (York et al. 2004; Wackernagel & Rees 1998). Population and level of affluence are the most important determinants of a nation’s footprint, and so, therefore, is GDP (Dietz et al. 2007). This holds even if we leave out the (nearly impossible to estimate) land equivalent that would be required for offsetting carbon emissions.

The amount of materials extracted from the earth is another indicator of environmental pressure. Extraction damages land, watercourses, habitats and the livelihoods of people who live in the extraction zones. The materials that are extracted end up as waste, polluting water, land and the atmosphere. Global material use has increased from 22 billion tonnes in 1970 to 70 billion tonnes in 2010, with acceleration in material extraction since 2000 (Schandl et al. 2017). Like ecological footprint, there is a problem in aggregating the weights of very different materials. But an increase is observed for every category of materials. The overall increase in total material flows is not an artefact of the dominance of bulky resources in the total. Global material use increases in line with GDP (Figure 4.9), even if during some periods and for some countries the increase is somewhat slower.
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Figure 4.9 Growth in GWP, CO2 emissions and material flows.

Source: Gross World Product and emissions data from the World Bank’s “World Development Indicators 2017”. Material consumption data from UNEP: Schandl et al. (2016).

It is not just that the global economy and material flows both happen to grow in the same period. If one takes a cross-sectional set of countries and looks at their material use and GDP over time, an increase (decrease) in the size of the economy by 1 per cent is associated with a 0.8 per cent increase (decrease) in material use (Steinberger et al. 2013). This confirms that, as explained in chapter 2, the economic process is fundamentally a process of material transformation.

Generalizing the current levels of resource use of the wealthiest countries to the rest of the world is all but physically impossible. If the projected global population of 9.7 billion people by 2050 were to live with the (approximately) 8 hectares of productive land that an Australian needs today for his/her water, energy, settlement and food provision, then we would need 50 per cent more land than the total land surface of the planet (and only 40–50% of this land is farmable). If 9.7 billion people were to live according to the living standards of Western countries in 2050, after their economies grew 3 per cent per year from now until then, resource use would be 15 times higher (Trainer 2016). This is not just unlikely (if not impossible). It would be totally destructive, especially in the non-Western “commodity frontiers” from which resources are extracted.

Rich nations have a huge “ecological debt” to poorer nations (Srinivasan et al. 2007), including a carbon debt from the carbon dioxide accumulated in the atmosphere from their past emissions (see Figure 4.10; note that these are total, not per capita, emissions – the latter would increase the relative contribution of Western nations). The ecological debt and the carbon debt show how the West also grew rich by shifting costs to the rest of the world and to future generations.
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Figure 4.10 Shares of cumulative world CO2 emissions, 1850–2014.

Source: Data from multiple sources, collected by World Resources Institute (2017).

Planetary disaster I: biodiversity

There are nine planetary thresholds or tipping points that, if crossed, would imperil human life on earth: stratospheric ozone depletion, biodiversity loss and extinctions, chemical pollution and the release of novel entities, climate change, ocean acidification, freshwater consumption and the global hydrological cycle, land system change, nitrogen and phosphorus flows to the biosphere and oceans, and atmospheric aerosol loading (Rockstrom et al. 2009). Economic growth has brought with it a dramatic transformation of the material world and increased pressures on all these fronts (see Figure 3.2). Let us focus here on two problems where boundaries have already been crossed: biodiversity loss and climate change.

According to the authoritative Millennium Ecosystem Assessment of 2005, changes to ecosystems due to human activities have been more rapid over the past 50 years than at any other time in human history, increasing the risks of abrupt and irreversible changes. Human-caused environmental degradation is causing the loss of species at a rate that far outpaces any epoch since the last Great Extinction, when the dinosaurs died out. By 2100 one in ten of the world’s species will no longer be with us.

Growth in economic activity is directly related to ecosystem change and biodiversity loss (see the literature review in Otero et al. (2018)). As the economy grows, more land is occupied and the land in use is used more intensively, crowding out other species. Rising incomes drive dietary shifts towards meat consumption, a growing driver of agricultural land-use change and biodiversity decline. Infrastructures and human-made structures increase with growth: the stock of buildings, roads and factories today rivals the biomass of all plants on land. Agricultural expansion and infrastructure development destroy and fragment natural habitats, while trade – a driver and outcome of growth – increases the prevalence of invasive species, often with detrimental effects for local ecosystems (Otero et al. 2018). Greater energy and materials use contributes to increasing greenhouse gas emissions, causing climate change, an escalating driver of biodiversity loss.

Planetary disaster II: climate change

Climate change threatens not only other species and biodiversity, but the very conditions of living for humans. A rise of 2°C above pre-industrial global temperature levels is a near certainty. Two-thirds of the available “carbon budget” that would ensure a 66 per cent chance of staying within 2°C has already been emitted. The remaining 590–1,240 GtCO2 that can be emitted will be emitted within 31 years at most at the 2014 rate of emissions (40 GtCO2). A 2°C change will impact crops and food supply in vulnerable regions of the world; it will melt the glaciers and raise the sea level, inundating large parts of coastal areas and submerging many small islands; and it will “energize” the weather system and lead to more extreme events and abrupt changes, including more extreme and more frequent floods and droughts.

At 4°C the impacts become extreme, including the inundation of coastal cities like Amsterdam and New York, deserts appearing in Southern Europe, the disappearance of rainforests and the destabilization of the food supply, with reductions in crop yields of the order of 35 per cent. Warming may bring uncertain but devastating, abrupt and accelerating effects. NASA scientist and climate expert James Hansen warns that two degrees of warming may lead to an ice-free Arctic and a sea-level rise in the tens of metres.1 The Arctic permafrost holds twice as much carbon as is currently wrecking the atmosphere of the planet in the form of methane, and warming may release it. Methane’s warming power is 86 times greater than that of carbon dioxide over two decades (Wallace-Wells 2017).

In the 2015 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change in Paris, nations agreed to limit the global temperature rise to 1.5°C, but the individual pledges by nations amount to a change closer to 3.5–4°C. Much of the foreseen reductions are attributed to “negative emission technologies”: that is, interventions such as carbon capture and storage or geoengineering that are supposed to absorb carbon from the atmosphere but which have not yet been proven to be scalable or feasible.

If we were to burn all known reserves of fossil fuels, we would emit 5 trillion tonnes (5000 Gt) of carbon in the form of CO2 and would increase global average temperatures by 6–10°C (Tokarska et al. 2016). Other greenhouse gases would cause even greater temperature increase, making the planet all but uninhabitable for humans. It is possible that we will never get to burn all this carbon, as human activity and fossil fuel extraction will collapse before we have the chance.

For a fair chance of staying under the 2°C limit, the wealthier nations that have emitted more carbon in the past need to start reducing their carbon emissions by 8–10 per cent per year immediately. Reductions higher than 3–4 per cent have been observed only during economic downturns and are unlikely to be compatible with a growing economy (Anderson & Bows-Larkin 2013). In the long run, the rate of decline of carbon emissions is equal to the rate of decline of carbon intensity minus the rate of growth of the economy: if reductions of 4 per cent each year are to occur in an economy growing at 2 per cent each year, then the carbon intensity of the economy must continually improve at around 6 per cent year on year (Anderson & Bows-Larkin 2013). Between 1970 and 2013, the average annual reduction was instead less than 1.5 per cent.

The more slowly an economy grows, the more time there is to decarbonize. Had growth been 2 per cent higher each year since 1961, a 590 GtCO2 budget would have already been exhausted by now (Figure 4.11). If, instead, growth had been 2 percentage points lower each year, 519 GtCO2 would have been avoided: equivalent to roughly six-sevenths of the savings necessary to stabilize total emissions in a 50-year period within the Paris target. Carbon emissions are sensitive to economic growth and are directly (and causally, as far as we can infer causality) related to it. Not only do carbon emissions and GDP grow together (Figure 4.9), but larger economies emit more carbon. A 1 per cent increase in income is associated with a 0.5–0.8 per cent increase in CO2 emissions in the same year – with lagged effects up to two-thirds of the same-year increase (Burke et al. 2015). There is no evidence that carbon emissions start declining after a certain level of GDP is reached (Stern 2017).
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Figure 4.11 Counterfactual scenarios of global economic growth rates and cumulative carbon emissions.

Additional or avoided cumulative CO2 emissions if the growth rate of Gross World Product were 1, 2, or 3 percentage points higher or lower than its observed value in each and every year of the record. We convert GWP to CO2 with the observed global carbon intensity, or CO2 emissions per unit of GWP, of each year. Source: World Bank.

That carbon emissions and GDP are tightly linked makes sense given the understanding of the economy established in this book. Free work provided by fossil fuels was vital for the economic take-off of capitalist economies in the twentieth century. Data for 99 countries from 1971 to 2010 confirms a stable cross-sectional relationship between per capita energy use and income per capita (Stern et al. 2014). The net (useful) physical work provided by energy accounts for most of the United States’s increase in total factor productivity (Ayres & Warr 2005). If fossil fuels “cause” economic growth, then it must be more difficult than previously thought to decouple growth from CO2 emissions.

The implausibility of green growth

Difficult is not the same as impossible. Green growth refers to the aspiration to both grow GDP and reduce carbon emissions, material flows, biodiversity loss or ecological footprint. “Absolute decoupling” between environmental pressures and GDP should be distinguished from “relative decoupling”, where environmental pressures grow but at a slower pace than GDP.

Until now, economic growth and environmental impact/resource use have been tightly coupled, with at best some relative decoupling, especially for carbon emissions, which have grown more slowly than GDP (Figure 4.9).

That absolute decoupling has not been observed in the past does not mean that it cannot happen in the future. One may speculate that sustained reductions in resource intensity will turn relative decoupling into absolute decoupling. But as John O’Neill (2017) puts it, whereas “it is logically possible to have increasing GDP and a decreasing physical and energy throughput in an economy … it is a fallacy to move from claims about what is logically possible to claims about what is physically possible and another from what is physically possible to what is empirically actual”.

The logical possibility of absolute decoupling is built into the very convention of GDP as a monetary metric detached from any physical limit (Mitchell 2011). The question is whether absolute decoupling is physically possible. If we follow the theory of the economy and growth built in this book, green growth seems implausible (especially for resources and energy in general, compared with, say, a single resource or source of energy, which can be substituted by another, temporarily solving one problem by creating another).

Physical work is an important fountain of growth. This is why energy use is associated with GDP. In theory, one could substitute diminishing inputs of energy with increasing inputs of human labour. However, there are physical limitations to such substitutions (try flying an aeroplane without kerosene); additionally, human population cannot grow to the numbers required to substitute fossil fuels (remember that a barrel of oil contains the equivalent of 10,000–25,000 hours of human work (Latouche 2009)).

A second possibility is substitution: of fossil fuels with renewables, say, or of resource-intensive goods with resource-efficient ones. This is often what is referred to as “technological change”: the development of solar panels or wind turbines. Remember, though, that physical technologies are manufactured products that use labour, energy and materials too. The transformation of the grid in order to accommodate renewable energy, the research, development and installation of huge batteries to store intermittent renewable power, or the construction of solar and wind farms might plausibly burn substantial quantities of fossil fuels. And a massive energy transition will divert considerable amounts of labour, resources and investments from other sectors, possibly dampening growth (van den Bergh 2017).

Furthermore, in a scenario of continuous (green) growth, the resources or land used by the substitutes will also grow. Infinite growth powered by wind energy, for example, would require infinite land devoted to wind farms, which is physically and logically impossible. During an initial phase, substitution from more resource-intensive products to less resource-intensive ones may reduce overall resource use, but once the substitution is complete any further growth will mean a growth in resource use. For non-substitutable resources such as land, water, raw materials and energy, efficiency gains may be possible, but there are minimum requirements for these resources that are ultimately governed by physical realities. In the very long term, i.e. once all substitution possibilities are exhausted and efficiency limits reached, more absolute decoupling will be impossible (Ward et al. 2016).

Physical technologies should be distinguished from social technologies: that is, improvements in organization that increase the amount of product that can be extracted from a given amount of resources and human effort. Here, there is some room for improving the efficiency with which resources are used. But it is implausible to expect growth to be sustained forever just by organizing and reorganizing and squeezing more and more out of a diminishing amount of resources (and without spending more human effort on such reorganizing).

We should distinguish here between (i) a more efficient or productive use of a given resource that is the result of its technological substitution with another resource (or human labour), and hence involves shifting costs and problems from one resource to another; and (ii) efficiency due to “productiveness”, doing things better and with less of everything. Even an improvement in productiveness, however, is not equivalent to a reduction in resource use. Under capitalism, increases in productivity and productiveness are major sources of growth. Adam Smith’s “economies of scale” brought growth in resource use, not degrowth. By becoming more productive or efficient, the relative cost of a resource declines and then we can use more of it, producing even more (Polimeni et al. 2008). A study of 57 different materials found that for all of them, increases in consumption and production outpace savings from technological improvements and more efficient use (Magee & Devezas 2016). Conservation efforts are also subject to rebound. If a policy decreases the demand for fossil fuels, the price of fossil fuels will fall, and their use, other factors being equal, will increase.

Such “rebound effects” are not incidental, but structural: they are what technology-based growth under capitalism is all about (Foster et al. 2010). Only if there are limits set on the amount of resources that can be extracted or used (a cap on material or fuel extraction, say) will productiveness improvements translate into reductions in use. Without such limits there is no reason to think that resource use will decouple and decline in absolute terms.

Limits to resource use, and especially to energy or fossil fuels, are likely to pose limits to growth. We have not experienced global growth in the past with a decrease in the number of workers or the amount of energy used. It is logically possible to have sustained growth with less energy and labour, simply by, say, increasing economies of scale and making improvements to organization. But is this physically possible? Is it possible for a basketball player to play better using only one hand, just by improving his technique? Capital has grown by exploiting all possible founts of growth – how and why would it accept limits to its main sources of free work: resources and energy?

One might counter-argue that capitalist economies managed to expand even when they lost one of their “hands”: with the abolition of slavery, say, or when wages increased and working hours declined after the Second World War. In both of those cases, however, machines powered by fossil fuels took over the work of slaves or workers. Surpluses grew and elites could afford to give more to workers. If the surplus provided by fossil fuels is to decrease, is it possible for growth to continue without in turn intensifying the exploitation of workers?

Furthermore, the abolition of slavery did not happen voluntarily. Even when machines could perform the same work more cheaply than slaves, those who owned slaves, or who simply thought that people with different skin colour to theirs deserve only to be slaves, resisted and battled for things to remain the way they were. To limit and eventually abolish slavery, wars were waged. Slaves organized and fought with their lives for their right to control their bodies. It is hard to imagine how the “abolition of fossil fuels” will happen automatically and without social struggle, even in the best of cases – an unlikely scenario, as I explained above – where an alternative source of energy that can sustain growth is available.

What does the data on decoupling show? In terms of resources, global material intensity (material flows per unit of GDP) has not improved (see Figure 4.9). This is mostly because of the rapid growth in resource use in industrializing nations in Asia (Shandl et al. 2017). Some countries in the West have exhibited reductions in domestic material intensity of the order of 0–2 per cent (typically relative decoupling). However, if one calculates the material footprint of nations – that is, including the materials that are embedded in imports (instead of just their domestic material use) – then there is hardly any relative decoupling for OECD countries (Wiedman et al. 2015). This is all the more curious given that services account for an increasing share of these economies, and yet they remain as material-intensive as ever. One reason could be that even if services use less materials and energy, the higher salaries earned by service workers and managers may be spent on material- and energy-intensive products, such as large homes and cars, or air travel. We will return to this discussion in chapter 6.

Global carbon intensity (CO2 emissions per unit of GDP) has instead been declining, especially during 2014 and 2015 (Figure 4.9). This was mostly due to the lagged effects of the economic slowdown and the reduction in the use of coal in China. In the past, global carbon emissions declined only in years of global or regional economic crises. The emissions of some countries, like the United Kingdom, have declined in absolute terms, even after taking trade into account (there has been an 11 per cent reduction in consumption-based carbon emissions since 1991, compared with a 27 per cent reduction if one counts only domestic emissions). Twenty-one countries exhibit such absolute decoupling.2 At least part of this reduction, however, is related to the 2008 recession and subsequent stagnation (Feng et al. 2015). The decoupling may also be an artefact of a fictitious increase in GDP due to inflation of the financial services sector, or of a stagnation of median incomes, despite increasing average incomes.

Still, some of the reduction may have to do with a shift to cleaner energy sources, less carbon-intensive economic activity, or energy conservation. A reduction in the carbon intensity of economies is necessary even under degrowth trajectories. But before rushing to celebrate these reductions there are observations that demand we be cautious.

First, there is the question of whether such reductions can be sustained after all low-hanging fruit has been picked. The UK shifted from coal to natural gas, and China’s use of coal is past its peak – but once these countries shift out of coal, will they still be able to reduce their emissions at the same rate?

Second, it is not certain that the reductions observed in some countries are generalizable to all (the UK, for example, may have reduced its emissions by shifting part of its economy to financial services, but a country like Kazakhstan cannot follow the same path).

Third, the scaling up of alternative energies to serve the whole world will bring with it impacts, and related constraints, that are not experienced at smaller scales and rates of penetration (consider, for example, the land requirements of a world powered by wind energy, or the security risks of a world powered by thousands of nuclear power plants).

Fourth, the growing share of global output and emissions accounted for by relatively energy- and carbon-intensive economies, such as China, creates upward pressure on global carbon intensities (Antal & van den Bergh 2016).

Fifth, and most importantly, the actual rates of reduction, even in the best of cases in Western countries, are nowhere near the 6–10 per cent decline that are necessary each year (not over a period of 10 or 20 years) (Anderson & Bows-Larkin 2013).

Reductions in carbon (or material) intensity are indispensable if carbon emissions are to decline to zero, and if the carbon budget for 2°C change is to not be used up. But so is a slowing down of the economy. The two have to happen together. That the two can happen together is part of the degrowth hypothesis that we explore next.

Let me note that in this section about green growth I have not considered the older economistic argument (see, for example, Nordhaus 1991) that growth can compensate for environmental losses and that with sufficient investment in “manufactured capital” we can make up for any loss of “natural capital”. Economists increasingly agree that it will be next to impossible to compensate for the damages foreseen beyond 2°C temperature change (Stern 2007). Above 4°C the damages to human habitats will be so devastating that what will happen to GDP will be the least of our concerns (not to mention the absurdity of reducing everything to a monetary value).

I also did not consider the case where more market value is produced by high-added-value services (a Michelin starred restaurant, say) without a corresponding increase in resource use. I will return to this at the end of chapter 6.

Growth is not necessary

I have argued that growth is not necessary if human well-being is the objective, and that it is likely to be ecologically disastrous, and therefore undesirable, if we take a longer-term view of well-being.

However, one might argue that growth is still necessary at the national level, at least in the short term and in order to finance social welfare and public services, to reduce inequalities, to provide jobs, to pay off debts, and for military security and geopolitical advantage. Let us consider each separately.

Welfare and public services

True, a minimum level of output might be necessary for maintaining decent hospitals and schools. But that level is probably lower than that in rich countries today. Mid- to low-income countries like Cuba and Costa Rica have decent education and health provision. Consider life expectancy, which is a reasonable indicator of public health: life expectancy in mid-income countries is as high as in many high-income countries (Figure 4.6).

There is also no reason why expenditure on health or education should perpetually grow at 2 or 3 per cent per year. Healthcare costs are increasing but this is often because of the privatization of hospitals, the liberalization of insurance and pharmaceuticals (often in the name of growth), the rising social costs of growth (pollution, stress, dietary changes), and healthcare inflation due to rising incomes. The costs of public health might be increasing because of growth, not despite of it.

Inequalities

For the world as a whole, income inequality is declining because of rising incomes in China and South East Asia. But within countries, inequalities are increasing (Hickel 2017; Figure 4.7). Piketty (2014) has explained how when growth is slow, and lower than the rate of return to capital, a greater share of national wealth ends up in the hands of capitalists. However, that the rate of return to capital remains high when growth falters is a matter of power and politics, not a natural law of the economy.

Empirically, the gap between interest rates (capital’s profit return) and growth does not explain variations in inequality (Acemoglu & Robinson 2015). Piketty’s own historical data shows that the evolution of income distribution is partly unrelated to growth. The Great Depression, for example, led to a major destruction of wealth and an involuntary redistribution of income. High growth rates in the United States in the 1990s did not reverse the trend of an increasing concentration of income. The lesson from Piketty’s analysis is that what matters is redistribution and redistributive policies. These are a matter of historical contingencies and social struggles rather than of economic conditions.

Employment

If productivity increases, the number of workers necessary to complete a given task declines. Unless there is growth in output to generate new jobs, unemployment will increase. But this is not the only possible outcome. First, available work can be shared: if each worker works less, there will be more jobs for everyone (Jackson 2008; Kallis et al. 2013b).

Second, if there is no growth, productivity will also halt sooner or later, since investment into research and development is a function of output.

Third, declining fossil fuel use – be it because of peak-oil or because of climate change mitigation – will also slow down productivity. A reduction in the use of fossil fuels may reduce growth but not necessarily employment, since more people will need to work to substitute for dwindling energy supplies (their purchasing power in terms of energy will decline though).

Finally, labour policies and institutions, and how nations distribute their output and work hours, matter a lot. One per cent lower growth in Japan or Austria leads to only 0.15 per cent more unemployment, compared with 0.85 per cent more in Spain (Ball et al. 2013). Policies can decouple employment from growth.

Debt

Without growth, it becomes harder to service interest payments and repay debts, which can accumulate unsustainably. Interest-bearing lending seems to create an imperative to have growth. This aggregating picture is, however, misleading. Jackson and Victor (2015) run several simulation scenarios that end up with stable zero growth despite interest-bearing debt. If all income from interest is spent, if interest is only a redistributive mechanism between saving and investing generations, or if interest only covers the cost of debt default, then there is no reason why it would require growth for interest to be repaid (even if more firms end up being unable to pay their debts in a degrowing economy, their defaults should in principle be recoverable by the interest paid by those that are able to meet their debts).

Countries can issue debt in their own currency and devalue when debt becomes unsustainable. International agreements can forgive debts that cannot be repaid (as happened after the Second World War). The cost of these defaults should, in principle, have been included in the cost of lending. Certainly, with degrowth lending may stall as debts are less likely to be paid. Proposals for “debt-free public money” become relevant: governments can issue money to finance democratically chosen projects. Unlike money lending, which is in effect “created” by private banks, such public money can be free of debt (Mellor 2010).

The arms race and geopolitical competition

Over a long period, competition among states for territorial expansion and influence was a major driver of growth. With the development of nuclear weapons, however, war can only be waged at the price of one’s own annihilation (Rosa 2013). Interstate war has subsided, and the growing number of civil or interregional wars are fought with conventional weapons, with combatants often following terroristic or guerrilla strategies. Wealth and the size of a country’s military are less decisive factors (Rosa 2013).

Nonetheless, economic and geopolitical power still go together, and this is a real obstacle if a single country wants to opt out of the pursuit of growth. Softer forms of power could countervail a loss in military or economic power. In a globalized world, however, where capital flows incessantly from country to country, a lack of growth, especially in peripheral countries, can precipitate flights of capital that are much more devastating than the equivalent reduction in output alone would suggest. This makes a transition out of growth much more difficult than is suggested by the relationship between GDP and well-being alone.

In a sense, growth is a collective action tragedy. For each nation it may make sense to grow, be it in order to not lose relative power, or to not collapse economically. But the end result is ruin for all.

Growth is necessary, then, in one and only one sense: it is necessary for globalized (and militarized) capitalism. I do not mean here that it is impossible for capitalism to survive great depressions and recessions, or to continue for a while under conditions of economic and social instability. But capitalism is unlikely to remain capitalism under such conditions, for better or for worse. And it is difficult for capitalist economies to voluntarily concede to a degrowth path, even if the alternative is environmental and social disaster.

That real, existing capitalist economies are unlikely to degrow smoothly does not mean that it is impossible to imagine theoretically an economy with profit-seeking firms that functions without growth. Models show that certain reforms to welfare, taxation, distribution, employment or monetary policy can secure stability in the absence of growth. Whether an economy could still be described as “capitalist” after such reforms is, however, debatable (Lange 2018). It is also hard to imagine the political changes necessary for such reforms taking place within a capitalist political economy, where the owners of capital have more political power (Blawhof 2012). Radical redistribution, taxation to pay for welfare services, public control of the money supply, reductions in working hours, caps on fossil fuel or mineral extraction – these are “reforms” that threaten growth, and by doing so reduce the profits of the capitalist class (Blawhof 2012; Foster 2011). We will revisit this debate about capitalism and degrowth in chapter 6.

The degrowth hypothesis

Growth is undesirable and unsustainable and therefore should be abandoned. This is the degrowth thesis at its simplest. There is, however, a stronger – or, if you like, narrower – degrowth proposition: a transformation of society with a concomitant reduction in economic activity and throughput is not only necessary, and desirable, but also possible (Schneider et al. 2010).

That growth is undesirable does not mean that a lack of growth or negative growth is desirable. Degrowth is not the same as recession or depression. Degrowth, or “sustainable degrowth” (Schneider et al. 2010) to distinguish it from unsustainable collapse, refers to a path where living conditions improve while throughput, and in all likelihood output, shrinks. I like to think of this as a hypothesis (Kallis et al. 2018): subject to a radical and egalitarian social transformation, it is possible to sustain well-being and improve living and ecological conditions in an economy that unavoidably will contract. Seen as a research programme, the agenda is to find how, or under what conditions, this may become possible.

Nowhere do I state that economic contraction is the goal (cf. van den Bergh 2017). The proposition is that in the long term, a contraction and transformation of the economy is inevitable – the question is how it will happen. Will it be the by-product of a broader political project of social transformation that embraces the need to reduce throughput, improving the living conditions for the majority? Or will it happen catastrophically through a series of disasters, where few sustain their lifestyles at the expense of many others? The first would represent degrowth; the second disaster.

Why mention contraction and output, though, and not just throughput or environmental impact? Because I find it implausible that throughput will decline without output decreasing as well. Whether we measure market activity and GDP as the West did or material flows and industrial output as the Soviets did (see chapter 2) does not make a difference. (Of course, if we were to totally reinvent what we mean by the “economy” and measure it by the number of hugs we give to one another, then throughput and output could decouple, but that is beside the point.)

The careful reader will notice that I assert claims here that I previously treated with caution. In chapter 3 I argued that capitalism is inventive and that it is hard to know when growth will come to an end. In this chapter I did not rule out the possibility of absolute decoupling, even though I argued that it is highly unlikely. Here, I instead assume that absolute decoupling is impossible, and that growth will end one way or another, and follow where this takes me. Like those who start from the premise that growth is natural and desirable and then ask questions about its origins or the ways to sustain it (assuming that it can be sustained and that it can be decoupled from its impacts), here I do the opposite. I start from the premise that growth is undesirable and assume (based on facts) that it cannot be decoupled or sustained, and then I ask how the inevitable downscaling could be sustainable.

This is the degrowth hypothesis and research agenda. Granted, unlike growth, degrowth is nowhere to be observed – but neither are “green growth” or “sustainable development”, and this does not prevent a proliferation of research on these topics.

Some initial findings support parts of the degrowth hypothesis. First, we know from historians and anthropologists that many civilizations flourished, socially and artistically, without growth (Kallis et al. 2018). Growth is a recent phenomenon, and an even more recent invention (chapter 3). Several civilizations did well without growth and without knowing about growth. How and why this happened, and how institutions that tempered expansion came about, are important research questions.

From studies of hunter–gatherers we know that societies that refrain from accumulation have structures that prevent power from concentrating in the hands of a few individuals (Graeber 2004; Woodburn 1982). Egalitarian societies, when and where they exist (or have existed), are characterized by a cosmology and culture of abundance, not scarcity (Bird-David et al. 1992), and they have morals, norms, rituals and institutions that privilege sharing and dispending resources in common (Lewis 1998). Do these principles apply only to small hunter–gatherer societies or do they have something to offer to larger, technologically more complex societies (see Graeber 2004)? This is an interesting question from a degrowth perspective.

Second, happiness research shows that social factors, often inhibited by the pursuit of growth, have a positive and significant effect on personal well-being. Pro-environmental behaviour and sharing, for example, are strongly associated with personal well-being (Kasser 2017). The 75-year-long Harvard Adult Development Study has tracked the physical and emotional well-being of 456 poor men who grew up in Boston from 1939 to 2014 and 268 male graduates from Harvard’s classes of 1939–44. The strongest predictor of well-being is not income or class. According to Robert Waldinger, director of the study, “the clearest message that we get from this 75-year study is this: Good relationships keep us happier and healthier. Period.”3

Income equality is a strong predictor of happiness (Oishi et al. 2011). Among wealthier nations, it is equality that determines quality of life, not income (Wilkinson & Pickett 2011). In The Health of Nations, Harvard’s Ichiro Kawachi and Bruce Kennedy (2002) present evidence on how widening inequality and weakening social bonds are associated with worsening health indicators.

There is no evidence that a contraction of the economy and its throughput improve well-being. We showed above that recessions lead to dietary and physical activity changes that often improve public health; but if they are accompanied by austerity policies that cut down health expenditures, the effects are negative (Karanikolos et al. 2013). It all depends on context and what accompanies economic downscaling. The well-being literature suggests that if downscaling comes with more equality, sharing, downshifting or shifting to pro-environmental behaviour and new values, then it might be perceived as a change for the better. This is what we mean by “socially sustainable economic degrowth” (Schneider et al. 2010) (“sustainable” in the sense of good, not in the sense of sustained ad infinitum, which would be absurd).

Economic research and models suggest there are plausible conditions under which economic downscaling can increase welfare (Lange 2018; Bilancini & D’Alessandro 2012). These include reduced working hours (Victor 2008), reductions in resource supply, redirection of technological change, and decline in public and private consumption and investment (Lange 2018). As working time declines and the share of leisure time increases, the accumulation of social ties and the flow of relational (as distinct from material) goods may increase and overcompensate for the loss in well-being from reduced consumption (Bilancini & D’Alessandro 2012).

This is not an automatic outcome. Active policies must protect public goods (e.g. health or social security) and make sure that they are not underprovided because of negative growth. What these economic models and scenarios show is that there is a plausible path whereby public policies can secure well-being without growth.

A contraction is likely to have positive environmental effects. A 1 per cent decrease in GDP is associated with roughly a 0.8 per cent decrease in carbon emissions, material flows or ecological footprint (income–emissions elasticity is the same in periods of growth and in periods of recession (Burke et al. 2015)). There is no evidence that contractions reduce resource-use efficiency, and even if they do, the net effect is still a reduction in throughput.

A sustained contraction may, other factors being equal, reduce investments in green or renewable technologies. But other factors do not have to be equal: active government policies can ensure that a growing share of degrowing investment goes to clean instead of dirty technologies. Even without intervention, there is no reason why investment in clean technologies will suffer more than investment in dirty ones. What we do not know is whether a prolonged period of contraction might lead to undesirable substitutions: from fossil fuels back to biofuels and charcoal, say – there is no a priori reason why this would be so, but “back-fire” effects have to be studied.

Even if degrowth is socially and environmentally desirable, this does not make it politically feasible. Indeed, the ecologically necessary might be politically impossible, and the politically acceptable might be ecologically impossible (Wackernagel & Rees 1998). Unlike ecological laws, however, political systems can change. It was hard to end slavery, but it was not impossible. It is impossible, though, to change the law of entropy. The degrowth hypothesis calls for research into the political, economic and social conditions under which a degrowth transition may be realized and explores how these conditions may come about. To these questions we now turn.

 

1. See http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/features/the-doomsday-glacier-w481260 (accessed 31 January 2018).

2. Data from Carbon Brief: https://www.carbonbrief.org/the-35-countries-cutting-the-link-between-economic-growth-and-emissions (accessed 31 January 2018).

3. https://www.inc.com/melanie-curtin/want-a-life-of-fulfillment-a-75-year-harvard-study-says-to-prioritize-this-one-t.html (accessed 31 January 2018).
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The utopia of degrowth

Degrowth is not only a hypothesis, or trajectory. Those who use the term signify something bigger, a vision or imaginary of an alternative world (Latouche 2009; D’Alisa et al. 2014a). Degrowth is an opening of the imagination to futures other than a “one-way future consisting only of growth” (Le Guin 1982).

This vision is utopian since there is not yet a place where it has taken its full form. Seeds of it have existed, though, and do exist in collectives that organize their lives differently. And there are concrete ideas about how the vision can expand and become real. Degrowth can therefore be thought of as a new imaginary: a new set of ideas and fantasies that will institute and effect change of the material world.

This chapter outlines key elements of the degrowth vision. It then presents policies and grassroots actions that concretize this vision, before discussing the politics of its realization. The socio-political difficulties of a voluntary degrowth transition are recognized. This does not weaken the veracity of the diagnosis of chapter 4. Growth will not become more sustainable or less catastrophic just because degrowth is politically difficult.

A degrowth vision

After a chapter full of data and graphs, indulge me here while I imagine an economy after degrowth. There is a point both in thinking pragmatically within the contours of the immediately possible and in thinking idealistically in order to open up horizons and possibilities.

Using the word economy here is misleading because the degrowth imaginary decentres the economic and re-embeds it within the social and the political. Human activity and work in a degrowth imaginary are centred around care for other humans, sentient beings and their (our) habitats, and they serve the “unproductive” expenditures through which we make meaning (D’Alisa et al. 2014b,c). This constitutes a re-institution (and re-imagination) of the economy, re-embedding it within society.

Think of the ancient Greeks or Egyptians. For them, the economy was not a separate sphere. Production served politics, religious ceremonies and art; it did not dictate what happens in all spheres of life. Likewise, in a degrowth society the economic is not itself an end, but a means to a superior end: the satisfaction of our biological needs and our quest for meaning.

This distinction is not just philosophical. Consider the difference between an education policy geared to employment and GDP and one where expenditures in the humanities, the arts or philosophy are worthy goals in and of themselves. Likewise, the housing policy that arises if the priority is the maximization of profits and GDP is very different from that whose goal is decent housing for all. Rent controls or land taxes can be employed as a means to an end, ensuring that decent housing is available to all. This is markedly different from the dominant logic of housing policies that liberalize markets in the name of growth.

Let me try to capture, then, the degrowth vision through nine principles. The first principle is an end to exploitation. A degrowth society would be an egalitarian, classless society without aristocrats and plebs, capitalists and workers, professional men and care-giving women, white masters with black servants. A downscaling of throughput will be socially sustainable only if it comes with more equality and sharing, and vice versa: a more equal society will have smaller surpluses and hence slow down output and throughput.

In an egalitarian society not everyone has to be or do the same thing. The challenge is how to maintain “equality without equivalence” (Walker 2015): that is, invent institutions, norms and rituals that make sure that power, and wealth, do not accumulate excessively in the hands of any single individual or group while respecting that each individual is special and not exchangeable with another. People have different skills, desires and talents. A Messi should excel in playing football and a Picasso in painting. But there is no reason why Messis and Picassos should accumulate the wealth and power that they accumulate today. A Messi can continue enjoying the prestige of being the best footballer in the world while playing but be a regular guy off the field. Power should be constrained within limited realms and not be exchanged with power in all realms.

The second principle is direct democracy, of the type prefigured by the Occupy movement (Asara 2015) and imagined by theoreticians of libertarian municipalism (Bookchin 1991). Assemblies are imagined at different scales – from local, to regional, to national – in productive and administrative processes, as substitutes or complements to conventional forms of delegation and representation (Cattaneo et al. 2014). Some delegation is unavoidable – the vision is not that everyone spends endless hours in assemblies discussing the waste generated by their neighbourhood or the timetable of their university. But we do not need to go to the other extreme either: that of our current, shallow democracy, where people elect professional representatives every four years based on broad agendas, with no subsequent oversight other than voting for them or not doing so four years later. In a direct democracy certain people can specialize in, say, the management of waste or the administration of a university, but they should be constantly accountable to their constituents, to workers and to service recipients. The Athenian direct-democratic principles of appointment by sortition (that is by the casting or drawing of lots) and rotation in positions of power are relevant.

The relationship between degrowth and democracy is mutual. A degrowth transition has to be democratic, otherwise a forced downscaling of consumption can easily drift into eco-authoritarianism. Spending time and resources on democratic politics rather than productive investments will in turn slow down the economy.

Third, degrowth involves more localized production, with shorter production–trade–consumption circuits. The “kilometre zero food” or “zero waste” movements point in this direction: food produced and consumed in the same vicinity; waste minimized by reducing consumption and reusing and recycling goods.

A fourth degrowth principle is sharing, which goes hand in hand with the idea of reclaiming the commons. Sharing of work, public space, living space, resources and expertise. Sharing involves rules, rights and duties – it does not mean creating a common pot with the work of many, available open access to everyone. The commons refer to tripartite systems of, first, “common-pool resources”, i.e. shared natural, human or intellectual resources; second, “communities” that create, pool together and govern these resources; and third, “commoning”: that is, institutionalized processes of coming together to pool, share and govern shared resources (Varvarousis & Kallis 2017). In a degrowth society, core resources, goods and infrastructures, such as health, education, water and energy, will be governed and shared as a commons, with egalitarian direct democratic processes.

If the economic product is going to be smaller, as it will be in a degrowth scenario, the only way to avoid facing scarcity is to share the smaller product, securing conditions that enable everyone to have enough. The basic goods that are needed for everyone’s survival should be made accessible free from payment, on the basis of the rights and duties of citizenship. As Cassano (2012) puts it for the countries of the South (his focus is on the Euro-Mediterranean), what made them wealthy was not their high GDP but the fact that resources vital for well-being – the sun, the beach – were common properties, accessed free of charge, guaranteed for everyone regardless of their purchasing power (Cassano was writing before the onslaught of privatization in the European South). Reclaiming the commons – making private beaches public, say, or providing everyone with basic access to water or energy free of charge – is the best way to secure well-being at a low cost.

Fifth, and related to the fourth point above, since real and lasting emotional well-being is derived from good and strong relationships, not the acquisition of material or positional goods, a degrowth society would shift resources to the provision of relational goods. Collective deliberations, public policies and common resources should be directed to questions of friendship and love, healthy sexual and emotional relationships, kinship (family, extended family and other arrangements for organizing child rearing, caring for the elderly and caring for one another), “paideia” (not simply education, but the rearing, preparation and socialization of good citizens) and politics (our relationships with one another, in relation to how we want to govern the commons) (Iliopoulos 2015).

Taking resources and time out of the production circuit and instead devoting them to politics and leisure or to spending time with family and friends slows down the economy. A slower economy provides less material goods, but this is not a problem because relational “goods” grow and compensate for the loss of material goods (Bilancini & D’Alessandro 2012).

Sixth, unproductive expenditures and dépense are central to the pursuit of collective meaning and the production of a given social order. Waste is not bad per se, if the surplus that is wasted is not derived from the exploitation of other humans or the environment. In capitalist societies an immense amount of resources and time that are extracted from exploiting people and environments are wasted on all sorts of useless items and activities. Privatized waste in the search for meaning is elusive (Romano 2014) and serves only to reproduce and legitimate a capitalist order. In a degrowth society, not only will the surplus be smaller, so that it is ecologically and socially sustainable, but it will also be expended very differently. A greater portion of it will be directed to unproductive expenditures that slow down the economy, and a greater share of these unproductive expenditures will be collective: festivals and carnivals, an expansion of the humanities, Dionysian festivals or unprofessional Olympic games (D’Alisa et al. 2014b; Romano 2014b). Collective expenditure will reduce the scope for conspicuous consumption and the relentless production of new positional goods.

To reproduce the order of an egalitarian society, expenditure should be collective and egalitarian. The luxury of “being lazy” (Lafargue 1907), of being creative and spending unnecessary and unproductive time in experimenting with beauty, the right to philosophize, to play, to sing or to write will be communal (Ross 2015) and not the privilege of a selected class. Everyone should be an aristocrat for some of his or her time; everyone should have a share in what Hannah Arendt (1959) called the “active” life.

The seventh principle is care (D’Alisa et al. 2014c). Capitalism (and economics) represents care for human life as the mere reproduction of a workforce: a “systematic violation of the Kantian categorical imperative that human beings should always be treated as ends and not as means” (Graeber 2013). Care work should be revalued, and redistributed. Care work currently falls disproportionately on the shoulders of women, especially immigrant or poor women taking care of their own households for free and of the households of others for a pittance. If exosomatic energy use was to decline and work was decommodified, the burden of new work patterns would fall disproportionately on women – redistributing care work is vital for an equitable degrowth transition (D’Alisa & Cattaneo 2013).

Revaluation goes hand in hand with redistribution – it is easier to redistribute something that everyone does, not only those with less power. Care is currently devalued and sidelined to the private sphere of the household. A gender redistribution of workloads in the public sphere, which is dominated by men, is necessary for a redistribution of care work. Care should also move to the public sphere. It should no longer be hidden in the private realm of the household but instead shared collectively, where possible: as with childcare-sharing groups, for example, or co-housing projects with provision for elders.

Caring should extend beyond the reproduction of our species towards caring for other living beings and species. This means that wherever environments are damaged, they should be restored. The extinction of other species and the change of global temperature should be arrested, and the extraction of non-renewable resources should be minimized and eventually eliminated. This means that we should reduce our use of resources and the production of new goods, as well as develop mechanisms to recover, reuse and recycle materials and goods that are already out there.

Eighth, a degrowth economy will be diverse (Gibson-Graham 2006). The existing economy is diverse too, but its diversity is of a different sort than the one we imagine for degrowth. On the surface, one now sees only the capitalist economy: privately owned firms hiring wage labour and producing for profit in markets. But below that there are cooperatives and not-for-profit organizations, voluntary and in-kind work, subsistence and self- or community provisioning, exchange in kind, through barter, gifts or alternative markets, with or without money (Gibson-Graham 2006). Much work that sustains the formal economy is unpaid work, but monetary rewards and power to command resources goes mostly to work for the monetary/market part of the economy.

In a degrowth society, this hierarchy would be inverted. Unpaid care work would be valued, and cooperatives or not-for-profits would be the dominant producers, employing most of the people and with most rewards and tokens of value being directed to them. Production for market exchange would still take place but it would be confined to the smaller role it had in all pre-capitalist civilizations. The realm of production for profit will be radically reduced, and the opportunities for accumulation – that is, investment for expansion and further profit – circumvented. Production would be done mostly by cooperatives and run democratically through assemblies of workers and users.

Ninth, and related to the previous point, this calls for a decommodification of land, labour and value. The logic of market and commodity exchange has expanded to all realms: sport, hospitality, care, spirituality, and so on. De-economizing these realms and creating new decommodified spaces can take concrete forms: for example, deprofessionalizing competitive sport, supporting non-monetary hosting of travellers, providing public and free childcare or support for parent-organized childcare groups, prohibiting profit-oriented activities by religious or spiritual groups.

[image: image]

Figure 5.1 The economy of a degrowth society.

Figure 5.1 uses a flow diagram to capture the spirit of the economy of a degrowth society. Human and non-human work would be the source of wealth (as they have always been). Activity and its product will be expended on


• reproductive expenditures (i.e. expenditures that involve the maintenance of the care economy – health, child-rearing, caring for the sick, the elderly and the disabled, emotional caring for one another – and the reproduction of the machinery and the infrastructure of society);

• social expenditures (i.e. collective expenditures to sustain democracy and politics, improve paideia, create the conditions for friendship, love and kinship); and

• “non-productive expenditures” (i.e. expenditures on play, art and philosophy – including science liberated from instrumentality – partying and dépense: activities that let us “un-think” and liberate ourselves from the burdensome pursuit of meaning).



No surplus would be invested for further growth; instead, just part of the product would go towards preserving existing machinery and infrastructure against natural wear, rearranging and recycling the materials already extracted and embedded in obsolete products into new convivial tools.

A concrete utopia?

This vision, one could argue, is reminiscent of utopian socialist thinking of the nineteenth century: a better world is imagined, expressed in a list of principles and desired changes. Like then, a number of communities and eco-communes try to practice and live by some of these principles today (Cattaneo 2014).

Utopias have received a bad name. The disasters of twentieth-century socialism supposedly proved that utopian thinking can be dangerous. But socialist regimes were explicitly anti-utopian, opposed to what they considered “romantic” utopian socialism. Stalin’s regime ruthlessly crushed utopian experiments that flourished after the Russian Revolution (Stites 1988).

The problem with utopian thinking is not that it is unrealistic, it is that sometimes it can be monolithic and closed. If something is perfect, then nothing should stand in its way and no one is allowed to mess with it or upset its perfection (Harvey 2000). This was the case with neoliberal free market utopias of the type promoted by the Mont Pelerin Society, Friedrich Hayek or Milton Friedman – utopias that left their footprint in our world, often with devastating consequences (Mirowski & Plehwe 2015). So too did the technological utopianism of developers like Robert Moses, who reconfigured the American landscape into an energy-intensive network of skyscrapers, highways and suburbs (Harvey 2000). Perfect and complete utopias implemented with power demand that nothing stands in the way of their realization.

There is a place for utopia, but utopia not as a blueprint but as a canvas that nourishes new imaginaries. Utopias are not meant to provide a clear idea of where we should go; instead, in the spirit of the best science fiction, such as that of Ursula Le Guin or Kim Stanley Robinson, they should open up our minds to a horizon of possibilities, which in turn shape our actions today (Kallis & March 2015).

Even if the vision presented above is considered starry eyed, and not necessarily cohesive, the imaginary presented above it opens up new avenues that inspire and give meaning to new forms of policy or grassroots experimentation – avenues that may generate different futures from the one that would come otherwise. This imaginary is not closed or carved in stone. The lack of perfect cohesion in the degrowth vision is a merit, not a disadvantage. Unlike the neoliberal utopia that dominated the second half of the twentieth century, the degrowth utopia is open, malleable and plural – a project to be worked out democratically, not one that is predefined in detail in advance.

Serge Latouche (2009) argues that degrowth is a “concrete” utopia. Concrete in the sense that it is not fiction, and that concrete actions can bring it closer. I will criticize the utopian character of degrowth in relation to its political materialization later in this chapter, but for now, let me confirm this concreteness.

First, there is a solid scientific basis for arguing that something akin to what is described here can be functional. From economics we know that a stable, zero-growth (“steady-state”) economy is plausible with reductions in paid work time (Lange 2018; Kallis et al. 2018). To make lack of growth stable, technological change should be redirected from labour-saving machines towards resource efficiency. And care work and other services that provide social value and meaningful employment should grow (Jackson 2007). An increase in the provision of relational goods can more than compensate for losses in consumption (D’Alessandro & Bilancini 2012). We also know that net saving and investment should be equal to the level of depreciation, with all income, including interest, being consumed (expended), preventing accumulation and further growth (Lange 2018). Such a stable path is not compatible with a system based on relentless competition among profit-seeking firms, and it is more likely to flourish with cooperative, not-for-profit entities within a socialized economy that plans its expenditures and sets limits.

This comes close to the diverse, non-exploitative, zero-accumulation economy of sharing and collective expenditure described above, and to the actually existing steady-state and egalitarian societies that anthropologists have documented (Woodburn 1982). Egalitarian societies are characterized by “immediate return”: that is, they expend all product for reproductive and collective expenditures, without storing or accumulating surplus. This is part and parcel of a “cosmology of sharing”: people view one another and the natural world as sharing partners (Bird-David et al. 1992; Lewis 2008). “Confidence in the environment” – an assumption of natural abundance – is homologous and opposite to the capitalist assumption of scarcity (Bird-David et al. 1991; Lewis 2008).

In line with what economic models predict, steady-state societies have features such as zero accumulation with only reproductive investment; commons instead of private property; egalitarian decision structures; equal distribution of income; and sharing of resources, dwellings and work. Even where ecological conditions are harsh, one finds that the ratio of leisure to working hours is good, sometimes even better, than is found in wealthy capitalist societies (Sahlins 1972). This does not mean that we should turn our economies into egalitarian hunter–gatherer economies, but it does mean that we could learn something from which principles worked well in these economies and may also be relevant to ours, more so given that the theoretical economic models referred to above are pointing in similar directions.

A degrowth utopia is therefore “concrete” in that it is doable. It is also “concrete” in that concrete steps to help bring it closer are available (Latouche 2009). The nine principles listed earlier point to concrete political and policy actions. An end to exploitation requires a change in relations of production, with workers acquiring control of their means of production (e.g. through cooperatives). In the short term it requires redistributive policies, such as progressive income taxes, wealth taxes and inheritance taxes, with public control and decommodified provision of basic common services, such as water, energy, health and education. The end of international exploitation requires better trade terms and a rewriting of international trade agreements. The end of exploiting environments and shifting the costs of pollution to others requires a strengthening of environmental laws and an implementation of the polluter-pays principle. Direct democracy requires constitutional/institutional changes to decentralize governmental decision-making, it requires assemblies for different decision-making processes (e.g. budget approval) to be set up, it requires economic democracy within firms and cooperatives to be promoted, and it requires the introduction of mechanisms for sortition and rotation and for educating democratic citizens. Localized production can be facilitated by subsidies to and legal support for “zero-kilometre” producer–consumer networks, or taxes on long-distance trade. Relational goods can be promoted with dedicated policies and institutional initiatives: investing in new public spaces and artistic events, say, or liberating the coasts and the mountains from private enclosures and commercial activity. But let me now turn to a set of economic policies that can make the degrowth utopia more concrete.

Policies and action

Policies and institutional change

There is broad agreement about the public policies that could have an effect in a degrowth direction (Table 5.1). Some of these proposals were touched on above: a reallocation of expenditures, support for the cooperative (solidarity) economy, the abolition and replacement of GDP, and so on. A degrowth “policy package” would involve


• GDP being abolished and substituted with other indicators of human and ecological well-being;

• work being shared, with a reduction of working hours to create employment in the absence of growth;

• a universal income or a guaranteed bundle of public services, ensuring that everyone has enough to get by without depending on money;

• redistributive taxation to increase equality and the establishment of maximum income to arrest competition for positional consumption;

• a redirection of public investments from the private sector to the public, and from infrastructure and activities that increase productivity to expenditures that green the economy and reclaim the commons; and

• environmental limits and taxes to finance low-income groups.



I focus in more detail here on four leverage points for intervention: work, fiscal and monetary reform, and environmental limits.

Work-sharing involves regulation and active policy interventions to reduce the hours of paid work without reducing remuneration, and it requires policies that facilitate dignified (secure and adequately remunerated) part-time work. Sharing means that more people share the total available paid work, or that people may work part time and rotate between paid and unpaid labour tasks. Fewer working hours per person means more jobs for everyone to share (Kallis et al. 2013b). An increase in the amount of paid employment per unit of output is necessary in a transitional phase away from a society based on wage labour. A reduction in working hours reduces wage labour and exploitation, increasing the share of human activity taking place outside the capital–wage labour relation.

Table 5.1 Degrowth policy proposals (bold indicates a proposal that is discussed in more detail in the text).








	“Yes we can prosper without growth: 10 policy proposals for the new left”a (Giorgos Kallis)
	“10 priorities for a great transformation”b (Spanish MEP for the Green Party Florent Marcellesi)



	1. Citizen debt audit

2. Work-sharing

3. Basic and maximum income

4. Green tax reform

5. Stop subsidies and public investment for polluting activities

6. Support the social and solidarity economy

7. Social use of vacant buildings and houses

8. Reduce and restrict advertising

9. Establish environmental limits

10. Abolish GDP


	1. Establish environmental limits

2. Substitute GDP with sustainability indicators defined with participatory processes

3. Relocalize the economy – shorten trade circuits

4. New Green Deal – invest in green jobs

5. Reduction of working hours and work-sharing

6. Redistribute wealth with basic and minimum income and green taxes

7. Make ethical banks the norm in the banking sector

8. Regulate advertising

9. Restructure cities towards energy and food sovereignty

10. Participative democracy





	“Top 10 policies for a steady state economy”c (ecological economist Herman Daly)
	An electoral programme for degrowth (Serge Latouche (Latouche 2009))



	1. Cap–auction–trade systems for basic resources

2. Ecological tax reform

3. Limit the range of inequality in income distribution with a minimum income and a maximum income

4. Free up the length of the working day, week and year — allow greater options for part-time or personal work

5. Reregulate international commerce — move away from free trade, free capital mobility and globalization

6. Downgrade the WTO/WB/IMF

7. Move away from fractional reserve banking towards a system of 100% reserve requirements

8. Enclose the remaining open-access commons in public trusts, and price them by cap–auction–trade systems, or by taxes

9. Stabilize population

10. Reform national accounts — separate GDP into a cost account and a benefits account


	
1. Get back to an ecological footprint smaller than the planet by cutting intermediate consumption (transport, energy, packaging, advertising)

2. Apply eco-taxes to include pollution caused by activity, especially in transport

3. Relocalize activities

4. Revitalize peasant agriculture

5. Transform productivity gains into a reduction in working hours and job creation

6. Encourage the “production” of relational goods, such as friendship and neighbourliness

7. Cut energy wastage by a factor of 4

8. Heavy penalties for spending on advertising

9. Declare a moratorium on technoscientific innovation

10. Global tax on financial transactions, transnational profits, a global wealth tax, a tax on carbon emissions and a tax on highly active nuclear waste






a https://theleapblog.org/yes-we-can-prosper-without-growth-10-policy-proposals-for-the-new-left/ (accessed 8 May 2018).

b https://florentmarcellesi.wordpress.com/2012/11/06/apuntes-sobre-la-crisis-ecologica-y-prioridades-para-la-gran-transformacion/ (accessed 8 May 2018).

c https://www.steadystate.org/top-10-policies-for-a-steady-state-economy/ (accessed 8 May 2018).

Without growth, unemployment increases as rising productivity renders workers redundant. Work-sharing prevents this (Gorz 1994). This is a redistribution of the surplus resulting from productivity from capitalists to workers in the form of liberated time (Gorz 1994). Work-sharing liberates time from the market economy that may be expended in cooperative or care economies, reproductive activities or simply idleness. Other factors being equal, work-sharing reduces consumption and decreases environmental impact and carbon emissions (Knight et al. 2013). There is a limit, however, to how much work may be reduced. If fossil fuels are exhausted, and there are fewer “energy slaves” in the future, humans will have to do more work, or they will have to suffice with much less (Sorman & Giampietro 2013; Kallis 2013).

The second area of intervention concerns taxes and benefits. First, this requires a shift from taxing earnings from labour to taxing resource use and environmental damage (Daly 1996). One way is by a gradual substitution of income tax with a carbon and resources tax. This is not meant to increase the total amount of taxes levied (what will be lost through a carbon tax will be gained through reduced income tax) but to shift consumption from high-carbon goods to low-carbon ones, giving advantages to low-carbon enterprises or cooperatives. The tax should also not be regressive: low-income households consume a greater share of their income. One option is a “carbon dividend”, where the revenue from a carbon tax is returned as an equal share to everyone; another is to use the revenue to give tax breaks to low-income brackets.

Without growth, the proportion of surplus that goes to capital will increase (Piketty 2014). In an egalitarian direction, a second line of tax reform is that suggested by Piketty (2014): inheritance or estate taxes. There is an environmental logic for such taxes: those who have accumulated more have also polluted more and are therefore responsible for a greater share of the accumulated carbon and ecological debts – they should also pay a greater share for the clean-up. To be effective, such taxes will have to involve international collaboration (such as the global wealth tax proposed by Piketty) and an end to fiscal paradises and tax havens (Stiglitz & Pieth 2016).

The state can shape the distribution of surplus not only through taxation, social security and labour regulation, but also through investment policy. A “new economic” investment programme could bring an end to public investment and subsidies for private transport infrastructure (such as new roads and airport expansion), military technology, fossil fuels or mining projects. The money saved could be reallocated to the improvement of public space, such as squares or traffic-free pedestrian streets, to subsidize public transport and cycling schemes, or for the development of small-scale decentralized renewable energy projects.

How could such programmes be funded? First, by cutting unnecessary expenditures whose only purpose is the production of profit, independent of whether real needs are being satisfied. Second, by governments recuperating the power to produce and direct money to socially desirable projects (Mellor 2010). This means taking back the right to issue new money from private banks (see chapter 2), either by socializing banks or by imposing a 100 per cent reserve requirement (Mellor 2010; Daly & Farley 2004). Governments could recuperate the huge seigniorage currently collected by private banks and reclaim the power to direct money to democratically determined needs and projects (Mellor 2010). The risk of misallocating funds, or issuing more money than can be sustained by the real economy, causing inflation, will be there, but it will not necessarily be worse than it is in the current system, where private banks finance unsustainable housing bubbles, or fuel private debt above sustainable levels. Public spending could be subject to limitations that would control the risk of runaway inflation as well.

Another potentially interesting proposal is that of a universal basic income: an income guaranteed to all citizens for life, with no strings attached (Raventos 2007; Alexander 2014). A universal basic income ensures that no citizen falls out of society’s safety net. The wealth of a country is a commons, i.e. the product of the counted and uncounted work of everyone. A universal basic income is then a wage for uncounted care work or reproduction – an income that compensates everyone for their unpaid care work.

A basic income is not necessarily a disincentive to work; unlike unemployment benefit, one does not lose it by getting a job. Those who want to devote more time to the alternative or reproductive economy now have the freedom to do so, with their basic monetary needs covered. Like work-sharing, it facilitates redistribution in favour of those on lower incomes and potentially in favour of those who perform alternative or care work.

Social benefits that target only the poor carry a stigma, and are also attacked by those who do not stand to receive anything. Everyone receives a basic income, instead, and this is likely to build a broader social coalition supporting and defending it. A basic income may appear prohibitively expensive, if expressed as a fraction of a country’s GDP. But in effect, a basic income is a transfer: if the revenue is raised from taxes and returned as income, then there will be net gainers, those with lower incomes, and net contributors, those with higher incomes, for whom the increase in taxes will be higher than the basic income they will receive. Models for Spain suggest that a basic income of €400–€600 per month could be funded through increased taxation, leaving the after-tax income of the middle classes unchanged, redistributing from the very rich to the poor (Arcarons et al. 2013). Another option is to finance a basic income with a carbon (resource) tax and dividend, or through public supply of money. Financing a basic income by cutting other public expenditures goes against its spirit of redistribution.

Still, there are valid concerns about a basic income. First, even though the relative bargaining power of labour will increase, a basic income might also lower wages (employers can pay people less in the knowledge that workers have an extra income), offsetting the intended redistribution. A basic income should be coupled with a guaranteed minimum wage. Second, a basic income does not do anything to reverse commodification – on the contrary, it monetizes the securing of basic needs. Third, it might make people more dependent on governments and more conservative as a result. Its fate will also be tied to the output of the economy or the use of the taxed resources.

Finally, there is the question of who will be included and excluded from the right to the income and what will happen if the income becomes an attractor for people from other countries – one can imagine scenarios where protection of the universal basic income is used to deny full citizenship rights to immigrants, or for closing borders.

A potential alternative is universal social services: health, shelter, education, transportation, access to a minimum amount of food, etc. Free social services are not incompatible with a basic income, but it might be challenging for a nation after the contraction implied in a degrowth scenario to have sufficient wealth to pay for both.

Taxes, work-sharing or basic income alone do not guarantee that resource use and environmental impact will degrow. They may smooth a transition period, making sure that there is stability and equality without growth. But to slow down throughput, it is essential to limit the amount of resources that can be extracted, used and disposed of. A core degrowth proposal is to “cap and share”. To “cap” means to place an upper limit on the amount of resources that can be extracted, the emissions that can be emitted or the extent of land that can be occupied or ecosystems transformed. Caps should take into account trade effects and the energy, resources and land embodied in imported goods. To “share” means that the remaining resources should be divided up equitably: by more progressive taxation, or by taxing resources and using the dividend to pay for a basic income or tax breaks for the poor. With caps in place, improvements in productivity driven by technology can liberate time rather than increase production.

A global climate agreement with an absolute and diminishing cap on the total permissible emissions of CO2, including emissions and materials embedded in imported products, is indispensable. No country alone can take the lead and limit its emissions, not only because it will be irrelevant in the bigger picture or because of competitive pressures, but also because gains from a localized reduction of fossil fuels will be offset by increased use of fossil fuels elsewhere if their cost falls. An absolute cap on the amount of fossil fuels extracted is necessary.

Other ways to limit the absolute use and transformation of the environment include moratoria on new projects and the phasing out of old extractive projects, bans on mega-projects and the institution of resource or biodiversity sanctuaries, areas from which resources cannot be extracted or areas where only milder economic activities are allowed in order to protect biodiversity.

The institutional changes presented here appear reformist compared with the utopian vision, but they are extremely radical if compared with where things currently stand. Even such moderate, but necessary, reforms appear politically impossible within the contours of the current system, which is nowhere near this picture of increasing taxes on the rich, regulating and reducing working hours, or limiting resource extraction and phasing out fossil fuels. These proposals are “non-reformist reforms” (Gorz 1967): reforms that, if they were to be implemented, would require the very contours of the system to change radically to accommodate them. And reforms that, simple and commonsensical as they are, expose the irrationality of a system that makes them seem impossible and yet deems possible what in all likelihood will end in catastrophe (Žižek 2011).

Grassroots actions

Degrowth is not only about governments and policies. It is about action from below or, as Gandhi put it, about being the change that we want to see in the world. There are several grassroots initiatives that aspire to “take back the economy” (Gibson-Graham 2006). These are not necessarily conceived in the name of degrowth, and participants do not necessarily see themselves as part of a degrowth movement. They are, however, initiatives that embody and enact many of degrowth’s theoretical principles.

The alternative projects I have in mind here include (see D’Alisa et al. 2014a):


• community gardens (Anguelovski 2014);

• DIY repair and recycling shops (Carlsson & Manning 2010);

• alternative and solidarity economy networks, including “zero kilometre” and alternative food networks (Calvario & Kallis 2017);

• community currencies (Dittmer 2014);

• free exchange and barter markets, time banks and solidarity food deliveries and kitchens (Varvaroussis & Kallis 2017);

• not-for-profit cooperatives (Johanisova et al. 2014);

• self-organized networks covering child-rearing, healthcare and education;

• open software, digital commons and “design global manufacture local” collectives (Kostakis et al. 2017; Carlsson & Manning 2010; Fuster-Mayo 2014);

• cohousing and eco-communes (Cattaneo & Gavalda 2010; Lietaert 2010); and

• various living and producing projects of “back-to-landers” and “new peasants” (Otero & Calvario 2014).



In what sense do all these initiatives represent “degrowth”? First, from eco-communes to cooperatives to open software, the core organizing principle is sharing, rather than selling one’s resources and talents. These projects are actual commons, where participants define the rules and rewards of sharing together (Varvarousis & Kallis 2017; Helfrich & Bollier 2014).

Second, most of these initiatives have no profit orientation. There is limited wage labour involved, and since there are no profits, there is no accumulation. They are oriented to the production of use values, not exchange value. Accordingly, they can be classified as non-capitalist (Conill et al. 2012; Gibson-Graham 2006). Without accumulation, there is no sustained growth. (The initiatives themselves and the services they provide – in terms of education or child-rearing, say – might grow, but this is reproductive growth, different from the accumulation–growth circuit).

Third, such initiatives involve lower consumption and shorter production–consumption circuits compared with mainstream alternatives. Sufficiency, rather than efficiency, is the organizing principle. People who live in eco-communes, for example, tend to consume less than people who live in urban settlements (Cattaneo & Gavalda 2010). Reductions in consumption are not immune to rebounds: if the people who live in eco-communes save and accumulate money in their bank accounts, and banks invest this money in new airports, say, then their low-level lifestyle is not sparing the environment. However, activists participating in such projects often also reduce their production for profit. They are “nowtopians” (Carlsson & Manning 2010) for whom a large share of their total activity goes to non-wage labour. Reducing both their market production and consumption, they reduce resource use (while it is true that in the long term and after an initial decline, consumption and monetary incomes in such initiatives may grow, this is typically at a much lower level than under similar initiatives in the market economy (Cattaneo & Gavalda 2010)).

Repairing your own bike uses fewer resources than buying a new one. Local, short-distance food networks tend to use fewer chemicals and expend fewer resources on transport than industrial chains. Manufacturing locally based on global open knowledge/software designs tends to use fewer resources and support direct, not superfluous, needs (Kostakis et al. 2017). Granted, these practices may be less labour or resource productive than their mainstream alternatives. If they were scaled to the same level of provision, they would consume more resources. But it is precisely such unproductiveness that makes alternative projects more ecological; less productivity per unit of product means that they are restricted to producing less, and damage the environment less. This is not a problem insofar as they create jobs with social value. It is an inversion of the capitalist logic, whereby ever-rising productivity leads to surplus accumulation, which in turn fuels further growth and resource use. In alternative economies, reduced productivity reduces resource use and increases human labour in activities where labour creates social and relational value.

Fourth, these practices are attempts to “exit” the economy (Fournier 2008), meaning developing practices of production, consumption or exchange that provide social value outside the domain and logic of the formal economy. A direct distribution of food, a free barter exchange in a public square or a contribution to Wikipedia all follow the “logic of gift” (Mauss 1954), not of exchange for profit. The exit from the mainstream economy is both physical – in the sense of ceasing to produce, consume and exchange for profit for the generalized market – and cognitive – a different understanding of what the economy is, and how it works. The degree of politicization of alternative economic networks varies, but their very existence is a political act, as they attempt to communalize and take back the economy.

Fifth, many of the practices emphasize care and reproduction, not increased production. A not-for-profit cooperative caters for the needs of its workers, not for accumulation and expansion of profits and output. An alternative food network or a self-managed digital fabrication laboratory caters for the needs of its users. These practices are reproductive, not productive; or to put it differently, production is subordinate to the needs of workers and community.

Sixth, in terms of decision-making, what characterizes these practices are deliberative processes in the spirit of direct democracy. Eco-communes, for example, imbued as they are with degrowth principles reach their decisions through consensus in assemblies where all members participate (Cattaneo & Gavalda 2010). Alternative, non-capitalist economic projects in Catalonia and Greece experiment with assembly decision-making and associations of networked projects (Conill et al. 2012; Varvarousis & Kallis 2017). In many cooperatives, decisions are taken directly by workers through democratic mechanisms (Johanisova et al. 2014). As Cattaneo and Gavalda (2010) show, sharing and deciding democratically are founding principles of eco-communes in Barcelona, degrowth being the outcome rather than the principal reason for people coming together in these projects.

Seventh, within these projects there is an emphasis on relationships, not on the acquisition or accumulation of material goods. This fits not only with the degrowth vision but also with what we know from degrowth economics, i.e. that a stable and prosperous degrowth path will be one where the reduction in consumption and material goods is overcompensated for by an increase in the production of public and relational goods (Bilancini & D’Alessandro 2012).

Eighth, the aforementioned practices reject the economic logic of productivity. They tend to involve more human input, substituting for the use of fossil fuels. In activities where caring and sharing are central, human labour is not a “bad” that has to be decreased: it is what gives essence to the practice and it is a constituent part of the social value that it produces (Jackson 2007). If the good is relational, then substituting the humans that forge the relationship with a machine reduces well-being. There is an element of “unproductive expenditure” in such practices: the luxury of doing things more slowly, enjoying the process for the sake of the process and not the output.

Ninth, the technologies and tools used tend to be “convivial” (Illich 1973) – that is, they can be used, dismantled, repaired and reused by their users. Think of the bike repair workshop, the coders of open software communities, the back-to-landers who produce food with minimal external inputs, or the “design globally manufacture locally” groups that produce prosthetics or tractors in situ and at a fraction of the market cost based on open software blueprints (Kostakis et al. 2017).

Without doubt, these alternative, non-capitalist practices currently occupy only small niches and are practiced by people with a particular activist/alternative profile. They do not always abolish power dynamics. Exclusionary practices or distinctions on the basis of cultural capital are still there (Schor et al. 2016). But these are projects in the making. What is important is that they represent and nourish alternative value systems that are in tension with the dominant value form of the capitalist economy.

Capitalist economies are not monolithic: they are diverse and allow for alternative practices to coexist in the margins. By creating new value, such alternatives often provide the innovation that the system needs in order to create new outlets for profit. The question is whether alternative economies can survive given that capitalism has historically grown not only by increasing output, but also by enclosing and appropriating value out of commons that produce use values. If they survive, the important question is then whether they can overcome their limitations and expand, accumulating value within the commons and constituting the organizing logic for a new system. To this question we now turn, positioning economic alternatives within an overall process of institutional and societal transformation.

From utopia to the politics of change

Our narrative about degrowth may appear disjointed. There is a vision, there are policies and institutional changes, and then there are practices. But what is the connection between practices and institutions? Will change come from the grassroots and from new economies beyond the state, or will they be brought about by policy action from the state? Is it not contradictory to call for both? And is it realistic to expect states to adopt policies that would threaten growth? How could a government come into power with an agenda that would question growth? To these questions we now turn, after a theoretical detour.

Common senses, hegemony and the state

Gramsci’s theory of the state helps us think through these questions (Gramsci 1971; D’Alisa & Kallis 2016). Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) was an Italian intellectual and communist politician who died after being imprisoned by the Mussolini regime. Gramsci’s theory distinguishes between a “political society”, the ensemble of state institutions that have the power of enforcement (the army, the police, the judicial system or the bureaucracy), and “civil society”, the realm of non-coercive institutions such as schools, the Church, voluntary associations, or families and trade unions. Political and civil society together make “the integral state” (D’Alisa & Kallis 2016), which is not to be confused with the common use of the term state meaning governmental institutions or in the compound “nation state”.

The (integral) state encapsulates the realm of ruling power (“political society”) and of consent (“civil society”). Whereas force is always there and is used selectively, certain ideas and cultural forms that serve the interests of the ruling classes prevail mostly without coercion, at least in non-totalitarian societies. No ruling class can survive forever merely by exercising force; it will survive only if it establishes a “hegemony”, dominating the space of civil society ideologically.

The notion of “common sense” is critical. Common sense refers to the “uncritical and largely unconscious way of perceiving and understanding the world that has become ‘common’ in any given epoch” (Hoare & Smith 1971: 322). For Gramsci, common senses are plural: there are many common senses flowing within a society (hence our use of the term here as a plural, which is not correct English). A hegemonic discourse articulates and prioritizes some common senses to the detriment of others. But dormant common senses can always be mobilized to reinterpret and change social reality. Counter-hegemonic narratives are built by the reordering of common senses in civil society and made real when enforced with the power of political society. Reordering is not merely a matter of discourse: common senses are articulated, embodied and performed every day (Garcia-Lopez et al. 2017).

Gramsci gives us a language for discussing the role of the state and the grassroots in a degrowth transition. The grassroots is not an alternative to the state – it is part of a process of transforming the state. What grassroots practices do is construct a counter-hegemony that reorders common senses – the fate of this counter-hegemony depends, though, on its ability to “occupy” the political sphere and use the collective power of the state to materialize the new common senses, reproducing new civil institutions.

Alternative economies are not then just microcosms or prefigurations of a degrowth world. They are incubators, where people perform every day the alternative world they would like to construct, its logic rendered common sense. Alternative commons are new civil society institutions that nurture new common senses. As they expand, they undo the common senses of growth and make ideas that are compatible with degrowth hegemonic, creating the conditions for a social and political force to change political institutions in the same direction.

Grassroots practices undo the hegemony of growth in everyday life, demonstrating that “another economy is possible” (Castells et al. 2017). By producing this other economy, they provide fertile ground for alternative policies and political projects. A policy to develop a cooperative economy cannot succeed unless there is already a critical mass of people organizing production along cooperativist lines. A basic income in a society of passive television consumers will lead to more consumption, not systemic change; a basic income in a society where alternative projects of caring, producing or relating thrive provides the material base for their expansion.

Grassroots actions alone are insufficient. Structural forces limit them. For example, alternative food networks are limited by access to land, by legislative rules that prioritize corporate agriculture, by price dumping in “liberalized” food markets, or by the erosion of the welfare state and the rising costs of health, caring or education. Young, back-to-the-land farmers who want to produce and distribute food differently end up exploiting themselves, overworking in order to sell at a fair and affordable price to cooperatives (Calvario & Kallis 2017). Likewise, co-housing or cooperative housing initiatives are swamped by private capital and gentrification in liberalized housing markets without rent controls.

Structural barriers merit structural responses on national and international scales. The policies we discussed before open space and release resources in support of the new practices and the values and common senses they convey. A reduction in working hours and a basic income make it more possible for people to devote time to, say, time banks or alternative food networks. Policies for rent control, price controls or subsidies for alternative food or housing projects directly benefit the alternative initiatives. Policies for gender pay equality in the labour market or financial support for public or self-organized childcare improve the chances of parents, men and women, having sufficient time to devote to alternative projects.

The demand for such political/institutional changes would not come without a critical mass of people involved in – and living from – alternative economies though. Alternative food networks, open software communities or solidarity practices, such as popular health clinics or groups of parents that self-organize to take care of their children, change the common sense of participants and allow them to imagine different knowledge, health, care or education systems. These participants, and those who experience their projects, become the base that articulates social demands for changing political institutions (e.g. intellectual copyright or welfare provision) in ways that are compatible with the projects. Organizing for change in civil society and political organizing for occupying the sphere of political society are two sides of the same coin.

One notes a dual strategy of political and civil society organizing in the recent Indignados/Occupy mobilizations in Spain (Asara 2016). The activists in the squares organized politically, leading to political parties that occupied political space, such as Podemos at the national level, or Barcelona’s “Barcelona en Comu”, which won the city’s local elections. At the same time, activists continued practicing and prefiguring in the civic space of the city the alternative economies and ways of living that they advocated (Asara 2015). While the Indignados/Occupy mobilizations were not specifically geared towards degrowth, the world that they were prefiguring, and to which at least some of the participants were ascribing, is close to the degrowth vision (Asara 2015).

Martinez-Alier (2012) also argues that all those in the Global South, and also in the Global North, that oppose developmentalist projects (mines and highways, new airports, large-scale energy infrastructure projects or fossil fuel extraction) are natural allies in a degrowth transition, even if their motivations are more direct and related to their livelihood. Conde (2017) claims that opposition to extractivist projects often evolves into political projects for defending the commons and proposing alternatives to growth-based development.

In Latin America some of the new political ideas of the 2000s (like Buen Vivir and the Rights of Nature in the Constitution of Ecuador (2008)) sprang directly from resistance movements spearheaded by indigenous and environmental organizations (such as Acción Ecológica), circulated through governmental allies such as Alberto Acosta. The school of anti-extractivism or post-extractivism in Latin America (Eduardo Gudynas, Maristella Svampa) might not be favourable to the use of the word degrowth for the mobilizations they are analysing, but they are clearly favourable to slowing down drastically the extraction and exporting of cheap commodities, i.e. degrowth in practice. The many local proposals found across several South American countries to stop mining or fossil fuel extraction through “public consultations” are aware of each other, forming networks through personal contacts (Walter & Urkidi 2017). Their proposals are not those of NIMBYs (“not in my backyard”) but of NIABYs (“not in anyone’s backyard”). As such they put the imaginary of the “imperial mode of living” in question (Brand & Wissen 2012). In India, Ashish Kothari’s “radical ecological democracy” and “ecological swaraj” grew out of many decades of activism and support of movements against mining, coal-fired power plants, nuclear power plants, dams and eucalyptus plantations. There is an affinity, therefore, between the widespread “environmentalism of the poor and the indigenous” in the South and the movement for climate justice, or the smaller degrowth movement, in Europe (Martinez-Alier 2012; Kothari et al. 2014). Such movements of resistance, from the Indignados to the environmental justice groups, often mobilize civil disobedience and direct action (Renou 2014), such as non-violent protests, sit-ins or occupation of private or public spaces (D’Alisa et al. 2013).

But how realistic is a generalized socio-political change in the direction of degrowth?

Barriers to change

In the degrowth discussion over political strategy there seems to be a sanguine assumption that nation states might simply “come over”. Liberal states, however, are geared around capital accumulation and growth. The power of the 1 per cent or the 0.1 per cent also rests on sustained growth or, in the absence of growth, on continued exploitation. Competition propels the capitalist classes to constantly seek growth and expansion, unless they are to be overtaken by competitors. Expecting that the dominant classes will somehow release their power and forgo their immediate interests in the name of a broader common good is unrealistic (that some more enlightened members of these classes may support some of the changes envisioned here does not undo the systemic pressure to compete and expand). Capitalist classes control disproportionately – albeit incompletely – the media and the electoral process, through the financing of political parties (Kempf 2008). Furthermore, undoing the growth paradigm and dismantling the common sense that nourishes it is an uphill battle. The demand for growth is widespread in a society whose stability depends on growth, and where survival and prestige are tied to money income.

States have a monopoly over the use of means of violence, and these means have been developed extensively since the revolutions of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, making popular uprisings to dethrone existing establishments less likely. Non-violent resistance and civil disobedience are the only alternatives, given that violence begets violence (Renou 2014), but the peaceful Indignados/Occupy movements encountered police violence and did not manage to change domestic politics. To make matters worse, even if the change in direction that is envisioned here was advanced in a single nation state, it would then meet its geopolitical and geo-economic limits in a globalized world, where deviation from the capitalist norm is punished with capital outflows, sanctions and sometimes outright violence.

A degrowth transition faces even more obstacles than a transition out of capitalism. First, many anti-capitalists are explicitly in favour of economic growth and believe that growth could be sustained under a different (socialist or communist) system. Second, there is no broad or prospective class alliance in Western societies that could coalesce in a degrowth direction: trade unions, social and green economy businesses, etc., are, with few exceptions, in favour of growth (Buch-Hansen 2017). Third, whereas a small but sizeable constituency of people do question growth, or are even in favour of degrowth (Drews & van den Bergh 2016), it is still not clear that this support would be sustained in the hypothetical scenario of dramatic cuts in resource consumption.

Marx and Engels’s critique of socialist utopias comes to mind here. Their criticism was not that the utopias were not concrete: nineteenth-century socialists proposed institutional changes and constructed concrete communities or cooperative enterprises with socialist principles. The critique was instead that their strategy was unrealistic, going against the tide of the capitalist system (and that, in going against capitalism’s laws, socialists were diverting efforts and resources to struggles and projects that were inconsequential). The so-called scientific critique of utopias was that “science” (for Marxists, the dialectical materialism of Marx) “proved” that there were laws of motion of capital that lead to its own demise and its inevitable progression into a superior, communist system that abolishes private property and the capitalist–wage labour relation. Capitalism, Marx argued, undermines itself because competition pushes the rate of profit to zero: compelled by competition, capitalists substitute wage labour with machines, leading to the abolition of wage labour, the very source of capitalism’s surplus value. Workers should organize to turn this contradiction to their benefit, not build castles in the air.

History, however, does not follow deterministic scientific laws (Castoriadis 1997). The so-called laws of capital are really “tendencies” or “contradictions”, to which the capitalist system constantly adapts (Harvey 2014), producing outcomes that cannot be known in advance. Capitalist profits have not gone down to zero and the natural abolition of wage labour and capitalism has not happened (or at least, it has not happened yet). This does not make the Marxist critique of (a certain sort of) utopianism wrong. Analytically, we cannot simply construct, as some utopians do, a future vision and hope that people will move in that direction because we want them to. We must create a systematic theory of how existing conditions might evolve towards the vision.

Indeed, there is a lot of wishful thinking in the degrowth literature. Yes, there is a vision. Yes, there are policies and there are grassroots communities. And yes, it is possible to develop intuition about how the transition would take place if it were to take place (the Gramscian model). But are there plausible conditions under which this change could take place? Would nation states come across, and if not, how would change happen? A voluntaristic model (whereby more and more people will engage in alternative practices, accumulating more and more human activity in alternative circuits, persuading others that we should abandon growth and organize politically to make it happen) is not convincing, given the structural obstacles and objective social and political conditions that are in place.

Political voluntarism and economic determinism are both wrong; a viable trajectory of change will probably involve political agency and strategy responding to the opportunities opened up by changing (ecological) economic conditions. There is a need for “science” here: not science as a set of historical laws, but science as a systematic and coherent framework for analysing change.

Coevolutionary possibilities

A non-deterministic framework that could be the backbone of thinking about alternative futures is that of coevolutionary change (Kallis & Norgaard 2010). In coevolutionary change, different spheres of activity interact and change one another. Norgaard (2006) sketched five broad spheres: technology, nature, values, knowledge and institutions (Figure 5.2). Harvey (2010) settled on seven: technological and organizational forms, social relations, institutional and administrative arrangements, production and labour processes, relations to nature, the reproduction of daily life and of the species, and “mental conceptions of the world”.

In evolution, epochal changes are not perceptible as they happen. At any given point in time the different spheres appear to be interlocked and difficult to change – they look like an immutable “system”, like capitalism. This hides the variation and diversity that always exists within each sphere. Diversity is constantly renewed through pure novelty (what in biology we call “mutations”), be it intentional or unintentional (Kallis & Norgaard 2010). Grassroots alternatives are one form of such social innovation: a new economic diversity that might change the direction of evolution.
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Figure 5.2 The coevolutionary process.

Mutual selection means that those variants of one sphere that best fit the dominant ones of another are the ones more likely to survive and multiply. Minority interlocked subsystems often coexist “within the shell of the old”, occupying niches and developing in them, and expanding when the surrounding conditions change. Spatial separation facilitates niche differentiation and evolution. Like new life forms evolving on remote islands, new social and cultural forms may emerge in distant geographies or be created by groups that manage to spatially isolate and autonomize their territory, while networking to transfer their innovations (think of the Zapatista movement and the ways in which its ideas inspired social movements elsewhere).

Capitalism long coexisted with feudalism before finally evolving out of it. Connections were forged between new technological and organizational forms (firms, corporations, trade contracts, banks, investments) via institutional and administrative arrangements (abolition of monarchies and feudal privileges, enclosure of the commons, liberal democracy, laws protecting private property). These connections were more intense in geographical niches, such as in medieval Venice or later in the Netherlands and England. New administrative arrangements were made possible in a context of new social relations, values and struggles over competing institutions (Harvey 2010). The new mode of organization benefited from – and facilitated – a whole new system of technologies, which in turn was made possible through access to and development of fossil fuels (Norgaard 2006).

In the short term everything seems to be interlocked, but in the long term everything changes, often as a result of perturbations that change the selection environment, akin to comets or other cataclysmic changes in evolution. Coevolution is a slow process most of the time, punctuated by transitions in periods of revolutionary change (such as the bourgeois revolutions of the nineteenth century or the socialist revolutions of the twentieth). Within this coevolutionary dynamic, can we see any objective conditions favourable to a degrowth transition?

First, there is a dramatic change in environmental conditions. The end of fossil fuels is coming: either voluntarily to mitigate climate change or involuntary due to peak oil. If fossil fuels do not end fast enough, which seems a likely scenario as I write this book, then we have climate change, a temperature rise of 2°C or more, and the involuntary destruction of economies that would come along with it.

Second, there is the emergence of a new, “open commons” model of producing digital and knowledge goods that, at least as far as the provision of these goods is concerned, seems to be more effective than the capitalist mode of production (Bauwens & Kostakis 2018). The model can be assimilated by capitalist logic, as in proprietary peer-to-peer platforms like Facebook or Airbnb, or it may dominate and assimilate the capitalist model, as in the case of Wikipedia and other “digital commons” (Bauwens & Kostakis 2018; Fuster 2014).

There is also a tendency towards increasing automation and artificial intelligence. This vindicates the older Marxist prediction of capitalism’s tendency to abolish wage labour, though what we see is a proliferation of new jobs in care work and unproductive expenditure: menial and subservient jobs dedicated to the support of the conspicuous expenditure of the capitalist class that reaps the majority of the benefits of automation.

Artificial intelligence coupled with rising energy costs (be it due to peak oil or climate change mitigation) might also lead for the first time to the automation and substitution of the high-paid jobs of the managerial and capitalist classes (Pueyo 2017). In a context of scarce energy resources, competition will lead to energy-intensive, manual tasks being assigned to low-wage labour, with automation directed towards higher-profit “intelligence-based” jobs. Capitalism might paradoxically lead not only to the abolition of the working class but also the abolition of the managerial, if not the capitalist, class – classes that will become redundant: an unnecessary weight on the unlimited accumulation of capital (Pueyo 2017).

Third, there are new values, new sensibilities and new ways of knowing. We cannot observe the cosmological shifts that are taking place in our own era. But we do know that ideas that are taken for granted at one time can change, with new ideas to express new experiences taking hold. Especially in periods of crisis – economic crises but also cultural crises of meaning – ideas and common senses change. The critique of the hegemonic idea of growth and the new vocabulary of degrowth form part of the broader conversations that are taking place, attempting to question and reconstruct entrenched ideas. The dominant, instrumental way of viewing and coming to know nature – a “cosmology” at the heart of the economic growth paradigm (Allan 2018; Mokyr 2016) – is unsettled by ideas such as “the anthropocene” or “ecology without nature” (Morton 2007), which are themselves products of the changes we have wrought on our environment and the planetary disasters that are at hand.

Fourth, new ways of organizing – living, producing, consuming and interacting – are proliferating in the form of alternative economies. These are not economies that are aspiring to degrowth; they are economies that will produce degrowth and will offer alternatives in a context of unavoidable stagnation and contraction. They are also niches in which new values and sensibilities are being incubated. In turn, such alternatives are articulated via political projects that sketch alternative forms of organization on a bigger scale.

A crucial question is who, in the current context, could play the role that entrepreneurs and the bourgeoisie played during the transition out of feudalism or that workers played in the transition out of capitalism? Would it be the working class and the farmers or the old and new peasants? The “educated” professional classes, the unemployed and the precariat, women and feminists? Is there a role for trade unions, or is there a need for new unions or cooperatives concerned with all aspects of life? A confederation of nowtopias and new commoners? The Green parties or the new parties and political movements that sprang out of the indignant squares?

Harvey (2011) argues that it is all of them together: all the dispossessed – that is, all of those expelled from their means of production, reproduction and subsistence. Indigenous groups or peasants deprived of access to ancestral lands or groundwater commons, families in cities who have lost access to public health or childcare, workers without work and people deprived of a clean environment share something in common that can potentially unite them as a political force: their expulsion from the commons and the intensification of their exploitation. And this brings them together with all those nowtopians and prefigurative activists who create new commons – commons that they have to nurture and protect from capital.

Within this range of possibilities, Frase (2017) creates four scenarios along two axes: scarcity and automation. In two scenarios (communism and a rentiers society), scarcity is superseded by new technologies that capture abundant sources of energy and robotize work. Under communism, the fruits of plenty are shared with all through basic income and free commons; in the rentiers society, a capitalist class that owns intellectual property rights reaps the profits from automation and robotization and passes only peanuts to the masses. In the other two scenarios (socialism and exterminism), scarcity is the norm, because of the aftermath of climate change. In the socialist scenario, which sounds like degrowth, human activity and work are directed to reconfiguring infrastructures, cleaning up waste and living decently with limited means. In the exterminist scenario, a small capitalist class lives luxuriously with robots and automated production, isolating itself from those in excess that it can no longer sustain and which it subjugates and eventually exterminates using a militarized police force.

In this book we have tended to rule out the alchemist’s dream of a new harmless energy source that would allow robots and replicators to take over while we sit back idly and enjoy. I have also explained that scarcity is always relative, and it depends on whether or not we share resources. Unfortunately, climate change already appears to be an all but lost battle (though whatever progress we make now will be time won in the future). We are then left with either a degrowth scenario, where a modest and communal way of organizing life emerges through climate change and the ruins of capitalist civilization, turning scarcity into a perceived abundance through communal sharing; or a scenario of authoritarian regimes and neo-feudal capitalistic formations characterized by increased inequality (Zinn 2016). Social pacification in this scenario will no longer be conveyed by the promise of partaking in the national wealth but by disciplining of the masses by the individualization of responsibility, with spiritual values compensating for material destitution and voluntary philanthropy replacing redistribution (Muraca 2017).1 Islands of wealth and growth may be sustained within seas of destitution, with destructive fossil fuel extraction maintained by some at the expense of ruin for others.

The options ahead are (eco)socialism or barbarism, or, as Paul Aries and Serge Latouche, put it, “degrowth or barbarism”. What will happen cannot be known, because history is fundamentally novel – indeterminable and unpredictable (Castoriadis 1997). History does not obey laws, because we who decipher and observe these laws are agents of history: we act on the basis of the “laws” that we observe. Which scenario will come to be true is not simply a matter of objective forces, to the extent that we can subjectively and collectively reflect, act, imagine and foresee, making some forces become objective and others not. The question is whether the movement of commoners, or of the dispossessed, will see its common interest as conditions change, organizing in order to struggle politically and socially to produce a new mode of living, distributing and enjoying.

The distinction therefore between a “voluntary” path to degrowth and an “involuntary” one (Sorman & Giampietro 2013; Cattaneo & Weiss 2017) is misleading (Kallis 2013). The type of changes envisaged, studied and advocated by those who write about degrowth – institutional and policy changes, value changes, changes in understanding, changes in everyday modes of living – aspire to provide viable alternatives to growth as the disaster of growth and of its end unravel. Alternatives that will fertilize a movement of commoners. Without such voluntarism to produce and embody new ideas, explanations, practices and institutions today, an involuntary end to growth will end up in that neo-feudal scenario. It is our responsibility to produce the knowledge and take the actions that will avoid this coming to pass.

 

1. I find less likely Frase’s (2016) “exterminist” scenario, where the small number of rich people live in secluded areas, reaping the benefits of automation and artificial intelligence, while the rest of the population is rendered surplus to requirements and redundant, policed and violently oppressed. This scenario is both biophysically unlikely and also economically unlikely: if the rich were to produce only for themselves, it is unlikely that the productive system would maintain the scale necessary to sustain the high-tech innovations imagined in such a scenario. If the only people doing the consuming in seventeenth-century England had been the aristocrats, industrialization would never have started. For capital to expand, consumption and markets must expand too.
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Controversies, debates and future research

I do not need to tell you that degrowth is not part of mainstream discourse and that it has made no headway in market economics, for which questioning growth is anathema. Some ecological and political economists, though, have felt the need to engage with the degrowth (hypo)thesis, given its popularity within social and environmental movements. This chapter reviews the key debates that have taken place between critics or sceptics of degrowth and its advocates. Through these conversations I identify the weaker aspects of the theory of degrowth, as well as areas where more research would be most welcome.

Is degrowth necessary and is it feasible?

Green growth, a-growth and degrowth

For green growth advocates, degrowth is not only impossible, it is also unnecessary, since economic growth and technological progress can enable us both to have more stuff and to reduce resource use and carbon emissions. A few countries, mostly in Europe, have exhibited declining carbon emissions during the last two decades despite sustained growth (Aden 2016). Technological studies also project feasible scenarios for a world powered by renewable (Jakobson et al. 2010) or nuclear power. Expenditure on a large-scale energy transition may stimulate growth and create new jobs, so green growth advocates claim.

I engaged with these arguments in chapter 4 but let me recap the main responses to these ideas here.


1. Once trade effects have been taken into account, fewer countries have experienced an absolute decoupling of emissions than is typically reported. In terms of resources, there are almost no cases of absolute decoupling (Wiedman et al. 2014).

2. What is possible in one country is not necessarily generalizable to all others. Switzerland can be a bank economy and Luxembourg a service economy, but the whole world cannot consist of Switzerlands and Luxembourgs.

3. Declining carbon emissions are often the result of one-off changes, such as the substitution of coal with natural gas. It is harder to sustain these rates of reduction in emissions once the substitution has been completed, especially if energy use grows.

4. Even though the substitution of fossil fuels by cleaner forms of energy cannot (and should not) be ruled out, these sources of energy also have an impact. With perpetual economic growth and growth in energy use, these impacts will grow too.

5. To power a major energy transition, a lot of fossil fuel may have to be burnt. This would risk depleting the remaining carbon budget.

6. The energy return on investment (EROI) of alternative renewable or nuclear power is much lower than that of fossil fuels, so these sources of energy may not be capable of maintaining current growth rates.

7. Investing in an energy transition will divert resources from other parts of the economy and may lead to lower labour productivity and growth than would otherwise be the case.



Points 5–7 merit further research. To the best of my knowledge there are no good studies of the quantity of fossil fuel necessary to fuel a renewable energy transition. Perhaps the amount is not very different from what would be burnt anyway.

Studies of the EROI of different energy sources vary considerably, especially for solar panels and nuclear power (Figure 3.8). The calculations depend on where one sets the boundaries of the system. (Should the energy spent on dealing with nuclear waste or a possible nuclear accident be accounted for? If so how does one calculate this?) It is plausible that technological progress will increase the EROI of alternative energies, but it could also be the case that it decreases, because the best locations for wind or solar power have been used first. Also as the production of renewable energy increases, the need to build storage to smooth loads increases, and this incurs costs.

There are few systematic methods for calculating the EROI of whole energy systems, there is no good record of the change of system EROI over time, and there is no established relationship between EROI and productivity/growth. If Fizaine and Court’s (2016) estimation of an 11:1 minimum EROI for growth is correct, current global growth rates could be maintained even with a global energy mix that had a much lower EROI than that of the fossil fuel era. But it is not clear whether a mix dominated by renewable energies could reach this EROI. More research will clarify these questions.

I argued that meeting the Paris agreement and other environmental standards would in any case be achieved more easily with less rather than more growth. Jakob and Edenhofer (2014) contest this. Halving GDP, they argue, would decrease the required improvement in carbon intensity by just 10 percentage points, from 90 per cent to 80 per cent. Efforts should concentrate on reducing carbon intensity, they claim, not on the scale of the economy, which is comparatively less important.

The same numbers can, though, be presented in a way that gives a very different impression (see Jackson 2007): halving GDP halves the required improvement in carbon intensity from a tenfold improvement to a fivefold one (that is, to 20 per cent of existing value rather than 10 per cent, which is the same as an 80 per cent versus 90 per cent reduction). Put another way, not halving requires a 100 per cent decrease in carbon intensity (from 20 per cent of its current value to 10 per cent): a decrease that is particularly difficult because it will require cuts in the use of fossil fuels that are the hardest and most expensive to achieve. Halving GDP is also not as big as it sounds: with 2 per cent annual growth, GDP doubles every 35 years, so halving GDP over 35 years would simply involve GDP staying at the level it is today: that is, a reduction in growth from 2 per cent to 0 per cent.

In the long run, the rate of change of carbon emissions is equal to the rate of change of output plus the rate of change of carbon intensity. The lower growth is, therefore, the better. Jakob and Edenhofer (2014) question this: a stagnant economy would be less likely to deliver the technological innovation required to achieve a carbon intensity reduction, they claim. For example, it might be easier to improve carbon intensity by 7 per cent each year in an economy that grows by 1.4 per cent annually than to reduce it by 5.6 per cent each year in a stagnant economy.

Critics have a point: because of the way in which the capitalist system works, technological change and investment in renewable energies are driven by profit, and become harder in a context of contraction. Any reasonable degrowth scenario will involve a formidable rate of improvement in carbon intensity. In theory, an increasing proportion of a diminishing output could be directed to a clean energy transition. But this would require a socialization of the economy, with governments taking greater control of the direction of investment. What do we know from past energy transitions? What is the effect of less growth on innovation and renewable energies, and how does the effect differ between different political regimes?

Jakob and Edenhofer agree with van den Bergh (2017) that we should pursue the necessary policies, investments and technological changes that will reduce carbon emissions, independent of their effect on growth (van den Bergh (2011) mainly argues for carbon pricing, but also for working time reductions and restrictions on advertising). If these policies increase output, we will have green growth; if not, and growth turns out to be negative, so be it.

Van den Bergh (2011) developed this “a-growth” proposal as a critique of degrowth. He criticized those of us who write about degrowth, saying that we are unclear on what it is that has to degrow. If it is GDP, why contract everything and not only polluting industries, he asked? Why reduce income if there are cheaper options for achieving the same goals (see also Jakob & Edenhofer 2014)? And why focus on GDP given that it is a bad indicator? If what needs degrowing is instead throughput (or carbon emissions), then there is nothing new: reducing environmental pressures is what everyone in the environmental field wants, including advocates of green growth.

I replied to this critique in Kallis (2011), and later we wrote together about our arguments (van den Bergh & Kallis 2012). First, degrowth is not a strategy for reducing income. It is a broader transformative process, the end effect of which is a reduction in throughput and probably output (if, that is, the diagnosis that throughput and output are by necessity coupled is correct). Degrowth will be selective and will involve increases in some things and decreases in others, together with many qualitative changes. GDP will decline as a result, but that is not the goal. Degrowth is not about a decrease in any single metric. It is about a decrease in environmental impact and an increase in well-being: something that can be measured by multiple indicators and accounts (see O’Neill 2012).

Second, a-growth is a normative posture. The final outcome, however, can be either degrowth or green growth – GDP will either increase or decrease, and this is independent of whether we measure it or not. It is hard to know what will happen or whether a reduction in throughput will decrease output or not. But we can be sure that only one of two outcomes is possible. If the diagnosis provided in this book is right, then GDP will decrease. If it is to decrease, then we should plan ahead and set in motion transformative processes that will make the contraction sustainable rather than catastrophic. Hence the call for “socially sustainable economic degrowth”.

Third, while we might want to ignore GDP, as I have explained in this book, GDP growth is the epiphenomenon of a broader process: capital accumulation. Neither the British nor the Americans measured GDP until well into the 1930s, but their economies grew, using ever more coal and oil. The problem is the growth process itself, not the GDP indicator. I agree with abolishing GDP (van den Bergh 2009; see also Table 5.1), but this is not a policy choice that enlightened economists will one day convince policy-makers to take. If the history of GDP is any guide, then a change to what we value and what we measure can only come as part of broader political change.

Serge Latouche (2008) first, and before van den Bergh, argued that “a-growth” would be a more accurate term than degrowth, because from a degrowth perspective one does not care what happens to GDP. The degrowth goal is indeed social and environmental transformation, not a reduction in GDP. But Latouche’s a-growth was an active strategy of dethroning and abolishing growth, not just GDP, aware of the political struggles and institutional changes involved. This is different from van den Bergh, who assumes that abandoning GDP or pricing carbon is just a matter of getting policies right. It is hard to implement a serious carbon price precisely because it will put obstacles in the way of growth and capital accumulation (Kallis 2011). Setting a carbon price and other policies like it can only come as part of a broader process of social and political transformation.

Social feasibility

How much would output decrease in a degrowth scenario? It is hard to say.

One approach is to assume that rich countries will contract, converging with poor countries at a socially and ecologically sustainable income level. Middle-income economies, like Costa Rica or Uruguay, have reasonable carbon emissions and satisfactory life expectancy (Steinberger et al. 2012). The carbon emissions of these countries are not, however, generalizable to the rest of the world without overshooting the 2°C limit. And also, would the life expectancy and other well-being standards of, say, Costa Rica remain the same if the rich economies that lead technological change were to contract to such an extent?

Contraction and convergence to a (reduced) global average income does not make much sense because degrowth is about capping and sharing resources, not income (and definitely not value or well-being). Still, it is worth noting that a reduction in average income in the United States to, say, a third of its current level would bring it down to the average income level in Spain in 1985: not a low standard of living by any means. Victor (2012) simulates Canada’s economy and finds that a reduction in carbon emissions of 80 per cent by 2035 would contract income to the levels enjoyed by Canadians in 1976 (with full employment maintained by reducing working hours).

How much income might decline by depends on how much carbon or material intensity improves and on how the relationship between well-being and income changes. Average income is not the same as median income – redistribution matters. And what income buys is relative: if income falls or if it becomes more equally distributed, prices may fall. The prices of many basic goods (e.g. housing, health, leisure) are much lower if they are available as common or public goods than if they are sold as commodities.

That Canadians or Spaniards lived well in the 1980s or 1970s does not mean that a decline to past income levels would be unproblematic. Greece has lost “only” 42 per cent of its GDP since 2008 (compared with the 27 per cent loss suffered by the United States during the Great Depression), bringing income back to the 2003 level, but the decline was harsh and life in Greece is very different in 2017 from how it was in 2003: unemployment is higher, wages are lower, public services have been cut down and poverty has increased (Varvaroussis & Kallis 2017). Qualitative changes are more important than the quantitative changes in GDP alone might indicate.

How contractions of the size implied in degrowth scenarios could be made socially sustainable is a huge research question. The issue has been approached tangentially through studies of the collapse of civilizations, shrinking cities and a few unique recent experiences, such as Cuba’s Special Period after the collapse of the Soviet Union (Kallis et al. 2018). The problem, however, might not be contraction per se, but how contractions take place within capitalism. If capitalist interests dominate, then austerity, redundancies and wage reductions are likely in order to sustain profits, but this need not be so if governments are powerful enough to put common interest first. Lack of growth within growth-based societies can be catastrophic. But it could be that a (slow and gradual) reduction in output could be sustainable if it is part of a broader transformative and redistributive project that prioritizes cuts in private and unnecessary profit-oriented expenditures and not in public services. Again, this is a hypothesis, and it requires models and empirical studies to be tested. Preliminary models show that steady-state economies might be more stable than growing economies (Barrett 2018). Conditions of stability under contraction and institutional transformation merit more research.

Is basic human development in poor nations compatible with degrowth on a global level? The energy required to satisfy basic needs in impoverished African and Asian regions, albeit achievable at lower levels of emissions than those associated with continued economic growth, may well consume a substantial share of the global carbon budget (Lamb & Rao 2015). If the minimum requirement of 3.5 kilowatts per capita associated with high human development (Smil 2008) was to be secured for 9 billion people, a global power capacity of 31.5 terawatts, or almost twice the present global capacity, would be needed (Schwartzman 2012).1 O’Neill et al. (2018) examine the feasibility space for Kate Raworth’s (2017) “doughnut economies”: that is, economies that stay within their fair share of planetary boundaries while achieving minimum well-being standards. O’Neill and colleagues measure several well-being indicators (poverty, life expectancy, happiness, education, nutrition, equality) and find that satisfactory well-being can be achieved at levels of throughput and output considerably lower than those found in Western countries today – but these levels of throughput are not low enough in relation to planetary boundaries (also Gough 2017).

Degrowth is not only about rich countries moving to the left of the gamma-shaped throughput–well-being curve, then: it is also about moving the curve to the left. There is no reason why the path to well-being followed by rich Western countries is the only one possible. It is hard to know, for example, what share of current output and expenditure is really necessary for well-being (especially as far as qualitative indicators are concerned) and what part simply goes to service profit making. Part of current income is directed to unnecessary expenditures – such as, say, armament or advertising – that could be curtailed without any loss in people’s well-being. Could well-being be secured at lower levels of energy and resource use than is currently the case? And if so, how?

This calls for a reconceptualization of well-being, opening up to different cosmovisions: the more one remains stuck on a Western, capitalist vision of well-being, the more likely it is that a Western, capitalist path of development will be needed to achieve it.

Metabolism and degrowth

Trainer (2016) argues that degrowth of output of the order of 80–90 per cent entails radical restructuring of economies. He envisages localized, self-sufficient townships living in a frugal, simple way. This vision of small, decentralized economies with limited trade, with artisanal production and with less professional specialization and more free time permeates the degrowth literature (see Latouche 2009). Sorman and Giampietro (2013) argue that it is metabolically unrealistic. Economies are complex systems with interrelated inputs and outputs – one cannot isolate parts, imagining that the way in which a frugal back-to-lander lives today is generalizable to everyone. Back-to-landers might appear to be self-sufficient – because they grow their own food – but their lifestyle might only be possible because of a social surplus that sustains the health, transport or knowledge infrastructures that they depend upon, and which could not be sustained if everyone lived the way they do.

Using a multiscale accounting system involving time, population, energy and output, Sorman and Giampietro show that increasing scarcity of fossil fuels leads to increasing demand for human labour. The degrowth vision, whereby we can both reduce fossil fuel use and work less, is therefore misplaced (Sorman & Giampietro 2013). Decentralized, despecialized economies without fossil fuels will be labour intensive and involve hard toil. Life under a degrowth scenario will be much harsher than those who write about degrowth allow for – and this is why such a transition can never be intentionally organized, since few people would consent to such a decline in their material standards of living (Sorman & Giampietro 2013).

Life after oil and growth will be materially hard, without doubt. How hard, though, is not easy to foretell. It depends on how much net energy (or EROI) renewable energies can secure: the more energy that is generated, the smaller the effect on labour productivity will be. With less (net) energy, labour productivity will decline, but so will production and consumption. Whether the overall effect will be an increase or decrease in the amount of work remains to be seen. Hunter–gatherers were less productive than we are but they also worked less, because they wanted less (Sahlins 1971).

Lower throughput and output means a reduction in the material standard of living, but this is not the same as a reduction in well-being. How people experience reduced material and energy use depends partly on how remaining energy and materials are distributed, how people’s values and perceptions change and adapt, or do not, to the new material conditions, and how much they appreciate what they do in the time liberated from paid work. Part of the time that is freed up might need to be channelled into subsistence or care work – whether this is experienced as a degradation of living standards or not depends on the form such work takes and its social value (Kallis 2013).

A degrowth transformation is not only about declining output and throughput: it is also about redistribution, sharing and a change of the imaginary – not only about less, but about less and different. The visual metaphor for degrowth is not that of a leaner and leaner elephant, but that of a snail: that is, a different society with a different and leaner metabolism, not the same society with a shrinking metabolism (Kallis et al. 2014).

This, as I have explained, is a vision that forms a hypothesis. Whether it is metabolically feasible to turn the elephant into a snail and what living like snails would entail are open questions. To answer them we need metabolic accounting, using tools such as multi-scale integrated analysis of societal and ecosystem metabolism (MuSIASEM), to investigate the feasibility and trade-offs involved in different degrowth scenarios (Kallis 2013), to explore how the metabolisms of different societies change under conditions of contraction, and to find out when well-being is secured and when it is not.

Degrowth: a slogan that misfires?

A second line of critique focuses not on the content of the term degrowth but on whether it can work as a slogan, mobilizing the social change it is aiming for. Critics charge that the word “degrowth” sounds unattractive (at least in English), does not signal a positive and motivating vision, stops at a negation and obfuscates conversation, attacking something that people hold dear, generating instinctive resistance (Raworth 2017b). Raworth proposes focusing on the positive changes that need to take place, independent of their effect on growth, mobilizing positive, aspirational concepts such as “prosperity” or “living well” (buen vivir) (see also Drews & Antal 2016).

Those who use the term degrowth instead consciously want a “missile slogan” (Aries 2005). If the growth imaginary is an obstacle to ecological sustainability and progressive social change, then confronting it is necessary. Avoiding talking about growth will not lead to abandoning it – atheists talk about God. For Latouche (2012b), that “degrowth is seen as negative, something unpardonable in a society where at all costs one must ‘think positively’ ” is symptomatic of a modern, Western obsession with improvement and betterment that is at the heart of the growth paradigm and our ecological predicament. To pierce this imaginary, one needs to unsettle certainties about what is positive and what is negative, and the word degrowth does that (Kallis & March 2015). It provokes reflection and debate on the desirability of growth, which is otherwise taken for granted. By exposing, rather than avoiding, conflict, it hopes to generate genuine, antagonistic political debate (Swyngedouw 2017), unlike feel-good slogans such as “prosperity”, “living well” or “sustainability”: terms that for precisely the reasons given can be, and have been, co-opted – emptied of any radical content they might have had (Kallis 2017). Feel-good slogans also underplay the scale of the challenge that is at hand. A reduction in throughput (and output) in rich countries to the levels of the 1970s or 1980s, social transformations to decommodify the economy and support alternative networks of provisioning – these are major changes. A term that is and sounds “radical” captures this better (Kallis 2017).

In Don’t Think of an Elephant, linguist George Lakoff (2014) criticizes progressives for employing the vocabulary of conservatives when contesting their policies. Conservative framings prefigure conservative responses, and by repeating such framings, even when criticizing them, progressives entrench them in the public mind. When we tell a person not to think of an elephant, we activate in her mind the circuits that think of an elephant, Lakoff argues. Ideas and metaphors like growth are embodied and reinforced in our neural circuitries with repetitive use over time (Dean 2014). We get repetitive positive messages about economic growth, we have an embodied experience of what lack of growth and crisis may mean, and we experience all sorts of positive types of growth in nature: the growth of a flower, of a tree, of an embryo, and so on. Speaking about degrowth, even when we distinguish it from recession or crisis, activates and strengthens, unintentionally, the dominant frame of growth that we want to avoid and supersede (Drews & Antal 2016).

This reasonable critique of the use of the term degrowth raises questions about how social and political change take place and about the role of language in that change. We know that the social and political meaning of words, such as the word economy, changes constantly over time. We know negative words, even insults such as the term “queer”, that have been mobilized by movements as signs of pride to change the very relations that classified them as negative. There are also many cases where “anti-elephants” contested elephants: atheism, anti-slavery or deregulation. The fact that these terms invoked a negation of the terms they were confronting did not work against them by reinforcing the reference frame. The success of the movement for deregulation (a lamentable one from our perspective) was that it managed to frame regulation – a process that until then was seen largely as positive – into something negative.2

An interesting research agenda would connect insights from linguistics and neurobiology together with social theories, such as that of Gramsci, to understand how common sense changes over time (sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly), what the role of performance and prefiguration in these changes is, how crisis unsettles meanings, and what the differences between processes of persuasion versus conflict are (and, relatedly, understand which terms have wide appeal and which terms signal conflict).

The context of communication matters too. Degrowth may indeed not be the best term if one wants to communicate the ideas behind it quickly or through corporate mass media. Fast communication mobilizes existing mental circuitries, where growth is rooted as a positive term. But could degrowth work instead as a strategy of slower communication, accompanied by embodied experiences that turn it into a positive signifier and, by extension, turn growth into an undesirable imaginary? Those of us involved in the degrowth community have developed, through repetitive use and embodied experiences (readings, conferences, conversations and meals with friends), an impassioned connection to the word, which we invariably perceive as positive. We are humans like everybody else; we do not have different brain circuitry or strange upbringings. It is not inconceivable to imagine a process of social acculturation and embodied experiences connected to the label of degrowth through which a greater share of the population may come to think the same way as we do (one survey suggests that 15 per cent of the general population in Spain is already in favour of degrowth (see Drews & van den Bergh 2016)).

As I argued in chapter 5, it is not necessary to pursue a degrowth vision in the name of degrowth (Kallis 2017). A political movement that shares similar principles but wants to win elections could understandably refrain from using the word, as it will not have the time and space needed to communicate and defend it adequately in corporate media. But this should not be confused with discounting the diagnosis, or remaining agnostic about the desirability or feasibility of further growth in order to appeal to different audiences. If anything, degrowth means a frontal attack on the imaginary of growth. If it does not do that, then it loses all relevant meaning.

Dean (2014) raises a reasonable critique: “degrowth” – taking as its reference economic growth, a term with a clear and established meaning – reinforces, even in its negation, the imaginary of a “national economy” and the set of ideas that come with it. Positioned within ecological economics, degrowth research often accepts the frames of reference of economics when it asks how an economy can be rendered sustainable without growth. However, as I have argued, there is a second, “culturalist” stream of degrowth research in the tradition of Serge Latouche that uses the term to signify an “escape from the economy” (Fournier 2008), a decolonization of the imaginary from economics and the economy. Does the term degrowth undermine this intention? Yes, in quick communication to someone unfamiliar with the full argument; yes, for someone not immersed in the debates distinguishing the second approach from the first. But, no, not in terms of content.

There is a lot of speculation about how the term degrowth could travel, given what we know from linguistics, but to my knowledge there is no empirical research into how the term actually fares: whether or not it is persuasive and, if it is, to whom, under what conditions and in what contexts. We need to understand better how the idea of growth became hegemonic common sense among the population in different social and geographical contexts, and we need to learn the lessons this may hold for uprooting it. It is important to study the relationship between radical words, new imaginaries, prefigurative performance and transformative politics. How do new terms travel, when and how do they change the way we see the world, when are they effective and when are they not?

Is a transition in the direction of degrowth possible and what does it involve?

Critics argue that a “voluntary” transition towards degrowth is impossible, since people will not accede to the material losses involved (Sorman & Giampietro 2013; Milanovic 2017). Milanovic takes this as a given, based on his observations of capitalist societies; Sorman and Giampietro go further and attribute it to a trans-historic, biological imperative. Once a population finds a habitat or source of energy that it can exploit, they claim, it will exploit it to the end, passing from a period of growth in its numbers to a period of collapse. Human population and economy will grow until fossil fuels are exhausted, and then they will collapse. Rather than imagine that this trend could be inversed, or give advice for the aftermath, scientists should work with communities as the collapse unfolds, helping them to understand biophysical constraints and adapt society democratically (Sorman & Giampietro 2013).

Malthusian narratives of overshoot inspired the theory of “carrying capacity”: the idea that an ecosystem can sustain a maximum number of individuals of a species, above which the population collapses (Sayre 2008). Populations overshoot and collapse in controlled laboratory conditions but overshoots are rare in real life, where ecological interactions are more complex (Sayre 2008). Plants do not multiply to the point of occupying a whole territory: in-built mechanisms control their reproduction in response to plant density. Animals generally manage their resources by controlling their numbers with mechanisms that are genetically inherited (Wynne-Edwards, 1986). Unlike animals or plants, humans reflect, learn and adapt to limited resources, aware of the consequences of not doing so. There are communities or civilizations that collapsed by overusing their resources, but there are also others that lived for a long time in equilibrium with their habitat.

In a social context, the definition of “collapse” demands specification. The collapse of the Roman Empire and its elites (a historical example used by Sorman and Giampietro) brought liberation for Roman colonies and subjugated people (Kallis 2013). New formations emerged after Rome, with some people living better and others not. Rather than thinking of a limited environment with a carrying capacity that determines a generalized societal collapse, it is more instructive to think of coevolutionary arrangements between humans and their environments with different consequences distributed socially and geographically. We constantly transform our habitats and adapt to our transformations, for better or for worse (Kallis & Norgaard 2010).

A collapse is not waiting for us in the future after a supposed end of fossil fuels. It is already here. Many people in the world today live in the conditions of that pending collapse that so scares us in the West. Dystopian fears of the future might have something to do with our guilt over the disasters that we know are shifted costs for what we are already producing, from contaminated environments to refugee camps. Within the context of an ongoing disaster, degrowth offers a scientific narrative that synthesizes and organizes information in ways that provide adaptive and transformative solutions now. It is part of the democratic debate that Sorman and Giampietro advocate (Kallis 2013).

Sorman and Giampietro are right, though, that a degrowth transition cannot be smooth. Latouche’s (2009) “serene” degrowth through a “virtuous cycle of quiet contraction” and Pallante’s (2005) “happy degrowth” are unrealistic scenarios (Romano 2012). If history is any guide, the material and political changes involved in a degrowth scenario are unlikely to be easy. The end of fossil fuels will increase pressure for redistribution. We know that substantial redistribution seldom takes place without war or great destruction (Scheidel 2017). And wars in our era are more destructive than ever before. Trainer’s (2016) “simple way” transition predicts that as growth comes to an end, and nation states fail to provide for their citizens, a spontaneous reorganization of political structures will take place, giving rise to loosely associated, self-sufficient townships. The birth of nation states involved convulsions and wars that lasted two centuries, killing millions of people during some of the worst atrocities of human history. To expect that nation states will dissolve serenely and quietly is unrealistic.

Romano (2012) points to a contradiction in the literature. On the one hand, degrowth scholars advocate a long-term strategy: a slow accumulation of alternative projects that, over the long term, construct a civil society and economy ready for a degrowth transition. On the other hand, the crises to which degrowth responds – such as climate change or inequality – are immediate. Their scale and urgency do not allow us to wait for a slow change of values and imaginaries through small-scale prefigurative projects.

Likewise, Engel Di-Mauro (2012) argues that degrowth posits changes in ideas prior to the struggles that will make these ideas real. Andreucci and McDonald (2014) criticize those who write about degrowth for promoting specific alternative projects and not large-scale, revolutionary struggles positioned against capitalism. Foster (2011) claims that degrowth as advocated by Latouche is a reformist political project, not sufficiently anti-capitalist. Growth is the outcome of capitalism, so unless there is an anti-capitalist “ecological revolution” (Foster 2011), there will not be degrowth.

I cannot speak for others but I hope that the way I discussed degrowth and transition in the previous chapter was more nuanced than that. Growth is part and parcel of capitalism: abandoning the pursuit of growth requires a transition beyond capitalism (the inverse though does not hold: a transition beyond capitalism does not necessarily bring the abandonment of growth, as we can see from the past (Kallis 2017)). This change is revolutionary: it requires a systemic overhaul of established institutions, imaginaries and modes of living.

Marxists critical of degrowth seldom specify what they mean by large-scale revolution or struggle. Surely, this must mean something more than strikes and street protests, elections or trade union mobilizations. If it means a violent replacement of existing political regimes in the vein of the French or Russian revolutions, the onus is on them to show that there is popular support for such insurrections in liberal democracies, in which a substantial (albeit shrinking) middle class may still have more to lose than its chains. Power constellations such as the control of the media and information by corporations and the extremely powerful means of violence at the disposal of states make such revolution difficult. A new regime enforced by a minority baptized through violence is likely to use violence afterwards to silence dissidents and perpetuate its reign.

If, instead, we understand revolutionary change to mean fast, structural and significant, rather than violent, change, then this is indeed possible, since revolution is by definition an unpredictable event (Castoriadis 1997). The Gramscian model of coevolutionary (or corevolutionary) change sees different changes and struggles coming together as socio-environmental conditions create openings. This model overcomes counterproductive divisions between reform and revolution, grassroots economies and political organization, value change and political change, or everyday personal ethics and political struggles.

Here I am not making the trivial argument that social transformation must involve all of the above. I have shown that by following Gramsci’s theory more precisely we can rethink the role of alternative projects and personal changes as incubators of new values and common senses that provide the roots for a political strategy of radical institutional–constitutional change. The fate of this strategy will be determined in a complex milieu of changing environmental and technological conditions, with the element of indeterminacy and surprise that is always present when dealing with human affairs.

It is hard to study what is yet to come, but we can learn from past systemic transitions, including revolutions and collapses, and understand better how ideas and imaginaries change, sometimes slowly, sometimes more quickly; how niche practices and thoughts accumulate to bring forth systemic change; and how openings are created by changing environmental conditions. Systemic changes in periods of collapse, economic contraction or stagnation are particularly interesting from a degrowth perspective.

Is degrowth compatible with capitalism?

Marxists and socialists have criticized degrowth for confusing cause and effect, reducing capital accumulation to growth when growth is in fact the effect of capital accumulation. Foster (2011) finds Latouche’s references to a “growth society” misleading. Under capitalism, Foster argues, accumulation is what drives growth. Rather than degrowth, we should be talking about “de-accumulation”. Likewise, Engel Di-Mauro (2012) claims that “capitalism comes first” and that accumulation is not just growth but appropriation and control that expands the ability to appropriate and control more – a process founded on the violent exclusion of the majority from the means of reproduction and production. Growth is the outcome of this process, not the logic that drives it.

I agree, but with a small caveat. As I showed in chapter 3, growth is the child of capitalism. But the child grew up and took over as head of the family. Growth is a hegemonic imaginary with real effects. The interest of capital for accumulation is promoted and legitimated through – and in the name of – growth, as when the UK’s Conservative government demands that all environmental and social regulation be subject to a duty to promote growth.3 Growth survived the abolition of capitalist relations in socialist countries. It survived the transition from Keynesianism to neoliberalism. Many self-declared socialists or communists today defend growth. A critique of growth over and above capitalist accumulation is not therefore redundant (Kallis 2017; Latouche 2012b).

While the pursuit of growth is inevitable under real-existing capitalism, it is harder to claim that capitalism necessarily produces economic growth (or even net capital accumulation). The growth record of capitalist economies is variable. Recessions, contractions and stagnation are common. Capital may de-accumulate in a capitalist economy while the economy continues to be dominated by the concerns and institutions of capital – witness Greece. The pursuit of accumulation may arguably be inevitable within capitalism, but its achievement at the level of the nation state is not.

Whether there is a growth imperative under capitalism has been debated extensively in the degrowth literature (Jackson 2007; Lawn 2011; Blawhof 2012; Foster 2011). The answer has political implications: if capitalism can do without growth, then sustainability and justice-oriented reforms within capitalism might be enough; if it cannot, then degrowth can only be part of a systemic change beyond capitalism. Those who argue the former often want to convince the public and decision-makers that degrowth is feasible and does not require a total overhaul of the current system; those who argue the latter tend to think such overhaul is necessary in and of itself.

The debate can be clarified by distinguishing between capitalism in the abstract (or in theory) and real-existing capitalism (that is, capitalism given what we know from historically observed capitalist economies) and distinguishing between an imperative to grow versus an imperative to pursue growth.

In the abstract, there are theoretical conditions under which capitalist economies could be stabilized without growth. In neoclassical or Keynesian models, for example, conditions such as reduced working hours or zero profits and zero net investments create stable non-growth paths (Lange 2018).4 Zero profits or zero net investment does not mean that an economy is not capitalistic. There might be some firms that make profits and invest and others that do not, and disinvest (Lawn 2011). A capitalist economy can then reach a steady state, with market competition taking place within social and environmental minima enforced by the government (Lawn 2011). It is also theoretically possible to have an economy with lending and positive interest rates that does not grow and is stable (Jackson & Victor 2015). The relevant conditions are that interest gains are spent and not accumulated or that the interest rate only serves to promote intergenerational redistribution.

If, however, we move from the abstract to the concrete capitalist economies that exist, we can observe that the pursuit of growth is a constant. We do not yet know of any capitalist economy that has voluntarily abandoned the pursuit of growth. Why is this so?

One hypothesis is that uneven political power and class relations make redistribution very difficult – without redistribution, exploitation increases in the absence of growth, if capitalists have more political power over the working class (Piketty 2014; Jackson & Victor 2015).5 In capitalism there is a systematic struggle for market actors to keep costs (whether for labour-power or other kinds of energy) lower than revenues (Hornborg 2017). This means either growth, or underpayment of workers, or environmental damage. Even if some firms grow and others degrow, each firm and the productive sector as a whole have an interest in general growth as well as in a general suppression of wages and environmental regulation – and especially in the case where they cannot get one of those, they will push for the other. Industry and those with economic power will try to steer public opinion, support political parties and lobby government to get growth-friendly policies and remove limits to accumulation. Environmental, social and labour regulations are obstacles to profits and growth as they increase the costs of production. In turn, governments have to legitimate their actions in support of capital as part of a broader good – economic growth comes in handy here, as workers are promised that their sacrifice today will make everyone live better tomorrow. The theoretical social and environmental minima that Lawn (2011) sets as the conditions for a steady-state capitalist economy are therefore unlikely to withstand the political economy of capitalism.

To understand why the pursuit of growth has historically been a constant within capitalism, one has to analyse the political economy of capitalism, by bringing politics, institutions and the interests of different actors into the analysis. Politics is not an exogenous force in which we intervene independently. The economy is not separate from the political sphere: that is a myth that economic models, even those of the best kind, perpetuate.

A second hypothesis is related to interest rates. One can create hypothetical scenarios in which the demand to pay interest rates does not lead to growth. Again, in the real world rather than a modelled one, we know that given the scarcity of capital, and its unequal control, those who hold it will be likely to charge a rent over and above what is reasonable given risk or intergenerational redistribution. This has happened historically in different civilizations, where again and again the ruling classes charged the working classes unsustainably high interest, leading to peonage or unrest and revolution (Hartley 2018). The same dynamic plays out under capitalism as long as there is a capitalist class with greater economic and political power, which holds control of scarce capital and can lend on its terms.

A third hypothesis has to do with international dynamics that are missed by one-world models. Within a globalized world with (relative) free movement of capital and people, a country that stagnates sees its productivity decline compared with that of other countries. Production costs rise, and capital and population flow out of it. Sustaining the basic functions of a state or running welfare services becomes increasingly costly. A single steady-state economy is therefore unstable unless there is coordination among nation states to limit competition. There is no global arrangement capable of doing this, nor is there any foreseeable geopolitical movement in this direction.

This does not mean that the pursuit of growth is inevitable in the abstract. It is not, and indeed, under certain conditions an economy can function well without growth. But these conditions require institutional changes that go against the political economy of capitalism. Their implementation requires radical changes in power and class relations. The system that will emerge as a result will in all likelihood no longer be recognisable as capitalist. This hypothesis is of course subject to refutation, and to further theoretical, conceptual and modelling work.

Independent of whether growth is an imperative under capitalism, there is little doubt that the degrowth vision presented in chapter 5 is incompatible with capitalism. Concrete degrowth utopias (Figure 5.1), if they were to be realized, could not be described as “capitalist” in any meaningful sense of the term. Again, this does not mean that there is no space in this vision for markets for goods, or for trade, money-based exchange, firms or forms of non-collective property and private rights of use. But the overall structure and logic of a degrowth economy will be very different from that of a capitalist one. It will not be geared around the pursuit of profit, but around the satisfaction of human needs and collective expenditures with a limited amount of resources.

To understand the options and opportunities for moving in such a direction, one cannot be oblivious to the fact that we live in capitalist economies, with definite class relations, and that the need of capital to grow sets the tempo and contours of social change. If one wants to understand why and how investment takes place the way that it does, why certain resources are extracted where and when they are, why certain interests corner the democratic game and do not allow certain reforms, then one needs an understanding of capitalism and how it works in practice, and not in models. Likewise, the prospects for a degrowth transition have to be examined within the limits and possibilities of capitalism, as any transition will inevitably start from the system we already have.

Degrowth is not akin to recession, but as long as economies are organized in capitalist terms, degrowth is likely to be experienced as a recession. Within capitalism, a decline in GDP leads to stock exchange crashes, devaluation of assets, redistribution, and often revaluation and relaunch of growth (Tokic 2012). Whereas theoretical research on whether or not degrowth is compatible with capitalism (or, more generally, under what institutional conditions could degrowth be stable) is interesting, the question of whether and how a degrowth transition could start and evolve within the existing capitalist economies in which the majority of people live is more important.

Is degrowth compatible with liberal democracy?

According to Fotopoulos (2009), capitalism, the nation state and liberal democracies emerged and evolved together, and each depends on the others. A function of the liberal state is to facilitate accumulation for national capital. Representative democracy was the means by which the capitalist class secured its powers in the struggle against landed aristocracy – it is inherently conservative and controllable by those with economic power (Fotopoulos 2009). Fotopoulos criticizes Latouche because he sees a degrowth project as being compatible with parliamentary politics. For Fotopoulos, parliamentary democracy must be substituted by a new governance model: “inclusive democracy”. This involves direct democracy in the political realm (with demotic, citizen assemblies of a maximum of 30,000 people, organized into a confederation) as well as economic democracy (worker-run producing entities, and a moneyless economy based on vouchers and credits).

Konrad Ott (2012), a liberal political philosopher, takes issue with such radical views, which he considers risky given the experience with twentieth-century revolutionary projects. For Ott, the postwar achievements of “decent liberal European democracies” (he mentions France and Germany), such as the welfare state and the enlargement of the middle class, should not be taken lightly. He calls for further democratization, a Habermasian “deliberative democracy” complementing a hard core of the representative political system (parliament, elections, etc.) with the soft communicative power of deliberating civil society, and intermediate zones (peripheries) in which non-governmental organizations (NGOs), policy advisors, academics, concerned scientists, pressure groups and others propose policy ideas. Ott accepts non-violent civil disobedience to keep democratization alive for “specific non-trivial occasions”. In his view, a deliberative liberal democratic system is adequate for bringing about the cultural and institutional changes implicated by degrowth. Proof is the better environmental and social record of social democracies.

Zinn (2016), on the other hand, notes an authoritarian turn in liberal democracies: governments have stopped legitimating austerity and inequality with the promise of growth and increasingly use brute force to quiet dissent. Others point to a shift in the West to Russian-style plutocracies, with token elections, economic powers controlling governments through the funding of political parties and the ownership of mass media (Kempf 2008). Concentration of wealth undermines democracy.

These changes come in a context of what some political theorists had described as “post-politics”: the consensus since the fall of the Berlin Wall that the capitalist market and the liberal state are the unquestionable foundations of society, with the reduction of political problems to questions of technical management (Swyngedouw 2014). The bipartisan consensus on the pursuit of growth through neoliberal, market-friendly policies is one manifestation of post-politics (Kallis et al. 2014). The rise of populism may in turn be explained as an expression of the frustration with the limits of consensus politics. Populist politics may take a progressive direction, as when a “we, the 99 per cent” is constructed to challenge class society and rising inequality; but it can also take a reactionary turn when “we, the people” is mobilized against a common threat, enemy or “the other” (foreigners, immigrants), justifying the suspension of democracy.

How “democracies” can be democratized and how we can have a transition towards more direct and inclusive rule are important research questions. Some scholars have looked into the recent Occupy/Indignados social movement, its articulation with alternative economies and its evolution into new political formations, speculating on how this may be creating openings for degrowth and direct democracy (Asara 2015; Varvarousis & Kallis 2017).

There is a need for more research of this sort – for studies that look at concrete social and political processes, or innovative city, regional or national administrations and the ways in which they are reconfiguring governance and decision structures, how they understand or rethink “the economic”, and how they adopt, if and when they do, critiques to endless growth. Beyond good cases, we also need to understand dominant trends (the rise of populism or oligarchy, the depoliticization of liberal democracies) and position such developments within economic processes (crisis, stagnation or the relentless efforts to relaunch growth). The relationship between growth-manship and populist or post-political politics merits more attention. So does Zinn’s proposition that the use of growth as a social pacifier is coming to an end. Is growthmanship over, or is it mutating into something new?

Can value grow without growth in throughput?6

If by value we understand what we have previously called “values” (or “use values”), then the answer to the question in the heading is yes. The attributes and the things that people in a society value can increase even if throughput, or output, decreases. If a society holds frugality and simple living dear, then a reduction in material throughput will satisfy this value. Values, however, are difficult, if not impossible, to measure and commensurate. The very notion of growth loses its meaning, since with incommensurable values there is no aggregate that can grow (Kallis 2017). To be more precise, then: there is no reason why the values of a society could not be satisfied with decreasing throughput or output.

Now, if by value we understand aggregate “market value”, or what GDP approximately counts, the answer is complicated. First, it requires a clarification of what determines exchange and market value: utility, labour, embodied energy? Then there is the problem with GDP, which is not even an aggregate of utility and market value: it counts marginal not total utility, it mixes bads with goods, and it includes public expenditures and imputed values for which no exchange occurs.

If exchange value is ultimately determined by labour and energy (on top of which monopoly rents, debt and money speculation form observed market value or price), it then seems that the output of the economy cannot grow without an increase in throughput – unless there are more people working, or workers increase their working time, for which there is a limit. Indeed, from a labour or energy theory of value you cannot produce something that is valuable for exchange without human labour and matter/energy. But does this mean that the more aggregate exchange value you produce, the more labour and matter/energy you use?

Machines complicate matters. A Marxist labour theory of value does not suggest that aggregate market value cannot increase without an increase in human labour: it can and it has done so in the past because of machines and improvements in productivity (machines involve dead labour, of course, but this does not mean that the work that machines perform is equal to their embedded labour, or energy). At the extreme of a hypothetical fully robotized society, items of value could be produced without human labour (but they would still require energy). Granted, robots embed dead labour (and energy), but this is labour and energy that died long ago, so an increase in current production may come about without an increase in current amounts of energy or labour.

Improvements in labour productivity by new machines may come at the expense of energy. No matter how efficient future machines and robots may be, further growth in their output will require growth in energy and resources: resources to make robots and feed them, and resources that the robots will transform (the latter may not hold if the robots provide services that do not transform matter; we discuss services below). Even if robots are more resource efficient, their efficiency will lower the relative cost of resources, leading to more resource use in other tasks (a rebound effect). This also holds in the case where technological improvement is qualitative, improving productiveness, for example, new ideas for doing things better or new forms of organizing production that offer greater yields with less. In restricted cases of qualitative development, output and total market value could grow even if human and non-human work decline, but crucially this will not happen automatically if left to the normal operation of the market. It will only happen if energy, resource use and working time are capped and this cap is mandated to decline. Otherwise, more productive forms of producing things will simply reduce the cost of resources and labour, increasing the demand for them (Polimeni et al. 2008).

If production is dehumanized and automated or robotized, there is a problem of expenditure. If humans do not work, then there will be no customers to which capital owners can sell the products of the machines. In a socialized economy, the collective product could be distributed independent of people’s purchasing power. In that case, however, there will be no market exchange, and no market value, or GDP (whether the machines could produce more stuff without an increase in energy and materials use was discussed above). In a capitalist economy, the only option for generating the demand necessary for keeping an automated economy going is that the otherwise redundant labour works in unnecessary tasks for which it is paid by the owners of capital so that it then buys the goods their robots make. The question is then how much labour, and relatedly energy, would be necessary to support the demand side of robotized production.

What about the possibility of a “weightless” service economy with higher value (Coyle 1999)? One might think here of the value created from data and information, or value from art, high-end cuisine or fashion designers. Can value from such services endlessly grow without a corresponding increase in labour and energy?7

From a labour or energy theory of value, the answer to this is probably no, because if a service has higher exchange value, this means it uses more labour or energy – think of the skilled labour and the energy required to extract and transport the specialized materials needed for computer hardware and software, gourmet cuisine or high-end clothing.

From a neoclassical perspective, though, the answer is yes. Exchange value represents relative utility: if people find certain services that have lower resource demands more useful, and if they are willing to pay more for them, then, at least in theory, aggregate market value can grow while throughput decreases, as long as the new “weightless” and higher-value services substitute heavier, lower-value goods or services. But there are at least seven reasons I am sceptical of this.

First, note that there is nothing automatic that guarantees that this will happen in a market economy. It could well be the case that new, leaner services increase GDP but that the older heavier goods continue to exist, with the overall result being an increase in throughput. Again, the only way to secure a reduction in throughput is to cap it and regulate its decrease (Daly 1996).

Second, once all heavy goods and services are gone, and the only ones that remain are lean ones, any further growth will invariably mean an increase in throughput, no matter how lean the goods are. Of course, in theory this could be postponed further if there are even leaner and higher-value services to substitute the already-lean ones, ad infinitum.

Third, in market equilibrium, the price ratio of two goods is equal to their marginal utility, which equals their marginal production costs. So if the price, or market value, of a good increases, it means that both its marginal utility and its production costs (energy and labour) go up. In other words, it is not only that the marginal utility of a Michelin starred restaurant is higher than that of a fast food one, but also that its marginal production costs are too. This makes it harder to argue that growth can be sustained by increases in value alone.

Fourth, services also use resources. Data and information need servers, which burn electricity; high-end restaurants import products from all over the world; and expensive garments use either very skilled labour or rare and costly materials. The life-cycle energy and resources costs of services depend on the specifics, and they may vary greatly between types of services. Logically, one could imagine growth in services that have very low material and energy input or waste: singing, say, or writing novels. But these are too small a part of the total economy to sustain growth of the whole.

Fifth, if the increasing value of “weightless” services increases, then the purchasing power for material goods of those who sell these services increases too. If the use of materials is capped, however, then this higher exchange value is not realized – not in terms of material purchasing power at least (unless there is a rise in productivity in material-using sectors, which allows the production of more with fewer materials; this is a case we discussed above, and it is likely to have both secondary energy and resource costs as well as face absolute thermodynamic limits (see Ward et al. 2016)). Furthermore, if throughput and material production are limited, then the relative prices of resources and material goods will increase. Those with more money will price out those with less from purchasing such goods (think of rising housing prices in popular “world cities”). In a market, the unproductive expenditures of the capitalist and managerial classes who benefit from a growing service economy can get priority even over the basic reproductive expenditures of workers (Pueyo 2017).

Sixth, important questions are who buys the weightless services and how do they pay for it and why. Consider data and information: if its value stems from organizing production better, then under certain conditions better data and information can increase production without increasing throughput. If, however, the value is value for advertising, then this value represents more consumption of other, often-resource-intensive, goods and services. The value of Facebook’s stock relates to the fact that it collects data that can be used to micro-advertise cars, fast food and clothes: all products with substantial material footprints.

Seventh, when we say that a service has a higher price because it gives greater utility to those who pay for it, what we are saying is that people are willing to devote a higher proportion of their work for this service. This work may, though, have resource implications. If, in order to pay for a more expensive meal or garment, a miner has to mine more minerals, then the service has an indirect material effect.

Likewise, for a qualitative change in a service – such as an increase in value – to be realized, there must be a concomitant increase in its power to purchase resources. But if the restaurateur or fashion designer spends their money on going to work in a Learjet or on couriering ice-cream via helicopter to their yacht in the Mediterranean,8 then the extra revenue has resource implications. Logically, one can imagine growth in services being paid for by workers who are paid for working in these or other services, with revenue spent again in similar “weightless” services.

But is this empirically possible? And is it anywhere near what we observe in the economy today? If it were, how come the material footprint of service economies is high? And how is it that it keeps increasing in line with GDP? Can an economy grow through a closed circuit of exchange between increasingly efficient and value-added services, without this spilling over into the material part of the economy? And even if this is logically possible, could it be done without restrictions and regulated reduction in resource and energy use? Would growth in services still be possible if throughput were restricted? If growth could take place within limited and degrowing throughput, why is there such a reaction against environmental limitations and regulation? Is it possible in a capitalist economy to limit expenditure outlets and to tell the people who accumulate money where they can spend it and where they cannot? After all, money is about controlling people and resources.

The underlying theoretical question is whether market value and GDP are bounded in some way by the human and non-human labour that goes into the economy. This requires engagement with different theories of value – more engagement than I have demonstrated in this book. But beyond logical possibilities, it is important to see how actual market value is produced in the economy, with input–output or life-cycle-of-service activities, and to test the metabolic feasibility of scenarios of supposedly weightless service economies. We need to go beyond a superficial accounting view whereby some high value–low throughput services can in theory substitute for low value–high throughput ones and see if this is indeed how the economy works, given the interdependencies between primary, intermediary and final inputs and outputs.

Beyond such theoretical exploration, and until proven otherwise, we should continue to work with the empirically informed assumption that more income flowing through an economy translates into more resource and energy mobilization.

Commodification

More than by increasing productivity or shifting to services, the economy can also grow without throughput growth by increasing rents, debts or by commodifying unpaid goods and services. These processes can sustain growth in the short term but they cannot do so indefinitely; and their environmental impact depends on context.

Rents are payments that owners of a resource demand to allow access to it, in addition to compensation for any work they may have put into producing, sustaining or providing the resource. Land, fossil fuel and housing rents are examples, as are rents over capital (say, interest rates above what intergenerational allocation and the work and risk of intermediation justify) and rents from controlling intellectual property or unique artworks. In the fictional world of the self-regulated market, rents would be eliminated by competition. In the world that we live in, they are not. A concentration of rents in particular places and at particular times may give the impression of growth without throughput: an example would be the increase of land value and rents in Barcelona or in other world cities. Rents, however, are redistributing wealth, not producing it. The income that flows into Barcelona and ends up as rents is produced somewhere else, and it has an ecological footprint. While some people, or some regions or countries, can appropriate a greater share of global income through their power to collect rents, the global economy as a whole cannot grow on the basis of rents.

The growth and resource effects of commodification are more complicated. Consider a painting that is held by a museum as a public good and has no market value, and then consider the same painting traded by an art collector for millions. Or consider a park or a beach that are public and are free to access, contributing to “psychic” income but not market income, unless they are enclosed. As Ricardo noted, if water previously available for free was to be enclosed and sold, this would increase the fortune of the person who sells it but not the real wealth of the community (Douai 2009). Enclosures increase the GDP of the community without any material change (the water, the park or the beach do not change when they are enclosed – the institutional relations that determine who has access to them and on what terms do). Strategies of “intensive” accumulation – that is, growth through enclosure and commodification – have proliferated recently with the commodification of environmental goods and services (carbon trading, wetland and river restoration banking, markets for ecosystem services) and with the growth of the rental or “gig” economy (Airbnb, Uber, etc.), where people charge for assets and services (empty rooms, car rides, chores) that previously would have been left unused or offered without the need for compensation.

In the gig economy there are exchanges that increase GDP without any real increase in value (such as when you pay a friend for sleeping in his empty room and he pays to sleep in yours, whereas before you were just hosting one another) and exchanges that create value by mobilizing new work (such as the work you put into renting your vacation home through Airbnb). Whether or not such growth leads to growth of throughput is a separate question that depends on the specifics. If Airbnb rooms simply substitute hotels, then it is a more resource-efficient way of hosting and travelling. If they increase the number of trips by decreasing the price of dwellings, then air travel and energy use grow. D’Alisa and Cattaneo (2013) find that commodified care work in Barcelona is more energy intensive than unpaid care work, but this cannot be generalized to all goods, times or places.

The growth or throughput effects of the commodification of resources or care work can be more complicated. Often what is commodified was previously appropriated for free. If a corporation pays a fee for the pollution it previously emitted for free, or if salaried workers pay someone to clean their homes instead of cleaning them themselves, then GDP seems to be growing. This is, however, just a redistribution from what would otherwise be accumulated in the bank account of the corporation or workers and now ends up as taxes to the state or as wages to cleaners. In the trading of ecosystem services or carbon permits, some exchangers make money but some producers pay more to pollute or use ecosystems that they were previously appropriating for free. There is no change in the actual value produced by the economy, and there is no actual growth in GDP – only redistribution. There might even be a negative effect on growth because there will be less accumulation and investment further down the line or because the cost of primary production increases.

The growth of financial services might give the impression that the economy can grow purely through financial instruments. Speculation, however, should not be confused with value production. When money flows to derivatives or Bitcoin to seek profits, this is simply a redistribution of value produced elsewhere in the economy. Those who make money out of Bitcoin experience a growth in their wealth, but for the economy as a whole there can be no growth, since nothing new is being produced (apart from services that Bitcoin may provide as a store of value or a medium of exchange). Growth in the value of Bitcoin is mostly because of redistribution of existing value to a new commodity. In the short term, and in specific countries, concentration of such financial gains may give the impression of growth decoupled from resource constraints. But this is an illusion.

The issue of debt is related, but it is different. Central and private banks have the power to create money, and often this creation of money exceeds the real growth of the economy (Soddy 1933; Daly & Farley 2004, Chapter 2). Even if this might act as a stimulus for the economy in the short term, in the long term there can only be inflation or debt accumulation and eventually cancellation of debts, with associated value destruction. Cheap money also leads to bubbles in financial products or assets, from land and houses to raw materials and Bitcoin. There is no real value produced here, only value borrowed from future generations: value that can never be paid unless there is equivalent growth. Crashes are not proportional to bubbles, however, and their resource implications are complicated since the use of some resources may escalate during debt-fuelled growth while the use of others instead increases after a crash.

In terms of research on decoupling and the relationship between GDP and throughput, there is scope for more research disentangling the contributions of debt, commodification/financialization and rent in GDP growth, as well as understanding better their complex relationship with resource and energy use. Studying European economies over a period of 18 years, Kovacic et al. (2017), for example, find no substantial change in energy use per hour worked, concluding that most growth must have come from financialization (debts, rents, speculation and commodification).

Is degrowth a Western idea?

One might criticize this book, as well as the academic debates on degrowth in general, as Western or Eurocentric, oblivious to the realities and ideas outside Europe and North America. Is the discourse on degrowth just one more effort by the West to dominate the rest at the level of ideas, degrowth imposing itself as an umbrella slogan to anti-extractivist and environmental justice movements in the Global South? Is degrowth the product of the privileged preaching the nobleness of poverty to the poor in order to protect their own privileges? Or, more cynically, is the idea of degrowth symptomatic of an old European society in decay, with Europeans preaching stagnation to the rising tigers?

Let us start with the last question: degrowth is a minoritarian, and of course not a prevalent, idea in Europe. European elites accept no stagnation and there are no major political parties or leaders (with the exception of the Pope) advocating degrowth in Europe, or anywhere in the world. Goal 8 of the UN’s recently published Sustainable Development Goals is economic growth (a goal that from a degrowth perspective is in conflict with and undermines all the other (laudable) goals of the UN’s agenda).

Second, from my experience of communicating degrowth, it is more difficult to talk about it in the UK or in the United States than it is to talk about it in Greece, and it is more difficult to talk about it in Greece than it is to talk about it to indigenous groups in Brazil. As Martinez-Alier (2012) notes, the small movement for degrowth in Europe finds more natural allies in movements against extraction and for environmental justice in the Global South (movements that confront in practice, rather than in theory, the growth of the insatiable metabolism that supports the imperial mode of living) as well as among indigenous groups who profess values of sharing, sufficiency and common ownership, in their own language and with their own significations.

Degrowth does not aspire to give meaning to or colonize every struggle or experience. Growth, nonetheless, is a Western invention, produced and theorized in the West and fuelled from the outset by the exploitation of people and resources in the colonies. Bringing colonialism to an end also requires a decolonization of the social imaginary from the ideology of growth, starting from the West, “the belly of the beast”, where the colonialist ideology of growth was invented and is now refined and reproduced.

Degrowth is in a sense a non-Occidentalist Western theory – not to be exported to the rest of the world, but to open up possibilities for pluriverses (see Escobar 2015). Earlier I discussed what degrowth might mean in terms of a redistribution of output and throughput. But as Escobar argues, the point is not for the Global North to degrow so as to open up ecological space for the Global South to grow. This framing turns degrowth into a quantitative, economistic problem. And it underestimates the economic, political and cognitive power and autonomy of the Global South. The concept of degrowth makes sense from a Southern perspective only as an attempt to deconstruct and undo in the West a Western imaginary that has been at the heart of colonialism and that is used by domestic elites in the Global South to justify inequalities and eradicate alternatives. Degrowth therefore opens up conceptual space for alternative cosmovisions and life projects.

Population and immigration

Population

The prospects of sustaining well-being without crossing planetary boundaries is better with 7 billion people than it would be with 15 billion. As of 2010, almost half of the world’s population lived in countries with sub-replacement fertility: a total fertility rate (around 2.1 children per woman) that if sustained would lead to each new generation being less populous than the previous one.9 Save for immigration, the population in countries with sub-replacement fertility eventually peaks or declines. Some developed countries such as Japan, Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal and Greece are experiencing a decline in population as a result of low birth rates and/or emigration after economic crisis.

The UN’s 2017 projections predict that global population is likely to increase to 11.2 billion by 2100 (from 7.6 billion today), with a roughly 23–85 per cent chance of peaking or falling before the end of the century.10 For a while it seemed as if global population would peak at 9 billion by the middle of the twenty-first century, but this is no longer the case. Population growth is, nonetheless, slowing down: it took 12 years for the global population to grow from 5 billion to 6 billion and from 6 billion to 7 billion, but it is expected to take 25 years to grow from 9 billion to 10 billion, and then roughly 45 years after that it will reach 11 billion.

From a degrowth perspective, peaking or declining populations in some countries are good, and they should be extended to others. The faster that global population peaks, the better. Fewer people means less pressure for growth, lower resource use and a better average standard of living for a given level of output.

From a growth perspective though, depopulation decreases demand for products and increases wages and labour costs, while output has to be taxed more to support an ageing demographic. Natalist policies are likely in pursuit of growth and they should be opposed from a degrowth standpoint.

But should extra measures be taken to control population (Daly 2015a) in high-fertility areas like Africa: one-child policies, say, or tradable birth permits like those advocated by Herman Daly? A degrowth perspective is anti-colonial and puts democracy and gender equality first. International population control policies that target women in developing countries (see Hartmann 1995) are ruled out a priori from a degrowth perspective, and so are the biopolitics of controlling, and establishing markets out of, people’s bodies.

On the other hand, processes that support a voluntary demographic transition should be supported. These include food, health and sanitation improvements that reduce mortality; empowerment of women to control their reproductive choices; redistribution and economic restructuring so that the value of children’s work is reduced; and an increase in parental and public investment in education. Daly (2015a) argues that demographic transitions require ecologically unsustainable growth. It is not clear why this is so. A steady-state scenario allows for convergence from poorer nations – a convergence that may be sufficient for a demographic transition. And decent levels of well-being, health or education can be achieved at lower levels of output than the unsustainable ones currently found in high-income countries (chapter 4). Degrowth in high-income countries could liberate resources for autochthonous improvements in Africa.

A crucial research question is the extent to which fertility rates depend on income rather than factors that may be correlated with, but are not reducible to, income – such as sanitation, health or education. We know, for instance, that fertility adapts to mortality. Declines in mortality and increases in life expectancy can be achieved at one-sixth the current level of US income, or even less (see Figure 4.6).

The relationship between population and environmental impact is more complicated than the IPAT identity – whereby Impact (e.g. tonnes CO2) = Population × Affluence (dollars per capita) × Technology (tCO2/$) – suggests. Affluence and population are not independent factors, and technology depends on population or affluence (and vice versa: population and affluence depend on technology). Depopulation increases the cost of labour. Locally this may lead to substitution of workers by machines that use fossil fuels or by chemical fertilizers, as happens in rural India (Robbins & Smith 2017).

From a degrowth perspective we should not put the cart (population) before the horse (capitalism and growth). Unlike what IPAT suggests, population growth is not exogenous: it is determined by other underlying causes. In capitalist settings, reproduction responds to labour demand. Lower population increases wages. Capital, instead, needs cheap workers and therefore population growth or, failing that, outsourcing and/or immigration. Let us put the horse first: reducing the pressure for profits and growth reduces the pressure for population growth and further dampens the growth of output (and throughput). This is where the emphasis should be, not on intervening with the bodies of women and immigrants.

Another cause of population growth has been cheap energy and cheap resource inputs. Global population would not have grown as much as it has without the enormous mobilization of fossil fuels and fertilizers that have supplied food, shelter and healthcare. If inputs decline in the future, population growth will probably slow down too (notwithstanding the possibility that the demand for labour may increase).

Could this happen without an overshoot: that is, without a population increase beyond the level that resources can support, followed by collapse through higher mortality? A degrowth hypothesis would be that yes, population could slow down smoothly alongside output and throughput through family planning and voluntary reduction of reproduction. The important research question is whether declining income and a shift to more labour-intensive production would increase fertility or mortality. Not necessarily: cultural, work and gender role changes are here to stay. If anything, in developed countries income reductions seem to now lead to a reduction, not an increase, in reproduction. The twentieth-century population boom was the result of a time lag between reproductive practices and norms developed in a context of high infant mortality persisting into an era of improving health standards and declining mortality. There is no reason why this would be so during a supposed economic slowdown.

Immigration

Daly (2015a,b) connects population with immigration because, in many countries, as in his native United States, immigration is the main cause of population growth. He claims that growth is legitimated in Europe in the name of accommodating refugees, and that immigration is justified in the name of producing more growth. Immigration therefore stands against the goal of a steady-state economy, Daly concludes. Furthermore, the social costs of immigration are likely to be larger than the benefits, both for the host community and for the community from where immigrants depart (Daly 2015b).

Daly (2015b) invokes Hardin’s (1977) “lifeboat ethics”. As he puts it: “Shipwrecked passengers on an already full lifeboat face the dilemma of what to do about other survivors still in the water trying to board. Helping everyone board will overload and sink the lifeboat – everyone drowns, but no one is favored.” The premise is that each nation, like a boat, can take a certain number of people without exceeding their social and ecological capacity.

This is a false analogy and diagnosis.

First, as far as the planet and its boundaries are concerned, there is only one lifeboat: planet earth. What happens in each country’s “boat” is irrelevant. For the planet as a whole, immigration is simply a reallocation of the “cargo” to different parts of the ship.11 A movement of people from high- to low-fertility countries will reduce global population growth and accelerate the change of values and expectations necessary for a demographic transition (even if there is a generation time lag, this is faster than waiting for the transition to happen back home). Likewise, immigration from poorer, typically less resource-efficient, countries to more efficient ones reduces resource use for a given level of income, accelerating the convergence between rich and poor people advocated by steady-state economists.

Second, there is no meaningful sense in which the United States or any other national “boat” is overloaded. Ecosystems do not follow national boundaries. Ecosystems are either bioregional or world-regional and planetary. The US economy is open and it imports resources from all over the world and exports goods to the rest of the world. The environmental impact of the United States is not confined to what goes on within its borders: it extends to regions covered by its footprint, i.e. the places where its resources are extracted and its consumer goods are manufactured and those affected by its carbon emissions.

Third, there is a strong moral case for the United States and Europe – who have benefited most from cheap labour and resources from colonies in the past – to pay back some of their ecological and carbon debts. One way to pay is by aid. Another, perhaps faster and more effective, way is by accommodating people from the regions most affected by the legacy of colonial exploitation. Rich countries should be responsible for the poor people from former colonies who are most vulnerable and exposed to climate disasters, while at the same time being the ones least responsible for past emissions.

Fourth, there is a contradiction in Daly’s (2015b) argument for border controls when he claims that immigration will both generate growth that will damage the environment and put the welfare state under strain, reducing the wages of low-income groups. Either one or the other can happen: either immigration dampens growth and stresses welfare revenue and income distribution; or it increases output, damaging the environment, but it increases tax revenue, allowing growth of welfare and incomes. It cannot do both.

The relationship between immigration and growth or wages is complex and bidirectional. Contrary to what Daly claims, there is no evidence that immigration boosts an otherwise steady or contracting economy: immigrants go where the economy is doing well and there are jobs. People emigrate out of countries that are in recession or crisis. The literature suggests that the effects of immigration on an economy are generally positive, though disproportionately so for high-income groups who benefit from cheaper menial labour. Low-income groups may see their wages fall due to competition from migrants. New data nonetheless finds that refugees have little or no impact on the wages of average native workers and no large detrimental effects on less-educated workers (Clemens & Hunt 2017). Most research also focuses only on short-term outcomes – recent historical research finds that the long-term economic and social outcomes of immigration to the United States between 1860 and 1920 were positive (Nunn et al. 2017). Stricter border controls – such as the 1965 exclusion of almost half a million Mexican seasonal farm workers (braceros) from the US labour market – do not increase the employment level or wages of native workers (Clemens et al. 2017).

The literature is certainly diverse, and there are studies in certain contexts and periods and for certain groups that come to different conclusions. But even so, the point here is that Daly’s depiction of a limited national social and economic system whose carrying capacity is stressed by incoming migrants is a gross over-simplification. Immigration might have good or bad social and economic effects depending on context.

The same applies for effects on migrant-sending communities, as suggested by a huge literature on the so-called brain drain. Those leaving poorer countries tend to be those with a higher level of education or more money. They take with them their resources and the resources spent on their education. But they send back remittances, organize new networks and occasionally return with new resources, skills and ideas. The option to migrate may increase the incentive to study. Indeed, the overall effect of migration of skilled workers on “human capital formation” in the sending regions appears to be positive (though not if the country’s levels of migration and education are high (Beine et al. 2008)). A recent study in Malawi shows that those districts that had the greatest exposure to migration have better-educated workers three decades later (Dinkelman & Marioti 2016).

The opening of Daly (2015b) – a paper on migration – confuses migrants with refugees in an example about refugees in Sweden (even if he then calls for distinguishing between the two groups). The recent increase in people coming to Europe is because of the humanitarian catastrophe of the Syrian war and those of other war-torn regions in Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia and parts of Pakistan (Europe hosts only a small proportion of Syrian evacuees compared with Lebanon or Turkey). When your neighbour’s house is on fire, you let them out and you help them get back on their feet. You do not deliberate over the costs and benefits of doing so. The support of refugees is dictated by international agreements and is a matter of basic humanity. It has nothing to do with steady-state economics.

In conclusion, there is no ecological case for closing borders and there is no evidence that immigration undermines degrowth. There are many more immediate and clear hurdles to degrowth so we should not worry about the uncertain effects of immigration. Degrowth theory has little to add, as such, to current research or social debates about immigration, other than to make a broad appeal, in the name of direct democracy and international social justice, against authoritarian controls on the movement of people and in support of refugees fleeing wars or areas of environmental disaster.

Having said that, I do not see a degrowth case in favour of open borders either (Bregman 2016). It took two world wars and millions of deaths for the nation state system to stabilize – we should think twice before advocating its collapse. A nation, like any social system, needs to assert controls over the people or goods that enter its territory – controls that should be democratically decided following principles of international solidarity and social justice. In an uneven capitalist world of relentless competition, open borders – for goods, money and people – may indeed lead to a post-national, corporate feudalism (Daly 2015b).

On the other hand, capitalism brought into being the nation state system, and the nation system facilitated the expansion of capitalism. Capitalism depends on border control and the differentiation of people (labour forces, etc.) that border control allows, reducing wages when and where necessary (Dale 2015). Why continue privileging “the nation” as the political community in an era of planetary boundaries, where we need structures for global commons governance? Is it possible to have nation states controlling migration without authoritarian controls on the movement of people?

These are my personal, half-baked thoughts and questions on a topic that I have not researched. The only claim I can defend is that there is no ecological–economic basis for lifeboat ethics. There is definitely more room for political thought on nation states, degrowth and immigration, along the lines of Francois Schneider’s work on “open localism”, and related debates about openness versus closure in the governance of the commons (Varvaroussis & Kallis 2017).

Research and degrowth

This book has presented the case for a radical social transformation that leads to a significant reduction in a society’s throughput. I have argued that such degrowth is necessary because if growth continues at pace, we will cross planetary boundaries with unforeseen and in all certainty very undesirable consequences. Degrowth is not only ecologically necessary, it is also socially desirable. The pursuit of perpetual growth is a major obstacle to the achievement of a more equal society that lives in creative balance with its environment. Growth is fuelled by exploitation and cost-shifting. A sharing society cannot, and should not, be one that constantly expands, constantly creating new frontiers that only few can access.

In terms of planetary boundaries, the options are either technological miracles or social transformation, changing institutions and power relations in ways that allow us to live better with (much) less, sharing what there is. I have argued that it is unlikely that technology will allow the economy to grow while resource and energy use degrow to the level necessary. A reduction in throughput will more than likely come with a reduction in output. I did not prove that it is logically impossible to have absolute decoupling for the resources and pollutants that matter, but I have shown that the way in which capitalism works, and given what we know from the empirical record, makes this seem a very unlikely scenario. If this is right, then the future will by necessity be one of lower throughput – the question is whether it will be by design or by disaster. The spread of the degrowth imaginary creates the conditions needed to turn the disaster into a desired future.

The history of technology suggests that big new technological fixes will have unforeseen consequences and incur costs further down the line. From a thermodynamic understanding of the economy, the more energy we use, the more matter we transform and the more disorder we produce – in one form or another, here or there, now or later. The current conundrum is political. Perpetual growth is impossible and its pursuit is disastrous; planned degrowth is not politically possible because of established class interests.

True, economic growth is coupled to resource and energy use, but well-being is also coupled to economic growth (up to a point). There is no precedent for a technological or structural change leading to less rather than more resource use; but there is no precedent either for a peaceful social revolution of the type envisaged here that has improved well-being and reduced throughput. Whether we are for or against degrowth, we are all engaging in wishful thinking. Let me then consider for a moment that maybe, just maybe, technology could allow absolute decoupling, cleaning the atmosphere of CO2 and restoring ecosystems. And that maybe economic growth could continue for a few centuries more. Even then, it would be dishonest to claim certainty in such outcomes. Even if the probability that the degrowth diagnosis is right were low, there would still be a strong precautionary case for studying and experimenting with degrowth.

When facing an uncertain future, we have to study all possibilities. While a lot of funding and research goes into technologically or economically fixing our way out of problems, very little goes to studying how, and under what conditions, we could transform society in a degrowth direction. In this chapter I have identified several important questions.

Could well-being be secured at lower levels of throughput than we currently have? If so, how? Would population decrease or rebound if throughput was to degrow, and under what conditions would each of those scenarios occur? How feasible, metabolically speaking, is a “prosperous way down”, and how could it unfold? What do we learn from societies and civilizations that have managed to live well for a long time without growth?

How do collectives and movements undo growth in practice, and how do they unsettle its imaginary? How do their ideas travel through and change society – or not? How do performance, prefiguration and conflict affect common sense and imaginaries? How do public administrations interact and incorporate, co-opt or oppress new social ideas and imaginaries? How and under what conditions could capitalist economies evolve to new configurations with lower metabolisms? What would it take to overcome their entrenched power and exploitation structures: how and under what conditions? How do niche practices and thoughts accumulate to bring forth systemic changes, and how do changes in environmental conditions create new openings? What do we learn from past systemic transformations in periods of expansion and in periods of collapse?

How did the idea of growth establish its hegemony in different parts of the world, and how does growth reproduce its hegemony and adapt to the conditions of today? Is growthmanship coming to an end, or is it morphing into a new, authoritarian version?

How do human societies produce value, and what would an economic system that pursues a multiplicity of incommensurable values look like? Why do service economies use more and more materials? How do automation, artificial intelligence and the tertiarization/elitization of the economy change market value, output and throughput? What opportunities and what obstacles do such tendencies create for a degrowth transition?

You may agree or disagree with the degrowth prognosis and diagnosis, but you cannot deny that they raise inconvenient questions that we can no longer afford to ignore.

 

1. That figure of 3.5 kilowatts might be an unwarrantedly high number since Cypriots, for example, currently consume 2.9 kilowatts and Uruguayans 1.6 kilowatts per capita per year. Then again, the global population may grow to more than 9 billion by 2050.

2. Antal and Drews make a claim that a further problem with the word “degrowth” is that it suggests a downward movement, whereas growth is an upward one. Upward is the direction of life and downward is death: senses that are deeply ingrained in humans, they argue. Degrowth therefore has an extra hurdle to climb compared with, say, “deregulation” or “decolonization”. On the other hand, one might counterargue that “down to earth” has a good connotation, and so does “slowing down”.

3. In the UK the Deregulation Act of 2015 has “a growth duty”. Regulatory agencies have to justify that any action they take – to protect the environment, say, or to safeguard social or labour standards – does not have a negative effect on growth.

4. There is nothing in the neoclassical model per se to suggest that growth is necessary. Optimization refers to welfare and to people’s preferences: if people preferred a de-growth lifestyle, then degrowth could be a neoclassically optimal outcome.

5. Jackson and Victor (2015) find that inequality can diminish even if growth declines, as long as the substitutability of labour by capital is low. Given that substitutability tends to be high, this basically translates to active policies in support of labour (reducing the elasticity of its substitution). And in the opposite direction, when political power accumulates in favour of capital, inequality will tend to increase without growth.

6. I am grateful to Herman Daly, Dan O’Neill and Salvador Pueyo for their comments on an earlier draft of this section.

7. Higher value is not just high price. It means a service with better quality that is more expensive. An increase in the price of fossil fuels, for example, is purely inflation, and in principle it should not be counted in GDP.

8. One reviewer of my book was surprised by this example and thought I must have meant something else. But I did not. The example is from Robert Frank’s Richistan: A Journey through the American Wealth Boom and the Lives of the New Rich. The author refers to a British concierge service specializing in “how to order Ben & Jerry’s Chunky Monkey ice cream at midnight if your employer is on a yacht in the Mediterranean”.

9. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sub-replacement_fertility (accessed 31 January 2018).

10. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Projections_of_population_growth (accessed 31 January 2018).

11. I apologise for using these unfortunate metaphors for human beings, but I want to show how the “lifeboat” model is irrational in its own terms.
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