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a b s t r a c t
This article defends the proposal of sustainable degrowth. A starting premise is that resource and CO2 limits
render further growth of the economy unsustainable. If degrowth is inevitable, the question is how it can become
socially sustainable, i.e. a prosperous and stable, rather than a catastrophic, descent. Pricing mechanisms alone are
unlikely to secure smooth adaptation; a full ensemble of environmental and redistributive policies is required,
including – among others – policies for a basic income, reduction of working hours, environmental and
consumption taxes and controls on advertising. Policies like these, that threaten to “harm” the economy, are less
and less likely to be implemented within existing market economies, whose basic institutions (ﬁnancial,
property, political, and redistributive) depend on and mandate continuous economic growth. An intertwined
cultural and political change is needed that will embrace degrowth as a positive social development and reform
those institutions that make growth an imperative. Sustainable degrowth is therefore not just a structuring
concept; it is a radical political project that offers a new story and a rallying slogan for a social coalition built
around the aspiration to construct a society that lives better with less.
© 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Martinez-Alier et al. (2010) offer a comprehensive review of the
multiple streams, interpretations and approaches to sustainable
degrowth. van den Bergh (this issue) identiﬁes, scrutinizes and
criticises different interpretations of degrowth. His criticism challenges those of us arguing for sustainable degrowth to “strive for
greater coherence” (Martinez-Alier et al., 2010). In this article I argue
that degrowth is less ambiguous than suggested by van den Bergh1
and that anyways, some degree of ambiguity is common in many
normative social science concepts without compromising their
usefulness. My thesis is that sustainable degrowth is not only an
inevitable hypothesis, but also a potent political vision that can be
socially transformative.
van den Bergh's argument is multi-faceted. At its core is the
criticism that there is no single defensible deﬁnition in the degrowth
literature of what is it that has to degrow. It can't be GDP degrowth he
argues, as this is a blunt policy goal, with possibly negative social and
environmental effects. If degrowth refers to less production or
consumption, then van den Bergh questions how are we to measure
this (obviously not in total kg of materials)? And anyways, he asks,
what is new about calling for less production or consumption,
compared to debates about sustainable consumption or steady-state
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1
Hereinafter when I refer to “van den Bergh” without date, I refer to his article
preceding mine in this issue of Ecological Economics. Uncited quotes are also from the
same article, unless otherwise referenced.

economics? van den Bergh notes also a variant of degrowth literature
that is critical of the market economy and capitalism in general, which
he discards as too vague and radical to be relevant.
According to van den Bergh, this ambiguity in deﬁnition is
mirrored in the lack of clear policy proposals with measurable goals,
other than the proposal for degrowth of working hours, which he
judges favourably. van den Bergh predicts that degrowth, being vague
and radical, is unlikely to “inﬂuence the mainstream” and reach
farther out than a marginal circle of already-convinced. Finally, van
den Bergh notes that a degrowth of selected production and
consumption activities is not implementable even in principle, since
it would require either draconian state intervention (e.g. rationing,
and prohibitions) unlikely to be accepted by people and/or unrealistic
expectations of generalized voluntary self-restrictions.
Following this diagnosis van den Bergh suggests remaining
“indifferent about GDP growth” (what he terms “a-growth”), and
recommends his own policy package, its core being the “traditional
policy perspective” of getting the prices right and capping and trading
environmental bads. This he complements with speciﬁc sectoral
policies such as global environmental agreements, reduced working
hours, regulating advertising and education and technology policies.
According to van den Bergh, the beneﬁt of these policies compared to
degrowth is that they are concrete and speciﬁc and have tangible goals.
In this essay I defend the proposal of degrowth against the criticism
of van den Bergh. Along the way I counter-criticise his proposal for
a-growth and his preference for pricing and for packages of sectoral
policies. I argue that any policy package of reform, such as this proposed
by van den Bergh, is unlikely to be implemented effectively within the
current socio-political context. New policies need to be anchored and be
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part and parcel of a new overarching vision that does explicitly away
with the imperative of growth, the main impediment to the type of
policies advocated by van den Bergh. Sustainable degrowth is meant to
offer such a vision; it is not meant to offer the single operational criterion,
indicator or policy instrument that van den Bergh is looking for. It is an
umbrella keyword, a multi-faceted framework that gives purpose and
connects different policies and citizen initiatives. And it is a concept that
builds on a deep and long philosophical, cultural, anthropological and
institutional critique of the notions of growth and development
(Castoriadis, 1985; Illich, 1973) that I am afraid is missed by van den
Bergh, and as a result oversimpliﬁed into the gross category “radical”.
Sections 2 and 3 introduce the proposal of sustainable degrowth.
Section 2 offers a – coherent - enough for the purposes of this essay –
formulation of sustainable degrowth. There are multiple intellectual
pathways to degrowth (Bayon et al., 2010; Martinez-Alier et al., 2010);
for consistency I will follow an approach familiar with ecological
economists, deﬁning after Herman Daly and Joan Martinez-Alier
degrowth as a socially sustainable reduction of society's throughput
(or metabolism). Throughput reduction is incompatible with further
economic growth, and will entail in all likelihood economic (GDP)
degrowth. I will also explain “the new wine in the bottle”, i.e. where
and how degrowth departs from (and adds to) steady-state economics. Next, Section 3 discusses “how do we get from here to there”,
presenting some of the macro-policies put forward by the degrowth
movement and explaining the logic behind them.
Sections 4–6 focus on particular elements of van den Bergh's
argument. Section 4 discusses the issue of measurement, i.e. what is to
degrow. My argument is that progress towards sustainable degrowth
can be measured in different ways; there is no single undeniable
indicator. This is not a reason to discard the idea; normative concepts
such as liberty or equality are also not unequivocally measurable, but
they are useful. Note that growth and welfare are also not measured
“correctly”. GDP is a social convention ﬁt for certain purposes and unﬁt
for others; in the same way we can, if we wish, develop – imperfect –
sustainable degrowth metrics as ﬁt for purpose and context.
Section 5 argues contra van den Bergh, that we cannot afford to be
agnostic to growth (i.e. a-growth). We need to take an active position
and change the institutions that make GDP the natural goal of our
societies. And Section 6 explains why serious caps and price changes
are possible only within a society that has accepted sustainable
degrowth as a desirable possibility and works to realise it.
Section 7 exposes a key difference between myself and van den
Bergh. This concerns the way in which we perceive social we ascribe to.
I propose that big social change does not take place by appealing to
those in power, but by bottom-up movements that challenge
established paradigms; scientists have a role to play as partners in
these movements, offering – and problematizing – structuring
concepts. Seen from this perspective, a radical idea, such as degrowth
is not doomed to fail. Finally, Section 7 argues that the implementation
of a degrowth transition is not as difﬁcult as assessed by van den Bergh,
and it is neither totalitarian nor romantically idealistic. All it takes is a
little bit more belief on our collective capacity to plan social change.
2. Deﬁning Degrowth
Sustainable degrowth can be deﬁned from an ecological–economic
perspective as a socially sustainable and equitable reduction (and
eventually stabilisation) of society's throughput. Throughput refers to
the materials and energy a society extracts, processes, transports and
distributes, to consume and return back to the environment as waste
(Daly, 1996). Throughput is the “food” of the social body's metabolism
(Martinez-Alier, 2009b). In the process of this social metabolism,
entropy is increasing, slower or faster (Georgescu-Roegen, 1973).
Humanity and planet earth will eventually die, as each human body
dies. This is an inescapable law of physics; the question is how fast and
soon will this happen (Georgescu-Roegen, 1973). A de-grown steady-

state will not be steady for inﬁnity, but will arrest the speed of
entropic degradation (Kerschner, 2010). The steady-state concerns
only material throughput; qualitative changes and innovations in the
economic, social or cultural sphere will still take place (Daly, 1996).
Sustainable degrowth departs from the sustainable development
rhetoric since it postulates that throughput cannot be reduced with
growing GDP, and even more, that throughput degrowth will inevitably
entail a smaller – and qualitatively different – economy, i.e. GDP
degrowth. The basis for this is evidence that further economic growth is
bound to: i) exhaust non-renewable energy and material sources
(Heinberg, 2010) and ii) pose unrealistic expectations of efﬁciency
improvements or technological breakthroughs in order to stay with in
IPCC's CO2 thresholds (Jackson, 2009; Victor, 2010). Renewable
energies also yield less of a surplus than conventionally thought if one
takes into account the energy required for their (re)production
(Murphy and Hall, 2010). The prophesised decoupling of economic
growth from throughput (material or energy use or CO2 emissions) is
not happening (Jackson, 2009). And this may have to do with the fact
that efﬁciency improvements tend to rebound to increased consumption as relative prices fall (Polimeni et al., 2008; Sorrell, 2007). We
cannot rule out in theory the possibility of a dematerialized, service
economy (see however Odum and Odum (2001) for a counterargument given the high position of services in the embodied energy
hierarchy). But if we are to opt for a precautionary approach, we should
side with Daly (1996), who assumes a correlation of throughput and
GDP, and argues for limits on the scale of the economy rather than
hoping for technological, efﬁciency or dematerialization miracles.
van den Bergh (this issue) instead argues that the relationship
between throughput, GDP and welfare is too complex for any deﬁnite
statements. He says that history is no guide for the future and calls for
persistence in the face of important negotiations for climate change
(one of course can be more pessimistic given that negotiations did not
start this year, but date back at least to the Rio 1992 conference). In his
view, a throughput-reducing restructuring does not have by necessity
to lead to less GDP, and anyways our focus should be on welfare, not
income. If by “restructuring” he means a future with less income but
more welfare, then we are talking about the same thing, captured well
in my view under the term sustainable degrowth. If instead he
envisages a future arrangement that through behavioural changes will
maintain (or increase) incomes while cutting resource use dramatically, he has to outline how this will look like, because I cannot see
any other option than what has been called in the literature as
“dematerialization” or “absolute decoupling”.
The goal of sustainable degrowth is not to degrow GDP. GDP will
inevitably decline as an outcome of sustainable degrowth, but the
question is whether this can happen in a socially and environmentally
sustainable way.2 None in the degrowth research community has
argued in normative terms for “striving for negative GDP growth” (van
den Bergh). Many of us have welcomed the currently experienced GDP
degrowth as a possible manifestation of ecological limits to growth
(Kallis et al., 2009), with environmental beneﬁts due to reduced CO2
emissions (Martinez-Alier, 2009a) and as a window of opportunity for
political changes that will make the inevitable degrowth of the economy
socially sustainable (Schneider et al., 2010). But one thing is to welcome
the crisis as a reality-check and an opportunity, and another one to say
that this is the objective. Sustainable degrowth is not equivalent to
negative GDP growth in a growth economy. This has its own name:
recession, or if prolonged, depression. These cause a cascade of effects in
2
van den Bergh has a lot to say about possible negative environmental and social
impacts of degrowth, such as a shift to polluting activities. But note that negative
effects are possible in any type of change. Even stringent climate change policies or
emission caps can be environmentally harmful if they lead to renewed forest logging
for fuel, nuclear energy or hydro-electric dams, more so if the same scale of economic
activity is to be maintained. At least an overall reduction of the scale of the economy
promises that the overall environmental impact will be reduced, beyond qualitative
shifts.
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terms of unemployment, economic insecurity, lack of credit and ﬁnally
collapse of social peace (Spangenberg, 2010). Sustainable degrowth
instead is the hypothesis that the inevitable – and desirable – economic
(GDP) degrowth can be turned socially sustainable (Martinez-Alier
et al., 2010; Schneider et al., 2010). It is a vision of a smooth process of
downshifting the economy through institutional changes, managing
collectively a “prosperous way down” (Odum and Odum, 2001).
The above propositions are “old wine” for ecological economists
familiar with steady-state economics. There shouldn't be any surprise
also with the logical extension that if we were to reach a steady state
in the 1970s, then we have to degrow back to it forty years later.
However, sustainable degrowth goes further:
First, there is a concern whether the descent to a steady-state can
be achieved primarily by economic reforms, such as cap-and-trade
mechanisms, the preferred policy instrument in steady-state economics. This is discussed more extensively in Section 5.
Second, beyond investments in natural capital (Daly, 1996),
degrowth opens up the discussion of selective downscaling of manmade capital. It seems intuitive that if as a society we are to stay
within ecological limits we will have to do with less high-speed
transport infrastructures, space missions for tourists, new airports, or
factories producing unnecessary gadgets, faster cars or better
televisions (Latouche, 2009). We may still need more renewable
energy infrastructures, better social (education, and health) services,
more public squares or theatres, and localised organic food production
and retailing centres. We need therefore a “selective degrowth”
(Latouche, 2009), redistributing resources between public and private
consumption and within and between generations.3 Selective
degrowth opens up a political debate about which extraction–
production–consumption activities need to degrow and which ones
need to grow. This choice cannot be left to market forces alone,
because markets often bring havoc rather than gradual adaptation
(the current crisis an example), and because markets discriminate in
favour of the “haves” and against the “have nots”. This is not only an
ethical consideration, but also a politically pragmatic one, as popular
support is required for a transition of that magnitude.
Are such selective outcomes possible within an economy
whose overall scale is to shrink? van den Bergh raises the prospect
of declining investments in renewable energies and declining
social services under a degrowth scenario. However, essential
public services do not need growth to be sustained. Cuba, the only
country in the world which according to the WWF combines a high
UNDP Human Development Index with a low ecological footprint
(Latouche, 2009, 10) has maintained a high quality of health and
education services (comparable to those of the U.S.) despite its
poor and degrowing economy.4 And preliminary models suggest
that investment in renewable energy needs not suffer under a
degrowth scenario, given certain reallocations of public investments (D'Alessandro et al., 2010). All these suggest that, at least,
we should consider and study the possibility of sustainable
degrowth, rather than rush to reject it.
The third, and most important, extension of the steady-state
argument is the recognition that there is a possible incompatibility
between foundational institutions of market economies and the goal
of degrowth to a steady-state. In a general sense, that is not missed by
politicians, the press or the population at large, degrowth, even if
3
It is socially irrational for example to waste scarce resources with high potential,
such as oil, in luxuries and conspicuous consumption, and not conserve them for the
priority uses of future generations, such as health care or the preservation of
information (see Odum and Odum, 2001).
4
There is no reason to assume that this success has been bought at the expense of
democracy and individual freedoms (i.e. that there is a link between the undemocratic
character of the Cuban regime and the success of its social policies), unless one
believes that if people are left free to choose they will always vote against their own
interest of good public services. This indeed would be a heavy blow to the idea of
democracy.

3

socially sustainable, is likely to shrink the surpluses and proﬁts of
private enterprises, redistribute costs between capital and labour and
hence meet the resistance of those who have economic and political
power (Spangenberg, 2010). This is not only because corporations
have disproportional power in politics and media and can stop
environmental or social reforms that harm their interests; there is a
growing literature that suggests that the quest for growth is a
structural feature of capitalism in all its varieties (Harvey, 2007).
From this perspective, the problem is not the psychology of individual
“greedy capitalists”, but a system that structurally asks for greedy
behaviours. Growth is not an option, but an imperative stemming
from the structure of basic institutions, such as the use of private
property as a collateral (van Griethuysen, 2010), debt, interest rate
and credit (Loehr, 2010; Douthwaite, 2010), and the grow-or-die
competition of private enterprises for proﬁt and market share (ﬁrms
opting for a steady-state in their proﬁts, will be eliminated out by
competitors) (Kovel, 2002). Under capitalism as we know it, the
whole ensemble of economic institutions causes to reinvest any
surplus accumulated back into production and further accumulation
(Harvey, 2007). When growth stops as is currently the case, the
ediﬁce starts trembling. Debts cannot be paid, credit runs out and
unemployment sky-rockets.
It is in this sense that some people writing on degrowth recognize
the need for systemic political, institutional and cultural change (what
van den Bergh frames and dismisses as “radical degrowth”) in order to
create a different system where expansion will no longer be a
necessity and where economic rationality and goals of efﬁciency and
maximization will not dominate all other social rationalities and goals
(Gorz, 1994; Latouche, 2009; Polanyi, 1944).
A common response to the above is that capitalism is the best that we
have, and that all other alternatives tried in the 20th century did worse.
Indeed, experienced communist regimes also sought continuous – state
rather than private – accumulation and growth (Latouche, 2009).
Experienced communism failed to create an alternative individual and
collective imaginary to the capitalist one of material afﬂuence and
economic growth (Castoriadis, 1985). The professionalization of expertise
and the bureaucratization and centralization of government characterised
communist and capitalist countries alike (Illich, 1973). Fotopoulos (2009)
on the other hand, argues that whereas a planned (socialist or
communist) economy chooses to grow, or is indirectly forced to by the
dynamics of geopolitical competition (arm races), a market/capitalist
economy “has to” “grow or die” given the dynamics of its foundational
institutions of wage labour, private property, competition and allocation –
mostly – by prices.
While this is a complicated debate, the crucial question here is
whether the capitalist, market economies in which the majority of us
live today can conceivably degrow voluntarily and stabilise into a
steady-state. I think not. More than likely this will only be possible
with such a radical change in the basic institutions of property, work,
credit and allocation, that the system that will result will no longer be
identiﬁable as capitalism (Gorz, 1994; Jackson, 2009; Latouche, 2009).
van den Bergh (this issue) has a point though: there is a problematic
vagueness in the degrowth proposal in so far as the post-capitalist
alternative to which it hints is not speciﬁed. However this is not a
reason for discarding the diagnosis: i.e. that growth is unsustainable
and that the institutions of what came to be known as “capitalism”
that mandate it, have to change. In fact, it might be better to remain
agnostic and pluralistic at this stage about what a post-capitalist
alternative could look like and let it emerge organically from the
ground, rather than dictate it from any intellectual or political height.
In conclusion I propose a reformulation and alternative assemblage of the interpretations of degrowth that van den Bergh separated
and criticised. Sustainable degrowth is deﬁned as a socially sustainable process of downscaling society's metabolism and throughput, i.e.
a degrowth of material production and consumption in van den
Bergh's terms. This will inevitably lead to a decline in GDP, but this is
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not the objective per se. The hypothesis is that degrowth can, under
certain conditions and policies, increase welfare and improve
environmental conditions. Policies are proposed towards this end,
including – but not only – a decrease of working hours (see Section 7).
Finally, since capitalism needs growth, a fundamental reworking of its
institutions and imaginaries is necessary for sustainable degrowth
(van den Bergh termed “radical degrowth”).
3. Policies for Sustainable Degrowth
Proposals on “how to degrow” are still fragmented and diverse,
including a wide range of ideas ranging from radical “exit from the
economy” alternatives (e.g. eco-villages, co-housing and rurban
squats, consumer-producer cooperatives, permaculture and subsistence organic farming, and alternative non-monetary exchange
systems) to proposals about a different type of associated, multilevel confederational direct democracy (Fotopoulos, 2009) to more
reformist institutional and policy changes at the State level (Fournier,
2008, see also www.degrowth.eu). A sort of consensus emerges
concerning the latter (e.g. Victor, 2010; Jackson, 2009; Latouche,
2009; Speth, 2009). Reforms emphasise redistribution (of work and
leisure, natural resources and wealth), social security and gradual
decentralization and relocalisation of the economy, as a way to reduce
throughput and manage a stable adaptation to a smaller economy.
Concrete policies discussed in this vein include a reduction of
working hours (Gorz, 1994; Victor, 2010), including the proposal of a
21-hour working week (www.neweconomics.org), institutions guaranteeing minimum health and economic security to all, such as a basic
income (Raventós, 2007), labour policies that allow for less
productivity and more employment in sectors where human contact
adds value, such as health or education (Jackson, 2009) and salary
caps (Latouche, 2009). Redistributive taxation, taxes on international
capital movement and a tightened control on tax havens, is hoped to
secure enough funds to ﬁnance low economic cost-high welfare
public investments, e.g. in community education or health and in
convivial goods, such as new public squares, open spaces, community
gardens, etc (Latouche, 2009). The reduction of working hours is also
expected to increase welfare.
Policy instruments discussed for the strengthening of local
economies (re-localisation) include the circulation of locally-based
complementary currencies that keep wealth within the communities
(Seyfang, 2001) and the breaking-down and decentralization of banks
and ﬁnancial institutions (Korten, 2008).
Taxes on environmental damages, CO2 and nuclear energy are
other systemic interventions proposed and so are caps (limits)
on CO2, energy and resource uses and pollution (Alcott, 2010). Caps
can also take the form of moratoria on resource extraction and new
infrastructures (nuclear plants, highways or dam infrastructures), or
commitments to leave resources in the ground (Kallis and MartinezAlier, 2010). Regulatory bans are foreseen for very harmful activities
(e.g. resource extraction in frontier areas, and nuclear energy),
including advertising (Latouche, 2009; see also www.degrowth.eu).
These policies are not always new, and may have been proposed in
the past and in different contexts. In fact, they are not incompatible
with part of the policy package of van den Bergh. The crucial
difference here is however that the degrowth package is seen as part
of an overall change in direction; not only the means but also the ends
change. In Sections 6 and 7 I explain why this is important.
4. Measuring Degrowth
A central criticism in van den Bergh's article is that degrowth
deﬁnitions are imprecise since they cannot be expressed in a clear
goal and associated metric. For example, assuming that we propose
GDP degrowth (which we do not), van den Bergh argues that GDP
does not distinguish between dirty and clean economic activity, hence

a GDP decline can be environmentally harmful. Equally he criticises
consumption or production degrowth because aggregate consumption in monetary terms or physical degrowth in kg hides composition
and baskets together important with un-important parameters. van
den Bergh's criticism is fair: there is no single material, energy, value
or other aggregate parameter that measures progress in the direction
of sustainable degrowth. But is this a problem?
van den Bergh implies that in so far as sustainable degrowth cannot
be measured, it remains imprecise and therefore not very useful,
scientiﬁcally or politically, more so since in this way there is no
yardstick to evaluate policy effectiveness. However, precision is not
equivalent to measurability, and more importantly, usefulness is not
necessarily related to deﬁnitional precision. There are many concepts
in the social sciences that help us structure reality, understand social
patterns or imagine and shape a new direction, but they cannot be
captured in indicators or expressed in numbers. For example, there are
conﬂicting interpretations of “liberty” or “equality”, and no undisputed
variables to measure them. Still we can intuitively sense what a breach
of liberty is.
Furthermore as Martinez-Alier et al. (2010) note “the validity of
concepts … not only hold by their intellectual framing but also by
their capacity to contribute to the social changes they advocate”.
Philosophers are still scribbling over the meaning of “liberty” or
“equality”, but this did not stop the French revolution from changing
the world, probably for the better. Likewise, degrowth will be
politically useful if it mobilises people to bring beneﬁcial social
change and this will not be determined by whether it can be
expressed in a single indicator or not. van den Bergh is right that
political change requires also concrete proposals, or even rallying
slogans with speciﬁc (measurable) demands. The call for equality for
example was expressed in concrete demands to end slavery, give
women equal rights or provide full employment and social security.
These were indeed clear and unequivocal goals unlike sustainable
degrowth. But sustainable degrowth is not meant to be a call in itself
but an umbrella vision, like equality, that brings together under a
common framework a number of speciﬁc demands: 21-hour working
week, basic income for all, leave oil in the ground, cap CO2, cap
salaries, etc (see www.degrowth.eu and http://www.neweconomics.
org/). Any of these speciﬁc demands can act as an entry points
towards a degrowth transition. Importantly, these demands can
create broader social coalitions, including not only environmentallyconcerned groups, but also trade unions, precarious workers and the
unemployed or environmental justice movements in the Global South
(Gorz, 1994; Martinez-Alier, 2010).
Despite my argument against the importance of measurability, I do
not mean that we cannot work out indicators to capture different
aspects of sustainable degrowth. We can think for example of possible
variables that capture socially sustainable degrowth, such as throughput-related ones (e.g.: CO2 emissions, percentage of land that is
urbanized, hazardous waste in kg per capita, and total km travelled by
food from source to consumption) and/or welfare ones (poverty levels,
equality indicators, self-reported happiness, etc). Disaggregated information may be more valuable in some analytical or policy contexts, and
aggregated indexes, with due recognition of their caveats, in other, more
communicative contexts. Decrease of throughput variables and increase
of welfare variables (or an aggregate of them) may indicate progress in
the direction of sustainable degrowth. Of course there are problems in
aggregating different environmental indices or material ﬂows (van den
Bergh, this issue), but I am conﬁdent that the fact that kgs of gravel
cannot be aggregated with kgs of gold will not come as news to
researchers of the Wuppertal Institute in Germany who have been
working with material ﬂow indicators. Of course any indicator system is
imperfect, entailing incommensurable value claims and choices on what
to measure, ad hoc weighing for aggregation or problems of empirical
measurement. But this is not particular to degrowth and it cannot be an
argument against it.
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5. Agrowth or Degrowth?
van den Bergh calls for a-growth, i.e. indifference to the question of
growth, in its positive or negative (“degrowth”) formulation. There is
indeed some contradiction in attacking growth with a term,
“degrowth”, that maintains it as its reference point (Latouche,
2009). Unfortunately, there is no way round this; atheists too have
to refer to and position themselves with respect to “Theos” (God in
Greek) God, in order to deny God's existence.
Furthermore I disagree with van den Bergh when he focuses the
whole problematic about growth upon the question of the metric, GDP.
Ignoring GDP is an important ﬁrst step but it alone is not enough
because, unlike what van den Bergh thinks, economists' and politicians'
ﬁxation with GDP is a manifestation, not a cause of society's “growth
fetishism” (Hamilton, 2003).5 It is here that the culturalist and institutional critiques of growth that are an essential part of the degrowth
debate become relevant (e.g. Castoriadis, 1985). The striving for more
and more money and material wealth at the personal and national level
precedes the notions of “growth” or “GDP”. The fetishism of growth is
broader than the fetishism of GDP and has deep structural (political–
economic) and cultural roots that interconnect the macro level of
ﬁnancial, property or labour institutions to the micro level of
individualistic, utilitarian values and imaginaries (Castoriadis, 1985).
While economists and their tools have played an important role in
structuring and legitimating the idea of growth (Mitchell, 2002), we are
fetishizing their power if we don't see behind them the structures that
have made economic growth the dominant social, political and
individual objective. The social imaginary of “growth” plays in capitalist
societies the role that religion played in pre-capitalist ones (Castoriadis,
1985). Economists may well be the priests of the religion of growth
(Nelson, 2001). van den Bergh's (2009) battle to convince mainstream
economists to ignore growth is admirable, but I am afraid he is trying to
convert priests to agnostics.
Serge Latouche, one of the primer exponents of degrowth, has also
called for a-growth. But his is not a call for ignoring a particular indicator
(GDP), or convincing economists about its faults. Latouche's “a” is an
active “a” as in atheism, not one of indifference, as in “agnostic”.6
Latouche means escaping culturally, materially and politically from the
dominant mode of thinking of “economism” (Kallis et al., 2009).
Latouche calls for a “decolonization of the imaginary”, an active process
of liberating thought, desires and institutions from the logic of growth,
productivism and accumulation for accumulation's sake. In fact, in my
view the English preﬁx “de” represents better the active nature of this
liberation process: we have to get rid of the imperative of growth,
institutionally and mentally, it won't go away just by ignoring it. The
“de” in degrowth is therefore not only a “de” for throughput decline, but
also a “de” for cultural and institutional decolonization from economism
and the religion of growth (Bayon et al., 2010).
6. Market Solutions and Economic Restructuring
As an alternative to degrowth strategies, van den Bergh reinstates
an environmental economist's perspective that product and service
prices need to reﬂect much better environmental and climate
5
Imagine for example a scenario under which governments follow a type of
“Sarkozy Commission” proposal and substitute GDP with new well-being indicators
(convenient indeed for governments in a period of stagnant or declining incomes).
Would this change much in terms of government, ﬁrm or individual strategies? Firms
will still need growing proﬁts to survive in a competitive environment, individuals will
need higher salaries to be secure and continue enjoying access to what is valued by
their peers, and governments will still need more money to pay for their growing
expenditures. van den Bergh implies that he has no problem with the pursuit of money
at all levels in so far as ecological limits are set. The question is then whether the
pursuit of money can be sustained and subordinated within such limits, or whether it
unleashes a dynamic that will make sure that no limits stand in the way of proﬁts.
6
I owe this observation as well as many of the ideas exposed in this section to
Giacomo D'Alisa.
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externalities, which will then force people to change their behaviour.
He argues that rather than trying to govern a reality that is too
complex to comprehend and plan it to speciﬁc outcomes of reduced
consumption, it is better to “cap-and-trade” or price externalities,
sending signals to consumers, which in turn will lead the economy to
a qualitative shift from polluting to clean activities, what he calls
“economic restructuring”. van den Bergh suggests that we should
remain agnostic about the impact of such restructuring on growth
both because we cannot predict what will happen and because being
explicit about the possibility of degrowth will undermine the
adoption of the policies. I disagree for six reasons:
1. As explained above, if we take technological optimism out of the
picture, I fail to imagine ways of a restructuring (through a CO2 cap
or otherwise) that will not involve signiﬁcantly less economic
activity and a decline of GDP and incomes. I suspect that the
undeﬁned qualitative change of behavioural shifts that van den
Bergh expects will resemble what we deﬁne as sustainable
degrowth, i.e. a society with frugal consumption and downshifted,
more localised economies. I prefer to call things with their name
and make clear that this is what we are aspiring to, more so since in
this way we will have to debate how to make the descent smooth
(Odum and Odum, 2001). There is no political gain to be made by
hiding consequences from people and pretending that maybe we
can have the cake and eat it all. On the contrary there is a high risk
of tactic agnosticism backﬁring if and when people experience a
loss of income or material comfort to which they did not consent.
2. There is general scepticism within the degrowth movement
concerning policies that involve the institutionalization of new
markets for goods and services that were previously not treated as
commodities (e.g. domestic work, and ecosystem services). The
substitution of money relations for social relations which were not
mediated by the proﬁt motive is seen as problematic per se, and
responsible for cultural and spiritual degradation. Also following
Polanyi (1944), there is concern that the commodiﬁcation of
nature and labour, “ﬁctitious commodities” that are not produced
for market exchange, is at the heart of economic and social crises.
However, whereas there is agreement on the need to set limits to
the social domains upon which market rationality applies (Gorz,
1994), there is also pragmatism in that some environmental bads,
such as CO2 emissions, may need to be priced and taxed, if they are
to be reduced (Latouche, 2009).
3. Unlike what economic models and graphs assume, prices are not
necessarily a smooth or automatic mechanism of adaptation. Even
if prices change gradually, oil or CO2 are such vital elements of the
economy that there is risk of shocks and unpredicted non-linear
effects. Some analysts link the current economic crisis and this of
the 1970s to the hike in oil prices (Hall and Day, 2009). There is
much to say in favour of the traditional planning perspective in
terms of adaptation (see Section 8)
4. Arguments in favour of prices are often tautological, as market
prices are by deﬁnition more efﬁcient than so-called “command
and control” instruments, since economists deﬁne efﬁciency
in terms of the degree of allocation by market prices. The evidence
however suggests that regulation may also be effective; the
Montreal protocol for example that regulated the phasing out of
ozone-depleting substances has been relatively more successful
than the emissions trading-based Kyoto protocol (Velders et al.,
2007).
5. Changes in energy or resource prices, and by extension food prices,
are likely to affect unevenly the most vulnerable segments of the
population (e.g. energy poverty, and famine). Some economists
argue that we should distinguish between efﬁciency and distribution and change prices irrespective of equity impacts, taking care of
distribution separately. Experience however tells us that this is
seldom done. We need a comprehensive policy package of
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environmental, social and economic reforms (such as reduced
working hours, basic income and health coverage) that will make
sure that the costs of the transition are not unequal distributed and
no one falls out of society's safety net.
6. Caps and taxes on environmental damages are likely to increase the
cost of many growth-producing activities, which will have to
internalise and account for, otherwise displaceable, costs. Many
activities that form the core of the current economy (e.g. plastics,
heavy metals, and big oil) would have never come to be if they had
to pay for their externalities (more so inter-generational ones). As
Latouche (2009, 74) comments, perhaps exaggerating to make a
point, “with proper prices, civil aviation would come to a halt, and
there would probably not be many cars on the world”. Such “costs”
and impacts are precisely why polluters are seldom seriously asked
to pay and why caps are seldom set at signiﬁcant levels. As a result,
within the current proﬁt-driven political–economic system, the
cap-and-trade schemes that end up being accepted and implemented are often lightly regulated ones with low caps, which offer
new outlets for accumulation, but little much else (see Spash
(2010) and Swyngedouw (2010) for the case of carbon trading).
7. Externalities are cost-shifting successes (Martinez-Alier, 2002). It
is naive to think that internalising them is just a matter of “policy”
and can be done without signiﬁcant political and social change.
Latouche (2009, 75) puts it vividly: “a politician who would
propose such a programme and implement it when elected would
be killed before the week was out”. Some polluters are more likely
to recourse to violence than pay for their environmental or social
externalities (Martinez-Alier, 2002). Powerful interests will not sit
back quietly, accept environmental caps and taxes and adapt to van
den Bergh's “economic restructuring”. On the contrary, they will
use their political muscle and beneﬁt from the potential impact on
the poor to form cross-class alliances to repeal serious reforms.
A degrowth agenda would face even more resistance from the same
quarters. But degrowth is not a “policy”; it is framed as a political
alternative that seeks a popular mandate for radical changes (including
caps and environmental taxes). The question then is whether such an
alternative could ever become popular. To this question I now turn.

7. Social and Political Change
Sustainable degrowth is a multi-faceted political project that
aspires to mobilise support for a change of direction, at the macrolevel of economic and political institutions and at the micro level of
personal values and aspirations. Income and material comfort is to be
reduced for many along the way, but the goal is that this is not
experienced as welfare loss.
van den Bergh is sceptical about the political feasibility of this
proposal. Beyond arguments and opinions, both of us, an economist
and an environmental scientist, have to read and learn from historians
and social scientists that have studied big social and political changes.
But let me discern our differences on how we see social change
happening, and hence clarify the debate over the feasibility of the
degrowth proposal.
In van den Bergh's implicit mental model of political change there
are scientists, politicians, and the people. The role of scientists is to
convince politicians and people about what needs to be done. Ideas
such as degrowth that are unlikely to be accepted by “mainstream”
scientists and hence politicians should be avoided, since they are
likely to remain a marginal rearguard.
There are two problems with this. First, van den Bergh sees scientists
and their proposals (“policies”) in isolation from the political-economic
system of politicians and vested interests within which such proposals
come to operate, and of which scientists themselves are part of.
Economists are not unbiased observers or developers of metrics; they

are key players in the perpetuation of the growth economy and
imaginary.
Second, in van den Bergh's implicit model, it is to powerful politicians
we should all, scientists and civil society, appeal to. From such a
perspective, which takes the current distribution of power as granted,
there is little hope for a degrowth proposal. However, there is an
alternative viewpoint, according to which big social change never
appeals to the “kings” and “priests” of the time. Revolutionary changes,
in society or science, are often punctuations after big periods of stasis or
development locked in a paradigm (Kuhn, 1962). Crises and quick
reversals of what was perceived as the normal direction of things
(Davies, 1962) open windows of opportunity for change. As Wallerstein
(2010, 141) puts it: “when the system is far from equilibrium … small
social mobilizations can have very great repercussions”. According to
Korten (2008) mobilisations start with a “new cultural story” initially a
conversation among a few, that gradually comes to challenge an
established paradigm that seemed previously unmovable. In the gap
and loss of meaning created by a crisis, such new stories may be seen to
offer more convincing explanations and directions for action. Small, but
accumulating, actions stemming from the initial conversations create
gradually a new reality and give a concrete expression to the beneﬁts of
a different way of doing things. The new cultural story and the
alternative, liberated social spaces and practices that embody it connect
disparate people across interests and generate a social movement of
thought and practice. As liberated spaces expand people lead and
leaders (old and new ones coming in power) follow and respond
(Korten, 2008).
The movement for degrowth is much more in accordance with
Korten's model of revolutionary social change (Fournier, 2008; Baykan,
2007), than the more technocratic model underlying van den Bergh's
view. Scientists working on degrowth counter a false cultural story
(growth as progress) and work to construct a new even if imperfect one
(sustainable degrowth). Scientists are in conversation with practitioners
and activists “escaping the economy” – (Cattaneo and Gavalda, 2010) –
who embody degrowth ideas in new material spaces. Scientists and
practitioners network to experiment, creating new spaces, intellectually
and physically.7 A movement may grow which will extend this new
alternative cultural story, build alliances with other similar cultural
stories and movements, and in the void opened by the current crisis,
create a convincing and popular alternative.
In my view, climate change and the creation of a low-carbon
society require such a revolutionary social change (not in the sense of
violent, but in the sense of fast and dramatically different), rather than
the marginal one – politically speaking – implied in van den Bergh's
model. van den Bergh proposes an ambitious policy agenda, but offers
no associated ambitious political proposal on how could this become
possible (or an explanation why the same proposals have been on the
table for so many years without being effectively implemented).
8. Feasibility and Acceptance
A State that institutes salary caps, sets strict emission caps, increases
taxes to the rich or bans advertising will need some muscle. But there are
currently strong and intensifying interdependencies between politicians and private interests, not least through the funding of political
parties, which themselves depend on a growing economy. For some the
control of governments by vested private interests marks the end of
democracy and the dawn of an era of oligarchy (Kempf, 2010). The
degrowth proposal is at odds with such tendencies, as it insists in the
possibility to bring radical – ecological and redistributive – change
through parliamentary democracy (see Latouche, 2009). We cannot

7
The second international conference on degrowth followed a novel format
whereby scientists and practitioners discussed in facilitated working groups policies
for degrowth and research priorities (see www.degrowth.eu).
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surrender a priori the possibility of a non-totalitarian, popularly elected
government with a mandate to redistribute and plan in the direction of
sustainable degrowth. In the past we have had reasonable democratic
planned economies that boldly redistributed surpluses from private
consumption to public goods. Mike Davis (2007) documents how the U.
S. economy was refashioned in a stroke to ﬁght fascism: as investments
were shifted from private consumption to the public war machine, cars
were shared, hitchhiking became a popular way of transport, bicycles
made a comeback, urban food gardens multiplied and recycling and
thrift reached unprecedented levels. As a voluntary communal spirit
reigned, conspicuous consumption became socially ostracised (exhibiting publicly that you are rich remained unpopular well into the 1970s).
It is a manifestation of the colonization of our imaginary that we now
consider infeasible any bold collective attempt to plan our way out of the
ecological catastrophe. As philosopher Slavoj Zizek puts it, it is much
easier for us to imagine the end of the world than serious social change.
van den Bergh is sceptical also of the prospect of individuals opting
voluntarily for living a simpler and more frugal life (much less to ﬁght
politically to demand it). In his view, the image of the hunter–gatherer
cannot appeal to a society of locked-in shopping mall consumers,
more so given the biological – evolutionary – roots of selﬁsh,
conspicuous consumption. First, since this is a common – and easy –
criticism, let me make clear that the hunter–gatherer or the caveman
are not the ideal human subjects of degrowth. In my view, it is the
convivial yet simple and content, enlightened human (my own
preference goes for Kazantzakis' ﬁctional hero “Alexis Zorbas”).
Degrowth does not imagine turning back the clock to an idealized
past that may have never existed, but using the capacities we have
developed to create a mature future of being content with little
material, but abundant relational, goods (Latouche, 2009). The desire
for a simpler, secure and more communal life resonates with a large
part of the population, well beyond radical environmentalists.
Whereas social positioning and the desire for differentiation might
as well be programmed in our genes, this does not need to take
necessarily the shape of an endless rivalry for material accumulation.
Ceremonial sport competitions are a much nobler and cleaner way to
channel rivalry and status differentiation for testosterone-ﬁlled males.
Anthropologists document the multiple forms rivalry has taken in
human societies from gift-giving to self-sacriﬁce as the ultimate
honour. Conditioned by genes, cultures still decide. Our capitalist
culture does select for material possession, but the driving force is the
structural imperative of the system to grow or die, not the genes of the
people. The positional quest for wealth in our “afﬂuent society” is
linked to state policies that have shifted investments from public to
private goods (Galbraith, 1998), in order to maintain at all costs
private accumulation. Precisely because there are “complex factors of
lock-in” (van den Bergh, this issue), we need to plan systemic change.
People were alright without shopping malls and televisions a few
decades back, and rest sure they will so be if they have to live without
them in the future.
9. A Common Ground
In this article I argued that in these times of crisis we need a new
story-line and vision; a new political project, not individual
environmental policies, increasingly rejected because of their “cost
on the economy”. Sustainable degrowth does away with economism
and growth and offers such a promising vision which is cohesive
enough for the purpose. The vision is one of a society with a stable and
leaner metabolism, where well-being stems from equality, relation
and simplicity, and not material wealth. The hypothesis is that this
vision, and the transition to it, is doable. And the research challenge is
to study the conditions under which this hypothesis may turn out
true.
A central difference with van den Bergh originates in our
assessment of the relationship between throughput, growth and
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welfare. A key question is whether the past correlation between
throughput and GDP, and the failure of absolute decoupling suggest a
more structural correlation between the two. This is a fertile area for
theoretical and empirical research.
Even if we disagree in much with van den Bergh, we share a deﬁant
optimism in the face of generalized pessimism, if not despair. And we
share some common remedies (e.g. international climate change
agreement, reduced working hours, and controls on advertising).
Although in my view such policies require radical political change of
the sort explained above if they are ever to be seriously implemented, I
do not suggest waiting for this before we start researching or promoting
them. Numerous interesting questions emerge including for example,
the effectiveness of reduced working hours schemes and their
implications for social security; the feasibility of reduced working
hours in a context of peak-oil; the effects of possible income and
resource tax reforms; policy packages to account for the distributive
consequences of environmental taxes or resource caps; modelling of the
conditions under which international cooperation might emerge and
the attributes of workable governance schemes; effective tools for
regulating advertising, while allowing free communication, etc. Our
exchange raises also the need for an ecological macro-economics linking
environmental and sustainability issues to the “big” themes of the
economy: inﬂation, debt, ﬁnance, banks and currencies. What sort of
ﬁnancial or monetary institutions do we need for a de- or non-growing
economy?
Such fundamental questions about the core institutions of
capitalist economies were not addressed under the framework of
“sustainable development”. Even if degrowth wanes as a scientiﬁc or
political project and the truths and desires it represents ﬁnd
expression in a new keyword, its long-lasting legacy will be that it
brought important questions back on the table.
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