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This journal, Debates in Post-Development & Degrowth: Volume 1, 

published in collaboration with Tvergastein, emerges from the con-

versations, thinking, and course papers of the Spring 2021 course 

Debates in Post-Development & Degrowth at the Centre for Develop-

ment and the Environment (SUM), University of Oslo, Norway. The 

University of Oslo (UiO) and, particularly, SUM – as we will discuss 

below – continues to sit at an important juncture between rejecting 

and embracing the ideology of “sustainable development” and “gre-

en growth.” This journal seeks to discuss this history, struggle, and 

(lack of) debate. The enthusiasm of students, eager participation, and 

their critical engagement with the course material inspired the ma-

king of this journal, which provided students with a publication out-

let to air their thoughts, concerns, provocations – and, overall, join 

this rapidly evolving conversation. Here, we offer exciting new pa-

pers and engagements that have undergone editorial and literal peer 

review by staff and students. The journal’s intention is to not only 

widen engagements in the post-development conversation, but also 

expand the political thought and practice at SUM, which includes 

academic debates concerning the problems of development, resistan-

ce, so-called “energy transition” and, most of all, the propagation of 

the green growth myth.

Why Post-Development and Degrowth?

Unfamiliar readers might wonder: Why post-development and de-

growth? The answer is simple. They are two interdisciplinary and 

mutually reinforcing academic schools of thought critically asses-

sing, and even refusing, the stubborn narratives and practices of 

development and economic growth: the existential motivation and 

propulsive force of capitalist accumulation. This has resulted in wel-

coming the “Necrocene” – as opposed to the narcissism of the

E D I T O R I A L I N T R O D U C T I O N : 
S I T U AT I N G  D E B AT E S  I N 
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Anthropocene (Bonneuil & Fressoz 2016) – that recognizes the “age 

of die-off, of mass extinction of life on earth” that future fossil reco-

rds will reveal (Clark 2020, 10). Currently, 40% of the planet’s soils 

are severely degraded; earthworm biomass has dropped 83%; 85% 

of global fish stocks are depleted; “marine animals are disappearing 

at twice the rate of land animals”; 1 million species are at risk of 

extinction within decades; extreme storms have doubled since the 

1980s; there have been multiple pollinator and insect die-offs; there 

has been an increase in forest fires, and the list goes on (see Hickel 

2020b, 6-16; Wallace-Wells 2019). There is no shortage of new and 

even more alarming statistics, as increasing heatwaves break reco-

rds, forests burn, and “more than 1 billion marine animals” die off 

in western Canada and United States (Bekiempis 2021). Meanwhile, 

Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands experience extreme flooding 

with “at least 58 dead” (Oltermann 2021). The socio-ecological di-

sasters are no longer restricted to Island States and the Global South: 

Earth has already entered the era of the Necrocene. This state of the 

world stresses the importance of expanding not only the conversation 

around post-development and degrowth but taking actions from these 

conversations to create concrete institutional transformations (away 

from “green growth”) and to spread a diversity of direct action eve-

rywhere against this death-driven political trajectory.

While mutually reinforcing in attempts to stop the spread of capi-

talist relationships, accumulation patterns, and socio-ecologically 

destructive development projects, post-development and degrowth 

have different origins and emphasis. The school of post-development 

emerged from the early observations of the deleterious – and geopo-

litically motivated – effects of imposing capitalist development in 

Latin America. The original contention, as Ivan Illich (1970) expres-

sed it, was that the model of development spread across the world 

by the US and Europe was intensifying pre-existing material inequ-

alities, ecological damage, and psychosocial poverty, thereby conti-

nuing the process of European colonial conquest and destruction. In 

short, development as planned poverty, continuing existing colonial 

forms of organization and development. The new international de-

velopment standards reinforced and spread new standards – similar 

to imposed colonial standards – mandating capitalist markets, labor
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regimes, resource extraction, Western schooling (Berman 1983; 

Daggett 2019) and national planning. The “benevolent production of 

underdevelopment,” explained Illich (1970, 162), “allows ‘rich nati-

ons’ to ‘impose a strait jacket of traffic jams, hospital confinements, 

and classrooms on the poor nations, and by international agreement 

call this ‘development.’” The post-development school was inspired 

by Illich – but more so the collective efforts of people at the In-

tercultural Documentation Center in Cuernavaca, Mexico, notably 

Paulo Freire, André Gorz, Susan Sontag, Erich Fromm, among oth-

ers (Hartch 2015). Post-development challenges the colonial pattern 

of facilitating and imposing development predicated on hierarchi-

cal forms of organization (e.g. bureaucracy, administrative decen-

tralization), which take place through the imposition of particular 

Western-centric knowledge regimes (e.g. the engineer, see Daggett 

2019; Davies 2021), regulated sexualities, and racialized and gen-

dered divisions of labor that enforce ecologically destructive rela-

tionships and high-energy consumption patterns (see Kothari et al. 

2019). Guided by political and Insurgent Indigenous movements in 

South and Central America, post-development questions the domi-

nant technological, capitalist, and consumerist form of development, 

and corresponding methods of subjugation and authoritarian politics. 

Post-development, moreover, contends that there are ecologically, 

socially, and culturally appropriate alternatives to development that 

work with and strengthen ecosystems and peoples – and that do not 

require political subjugation and ecological destruction.

More recently – taking hold in the early 2000s – and with simi-

lar intellectual roots to post-development, is degrowth. Inspired 

by Ivan Illich, Jaque Ellul, Nicholas Georgescu-Roege, and André 

Gorz (Demaria et al. 2019), degrowth contends that in order to av-

ert socio-ecological catastrophe, a planned reduction of energy and 

resource throughput must be organized until the economy is back 

in “balance with the living world in a way that reduces inequality 

and improves human well-being” (Hickel 2020a, 2). The expansive 

tendencies of capitalism – to take more than it gives – that consume 

labor, hydrocarbon, mineral, timber, and kinetic energy resources is 

placed front and center in their analysis. A key strength of degrowth 

is that its focus on material throughput entails a critical stance to 
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extractivisms, industrialisms and productivisms of different kinds – 

whether capitalist or not. Unlike others operating under the umbrella 

of post-development, degrowth is highly influenced by ecological 

economics and has a “stronger tie to the project of rethinking the 

economy” and “can be said to remain more anthropocentric” than 

post-development, explains Arturo Escobar (2015, 6). While these 

gaps are in process of being filled (Hickel 2020b), degrowth is reve-

aling the flaws of “sustainable development,” ecological modernism, 

and “green growth.” This includes empirically demonstrating that 

technological and efficiency improvements will not allow capitalist 

economics to “decouple” Gross National Product (GDP) from ecolo-

gical impacts so the global economy can grow forever. “[T]here [is] 

no empirical evidence supporting the existence of a decoupling of 

economic growth from environmental pressures on anywhere near 

the scale needed to deal with environmental breakdown,” concludes 

The European Environmental Bureau (Parrique et al. 2019, 3). The 

summary findings also maintain, “perhaps more importantly, such 

decoupling appears unlikely to happen in the future” (Parrique et al. 

2019, 3). Degrowth scholars have been at the forefront of debunking 

the myths of “green growth,” (Hickel 2020b; Kallis et al. 2020) but 

also offering viable policy solutions to avoid ecological and climate 

catastrophe. This editorial introduction proceeds by locating SUM 

in post-development and degrowth struggles. This entails briefly 

examining the struggle between sustainable development – later 

to morph into “green growth” – and deep ecology, as this struggle 

underlined the formation of SUM. Thereafter, the introduction ar-

gues that the post-development school, of which degrowth is a part, 

both share commonalities and offer corrections to the deep ecology 

movement prevalent in Norway in the 1970s-1990s. Arne Næss, a 

prominent philosopher and a key figure at SUM, first articulated the 

ideals/principles and platform of deep ecology, which would inspire 

Norwegian and other Western environmental movements across the 

world. We demonstrate the great similarities between post-develop-

ment, degrowth, and (some strains of) deep ecology, but also the 

shortcomings of the latter. Interestingly, similar shortcomings persist 

with degrowth, though this is changing as we write. Finally, we in-

troduce the contributors to this volume before returning to SUM and 

ponder the role of insights from post-development and degrowth in 

further discussions.
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How did state-inflected market-based mechanism become the domi-

nant approach to mitigating biodiversity loss and climate change? 

The quick answer points towards University of Oslo economists, and 

Norwegian politicians and diplomats. After the 1992 Rio Earth Sum-

mit, Peder Anker (2018, 38) explains, “Norwegian diplomats spent 

a large amount of time trying to convince the leaders of the world’s 

poorest nations of the virtues of carbon emissions trading.” Through 

abstracting how and where the emission “cuts” are made, carbon 

markets tend to disproportionately effect disadvantaged communiti-

es (Lohmann 2008) and generate dangerous equivalences through de-

vising “metrics” that make environmental health and harm the same 

regardless of location. Sullivan (2013, 86), for example, argues, “no 

offset can fully replace the specific spatial and temporal ecologi-

cal qualities of that which is harmed through development, making 

offsets a technology that creates biodiversity casualties even as it 

proposes biodiversity conservation.” Carbon capture and storage 

(CCS) technologies, Anker (2018, 38) contends, was “Norway’s equ-

ivalent” to the United States “moon-landing,” propagating an idea 

which would give way to payments for ecosystem services, REDD+, 

and other green capitalist schemes (Cavanagh & Benjaminsen 2017; 

Dunlap & Sullivan 2020). The struggle to prevent the rise and glo-

balizing of green capitalism and sustainable development, however, 

goes back to the 1970s when deep ecology was born and spread like 

wildfire into the minds of the ecologically concerned. 

Deep ecology, a movement and a philosophical platform originally 

formulated by Arne Næss, became a noticeable player in Norway in 

the late 70s. “[A]t its peak in the late 1970s,” explains Anker (2018, 

31), deep ecology “was one of the largest (and certainly the most vo-

cal) environmental organization in Norway, attacking industrializa-

tion and economic growth, particularly hydro-power developments.” 

Deep ecologists, though concerned about climate change, primarily 

challenged the present trends of ecological degradation and destru-

ction. Through direct action, Norwegian deep ecologists resisted the

S I T U AT I N G  S U M :  D E E P E C O L O G Y, 
S U S TA I N A B L E  D E V E L O P M E N T,  A N D 

P O S T- D E V E L O P M E N T  C R I T I C S
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technocratic approach and policies of Gro Harlem Brundtland, who 

served as the Environmental Minister and later as the Norwegian 

Prime Minister. After Norway’s discovery of large oil reserves and 

Brundtland Labor party’s approach, deep ecologists began witnessing 

Norway’s progressive abandonment of strong environmental policies 

in favor of capitalism, industrialization, and ecological extraction. 

One of their first civil disobedience actions was the opposition to 

the Mardøla waterfall hydro-power project in the summer of 1970. A 

few years later in 1977, the Ekofisk oilfield Bravo pipeline exploded, 

causing a week-long and 20,000-ton oil spill (ITOPF 2018). This led 

to repeated waves of new protests organized by deep ecologists. The 

height of their civil disobedience was the Alta case in 1979,1 another 

hydro-power project. Saami, environmentalists (among them deep 

ecologists), and locals organized protests and blocked the access to 

the road (Andersen & Midttun 1985). Later, in 1980, Saami protes-

ters camped in front of the parliament and went on hunger strikes. In 

1981, for the first time in Norwegian history, the Prime Minister’s 

office was occupied when Saami women refused to leave a meeting 

with Gro Harlem Brundtland that was cut short due to her dismissal 

of their concerns. In Alta, the civil disobedience continued with pro-

testers chaining themselves to the construction site that same year. 

While more actions were taking place in the 1970s and 1980s across 

Norway, deep ecology – alongside Saami resistance – was igniting 

environmental political concerns and action amongst the Norwegian 

public.

In the 1990s, Brundtland established SUM and the Center for In-

ternational Climate Environmental Research (CICERO) to provide 

science for the politicians to realize the goals of Our Common Futu-

re, also known as the Brundtland Commission report (UN 1987). 

This globally influential report popularized the term “sustainable 

development,” and was (like Brundtland’s other policies) quite te-

chnocratic and oriented toward “green growth.” It also relied on the 

explanatory model of “unsustainable population pressures,” and in-

strumentalized women’s health and education as a means to reduce 

population growth (Wilson 2017). SUM was born out of this report 

and the absorption of the existing Council for Nature and Environ-

mental Studies at the University of Oslo, which since its inception in

1  The Alta dam was met with harsh criticism 

from the inception of its plan in 1968 and 

the resistance continued until 1982 when the 

Supreme Court ruled the development was le-

gal, which led to the dissolution of the actions.
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1972 had opposed Brundtland. As pointed out by Anker (2018), its 

members were marginalized throughout the 90s, as the center was 

unable to decide whether it should question the foundations of socie-

ty or produce facts for politicians. Arne Næss, then an aging scholar, 

was the only one from the council to remain in their office by the 

late 90s (Anker 2018). Sustainable development, with the organi-

zed backing of the UN, corralled and defanged the critiques of deep 

ecology. This struggle, however, between “dark” and “light” green 

continues to persist, at not only SUM, but across the world. While 

deep ecology challenged anthropocentrism, economic growth, and 

industrial society, advocating various forms of contextually specific 

non-violent direct action (Næss 1999a/1988), post-development and 

degrowth – albeit from different geographies and perspectives – con-

tinue these fights against the myths of sustainable development and 

green growth.

There are numerous commonalities and lines of affinity between 

post-development, degrowth, and deep ecology, which we will sketch 

out below. However, it is important to note from the outset that there 

are equally important differences between, as well as within, these 

schools. In the US, parts of the deep ecology movement have been 

deeply troubling in its engagement with racist anti-immigration sen-

timents, nationalism, population discourse, and colonial mindsets re-

garding the “protection” of wilderness in national parks (Guha 1999; 

Watson 1989). With this in mind, we focus on Arne Næss’ writings 

about deep ecology as they are more aligned with post-development 

and degrowth, for reasons that will become clear in the next section 

about differences and critiques.

A foundational, even indispensable, root between deep ecology, 

post-development and, more recently, degrowth (Escobar 2015; 

Hickel 2020b), is challenging anthropocentrism and speciesism. 

The first point of the deep ecology platform states: “The well-being 

and flourishing of human and nonhuman life on Earth have value in 

themselves (synonyms: inherent worth, intrinsic value, inherent

D E E P E C O L O G Y,  P O S T- D E V E L O P M E N T,  A N D 
D E G R O W T H :  L I N K S  A N D  S I M I L A R I T I E S
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value). These values are independent of the usefulness of the nonhu-

man world for human purposes” (Næss & Sessions 1984).

Deep ecology recognizes and challenges human supremacy, which 

development and the ideology of progress – along with racism and 

patriarchy – has long subsisted. If the “rights” framework was to 

exist at all, Arne Næss (2005a/1993, 214) stressed to include “eco-

systemic rights” in order to, as the Alta conflict anti-dam slogan 

proclaimed, “Let the river live!” This supports, albeit from the con-

text of the “Global North,” respecting different ontologies, ecologi-

cal relationships, and “the rights of nature,” (Ulloa 2020) which is 

foundational to post-development.

Contrary to other deep ecological writers, Næss’ deep ecology emp-

hasized solidarity, relationality, and interdependence, and as well as 

philosophical/ecosophical pluralism, rather than sameness or oneness 

with the natural world (Warren 1999), which is far more aligned with 

the post-development pluriverse (as opposed to a one-world world) 

(Kothari et al. 2019). Further, the importance of protecting the di-

versity of cultures, peoples, religions, and spiritualities are recurring 

topics in Arne Næss’ writings (2005b). The deep ecological principle 

of biocentrism entails breaking down the hierarchical status of hu-

mans above nonhumans and ecosystems, as well as understanding 

humans as a part of nature. Næss, however, importantly pointed out 

the pitfalls of embracing this uncritically because of the way anima-

lity has been weaponized throughout history. In the anthropocentric 

hierarchy of beings, those who are degraded to animality are also 

subject to violence and brutality (Næss 2005b).

In line with both degrowth and post-development, he understood 

the dismantling of hierarchical structures as a necessary step toward 

a “greener society,” (Næss 2005a, 206) and lamented the fact that 

“among deep ecology theorists there are so few who are able to wri-

te extensively from within the areas of social and political theory” 

(Næss 1999b, 271). Related to this, Næss’ articulations of deep eco-

logy were aligned with, and informed by, ecofeminism. This entails 

cooperation in dismantling patriarchy, an emphasis on care, and a 

critique of masculinism within deep ecology (Næss 1999b).
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These themes, as many are aware, are also central to post-develop-

ment and degrowth. Næss’ critical stance against hierarchies also 

includes the centralized nature of large-scale industry, as well as na-

tional and international structures, all of which he suggested be to-

ned down in favor of local and peripheral populations (Næss 2005a, 

210). Further, he maintained that “green politics become shallow 

when lacking a class perspective or wider political perspective, when 

focused on spectacular animals or when taking advantage of the rig-

orous standards for scientific evidence that leave room for cautio-

us or contradicting conclusions and cherry-picking of arguments” 

(Næss 2005a, 211). It is not surprising then that Næss (2005a, 216) 

understood the deep ecology movement as moving “more in the dire-

ction of nonviolent anarchism than toward communism.”

In deep ecology’s sixth principle, the affinities with post-develop-

ment and degrowth are clear: “The changes in policies affect basic 

economic, technological, and ideological structures. The resulting 

state of affairs will be deeply different from the present” (Næss & 

Sessions, 1984). Contrary to much of “green economics,” which he 

argued often disregards contextual, social, and societal influences on 

consumption and production patterns (Næss 2005a, 206), he suppor-

ted the idea that there is enough – only if industrial societal lifesty-

les are not the global goal (Næss 2005, 202). Like degrowth, Næss 

(2005a, 217) advocated living simply and “to limit the use of energy 

to vital needs” in industrial states. Though Næss “suppose[d] eve-

ry, or nearly every kind of green society will have some industrial 

production,” his deep ecological idea of a future green society was 

decidedly not industrial (Næss 1999b). In line with refusals of tech-

no-fixes in post-development and degrowth literature, Næss’ deep 

ecology rejected “the superstition that a few years of research and 

technical development can solve any major ecological problem of 

any kind” (Næss 2005, 210). Green growth, closely related to such 

ignorant faith in technological progress, was already a problem in 

the 1980s: “Green politics cannot have as a part of its program the 

increase of GNP, which perhaps should be read as ‘gross national 

pollution’” (Næss 2005a, 208). Næss was correct in this assertion, 

highlighting a problem still with us today and that is taken up by 

degrowth.

15



Another commonality between post-development and deep eco-

logy is found in that Næss’ deep ecology recognized the absurdity 

of development. “It is a good sign that the term development now 

is more of a dyslogism [pejorative] than a eulogism,” asserts Næss 

(2005b/1988, 266), continuing: “threatened cultures are small and 

so-called underdeveloped – i.e., not on the (wrong) way to becoming 

like us.” What is “wrong,” in fact, is the very consumption patterns 

and lifestyles of the rich industrialized countries and the power eli-

tes of poor countries which are not “ecologically universalizable,” 

as he puts it (Næss 2005b, 269). Næss emphasized the dominating 

role of economic development, writing, “the ideology of ‘progress,’ 

Western style, is still used when cultures are invaded” (Næss 2005b, 

270). Akin to the skepticism towards technology in post-develop-

ment and degrowth, Næss connected “violent extinction of cultures” 

to the “mindless introduction of Western technology” (Næss 2005b, 

270). Moreover, Næss (2005b, 266) recognized how development 

aid causes conflicts “between those who will profit form ‘helping’ 

them on the way to being like us, and those who try – mostly with 

little effect – to help the minorities who are critical of this help.” 

Criticizing utilitarianism and echoing critical agrarian studies (Whi-

te et al. 2012; Fairhead et al. 2012), Næss (2005b, 266) saw how 

Indigenous territories, and nature in general, are wrongly perceived 

as “underutilized.” Moreover, Næss’ deep ecology made the conne-

ction between resisting neocolonialism and protecting nonhuman 

life (Næss 2005b, 269-271), and explicitly problematized the lack of 

links between the “movement to protect nonindustrial cultures” and 

the ecology movement.

Sharing similar political commitments as Ivan Illich (1978) over the 

importance of civil liberties more than rights, Næss himself suppor-

ted direct action (Andersen & Midttun 1985). The relationship to 

action was important for Næss. A proponent of Ghanaian nonviolen-

ce, he could still empathize with different contexts requiring expan-

ded forms of nonviolence that include “sabotage” and “vandalism” 

(Næss 1999a, 227). While, in his mind, militant actions were not ap-

propriate for the Norwegian context because “the establishment is of 

an orderly, approachable, moderate kind and not of vast dimension” 

(Ibid.). Interestingly, in matters of self-defense he had greater 
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tolerance for “violent” actions.2 Speaking to the Sami context, Næss 

(2005a, 228) explained:

“When a Sami [Lapp, sic!] in Arctic Norway, a member of a very 

different culture from the Norwegian, tried to blow up a bridge made 

by “invading” Norwegians, he defended a place where he belonged. 

He said it was part of himself. A defense of “where one belongs” is 

mostly made in great distress and anger. Non-violent means of de-

fense is obviously ethically justifiable. If violence is used I would in 

many cases refrain from any negative judgments.”

As such, Næss was – in clear affinity with anti-colonial sentiments 

and post-development – empathetic towards both “violent” and 

non-violent Sami direct action against mega-project incursions 

(Næss 2005b, 1999a) from what he called the “powerful invaders” or 

“powerful industrial neighbors” of the Norwegian state and corpora-

tions (Næss 2005b, 268). Through his own involvement in ecological 

direct action and solidarity, he was among those arrested in the Alta 

hydroelectric dam conflict (Andersen & Midttun 1985). Speaking 

to the issue more generally, he wrote: “the rich nations with gre-

at coercive power have no right to reduce the diversity of cultures 

with less power, less ability to survive invasion – whether territori-

al, technical, economic, or cultural” (Næss 2005b, 270). Deep eco-

logy demonstrates clear concerns with Indigenous solidarity and an-

ti-colonial ecological struggle, demonstrating a strong affinity with 

post-development.

Deep ecology created an important platform for rejecting anthro-

pocentrism. This also affirms the interconnection of “the web of 

life;” rejecting the present industrial and economic growth models; 

embracing solidarity and cooperation with social justice movements; 

creating lines of solidarity with Indigenous cultures; and supporting 

wide readings of non-violence direct action, which even extends to 

accepting violence in matters of self-defense, specifically by tho-

se self-identifying with their lands. Thereby, post-development and 

degrowth continue and expand deep ecological sentiments, making 

important additions and corrections, to which we now turn.

2  For an extended discussion on the violence 

vs. nonviolence debate, see Peter Gelderloos 

(2013).
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Deep ecology has faded from the academic foreground, though it 

remains embedded in environmental thought. Degrowth and post-de-

velopment’s convergence has since then filled important theoretical 

and practical spaces left abandoned, incomplete, and unrealized by 

deep ecology. This includes reconciling numerous shortcomings in 

deep ecology worth recognizing, which we highlight to avoid repea-

ting in theory and practice, but we also acknowledge how post-de-

velopment and degrowth (at least authors within) have mostly re-

cognized these issues. To reiterate the first shortcoming: Saami and 

Indigenous issues, while mentioned positively by Næss, were large-

ly underwritten in deep ecology. Also, by promoting biocentrism, 

deep ecology tended towards a broad brush of reaction against all 

humans, or Humanity as a totality (Bookchin 1999).3 The consequ-

ence was needlessly reinforcing human versus nature dichotomies, 

which resulted in largely “strawman” debates between Bookchin and 

Foreman (1991) – yet the two found more in common than realized. 

Post-development, rooted in Indigenous struggles (e.g. Buen Vivir, 

Zapatistas, and countless movements), has certainly remedied this 

tension. Meanwhile, post-developmental influence pollinates de-

growth (Nirmal & Rocheleau 2019), which has only been reinforced 

by anti-colonial politics (Hickel 2020b; Hickel 2021). In this sense, 

post-development and degrowth are antidotes and extensions of the 

shortcomings of deep ecology. 

The more disastrous shortcoming, however, was deep ecology’s re-

inforcement of the “pristine nature” myth. According to the myth, 

all humans are destructive forces, alien to intact ecosystems and, 

in effect, require segregation from ecosystems and/or habitats. This 

remains the guiding ideology in conservation, through “fortress con-

servation,” (Brockington 2002) which deep ecology tended towards 

or explicitly reinforced (Guha 1999; Watson 1989). The pristine na-

ture myth has historically reinforced genocidal campaigns against 

various Indigenous groups in North America (Dowie 2009), England 

(Perelman 2007), and continue to justify warfare campaigns and land 

grabbing in Africa, Asia, and Latin America (Fairhead et al. 2012; 

D I F F E R E N C E S ,  C R I T I Q U E S , 
A N D  WAY S  F O RWA R D

3  Note that Bookchin’s critique of deep eco-

logy in this text (originally a speech) was 

harsh and oversimplified as it did not differen-

tiate between different deep ecologists, which 

is problematic given that differences are lar-

ge and consequential (Guha 1999). Nonet-

heless, on the point of the all-encompassing 

Humanity of the deep ecological platform, as 

well as the lack of analysis of the social roots 

of ecological destruction, Bookchin’s critique 

is warranted.

18



Dunlap & Fairhead 2014; Marijnen et al. 2021). Political ecology, 

in accordance with environmental anthropology and sociology, have 

revealed this myth to be false. Landscapes viewed as “pristine” were 

in fact shaped by various Indigenous populations (Fairhead & Le-

ach 2003; Erikson 2008), demonstrating the fact – well-known by 

Indigenous peoples themselves – that colonialism and those humans 

acclimated to industrial political economy are the people reproducing 

socio-ecologically destructive habits. Deep ecology’s (or segments 

thereof) promotion of “fortress” thinking and exclusionary conser-

vationism extended into moments of racism, anti-Indigenous, and 

anti-immigration sentiments (Watson 1989; e.g. Sale in Witoszek & 

Brennan 1999). Contrary to Næss’ articulations, such authoritarian 

tendencies pervaded uncritically within deep ecology. This might be 

due to the wideness of the general platform of deep ecology, which 

in Bookchin’s (1999, 283) words, “reduces richly nuances ideas and 

conflicting traditions to their lowest common denominator” in a way 

that does not enable solidarity but rather, prevents it.

The pristine nature myth and the broad strokes of Humanity against 

Nature coincided with – and in part provoked – a careless approach 

to population growth, reinforcing existing authoritarianism, racism, 

misogyny, heterosexism, and even genocidal trajectories. On the 

topic of population growth, some deep ecologists – notably Dave 

Foreman – have made erroneous, horribly careless, xenophobic, and 

racist comments, which he later retracted (Bookchin and Foreman 

1991), but which demonstrate how privileging the pristine nonhu-

man world can produce colonial practices (Watson 1989; e.g. Sale 

in Witoszek & Brennan 1999). While flirting with the pristine nature 

myth, Næss’ deep ecology was more attuned to social justice than 

others’ (Warren 1999). Yet, he also concerned himself with popula-

tion growth as an ecological issue. Næss maintained (2005a, 213) 

that “either a complete restructuring of economy and technology, or 

population reduction” was necessary to envision a green society. The 

fourth principle of deep ecology, in fact, reads that “The flourishing 

of human life and cultures is compatible with a substantial decrease 

of the human population. The flourishing of nonhuman life requires 

such a decrease” (Næss & Sessions 1984, emphasis added). While 

balancing the life-support capacities of ecosystems should remain
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a concern, mainstream framings of “the population issue” deserve 

careful and critical consideration.

Næss himself vehemently rejected coercive population reduction 

(Næss 2005, 202), and conceived of the process as one that might 

take place over hundreds of years. Further, his deep ecological per-

spective was acutely aware of the fact that the environmental impact 

of people in rich countries was far greater than that of people in 

poorer countries – he therefore advocated the “gradual decrease of 

population in the rich countries.” (Næss 1999c) As he put it: “one 

more baby in the overdeveloped countries is a much graver ecologi-

cal threat” than those born in the Global South (Næss 2005a, 213). 

This stands in stark contrast to comments like those made by Fore-

man in the 1980s, along the lines of “let them starve” and “keep 

them out” (Watson 1989), or the writings of an anonymous essayist 

who claimed that the HIV/AIDS epidemic was good population con-

trol for the earth (see Bookchin 1999). While this is an extreme and 

marginal perspective, and later retracted by Foreman (Bookchin and 

Foreman 1991), it demonstrates how disproven environmental logics 

and broad-stroked “lowest denominator” principles can create door-

ways to cultivating forms of ecological fascism.

We have shown the many strengths within deep ecology, but also 

the significant shortcomings deserving of acknowledgment. To rei-

terate: paying insufficient attention to Indigenous self-determination 

and resistance; reinforcing human-nature dichotomies that lent them-

selves to coercive and racist conservation policies; and reinforcing 

dangerous approaches to population dynamics, which ignore racist, 

misogynist, and colonialist policy realities, but also the necessity of 

bodily autonomy. Careless engagements with “the population issue” 

we note (see Søyland, this issue), have also carried over to some 

proponents of degrowth. Our purpose is to stress the continuity and 

strengths of deep ecology, post-development, and degrowth, while 

learning from the mistakes of the past.
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The contributors to this volume discuss a wide range of topics, 

highlight under-theorized themes in degrowth, and reveal important 

historical and practical connections in need of further attention and 

work. The issue is broken into three sections: “Energy, Politics and 

Struggle in Norway,” “Critical Engagements with Degrowth,” and 

“Life in Resistance.” The first section applies post-development and 

degrowth approaches to examine and analyze political and develop-

mental phenomena related to Norway. The section thereafter iden-

tifies various concerns, shortcomings, and areas in need of greater 

consideration, principally within degrowth. The final section explo-

res how post-development and degrowth ideas can better connect and 

expand practices of resistance. 

The sections are first introduced by Sarah K. B. Schubert’s article 

“Fear and Other Options: Three Responses to the Ecological Abyss.” 

This article provides an excellent introduction by reviewing the three 

scenarios outlined by Wolfgang Sachs’ forward in Pluriverse: The 

Post-Development Dictionary (Kothari 2019). The article reviews 

Sachs’ “Fortress, Globalism, and Solidarity” pathways, which repre-

sent three distinct ways of confronting socio-ecological catastrophe. 

Schubert’s article then develops and emphasizes the importance of 

the solidarity pathway, developing an abolitionist approach that con-

tends as “climate emergency deepens,” so should “solidarity, mutual 

aid, cooperation, plurality in resistance.” Schubert’s article provi-

des an instructive overview, better preparing readers to go further 

into the various facets of energy politics, critique, and resistance 

developed by the other contributors. The following offers an over-

view of each contribution, before concluding with the necessity and 

importance of expanding post-developmental fields of research and 

practice.

I S S U E  C O N T R I B U T I O N S :  E N E R G Y P O L I T I C S , 
C R I T I Q U E ,  A N D  R E S I S TA N C E 
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Energy, Politics and Struggle in Norway

The section “Energy, Politics and Struggle in Norway” begins with 

Lars Henning Wøhncke’s article: “A Hard Sell: Thoughts on De-

growth’s Apparent Lack of Appeal to Normal People.” It argues 

“normal people” are now officially a distinct category of voters in 

Norway, catered to as such by the Norwegian labor party, who despe-

rately has attached its fate to them in the lead-up to the 2021 parlia-

mentary elections. The article begins by exploring who normal peo-

ple are thought to be, and muses on why degrowth – as an alternative 

to a capitalism that is collapsing in front of our eyes, dragging what 

is left of a livable planet down with it towards the abyss – is failing 

to get a foothold among them. It argues two central prerequisites of 

degrowth – scrutinizing the history of capitalism and one’s place in 

it and accepting the likely need for insurrectionary transformation – 

demonstrate the challenge of making degrowth palatable to normal 

people by academic proponents of degrowth. The conclusion reflects 

on what the two prerequisites might entail for the academic propo-

nents of degrowth and suggests a change of approach.

Next in energy politics is the article “Framing, Funding, and Justify-

ing Energy for Development” by Vilde Norenes Hilleren, which in-

terrogates the Oil for Development (OfD) scheme. In 2020, the Nor-

wegian Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad) presented two 

different alternatives for extending its long-running OfD program 

into a broad Energy for Development (EfD) program. Since 2005, 

OfD has worked to promote sustainable petroleum management 

through legal and regulatory reforms, institutional capacity buil-

ding, and improving public sector transparency. In light of the Paris 

Agreement and changing energy markets, Norad is now proposing to 

strengthen the environmental aspects of the program and contribute 

to energy transitions in partner countries. The article critically ana-

lyzes Norad’s conceptualization of energy transitions by drawing on 

energy history, degrowth, and post-development literature, arguing 

that the proposed Energy for Development program contributes to 

energy additions rather than transitions. Starting by presenting their 

vision for energy additions primarily aimed at generating economic 

growth as an ambitious contribution to combating climate change, 

Norad is fueling the capitalist logic of endless accumulation that is 

at the heart of the climate crisis.
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Finally, Shayan Shokrgozar’s article explores the appropriation of 

wind power to serve a degrowth society. The article titled “The Case 

for Degrowth Energy Technologies” argues the climate mitigation 

discourse of “green” growth further exacerbates social fragmenta-

tion and ecological degradation in the epoch of the Necrocene. The 

article then explores an alternative future in which a convivial, ap-

propriate, feasible, and viable energy system serves the values of a 

degrowth society. It argues through engaging with issues of scale, 

ownership, landscape relationship, and appropriate tool-use it is pos-

sible to produce renewables, as opposed to Fossil Fuel+, currently 

being produced by utility scale wind “farms.” It concludes by calling 

for communing the necessary implements of life and resisting their 

capture by forces of death.

Critical Engagements with Degrowth

The special issue’s second section about critical engagements with 

degrowth begins with Lisa Hammelbo Søyland’s article titled “‘The 

Population Question’ in Degrowth and Post-Development.” Søyland’s 

article discusses how erroneous and politically dangerous Malthus-

ian and neo-Malthusian arguments continue to underpin parts of the 

conversation about mitigation of social and ecological issues within 

degrowth literature. Further, it reveals the limited and uncritical at-

tention degrowth has devoted to the ways that population discourse 

perpetuates colonialist, racist, misogynist, and heterosexist harm and 

violence. Cautioning against calls for “population degrowth” or po-

pulation reduction – which can inadvertently support contemporary 

coercive and hierarchical practices of population control – the article 

argues that degrowth should center intersectional and anti-colonial 

feminist analyses and focus its attention on equitable reductions of 

material throughput and redistributive justice.

Next, the article “Democratizing Degrowth: Putting Transformation 

of the Democratic System at the Heart of the Project,” by Sanne van 

den Boom, discusses the ambiguous role of democracy in degrowth 

literature, questioning whether the emancipatory degrowth vision 

can be implemented in today’s democracies. The article interrogates 

the role of private actors in electoral processes, as well as the closed 

arenas of economic decision-making. Because of how degrowth 
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proposals go against the interests of the most powerful actors in our 

societies and in current highly centralized, representative democra-

cies, van den Boom argues there are serious obstacles to countering 

the economic growth paradigm. Subsequently, van den Boom pur-

ports that the degrowth project should entail a transformation of the 

democratic system in the direction of smaller scale, decentralized, 

and more direct forms of decision-making, which move power from 

economic institutions and elected representatives to citizens.

Finally, Peder Ressem Østring’s article draws upon the ecology 

found in Marxism and the ecosocialism of André Gorz to examine 

the convergences and contradictions between Eco-Marxism and de-

growth. Østring argues that degrowth can draw on Eco-Marxism to 

strengthen its strategies for change and its conceptual toolkit, and 

that Eco-marxists can learn from degrowth’s emphasis on reducing 

material throughput as a vaccine against productivism. It is argued 

that degrowth and Eco-Marxism have more in common than not, par-

ticularly in their critiques of capitalism and its impact on the en-

vironment. Østring finishes by purporting that any such differences 

between the two fields can and should be overcome.

Life in Resistance

The final section turns to examine resistance and direct action through 

the lens of post-development and degrowth. “Agroecology as resis-

tance within degrowth and post-development,” by Joanna Svärd, de-

monstrates how agroecology can be viewed, and pursued, as a form 

of slow resistance. Outlining the different environmental and social 

problems of conventional agriculture, the article views agroecology 

as a meeting point between degrowth and post-development, and 

discusses the existing literature on degrowth and post-development 

from the perspective of food and agroecology. The article argues for 

the necessity of democratizing food systems and acknowledging a 

plurality of ecological knowledge, which includes conceptualizing 

agroecology along Latouche’s “eight Rs” framework (i.e. re-eva-

luate, re-conceptualize, restructure, redistribute, re-locate, reduce, 

reuse, and recycle). “Real change,” Svärd concludes, “requires the 

combined effort of grassroots movements across the world, built on 

mutual solidarity and support, allowing for a pluriverse of appro-

aches.”
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Switching to examining a more confrontational approach to resistan-

ce, Jenna Stepanic’s article, “Can Degrowth Struggle? – Lines of Af-

finity Between Degrowth and Rote Zora,” demonstrates the affinity 

between the feminist direct action group, Rote Zora, and degrowth. 

While valuing and celebrating the degrowth position, this article re-

sponds to the criticisms by scholars that degrowth’s political strategy 

and relationships to struggle is ambiguous and limited. Employing a 

historical approach, Stepanic discusses the formation of anti-autho-

ritarian autonomist action groups in Western Germany in the 1970s 

and 1980s. The article focuses specifically on Rote Zora, who were 

responsible for numerous sabotage and explosive actions, and revi-

ews and relates their actions to degrowth. Stepanic contends that by 

drawing a historical bridge between “more feminist ideas and the 

use of militant tactics as a strategically legitimate means,” we may 

“[move] forward the degrowth agenda.” By referencing history and 

drawing lines of affinity between militant feminist action and de-

growth, the article offers an important and confrontational challenge 

to proponents of degrowth. 

Moving to the realm of conservation, and concluding the section, 

Alejandro Ruelas’ article, “Knowledge, Energy, Life: Possibiliti-

es for Conservation in Post-Development,” examines how to resist 

and appropriate current conservation regimes. Recognizing conser-

vation as another frontier in land control and capital accumulation, 

the article asks, how “can conservation be made compatible with a 

post-development future?” Complementing ideas of convivial con-

servation, the article proposes three alternative meanings for conser-

vation: knowledge, energy, and life. The “conservation of knowled-

ge” refers to conserving other ways of knowing and relating to the 

world. While the “conservation of energy” refers to preserving the 

vital force that connects and allows all beings to exist. Finally – con-

necting the latter – the “conservation of life” is a reminder of what 

conservation should do, and that it cannot do it as long as it is wed-

ded to a capitalist agenda. Such conceptual shifts, Ruelas contends, 

“could have practical implications and aid in the transition towards 

a pluriverse.” Advocating people to rise up against environmental 

calamity, Ruelas concludes “there is no need to invent anything new” 

and that conservation must support local knowledges and ecological 

aspirations, not a “system that thrives on death.”
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This editorial has introduced post-development and degrowth in 

relationship to SUM and deep ecology. Post-development and de-

growth embody important concerns and propositions, which neces-

sitates greater academic space and popular experimentation. Yet, de-

spite insight from post-structuralism and feminism that rattled and 

re-positioned anthropology, geography, and all studies to various de-

grees since the 1970s, the academy still hears this phrase muttered in 

its hallways: “We are academics, not activists.” This phrase asserts 

separation, or distinction, from politics, and attempts to create and 

reinforce an “objectivity” claim. Academic activity, as we all know, 

is always performing a form of activism. Rooted in Cartesian sepa-

ration (Wynter 2015; Sullivan 2017), this objectivity claim attempts 

to divorce itself from the political realities that engulf institutions, 

shape research agendas, journal metrics, organizational technologi-

es, and inform power relations overall. Critical work influenced by 

anarchist, feminist, Marxist, queer, and black radical scholars are 

deemed “activist,” as if other positions are “neutral” and “objective.” 

Infrastructural design, heating, office layouts, market relationships, 

dominant ideologies, discrimination practices (e.g. sexism, classism, 

racism, ableism, queerphobia, anthropocentricism), funding require-

ments, and so on are clear – and by no means complete – factors in 

forming research subjectivities and agendas. There are disproporti-

onate standards, issues unquestioned in theory and practice, while 

socio-ecological and climate catastrophe takes greater hold. 

At best, academic research can be explicit about its (unspoken) bias, 

necessitating methodological and positionality reveals, which re-

main lacking across disciplines (e.g. political science, international 

relations). Political ecology, we should remember, was a reaction 

to the faulty “a-political” framing or objectivity claims of ecology 

(Robbins 2012). Remembering the realities of industrialization, ca-

pitalism, and the socio-ecological cost of resource extraction, all 

academics are preforming a type of activism – some just benefit from 

business as usual and the objectives of the dominant culture (e.g. ca-

pitalism, liberalism, bureaucracy) more than others, especially given

C O N C L U S I O N
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that research fuels the publishing and university industries. While 

there are many ways “activism” can be used as self-branding (Dun-

lap 2020), academics, whether they accept it or not, remain activists. 

Given the planetary situation, and all the local forms of injustice and 

ecological degradation, we need to clarify what kind of “activism” 

our work creates and reinforces. We argue that post-development and 

degrowth pathways remain fundamental to confronting the problems 

of socio-ecological degradation, discrimination, and climate chan-

ge. We need research critically assessing the key issues of our time, 

which means questioning the root of socio-ecological crisis and le-

arning to act on it, be it as individuals, communities, or institutions.

Weaving together the history of Brundtland’s policies, the Norwegi-

an Deep Ecology group, post-development, degrowth, and our locati-

on at SUM, we wonder what impact the choices of deep ecology had 

in the struggle between “dark” and “light” green environmentalism. 

Was branding industrial development and capitalism “green” a po-

litical checkmate too powerful for deep ecologists? Was faulty con-

servation politics instead of connection with the “environmentalism 

of the poor” (Martínez-Alier 2002) a lethal inhibitor of solidarity, 

movement building, and action? 4 Finally, did the institutionalization 

of deep ecology slowly acquiesce Næss and others away from pu-

blicly promoting environmental struggle and direct action, including 

“Monkey Wrenching” (e.g. vandalism & sabotage)? After all, Næss 

(1999a) clearly believed that combative environmental protest was 

inappropriate for the Norwegian context, referencing the language of 

politicians (e.g. calling civil disobedience “terrorism”) and the po-

tentiality of unfavorable legal regimes, believing “the establishment 

is of an orderly, approachable, moderate kind and not of vast dimen-

sion” (Næss 1999a, 227). We contend, these overlapping factors re-

main noticeable inhibitors for deep ecology to adequately challenge 

sustainable development.

Despite promoting anarchism, Næss (2005a, 216) would contend that 

“it seems inevitable to maintain some fairly strong central political 

institutions.” Næss (2005a, 216) believed in central institutions to 

mitigate population growth and war, and, going further, stressed that 

“[e]xperience suggest that the higher the level of local 
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nal, this sentence incorrectly read: “Was 

faulty conservation politics in connection 

with the “environmentalism of the poor” 

(Martínez-Alier 2002) a lethal inhibitor of 

solidarity, movement building, and acti-

on?” Here it is corrected to emphasize the 

intended meaning, which was the lack of 

connection with “environmentalism of the 

poor.” 



self-determination, the stronger the central authority must be in order 

to override local sabotage of fundamental green policies.” How can 

we read Næss’ statement today? Sustainable development, or green 

growth today, we might say emerged as a reaction to deep ecology 

and Indigenous environmental struggle and uprisings, North and 

South of the Globe. Reflecting on what green politics have become 

in Norway – the flag wavers of green growth – the issues identified 

might serve as important lessons for degrowth as it becomes increa-

singly popular within universities, NGOs and, to a degree, policy 

circles. Næss and the Norwegian deep ecology movement prioritized 

institutional engagement, displaying a type of Norwegian exceptio-

nalism. Meanwhile, deep ecologists backed away from direct action 

and grassroots struggle, and promoted institutional centralization to 

“override local sabotage of fundamental green strategies” or, more 

in hindsight, “capitalist strategies.” These remain important lessons 

as wind turbines and other industrial projects are further colonizing 

Saami territory (Fjellheim 2020; Normann 2020; Shokrgozar, this 

issue), degrading the Norwegian countryside as oil exploitation ope-

rations expand largely unquestioned (see Hilleren, this issue). Green 

capitalism – its infrastructure, mining, market-based conservation 

and technologies – was a force underestimated by deep ecologists.

Local resistance and sabotage, like elsewhere, appears as the last line 

of defense as environmental and civil concerns are systematically 

ignored in favor of political economic agendas. The mainstreaming 

or co-opting of deep ecology remains more relevant than ever for 

how “radical” ideas – or honest concerns – can be subdued and dilu-

ted to the imperatives of capital accumulation and political control 

(e.g. representative democracy). Given the popularity of degrowth 

and post-development, these are issues and conversations that deser-

ve greater attention and experimentation, which we can only hope 

spread through Norway and beyond. Here is our contribution.
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FEAR AND OTHER OPTIONS: 
THREE RESPONSES TO THE 

ECOLOGICAL ABYSS
S A R A H  K .  B .  S C H U B E RT

On April 19, 2021, United Nations Secretary-General Antonio Gu-

terres presented the stark conclusion of the World Meteorological 

Organization’s (WMO) State of the Global Climate report: “We are 

on the verge of the abyss” (UN News 2021). In 2016, the Paris Cli-

mate Agreement indicated the optimal warming range to be 1.5 to 

2.0 °C. Focused only on temperature rise and carbon emissions, this 

report warns that “at current levels of global greenhouse gas emissi-

ons, the world remains on course to exceed the agreed temperature 

thresholds of either 1.5 °C or 2 °C above pre-industrial levels, which 

would increase the risks of pervasive climate change impacts beyond 

what is already seen” (World Meteorological Organization 2021, 34). 

Though impacts will be felt everywhere, presently there is profound 

devastation for communities that are disproportionately vulnerable: 

poor, Indigenous, and people of color. Even at a 2 °C threshold, the 

UN fully understands that the rate of death due to climate change 

will eliminate certain African and island countries (Pulido 2018). 

The average global temperature in 2020 was approximately 1.2 °C 

above the pre-industrial level.

We are now in the Capitalocene, the era of anthropogenic changes 

caused by ever-expanding capitalist colonialist systems of oppres-

sion that disenfranchises and exploits both the human world and 

the more-than-human world (Moore 2017, 2018). The era is furth-

er understood as the thermocene, a legacy of commodification and 

extraction of fossilized resources to form polluting combustibles, fil-

ling the needs of industrial expansion. It is an era of energy additions 

(Bonneuil & Fressoz 2016). The imperialist capitalism that accompa-

nies fossil fuel driven conquest necessitates subjugation of material, 

earth, and bodies by rationalizing “an energetic racism that reinfor-

ced hierarchies of gender, race, and class” (Daggett 2019, 135).
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Based on the rapidity of global temperature rise in the WMO report, 

science predicts a catastrophic future. Meanwhile, governmental re-

presentatives and multilateral spokespeople express shock from wit-

hin a hegemonic framework. UN and governmental bodies assure the 

world the universal goal to limit temperature rise and its attendant 

impacts will be achieved by cutting emissions while continuing life 

as usual. Many nations manifest these assurances through initiatives 

like “green” new deals, which propose economic impetus towards 

“clean” energy infrastructure. As discussed below, scientists, acti-

vists, and academics are skeptical of so-called green politics as per-

formative gestures that are neither genuinely ecologically reparative 

nor socially transformative. Instead, these initiatives deny the expan-

sive industrial cause of human-induced climate change and insist a 

solution can be found managerially – through policy and market-dri-

ven technologies. Indeed, some argue the fostering and management 

of apocalyptic fears is essential to the continuing cultural politics of 

capitalism (Swyngedouw 2010).

There are other ontological perspectives and activities, historically 

oppressed and repressed, resurging in this time of fear. They are co-

unterhegemonic and provide examples deserving exploration. These 

are lived realities of human existence in alliance with socially mar-

ginalized people and the earth. Such communities of practice are li-

ving the change they desire, rather than waiting for systemic change, 

though this is certainly desirable. These communities of practice or 

resistance are an indication that another way is possible.

To illustrate these counterhegemonic pathways, this article expands 

on three responses to the fear of climate crisis as posited by Wolf-

gang Sachs (2019): the narratives of Fortress, Globalism, and So-

lidarity. These narratives coexist presently in tension, and forecast 

dynamics and possibilities for resilience as the crisis deepens. Each 

of these three fear narratives will be examined in turn. By exploring 

Sachs’ framework, I argue the Solidarity narrative is the strongest 

pathway to preserving life in global climate destabilization. Lastly, 

examples of the solidarity framework as practiced in recent political 

movements are provided for further exploration.
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T H R E E  R E S P O N S E S  T O  F E A R , 
T H R E E  P R E S E N T  P O S S I B I L I T I E S 

Wolfgang Sachs (2019) outlines three responses to fear: the narrati-

ves of the fortress, globalism, and solidarity. These narratives distin-

guish likely paths forward for human society in the face of apparent 

ecological collapse. Fortress thinking is characterized by neo-natio-

nalism, authoritarianism, occasional religious fundamentalism, and 

“affluence chauvinism.” Globalism champions free-trade economics, 

“green growth,” and smart technologies. The third narrative, solida-

rity, is a resistance to the dominant narratives of fortress and globa-

list thinking and a positive assertion of an alternative. 

Fortress Narrative: Militarization, Authoritarianism, Green Fascism 

The fortress narrative champions isolationism, nationalism, compe-

tition, militarization, and vertical orientations. As a response to fear 

of ecological collapse, this camp opts to protect their resources and 

territory from any opposition. For example, the United States, the 

nation with the largest military budget, issued its Annual Threat As-

sessment of the US Intelligence Community in April 2021 which po-

sits that climate change and environmental degradation “will create 

a mix of direct and indirect threats, including risks to the economy, 

heightened political volatility, human displacement, and new venues 

for geopolitical competition that will play out during the next deca-

de and beyond” (18). Thus, nations justify preparations against the-

se destabilizing threats by reinforcing arms and borders in advance 

of internal and external social unrest, mass migration, and political 

competition for natural resources. Climate change and environmen-

tal degradation will involve dangerous consequences for society 

through mass extinctions, changing weather, disruption to resource 

access, social conflict, disease, and exposure – with disproportionate 

devastation along racialized and class lines. However, the actions of 

the fortress thinkers – who control weaponry and enforce authorita-

rian policy – will evoke further devastation that is otherwise within 

human control.

Along the state-sanctioned militarization, there is a rise of righ-

t-wing movements encouraged by “dog-whistle” politics, and a “drift
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toward authoritarianism from India to the USA and Europe” (Kothari 

et al. 2019, xxiii). The emboldened right has begun blurring the lines 

of extremism with the growth of hate groups and eco-fascism. Mili-

tarized hate groups have begun shedding their visible white supre-

macy ethos to embrace people from a variety of walks, disenchanted 

by any number of societal or governmental factors (Rowley 2021).

The resulting ideologies are warped and often contradictory. They 

meet the complexity of climate crisis with an over-simplistic fra-

ming of “enemies,” which are largely figured as racial or ideological 

Others. The conflicting ideological framework has made strong inro-

ads on both the political right and left through conspiracy theories. 

Climate change geopolitical conspiracies involving COVID-19 

have aided the neo-fascist agenda (Ross & Bevensee 2020). In the 

US, because of stay-at-home orders, the fruition of disinformation 

is displayed in anti-mask demonstrations, storming of state capitol 

buildings, plots to assassinate political opponents, culminating in an 

insurrection at the US Congress chambers in January of 2021. The 

pluralism of the conspiratorial fascist messaging attracted a diverse 

attendance of neonationalists, evangelicals, militant hate groups, and 

libertarians. The convergence of different groups exemplified how a 

single decentralized hate group could be both anti-police and pro-po-

lice (Rowley 2021).

Authoritarianism is not just attractive to those on the ideological 

right. Alexander Reid Ross and Emmi Bevensee (2020, 4) argue that 

“fascists have worked since the 1910s to apply misleading left-wing 

jargon and ideas such as environmentalism to its own geopolitical 

designs.” In response to rising climate crisis fear, the ecofascist 

agenda will (and is) expanding because of the complexity and inter-

sectionality of both environmental and social concerns:
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“[R]adical green and anti-imperialist politics exist in complex rela-
tion to other tendencies, including racism, misogyny, ableism, and a 
desire for extreme violence […] ideology is no longer sufficient for 
the left to understand the rise of fascism and the Anthropocene. Like 
climate change, fascism manifests complex problems and requires 
complex approaches to combat it. While green politics and anti-im-
perialism are rightly associated with the left […] they can and have 



been wielded by anyone who seeks radical change, including fascists 
[...] there is a chance that a significant authoritarian turn in the green 
movement could take place, with terrible consequences for poor and 
marginalized populations.” (Ibid., 8)

In crisis, the modern ideological hegemony will fall short, leaving 

an existential void for fortress thinking to flourish as a simple story 

with tangible enemies and consolidated leadership. This framing of 

the climate change narrative in the public and governmental sphere 

leverages the apocalyptic fears in concert with a growing populism 

across the globe (Swyngedouw 2010). The dangerous tone of such 

rhetoric and posturing has very real consequences for social and en-

vironmental actors. This narrative is a significant threat to all other 

modes of life.

The narrative of globalism tends toward political centrists and lef-

tists (Burkart et al. 2020) but is equally fluid across political affili-

ations. Fortress thinking and globalism have deep roots in colonia-

list imperialist conquest, as the development narrative sustained on 

creating Others. In the Capitalocene, we recognize that the indus-

trial machinations of the globalist narrative and the racist militari-

zation of fortress thinking come from the same ideological source. 

The outcome of their activities is ecologically devastation. This is 

of course much more nuanced. As Ross and Bevensee (2020, 28) 

conclude, more research is necessary to “understand the inherently 

complex root causes of both climate change and the rise of the global 

far-right as interconnected.”

Globalism: Development, Financialization, and Reformism 

In response to climate crisis fear, globalism leverages fear and apo-

calyptic rhetoric (Swyngedouw 2010) to promote technological fi-

xes, funded by public-private partnerships and transnational organi-

zations. These fixes aim to improve sustainability or make “green” 

the systems that already exist. 
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The globalist narrative has proven disastrous for the poor in all so-

cieties and earth others. It is focused on neoliberal financialization 

logics and a universalizing mission to “develop” countries to an im-

posed notion of advancement. As a mechanism designed to counter 

Cold War upheaval, it creates access to manipulate resources, labor, 

and the financial standing of countries. This development ambition 

created the IMF and World Bank – instruments of extractive, colo-

nialist logics and home to global capitalist finance (Sassen 2013, 

2016). Development promises an entry into global markets by way of 

commodification and debt, agri-monoculture technologies, removal 

of common lands and lifestyles, and implementation of the educatio-

nal and social regimes of universal narratives of progress.  

“The problem lies not in lack of implementation, but in the concep-
tion of development as linear, unidirectional, material, and financial 
growth, driven by commodification and capitalist markets. Despite 
numerous attempts to re-signify development, it continues to be so-
mething that ‘experts’ manage in pursuit of economic growth, and 
measure by Gross Domestic Product (GDP), a poor and misleading 
indicator of progress in the sense of well-being. In truth, the world at 
large experiences ‘maldevelopment’, even in the very industrialized 
countries whose lifestyle was meant to serve as a beacon for ‘back-
ward’ ones.” (Kothari et al. 2019, xxi – xxii)

These pillars of globalism – development and financialization – are 

undergirded by power over technology and resources and a deep he-

gemony. Ivan Illich ([1971] 1997, 97) called this maldevelopment 

the “benevolent production for underdevelopment.” This underde-

velopment creates dependency on markets, debt, wage labor, and the 

planned obsolescence of commodities throughout the world. It also 

solidifies a manner of linear thinking that all societies “advance” on 

a universalized trajectory in economics, science, industry, techno-

logy, and governance structures.

As with the evolving fortress narrative, the pervasive hegemonic 

rationality of techno-fixes and purported apolitical financialization 

abounds across nations, regardless of political alliance. “There is a 

fuzzy line between the Right and the orthodox Left when it comes 

to productivism, modernization, and progress. Moreover, each such 

ideology builds on Eurocentric and masculinist values, so 
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reinforcing the status quo” (Kothari et al. 2019: xxiv). In the 1970s, 

Illich ([1971] 1997, 100) forecasted:

“There is a normal course for those who make development policies, 
whether they live in North or South America, in Russia or Israel. It 
is to define development and to set its goals in ways with which they 
are familiar, which they are accustomed to use in order to satisfy 
their own needs and which permit them to work through the instituti-
ons over which they have power or control. This formula has failed, 
and must fail. There is not enough money in the world for develop-
ment to succeed along these lines, not even in the combined arms and 
space budgets of the superpowers.”

Nonetheless, the status quo of international governments was reas-

serted in the UN Millennium Development Goals redux as the UN 

Sustainable Development goals (Sachs 2017). Today, the mission of 

globalism is “sustainability” whereby commodities and economic 

growth are rendered “green” by “decoupling” polluting industrial 

emissions from GDP. Globalism proposes that social and environ-

mental ills can be separated or resolved with administrative fixes 

while continuing capitalist exploitation, production, consumption, 

and application of efficient technologies. This camp of economists 

and modernists advocate that growth is not the source of the pro-

blem, and a capitalist economy can continue to expand while mitiga-

tions are applied to curb pollution (Gómez-Baggethun 2020).

The most direct pronouncement of the views in this camp comes 

from An Ecomodernist Manifesto (Asafu-Adjaye et al. 2015) writ-

ten by a collective of scientists and economists who reject any in-

terest in working with nature. They argue specifically to intensify 

human activities in a (supposedly) efficient way to use less land. The 

scattered argument “advocates urbanization, centralized producti-

on, industrialization, agricultural intensification, and nuclear power 

as means to protect the environment” (Gómez-Baggethun 2020, 4) 

.This vision enables passive entry for fortress thinking by ignoring 

questions of human rights or causality, “but instead treat them as ir-

relevant to socio-environmental challenges at hand, excluding from 

the text any mention of class, worker, ecosocial, race, racialization, 

feminism, patriarchy, reproduction, colonialism, equity, or justice” 

(Paulson 2021, 2). Capitalism, imperialism, fossil fuel technological
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industry, environmental degradation, and racial and gendered sub-

jugation are inextricably linked (Daggett 2019). To separate them 

ensures a continuation of this system. In ecomodernism, more of the 

same thing that caused the ecological and social abhorrence is pre-

sented as humanity’s salvation.

The green growth theory is treated as a de facto national and interna-

tional policy standard as a response to ecological breakdown advo-

cated by the UN, European Union, World Bank, etc. (Hickel & Kallis 

2020; Gómez-Baggethun 2020). Scholars and activists, particularly 

proponents of degrowth, have debunked the theory of decoupling and 

techno-fixes. A review (Hickel & Kallis 2020, 469) of the UN En-

vironment Program and Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

reports recently concluded, “there is no empirical evidence that ab-

solute decoupling from resource use can be achieved on a global sca-

le against a background of continued economic growth, and absolute 

decoupling from carbon emissions is highly unlikely to be achieved 

at a rate rapid enough to prevent global warming over 1.5 °C or 2 °C, 

even under optimistic policy conditions.” The recent WMO data that 

global warming reached 1.2 °C in 2020, roundly reinforces this con-

clusion. Even the 2021 US Intelligence (18-19) report acknowledges 

the high correlation between economic growth and carbon emissions, 

as evident by the 2020 pandemic economic and emissions rebound.

Further, the emissions mitigation proposals in these reports promote 

the highly controversial bioenergy with carbon capture and storage 

(BECCS) technology. BECCS is the hope of multilateral technocrat 

globalists, but it is a high risk, experimental, worse-case-scenario 

technology. “The allure of BECCS is due to the fact that it allows po-

liticians to postpone the need for rapid emissions reductions” which 

would threaten the economic stability of the world (Hickel & Kal-

lis 2020, 478). This speculative technology, along with the theore-

tical geoengineering (climate manipulation) can hold degrading and 

unknown effects on biodiversity, land, and water resources (Ribeiro 

2019, 55).

40



However, it “is empirically feasible to achieve green growth within 

a carbon budget for 2 °C with the most aggressive possible mitigati-

on policies if the growth rate is very close to zero and if mitigation 

starts immediately” (Hickel & Kallis 2020, 480). This would entail a 

low energy and low consumption society – an entirely different so-

cial, economic, and cultural structure. “An ecologically sustainable 

world economy would have to be delinked from the drive for profits 

and ordered instead around the principle of deploying human capabi-

lities to meet human needs, within the limits of Earth’s biocapacity” 

(Burton & Somerville 2019, 103). This proposal for a zero-growth 

reality holds little water to the decision makers who are invested in 

the political order and profiteering. Thus, a series of reformist policy 

solutions have proliferated from degrowthers and globalists alike.

While critical of “green growth,” some degrowth advocates suggest 

reformist policy to address core issues like industrialization and po-

verty. The reformist policy tends to be more progressive than “green 

new deals” and approaches a kind of “ecosocialist” agenda. These 

policies include cuts to industrial production/construction/distri-

bution, a shortened working week, cuts to consumption in the de-

veloped world and global elites, electric heating from renewables, 

public transport (electric, hydrogen fuel), and expanding agroeco-

logy practices (Burton and Somerville 2019).

These reforms are presented with a political message: “by favoring 

redistribution over expansion, the degrowth utopia represents a fron-

tal attack on the core ideology of modern industrial capitalism” (Gó-

mez-Baggethun 2020, 5). Degrowth reformers admit these types of 

changes are unlikely to happen but acknowledge “there is no obvio-

us reason to expect that the capitalist and socialist variants of the 

modernist project should bring essentially different environmental 

outcomes. If it came into being, the socialist variant shall be expec-

ted to bring a more equitable distribution of wealth, but to the extent 

that it still relies on an expansionary vision of the economy (and 

consequently on increased dissipation of resources) there is no rea-

son to think that the effects on climate and the environment would be 

different from those of capitalist growth” (Gómez-Baggethun 2020, 

5). “The mitigated capitalism of a ‘green new deal’ will be little help, 
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because it leaves the overall system of commodification, and the 

motors of expansion, firmly in place” (Burton & Somerville 2019, 

104). Perhaps ecosocialist degrowth reforms are insufficient to chal-

lenge the rooted hegemony of modern lifestyles and political will.

Yet, there are others in the degrowth movement who advocate a ra-

dically different vision of a low-scale, autonomous society (self-re-

gulating direct-democracy, sovereign, and emancipatory) in that it 

is beyond capitalism, industrialization, western modernity, and pa-

triarchy (see Esteva 2018). Such a society engenders a new “ethi-

co-political” individual with an expanded sense of egalitarian relati-

onality between humans and more-than-humans. This vision strives 

for alternative existence altogether, with open possibility for expe-

rimentation. This is a stark contrast to common notions of state or 

corporate order (Siamanta 2021). There is a definitive difference in 

the long-standing split in reformist and emancipatory ideals. “As ar-

gued by world system theorist Immanuel Wallerstein, not only are 

the world’s economic and political elites divided between globalists 

and authoritarians, there is also a split within the left, between the 

progressive productivists who – in the tradition of the socialist and 

social democratic labor movement – focus on growth, productivity 

gains and redistribution and tend to prefer vertical forms of organiza-

tion, and those movements that, closer to the tradition of anarchism, 

rely on self-organization from the bottom up and fundamentally qu-

estion economic growth” (Burkart et al. 2020, 9-10).

This deep split is colored with critiques from another angle. Decolo-

nial1 scholars wonder: “Will ecosocialists develop one master plan, 

modeled on the [Ecomodernist] Manifesto’s blueprint for reorgani-

zing and intensifying global farming, forestry, and settlement? Or 

will they resist projecting Euro-American visions and values onto 

others, and join degrowth efforts to learn from diverse communi-

ties and socio-environmental justice movements?” (Paulson 2021, 

2). This beckons a distinct move toward the solidarity narrative, but 

the conclusions from resistance movement advocates is clear: the 

tendency to reform a system of oppression and degradation is a tried 

and fruitless endeavor.

1 This term signifies a specific emancipatory 

struggle. Per Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang 

(2012, 1): “Decolonization brings about the 

repatriation of Indigenous land and life. It is 

not a metaphor for other things we want to 

do to improve our societies [...] social justice, 

critical methodologies, or approaches that de-

center settler perspectives have objectives that 

may be incommensurable with decolonizati-

on.” Decolonization is also critical of these 

movements as complicit with settler colonia-

lism. This is “unsettling” for coalition projects 

but understanding decolonization as specifi-

cally for Indigenous sovereignty and futurity, 

and incompatible with reconciliation with 

settler colonialism, is crucial for potential ef-

forts of Solidarity. One can add, this unsettled 

Solidarity cannot be depicted in broad strokes; 

it is fluid at certain junctures, as seen in the 

growing 2020-2021 #LandBack actions or 

The Red Deal – both Indigenous movements 

in so-called North America that use abolitio-

nist frameworks and intentionally acknowled-

ge the liberation of black, Indigenous, and 

people of color (BIPOC) in coexistence with 

Indigenous futurity (NDN Collective n.d.; 

The Red Nation 2021).
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“The mainstream or reformist development solutions can be said to 

be proven false. In responding to the ecological crisis, ‘experts’ in 

the global North take the categories of One World responsible for de-

vastation of the planet as the very point of departure for their alleged 

solutions” (Kothari et al. 2019, xxxiii). Considering the acceleration 

of the ecological crisis facing humanity and the following exacerba-

tion of social strife, it is time to try another path.

Solidarity: Autonomy, Antidote, and the Otherwise 

It is essential to explore possibilities for a society that enables the 

best possible life outcomes for all inhabitants of the earth. We can 

see plainly how fortress and globalist narratives cannot afford this 

possibility. They are more of the same processes that caused the cli-

mate crisis, earth degradation and subjugation. 

As Sachs (2019, xvi) states, there are “many paths to a social trans-

formation that places empathy with humans and non-human beings 

first. These visions stand firmly in opposition to both xenophobic na-

tionalism and technocratic globalism.” The anti-capitalist, anti-state, 

decolonial, anti-racist and feminist solidarity narrative is one of the-

se paths that can engender a process to dismantle these latter visions.

Solidarity is most readily understood as cooperation. It is an innate 

and resilient impulse, embodied across species, as theorized in Pe-

ter Kropotkin’s evolutionary cooperation thesis: species survive by 

reliance on others. The theory of survival-by-cooperation balances 

the prevailing evolutionary notion of competition, or “survival of the 

fittest.” But this is the basis of all life on the planet, and it is visible 

in the daily reciprocal practices of people everywhere – friendships, 

neighborly reciprocity, giving directions to a stranger. “Life itself 

is an intricate and beautiful complex web of mutual aid relations” 

(Springer 2020, 113).

This rooted knowledge has persisted under threat from dominant he-

gemonic powers as the state and capitalism worked in concert to de-

stroy this cooperative impulse – known in modern society as mutual 

aid – by 1) imposition of private property; 2) replacing community 

bonds with a national allegiance (rooted in obedience and othering
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rather than compassion and care); and 3) transforming recipro-

cal exchange into transaction of assumed value relative to scarcity 

(Springer 2020, 113). Despite this, the cooperation instinct persists 

across all society (particularly in the absence of the management of 

the State and the failure of capitalist economic structures, as during 

the proliferation of mutual aid during the COVID-19 pandemic).

The solidarity pathways remain under threat because they are forms 

of resistance that directly confront unjust systems under capitalism 

and legacy of colonialist empires while offering alternatives. The 

oppression of these prefigurative and resistance movements histori-

cally takes two general forms: recuperation and repression.

Recuperation is the process whereby those who resist “current power 

structures are induced to rejuvenate those power structures or create 

more effective ones” (Gelderloos 2013, 20). It is coercive in that it 

appears a benign, effective tool but ultimately it remains within the 

hegemonic structures. This could take the form of instituting instru-

ments positioned to make “change within the system” by negotiating 

reforms, creating “better” capitalist enterprises, or placating those in 

resistance. Commonly, recuperation involves the creation of nonpro-

fit, NGO, charity, or mission-based entities that “mostly replicate, 

legitimize, and stabilize the system” (Spade 2020, 26). While some 

of these entities can be useful in a larger strategy toward emancipa-

tion (i.e., the creation of a non-profit bail fund as practical part of 

a broader strategy to abolish the carceral industrial complex, etc.), 

such activities can often remain in a space of compromise within the 

hegemonic structure rather than breaking free from it. This pitfall 

must be avoided for the possibility of flourishing solidarity path-

ways.

Repression is an effort to quash oppositional presence by force and 

manipulation. It is inevitable in any struggle against authority. These 

tools are employed by governments, military, and corporations, and 

range from the threat-of or acts of physical violence, surveillance, 

internal communication sabotage, social-psychological manipulati-

ons, influencing media representation and public discourse, resource 

deprivation, and criminalization. It is imperative for solidarity
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proponents to learn the lessons and histories of previous groups who 

engaged in resistance movements and faced repression. This history 

is usually obfuscated or hidden by authorities invested in maintai-

ning the status quo.

The solidarity impulse is threatened by state and capitalist interests 

but is an innate trait across species. Can this type of cooperation 

operate within the systems of modernist, dominant hegemony at all? 

Or is it relegated only to the gaps and failures of economic or state 

order? Esteva and Escobar (2017, 2564) described three paths for 

contemplating cooperation with development or reformist operators 

within the globalist canon:

“(1) Cooperation as development aid: this is the standard form of 
cooperation, practiced by institution such as US AID, the World Bank 
and mainstream NGOs. It takes for granted the dominant world (in 
terms of markets, individual actions, productivity, etc.). Cooperation 
under this rubric might lead to some improvements for some people 
but it can only reinforce colonialist understandings of development 
and, so, dispossession. To this I’d say: let’s keep the doors tightly 
closed on them; (2) cooperation as, or for, social justice: this is the 
kind of cooperation practiced with the intention of fostering greater 
social justice and environmental sustainability; it embraces human 
rights (including gender and ethnic diversity), environmental justice, 
the reduction of inequality, direct support for grassroots groups, and 
so forth. Oxfam might serve as paradigm for this second trajectory. 
In this case I’d say: let’s keep the door open, while applying pressure 
on them to move towards the third trajectory; (3) could go under 
several names, such as cooperation for civilizational transitions or 
cooperation for autonomy. Those practicing this option would be, 
in my view, radical Post-Development’s natural allies. What is in-
teresting is that this form would go beyond the binary of ‘us’ (who 
have) and ‘them’ (who need), and embrace all sides in the same, 
though diverse, movement for civilizational transitions and inter-au-
tonomy, that is, coalitions and meshworks of autonomous collectives 
and communities from both the Global North and the Global South. 
There are no ready-available models for this third kind of solidarity 
cooperation, but there are groups here and there that approach it.”
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In this logic, solidarity cannot flourish within the systems which thri-

ve on powerful capitalists, coloniality, degradation of earth, dualism, 

patriarchy, marginalization, and individualistic competition con-

cepts. It becomes an oppositional response against these, operating 

despite the hegemony, in either bold defiance or under-acknowled-

ged areas of life. The solidarity narrative sits in active alignment 

with others in resistance to modernist globalism and authoritarian 

fortress thinking. It is a positive assertion of another way of being 

and aligns with ontological difference. It means, “phasing out the im-

perial way of life that industrial civilization demands, and redefining 

forms of frugal prosperity,” by thinking globally and acting locally 

(Sachs 2019, xv).

Different from reformist degrowth camps, degrowthers focused on 

autonomy provide a “connecting thread” for a “matrix of alterna-

tives” that depart from a society which fetishizes growth toward 

a construction of a new, different collection of ways of being that 

challenge the dominant hegemony of growth (Demaria & Latouche 

2019, 149). It is not a “fixed concept” (Burkhart et al. 2020, 15), 

but a heterogenous solidarity narrative that “hypothesizes possible 

futures and involves multiple strategies at different scales: oppositi-

onal activism, building alternatives, institutional politics, research, 

dissemination, education and art (Demaria et al. 2013). “‘Sharing’, 

‘simplicity’, conviviality’, ‘care’ and the ‘commons’ are terms used 

to describe what these alternative futures might look like” (Demaria, 

Kallis & Bakker 2020, 432).

This project is informed by and in conversation with postcolonial, 

post-development, cooperative and insurrectionist anarchism, antira-

cism, and feminist scholars and movements. These social networks 

are living examples of direct resistance to capitalist extraction, 

expansion, pollution, and displacement.

Some of these living histories and contemporary solidarity movement 

activities are explored in university scholarship. The post-develop-

ment notion of the “pluriverse” draws examples from Latin Ameri-

can communities in struggle against industrial extractivist projects 

of capital and the state, where being in community is critical to
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autonomous existence, such as in Zapatista, Oaxacan, and Chiapas 

territories. This causes a further reckoning with hegemonic con-

structs in reconstructing cooperative instincts, as we see “commu-

nal worlds are relational worlds, defined as those worlds in which 

nothing pre-exists the relations that constitute it (reality is relatio-

nal through and through), as opposed to the dualist ontologies that 

predominate in modern worlds, where entities are seen as existing 

on their own (the ‘individual’, ‘nature’, ‘the world’), prior to their 

inter-relations” (Escobar 2015, 460).2

However, degrowth scholarship, situated within modernist instituti-

ons, has been criticized by Padini Nirmal and Dianne Rocheleau 

(2019, 466) for failing to critically engage “with ontological, epis-

temological, and cultural difference as well as gender, class, ethnic, 

racial, religious, and colonial difference.” To do so, scholars need to 

examine their positionality and center intersectionality, striving to 

revalue and restore other knowledge(s) and practices, so possibility 

can emerge or resurge. According to Nirmal and Rocheleau (Ibid., 

482), this work entails

“re-centering resistance within the discourse, while recognizing that 
most autonomists are committed to other worlds, not to armed vio-
lence and violent resistance. A decolonized degrowth must be what 
the growth paradigm is not, and imagine what does not yet exist: 
our separate, networked, and collective socio-ecological futures of 
sufficiency and celebration in the multiple worlds of the pluriverse.” 

The critique offered here is important beyond degrowth scholarship. 

As one prioritizes an extension of cooperation with others who are 

“being differently,” this turn necessitates an examination of the he-

gemonic constructs that exist through and in each of us. The remem-

bering, revaluing, and restoring of the impulse to cooperation is a 

form of “living-in-resistance,” and is an ongoing process. 

Solidarity means learning to embrace complexity, conflict, and dif-

ference. The tension in difference is strength, and enables resilience 

in diversity of perspectives and methods. As Peter Gelderloos (2013, 

17, emphasis added) illuminates, the practice of a broad solidarity 

that embraces conflict makes movements and peoples more difficult 

to repress:

2  Escobar has been criticized for dichotomous 

framing, idealization of social movements, hi-

erarchical approach to ethnography, and being 

prone to generalizing statements (Knudsen 

2008). On this latter point, Kiran Asher and 

Joel Wainwright (2019) illustrate Escobar as 

using “broad strokes” to depict Indigenous 

practices, resistance formations, and ontolo-

gies as uncomplicated and singular. This sim-

plification is used neatly to support a theory 

of a heterogenous, pluriversal world-of-ma-

ny-worlds. This type of romanticization, and 

essentialism, is an extractive, exploitative 

practice. Asher and Wainwright (2019, 35) 

apply Gayatri Spivak’s theories on subaltern 

representation to illustrate this further, stating 

Spivak “challenges subaltern knowledge retri-

eval and shows the post-development desire 

to represent subaltern subjectivity to be roo-

ted in European episteme.” It is the “double 

bind,” and aporia that adequate representation 

of identities and difference in others is both

necessary and impossible – particularly wit-

hin the canon of modernist institutions. This 

requires vigilance and constant critique – an 

ongoing process and essential practice in so-

cial transformation projects, as in this article.
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“We learn from difference, and we are stronger when we commu-
nicate across this difference, criticizing one another but also hel-
ping one another, and all the while respecting our fundamental 
divergence. There are many totally erroneous or backstabbing forms 
of struggle, and these should be criticized vehemently, not protected 
behind a polite relativism. But the goal of our criticism should be 
solidarity, not homogeneity.”

Indeed, as Gelderloos (2013, 18-19, emphasis added) asserts, embra-

cing conflict is essential to both the transformative labor of broad 

solidarity practice and its success: 

“Perhaps the demands for a philosophical unity are themselves 
antithetical to the project of liberation, since we ourselves are so 
obviously neither identical nor unified. . . The end result of this de-
bate is not a single definition of revolution nor a common, correct 
practice, since we do not represent a homogenous humanity with the 
same needs and experiences. The result is a multiplicity of practices 
that are more intelligent and more effective, and that either comple-
ment one another or clearly evince the unbridgeable chasm between 
themselves.”

Broad solidarity then resists the impulse for universalization, which 

is common to the practices of hegemony, and finds value in commu-

nicating across tension. As Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang (2012, 3) 

describe in the context of decolonial movements and human or civil 

rights projects “Solidarity is an uneasy, reserved, and unsettled mat-

ter that neither reconciles present grievances nor forecloses future 

conflict.” This is a useful recognition in considering the tensions of 

the broad solidarity described in Gelderloos’ comments. Broad soli-

darity requires a wholly different relationality, and because of this, 

can become an antidotal element of emancipatory struggle. 

For those living-in-resistance in Indigenous or poor communities, 

forms of mutual aid become necessary practice for survival. As the 

crisis of industrial capitalism continues, broad solidarity, coopera-

tion, and mutual aid will be necessary for resilience of diversity of 

communities. As stated by the Green Anarchy Collective (2005, 10):
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“Solidarity, support, and attempts to connect with native and an-
ti-colonial struggles, which have been the frontlines of the fight 
against civilization, are essential as we attempt to dismantle the de-
ath-machine. It is also important to understand that we, at some po-
int, have all come from earth-based peoples forcibly removed from 
our connections with the earth, and therefore have a place within 
anti-colonial struggles.”

While solidarity is the antidote, it is – and has been – threatened by 

globalists and fortress thinkers alike. The struggle is both cultural 

and external as much as internal and personal. “One overcomes this 

situation not by destroying capitalism, because capital is within us, 

but by developing a love for life, something that cannot be created 

artificially. Maybe that kind of love will only be reborn when hu-

manity’s fear of self-annihilation becomes so strong that it compels 

us to put a sense of responsibility before the whims of our desires” 

(Hardt & Reyes 2012, 188-189). This narrative has not been favored, 

and it is where our best chances of adapting to crisis lie – embodied 

solidarity, learning from difference, acting from plurality, and love. 

F U RT H E R  E X A M P L E S  O F  E M A N C I PAT O RY 

S T R U G G L E  A N D  P R E F I G U R AT I V E  M O V E M E N T S 

While Indigenous communities and practices of poor neighbor-

hoods are often sites of a lived broad solidarity, so too are the social 

networks holding together politicized movements. Examples from 

recent moments of protest can be found within the societies closest 

to the nexus of capitalist hegemony in: 

“a new wave of prefigurative social movements […] movements 
that ‘embody their ultimate goals and their vision of a future society 
through their ongoing social practices, social relations, decision-ma-
king philosophy and culture.’ And it can be seen in the emergence 
of what have been called ‘transformative economies’ […] new 
economic models and practices around commons, agroecology and 
cooperativism aiming at transforming the existing economic sys-
tem.” (Burkart et al. 2020, 9) 
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It is in the transformation of public space into commons, direct-de-

mocracy, political action, and post-capitalist imagination of the 

Occupy Wall Street movements (Mayer 2013; Spade 2020), which 

evoked the cry, coined by artist Rachel Schragis, that “All our gri-

evances are connected” (Myerson 2011). The challenges of the squ-

atting movement in Europe and North America to capitalist notions 

of private property and State infrastructure, along with tenant or-

ganizing, living in community, and political engagement are other 

examples (Mayer 2013).

The transformative elements go beyond economy in the sense of mo-

netary exchange. It is exhibited in community gardens and rewilding 

and food bombing. Certain small-scale community renewable energy 

ecologies herald abundant post-capitalist futures (Siamanta 2021). 

The phenomena of free, locally sourced vegetarian food supplied 

by Food Not Bombs organizations or the Really Really Free Market 

(Free Store) movement provide space for nonreciprocal, non-mone-

tary sharing of material items and skills. These latter examples trace 

back to the organizing efforts of the Black Panthers or the Young 

Lords, with even deeper lineages worthy of examination (Izlar 2019; 

Spade 2020). This speaks to a long-standing abolitionist praxis in the 

US focused on the centrality of women, relearning histories, rethin-

king the politics of possible, solidarity across racial lines, relations 

of repair, being in liberation struggle, and creating freedom by pla-

cemaking (Heynan & Ybarra 2021).

This expansive horizon of social relationality is visible in the resis-

tance communities of the ZAD and NoTAV movements in France and 

Italy, where “defending territory from the outset brought together 

extremely eclectic and diverse groups of people around that goal […] 

soldering together black bloc anarchists and nuns, retired farmers 

and vegan lesbian separatists, lawyers and autonomistas into a tena-

cious and effective community” (Ross 2018, xxii).

These examples of emancipatory activities seem a world away from 

globalized financialization, social stratification, and environmental 

degradation. They are localized and plural in their relational anti-ca-

pitalist intentions and strategies. They demand and deserve deep
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study. “This living, pre-figurative politics is based on the principle 

of creating right now the foundations of the worlds we want to see 

come to fruition in the future; it implies a contiguity of means and 

ends” (Kothari et al. 2019, xxxv). Social movements and autonomo-

us communities are lived and embodied efforts of solidarity. But, as 

mutual aid cooperation is a daily activity, we might see clearly how 

this prefigured future is here with us, in the now.

C O N C L U S I O N

This article argues that the fear of human-driven ecological crisis 

drives broad reactions, as Wolfgang Sachs outlined: the narratives 

of fortress, globalism and solidarity. These concurrent reactions are 

driving present activities and forecast potential futures. The for-

tress narrative leads to authoritarian rule, militarism, fascism, racist 

misogyny, and resource stockpiling – regardless of political leaning. 

Globalism enables populist political frameworks, which leads to for-

tress narratives. It champions technocratic, universalistic, adminis-

trative, or economic reformism based within the same logics and 

activities that created the ecological and social crises of this era. 

These narratives are both deadly and lead to devastating outcomes 

The third approach – offering a multitude of pathways – is solidarity. 

This framework is based in the innate impulse for survival through 

cooperation and finds strength in complicated and critical dialogue 

across differences. The solidarity impulse has been repressed and 

recuperated by hegemonic power structures, and as with any obfus-

cated idea, it must be practiced to be (re)learned, while the fortress 

and globalist thinking within us is actively challenged. The trans-

formative social, ecological, and economic practices of indigenous, 

poor, and politicized social movements can uncover the solidarity 

pathway(s) and rich histories of mutual aid. It is yet within human 

control to mitigate the crises ahead, and the solidarity narrative pro-

vides the most viable path for survival.

The rationalizing logic, or hegemony, of the capitalist, imperialist th-

ermocene that dominates and demeans social difference (by creating 

Otherness) and degrades ecosystems (as a thing to master, control, 

and use) “has arguably become so dominant in the modern West as
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to crowd out other possible ways of imagining energy” (Daggett 

2019, 20). One could add the impossibility of imagining alternative 

social or economic pathways. This hegemony insists on a hierarchy 

of value – in people, knowledges, species – thus enabling dominati-

on through a universalizing, prescriptive narrative. By limiting ima-

gination, it also obfuscates alternatives. This is the “coloniality of 

knowledge” which is “the difference made between European and 

non-European knowledges and symbolic systems. The latter are seen 

as inferior and are deprived of scientific validity. Defined as “tradi-

tional,” they are considered to have only practical and local appli-

cability, and their theoretical relevance is limited to their status as 

objects of study which allow for the comprehension of local modes 

of life” (Álvarez & Coolsaet 2020, 53, emphasis added). “The mo-

dern colonial capitalist patriarchal world system thus marginalizes 

and demeans forms of knowing, such as caregiving and non-Western 

law, science, or economics” (Kothari et al. 2019, xxiii).

The keepers of the hegemony fail to engage outside of their fra-

mework, and an effort to start may be too little too late. The accele-

ration of the climate emergency is here, now – runaway effects and 

tipping points are evident while mass migration, water shortages, 

drought, death, disease, extinction, and weather disruptions are ap-

parent. That which we considered as a distant “maybe” is a present 

reality. UN Secretary-General Guterres’s announcement was meant 

to strike a sense of urgency in the missions of governments, but it 

also evokes fear. While some find hope in reforming existing social, 

political, and economic systems, there are similar preparations to 

shelter-in-place, close borders, and guard resources through militari-

zed defenses. These two paths do not rise to the crises in any radical 

way. They are more of the same. There is an Other way, a pluriverse 

where many worlds can fit – adapting to the changing climate while 

dismantling the dominant hegemony through revaluing and restoring 

the otherwise knowledges and practices. 

Yet there has always been an “otherwise.” It persists and resists 

domination. As the earth rebels against the abuses against it, so do 

those subjugated by imperialist, racialized, colonial, patriarchal ca-

pitalism. As resilient – and heterogeneous – as the oppression has
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been, so too is the plurality of emancipatory paths. Scholars from 

post-development, degrowth, diverse economies, and feminist camps 

engage this effort bringing forth the possibility of social-cultural 

transformation to address the increasingly uninhabitable planet and 

incredible social strife. “A pluriversal world overcomes patriarchal 

attitudes, racism, casteism, and other forms of discrimination. Here, 

people re-learn what it means to be a humble part of ‘nature’, leaving 

behind narrow anthropocentric notions of progress based on econo-

mic growth” (Kothari et al. 2019, xxviii). These practices are prefi-

gurative acts – living examples of “being the change” desired – but 

doing it now. Prefigurative actions are a crucial site of resistance, an 

act from the radical, abolitionist imagination. These resistance for-

mations provide examples of the community needed to dismantle the 

hegemonic capitalist paradigm and its attendant oppressions against 

earth and people. 

As the climate emergency deepens, solidarity, mutual aid, cooperati-

on, plurality in resistance, and diversity in tactics are the social con-

structs and enhanced personal practices required for transformative 

relationships. These are necessary to counter deadly fortress thinking 

and complicit globalism. This is the best beginning to learn how to 

adapt – together. This is how we face the abyss. 
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ENERGY, POLITICS AND STRUGGLE IN 
NORWAY
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To get it out of the way right from the start, the term normal people 

is borrowed from the Norwegian labor party’s most recent campaign 

slogan: “Now it’s normal peoples’ turn.”1 More on that is to follow 

below. The idea that there is such a group within society comprises 

an assumption that they represent sociological norms in some way 

and make up the majority of citizens within a given society. Under 

conditions of democracy, then, this group will have a decisive say 

of how society shall be organized. It follows that if capitalism is to 

be supplanted by something else, like a society organized along the 

principles of degrowth for instance, it must be desired, or at least 

accepted, by that majority. Normal people, it can thus be said, hold 

the key to changing the social order into an alternative one that re-

spects natural limits of resource extraction and energy use.

Starting from this assumption, this commentary will first briefly 

explore who these normal people actually are thought to be. It will 

then draw up some key questions that arise from the degrowth litera-

ture that at the same time can be suspected to trouble the acceptance 

of degrowth as a concept among normal people. The commentary 

closes with some thoughts on of how to proliferate the idea of de-

growth beyond academic circles and what this means for the pro-

moters of a degrowth agenda.

A HARD SELL: THOUGHTS ON 
DEGROWTH’S APPARENT LACK 
OF APPEAL TO NORMAL PEOPLE
L A R S  H E N N I N G  W Ø H N C K E

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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The British documentary maker Adam Curtis (2021, 0:00:27) starts 

his newest work Can’t Get You Out of My Head, a 6-episode series 

collaged in his trademark eclectic style, with the following obser-

vation:

C A P I TA L I S M  I N  C R I S I S

“We’re living through strange days. Across Britain, Euro-

pe and America societies have become split and polarized, not 

just in politics, but across the whole culture. There is anger 

at the inequality and the ever-growing corruption, and wide-

spread distrust of the elites. Yet at the same time there is a pa-

ralysis, a sense that no one knows how to escape from this.”

This core question, asking why it is so hard for us to imagine an 

alternative reality despite the one we are living through being so 

obviously inadequate, seems to be at the core of what Curtis attempts 

to approximate answers to in the remainder of the series. 

It is also highly relevant for degrowth advocates. Indeed, degrowth 

makes for an appealing alternative concept to contemporary capita-

lism, a social order that is undeniably in a deep crisis of legitimacy, 

as Curtis rightly observes.

Put simply, “[d]egrowth is a planned reduction of energy and re-

source throughput designed to bring the economy back into balance 

with the living world in a way that reduces inequality and improves 

human well-being” (Hickel 2020b, 2). It abandons the growth fetish 

that is so central to capitalism and replaces it with an ambition of 

realizing a good life for everyone in harmony with nature. Though 

such a framing might not immediately trigger enthusiasm in every 

corner of modern society, when explained and reflected upon it is 

difficult to see how it would not make for a more attractive alternati-

ve than the current glaringly disintegrating capitalism. Yet, degrowth 

thinking remains mysteriously elusive outside the ivory towers of 

academia. Why is it that hardly anybody outside the academy is tal-

king about degrowth?
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For Curtis, technology and our relationship to it seems to be an im-

portant part of the puzzle. Although this would be an excellent rabbit 

hole to dive into in the context of degrowth, this commentary resists 

that temptation and instead explores the question of why degrowth 

seems to be so unappealing to normal people, as the Norwegian labor 

party calls them. To do that, however, one must first understand who 

normal people actually are. 

The Norwegian labor party’s aforementioned recent reorientation to-

wards normal people marks the latest of several desperate attempts 

to evade the fate of their European social democratic sister-parties, 

a destiny fittingly named pasokification (The Economist 2016) after 

the Greek labor party Pasok – a party that pioneered the now univer-

sal trend of steady decline into political insignificance among social 

democratic parties all over Europe. Abandoning the urban elites from 

which most of their top political personnel is recruited, and whose 

votes are increasingly hard-fought in the face of a crowded party 

landscape, can of course be suspected to be more of a strategic choice 

than an ideological one. This assumption can easily be derived from 

a brief glimpse at the current political terrain and the dynamics that 

drive it in the lead-up to the soon-to-be held parliamentary elections. 

It remains to be seen whether it will have been a wise decision in the 

medium and longer term. Be that as it may, this commentary does not 

intend to analyze this deeper. Of value for the topic at hand, however, 

is the political notion of normal people reflected in the slogan above, 

and what it can contribute to better understanding the task of advan-

cing new ideas like degrowth in the public discourse.

The Norwegian labor party’s recent turn towards normal people in 

the domestic context overlaps significantly with a turn to the perip-

hery. Yet, while the centre-periphery cleavage has long been recogni-

zed as one of the more defining conflict lines in Norwegian politics 

(Rokkan 1967), it is far from the only antagonism at play in Norwe-

gian politics today. Needless to say, wealth and income are still valid 

indicators of class divisions, especially in times of rapidly increasing 

inequality (Aaberge, Modalsli & Vestland 2020). However, as in oth-

N O R M A L  P E O P L E
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er countries, there seems to be another split across western societies 

that cannot be described by geography or inequality alone, nor be 

grasped through traditional left-right scales. The economist Thomas 

Piketty (2018, 3) describes this other-dimensional rupture as “a ’glo-

balists’ (high-education, high-income) vs ’nativists’ (low-educati-

on, low-income) cleavage.” The British journalist David Goodheart 

spans the line between anywheres and somewheres (Goodhart 2017), 

the former being the mobile and educated beneficiaries of globaliza-

tion, the latter making up the stuck-in-place losers. He also attributes 

the emergence of identity politics to this division. The anthropolo-

gist David Graeber (2019) drew up the conflict as one between the 

managerial class and the caring classes (care understood in a wider 

than conventional sense, also including all unpaid care work). The 

novelty of these tools for political analysis lies in the observation 

that they run along dimensions that are not only political, but also 

markedly cultural.

All of these concepts would probably fit the labor party’s percep-

tion of normal people nicely (nurses and teachers are for example 

often mentioned as examples of normal people in speeches and de-

bate contributions from the labor party these days, matching Gra-

eber’s category of the caring classes). Goodhart seems to be more 

read among Norwegian labor party functionaries (e. g. Støre 2021), 

however. The observation that normal people (sometimes implicitly, 

sometimes explicitly) tend to be contrasted with an equally vague 

notion of elites, gives another clue to where normal people may be 

located on these scales. As referred to explicitly by the labor party’s 

campaign but doubtlessly thought of as such by many more, normal 

people can thus safely be assumed to be equal to those on the less 

(formally) educated and lower-paid end of the described scales: the 

nativists, somewheres, or caring classes.

This exaggerated depiction is of course aware of the inevitable 

shortcomings of caricaturing complex political conflicts along such 

simple lines. As also the labor spin-doctors will be aware of, these 

are stereotypes that will rarely be observed in real life. One should 

also be cautious not to overestimate the structural explanatory utility 

of these models, certainly in the Norwegian case (Jenssen 2021). 

Needless to say, one could also problematize the attempt of defining 
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these boundaries from arguably the very elite standpoint that one 

tries to delimit. But this is not the place to go any deeper into this be-

cause, again, the only thing we are after here is an operationalizable 

notion of normal people for the purpose of this commentary, 

however rudimentary. In essence, all we need to take away from this 

is that normal people, by and large, do not include academics. This 

is relevant, because it is almost exclusively academics who theorize 

about degrowth (certainly in the global North). If degrowth is going 

to develop in Norway, however, this cleavage needs to be bridged. 

The following sections will look closer at where challenges lie. 

D E G R O W T H  – 
A N  A LT E R N AT I V E  T O  C A P I TA L I S M

Recalling that capitalism is in a severe crisis, one would assume that 

this would be fertile ground for alternative ideas of how to organize 

society, such as degrowth. Yet, as Curtis reminds us, that is not at 

all the case. People seem to be frightened of change, despite the 

mayhem all around us and climate and environmental crises rapidly 

worsening. The often-cited expression that ”[i]t is easier to imagine 

the end of the world than the end of capitalism,” (Jameson 2003, 76) 

is one manifestation of this fear of change.

Still, alternative ideas have emerged. As one of the more prominent 

ones, drawing on inspiration from environmental activism (Jordan 

2020), indigenous resistance movements (Nirmal & Rocheleau 2019; 

Demaria, Kallis & Bakker 2019), as well as postcolonial and post-de-

velopment theory (Escobar 2015; Esteva & Escobar 2017; Gudynas 

2019), degrowth is now rapidly gaining traction across academic dis-

ciplines to the point where it seems to be on the verge of spillover to 

society at large. This, however, has not happened yet.

What are the main barriers holding back such a spillover? The fol-

lowing tries to outline some central aspects of degrowth thinking, se-

lected by virtue of the resistance they are likely to encounter among 

normal people that do not think about concepts like these for a living.
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R E I N T E R P R E T I N G  H I S T O RY

One immediately striking feature of degrowth literature is that it of-

ten tends to start with tracing the historical origins of modern ca-

pitalism. That is, a capitalism with perpetual growth at its core, an 

element without which it would cease to be what it is; in Hickel’s 

(2020a, 40) words:

“When we think of capitalism we think of things like markets and 

trade, which seem natural and innocent enough. But this is a fal-

se equivalence. Markets have been around for many thousands of 

years, in different times and places. Capitalism, however, is relati-

vely recent – only about 500 years old [...] What makes capitalism 

distinctive isn’t that it has markets, but that it is organised around 

perpetual growth. It is a system that pulls ever-expanding quanti-

ties of nature and human labour into circuits of accumulation.”

One debate where this view has manifested itself was sparked by the 

proliferation of the term the Anthropocene. The term is generally 

accredited to Paul Crutzen (2002) and is widely accepted. The rea-

soning behind the term is that Earth, for the first time in its age-old 

history, finds itself geologically shaped by the forces unleashed by 

human activity. 

There is a myriad of problems with this term, of which only a few 

can be mentioned here. To begin with: it displays an anthropocen-

trism that is in itself part of the problem (Somma 2006, 39). Further-

more, rather than speaking of the Anthropocene, or a singular climate 

crisis, it makes more sense to describe the situation humanity faces 

as multiple “mounting capitalogenic environmental crises” (Siaman-

ta 2021, 48). A number of critical engagements with the term find 

that it would be more appropriate to speak of a Capitalocene. This, 

it is argued, is because the geologically determining factors, such as 

the spectacular rise in climate gas emissions, coincides not with hu-

man activity per se, but with the unprecedented levels of extraction 

and accumulation characteristic to a capitalist organization of human 

societies, which is a much more recent phenomenon (Moore 2017; 

Bonneuil & Fressoz 2016; Hickel 2020a). Alternatively, John Clark 
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(2020, 10) argues for naming a geological epoch not according to 

what has caused it but according to what is occurring within it: “the 

most accurate, Earth-centered, term is ‘Necrocene’, the ‘new era of 

death.’ Ours is the age of die-off, of mass extinction of life on Earth, 

and this is what the fossil record will record.”

Whatever terminology one prefers, degrowth rejects the notion that 

humanity and nature principally stand in conflict with each other. On 

the contrary, its advocates argue that humans and the natural world 

can live – and for most of human existence have lived – in reciprocal 

harmony with each other. That is, as long as natural limits are not 

exceeded in the name of growth – which under capitalism tends to 

the benefit very few, and kills off everything that gets in its way.

The latter point adds an important social dimension to the critique 

of capitalism. Degrowth, therefore, challenges both the premise that 

humans are by nature competitive rather than cooperative, as exem-

plified by the concept of homo economicus (Demaria & Latouche 

2019), and the antagonistic human/nature dualism that is necessary 

for any extractive relationship with Mother Earth (Hickel 2020a).

As Arturo Escobar writes, “[e]nvironmental struggles are often onto-

logical struggles, that is, they involve contests over the basic defini-

tion of life and the world” (Escobar 2015, 460). If it is also true that 

”[h]istorical capitalism is not only a social formation but an ontolo-

gical one,” (Moore 2017, 600) understanding degrowth perspectives 

necessitates critically confronting the mainstream and internalized 

assumptions of our current economic reality and how it came about. 

Hence, the task at hand is to unlearn, as a society, the myths that 

have underpinned western culture and education at least since the 

Washington Consensus. Many argue that it goes much further back, 

some as long as 500 years, coinciding with the advancement of en-

closure in Europe in the early 1500s and colonization abroad, begin-

ning with the discovery of America by Columbus in 1492 (Hickel 

2020a, 45–54). 
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Already Ivan Illich (1973, 18), one of the intellectual ancestors of 

degrowth, knew that  

Needless to say, undoing five centuries of capitalist cultural pro-

gramming is no small task.

To return to the Norwegian example once more, the issue is compli-

cated further by what Anne Terese Gullberg (2014, 372) has cal-

led collective cognitive dissonance in the context of the paradoxical 

self-image of Norway being a “climate-friendly oil nation.”2 Elisa-

beth Eide et al. (2014, 18) put it more carefully:

“Is it perhaps the case that politicians, with their advisors and 

their daily or weekly press appearances dressed in media-fri-

endly rhetoric, reach through to their audience easier with 

their political realism, defined by the desire to win the next ele-

ction (four-year perspective) than what researchers with their 

threatening and complicated hundred-year-perspectives do?”3

“[o]ur present attitudes toward production have been formed 

over the centuries. Increasingly, institutions have not only sha-

ped our demands but also in the most literal sense our logic, 

or sense of proportion. Having come to demand what instituti-

ons can produce, we soon believe that we cannot do without it.”

Affirming the cognitive dissonance diagnosis, they go on to specula-

te that from this viewpoint, people are not critical because they qu-

estion the soundness of the research, but because of what it would 

mean for them if it were true (Eide et al. 2014). In other words, criti-

cally engaging with the history of the Necrocene entails scrutinizing 

one’s own role in it. As in any country, to expect normal people to do 

this is a tall order in a place like Norway, a country where the boomer 

generation especially has benefited from fossil fuel extraction, while 

its environmental and social costs have been largely externalized. 

Although Norway seems to be an extreme case, the phenomenon of 

collective cognitive dissonance is by no means limited to Norway 

but a universal phenomenon across western civilization (see Hickel 

& Kallis 2020; Hickel 2020a; Jordan 2020).
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jenasjon” (Gullberg 2014, 372).

3   Translated from Norwegian: ”Er det kanskje 

slik at politikere, med sine rådgivere og sine dag-

lige eller ukentlige medieopptredener iført medi-

evennlig retorikk, når lettere frem til publikum 

med sin politiske realisme, preget av ønsket om 

å vinne neste valg (fireårsperspektiv) enn det for-

skerne med sine truende og kompliserte hundreår-

spespektiver gjør?” (Eide et al. 2014, 18).



T R A N S I T I O N  V S .  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N

As indicated in the foregoing section, one of the appealing features 

of the degrowth argument is that if the human/nature dualism is a 

false premise, and if the exploitation of nature goes along with the 

exploitation of humans, the environmental and the social question 

are inseparable. The question that follows from this, then, is: how 

can the current and unsustainable capitalist social order be overco-

me? This is not a trivial question, but it necessarily follows from the 

above realization.

Still, degrowth advocates – certainly the more mainstream ones – are 

reluctant to address this question directly, which is understandable 

considering the effects insurrectionist labels can have on academic 

reputations and careers (Aall 2018). Nonetheless, the degrowth de-

bate – especially when contrasted with green growth – is closely 

related to the debate between transition versus transformation. It th-

erefore seems appropriate to briefly outline this debate, but first the 

term green growth should be explained.

Green growth is the dominant strategy in academic and policy re-

sponses to the climate catastrophe. Some of its proponents label 

themselves ecomodernists, attempting to occupy the position of mo-

dernism and thereby relegating alternative schools of thought to the 

opposite. The attribute modern is narrowly interpreted in technologi-

cal terms in this discourse. Accordingly, “[e]comodernism foresees 

salvation in technology” (Bliss & Kallis 2019, 43). However, green 

growth is also advocated by more moderate, pro-market eco-reformi-

sts (Bliss & Kallis 2019). Green growth “rests on the assumption that 

absolute decoupling of GDP growth from resource use and carbon 

emissions is feasible [...] and at a rate sufficient to prevent dangero-

us climate change and other dimensions of ecological breakdown” 

(Hickel & Kallis 2020, 469). As such, it is conceptually much closer 

to contemporary capitalism and would therefore require much lesser 

societal change than degrowth, let alone a radical departure from the 

ruling capitalist logic. Unfortunately, however, it is also a deeply fla-

wed idea, both empirically (Hickel & Kallis 2020), logically (Ward 

et al. 2016), and operationally (Dunlap 2021).
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The terms transition and transformation have been widely used in 

academic literature, both in environmental contexts and beyond, so 

they naturally have many (sometimes contradictory) meanings. Mic-

hael Child and Christian Breyer (2017, 19) have made the effort to 

streamline both terms in the context of the debate on “change in 

the progress towards future sustainable energy systems.” They found 

that “there currently seems to be an overlapping of the semantic re-

presentations and usage of the terms transition and transformation. 

In some cases, it also appears that the words are being used inter-

changeably.” Although they start from a rather “soft” understanding 

of transformation – which may be owed to their focus on energy 

systems – their research highlights an important point: To fruitfully 

discuss different concepts there first has to be an agreement on lan-

guage and usage of terms.

Andrew Stirling (2014, 13) has offered a more pronounced distincti-

on between the two terms:

“Societal transitions, it may be recalled, are mediated mainly through 

technological innovation implemented under structured control, pre-

sided over by incumbent interests according to tightly-disciplined 

knowledge, towards a particular known (presumptively shared) end 

[...] Social transformations, on the other hand, are based more around 

wider innovations in social practices as well as technologies [...] dri-

ven by incommensurable, tacit and embodied knowledges, involving 

more diverse, emergent and unruly political re-alignments that challen-

ge incumbent structures pursuing contending (even unknown) ends.”

If green growth strives to maintain the growth regime, just under 

different (non-)material conditions, while degrowth aims at recon-

figuring social and human/nature relations entirely by doing away 

with growth, it is not difficult to see how these concepts pair with 

the transition/transformation duality. While degrowth proponents, 

in general, understand that degrowth will have to be brought about 

by “transformation strategies” that span over a range of diverse and 

unruly movements and alliances, green growth advocates “tend to 

prefer vertical forms of organization” (Burkhart, Schmelzer & Treu 

2020, 20, 10).
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Though still juxtaposing fossil fuel with so-called renewable energy 

(see Dunlap 2021 for why this is a misleading term), Peter Newell 

(2019, 26) criticizes transition approaches for having a narrow, so-

cio-technological focus whilst continuing “to neglect questions of 

politics and power beyond specific management strategies and go-

vernance practices.” While ecomodernism in essence views climate 

change as “a technical challenge that does not require social or cul-

tural transformation” (Bliss & Kallis 2019, 45), Newell (2019, 27) 

maintains that a 

Introducing the Gramscian term trasformismo to the energy debate, 

Newell goes on to argue that disregarding questions of power risks 

co-opting alternative ideas by absorbing them into the old hegemony 

and thereby frustrating the emergence of organized opposition. In 

Newell’s words, “trasformismo is the political attempt to manage 

this terrain: to ensure that politics and policy reinforce a market li-

beral approach to transitions within capitalism as opposed to more 

sweeping transformations of it” (Newell 2019, 29). Whether or not 

green growth exemplifies trasformismo in this sense is a question 

that lies beyond the scope of this commentary. However, it is a useful 

concept to illustrate that compliant reform of capitalism would at the 

very least be complicated. 

Degrowth scholars tend to doubt that it is at all possible for capita-

lism to transition away from destructive growth, or even just into a 

lower gear, because aggressive growth is its defining characteristic: 
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“more explicitly political and historical analysis allows us to move 

beyond glib statements about ‘green growth’ and ‘win-win solutions’ 

to the climate crisis to reveal the conflicts, trade-offs and compro-

mises implicit in a fundamental re-structuring of an economy and the 

relations of power that will determine which pathways are pursued.”  



“The history of capitalism is one of dramatic ups and downs. Periods 

of unprecedented growth are followed by catastrophic crises of value 

destruction (including by war) clearing the ground for fresh accumu-

lation [...] Prices are not adjusted so much by the market, as they are 

by crises and devaluations, at the peril of the most vulnerable seg-

ments of the population [...] [Schumpeterian] [c]reative destruction 

is the distinctive feature of capitalism […] Capitalism does degrow, 

but not by choice and not stably. A smooth price adjustment to an 

externally imposed limitation, such as a cap, is therefore unlikely.” 

(Kallis, Kerschner & Martinez-Alier 2012, 177)

Thus, a transition (in Stirling’s sense as quoted above) into a ”ta-

med” or ”friendly” version of capitalism is deemed unlikely by most 

degrowth scholars. Indeed, it would oppose the very nature of capi-

talism. The limited theoretical possibility for a smooth transition – as 

well as the experienced history of the opposite – can be said to be 

central to the emergence of degrowth as an idea in the first place. 

Hence, at best, degrowth may need to be brought about by a “fortu-

itous combination of popular struggle and collapse of the capitalist 

system” (Burton & Somerville 2019, 104).

Mark Somma (2006, 38) unsentimentally asserts (though in a more 

general environmentalist context) that, ”[t]he change required is re-

volutionary – it is systemic and far-reaching in scope: it demands 

a different conceptual paradigm, new values and lifeways, and a 

dramatically different set of social institutions.” Echoing the voices 

cited above, he adds that ”[l]ike a vehicle not equipped with brakes, 

the momentum of economic growth seems to have an inertia that can 

only be stopped with a crash” (Ibid., 41). While it is not necessarily 

required that everyone engages in active resistance, 
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“without a culture where acts of resistance (from protest to sabotage) 

are supported by a wider population than that which is actually ready 

to take part in them, we will not have the systemic change necessary 

to achieve justice and avoid the collapse of our life support systems 

on this planet.” (Jordan 2020, 68–69)



This insight also does not bode well for the prospect of awakening 

an appetite of degrowth among normal people. If Curtis is right and 

people already are paralyzed out of fear of change as it is, the pro-

spectof an unruly uprising against capitalism makes it unlikely that 

a sufficient number of normal people would buy into the idea of de-

growth before things get significantly worse. One of the reasons for 

this morbid complacency could be that, as Serge Latouche (2014) has 

highlighted, “when we speak of the colonization of the imaginary we 

are dealing with a mental invasion in which we are the victims and 

the agents. It is largely self-colonization, a partly voluntary servitu-

de.” Thus, challenging the ruling social order means challenging our 

role in upholding it. As with reinterpreting one’s position in history, 

this can be an unpleasant exercise.

C O N C L U D I N G  T H O U G H T S

These concerns go much deeper than the more common prompt for 

degrowth to “become as sexy as capitalism is” (Jordan 2020, 67). 

Even if degrowth manages to shake off its unjustified image of a 

mode of existence that has to say no to everything and instead also 

in popular mainstream culture becomes the positive vision that it is, 

a break from a capitalist interpretation of history and a readiness for 

unruly transformational change remain necessary requirements for 

accepting the idea. In the current climate of fear of any change, that 

Curtis so aptly portrays, one can perhaps understand why the Norwe-

gian labor party, fighting for its life, goes down the safer avenue of 

promising a politics that sounds a lot like the “good old days” – days 

we cannot return to because we are running out of planet. It nonethe-

less seems irresponsible.

As for academia, could it also be that normal people reject the idea 

of degrowth – or any alternative path for that matter – because it is 

handed down from above by lofty academics, the anywheres, who 

have detached themselves from normal people to an extent that they 

no longer understand their reality? Is the problem perhaps not just 
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the message, but also the messengers? Without wanting to overtax 

the old image of the ivory tower, much suggests that academics need 

to reconnect with normal people, or better, become more like normal 

people in a structural sense. Philosophizing about the epistemologi-

cal and ontological underpinnings of degrowth is not without virtue, 

but it is far from enough if the ambition is that degrowth shall actu-

ally see the light of day at some point. If academics, as an undeniable 

part of a societal elite, continue to soar above normal people without 

genuinely desiring their involvement and companionship, degrowth 

is doomed to remain in the lofty realms of theory. A credible engage-

ment with normal people, on the other hand, requires that academics 

put themselves into their struggles and demonstrate a sincere will 

to listen and to understand – and beyond that to combat the trend of 

ever-expanding inequality between elites and normal people.

 

Yet, even if all that should succeed, time is short. Under ordinary 

circumstances, the process of de-colonizing our minds (Kothari et 

al. 2019, xvii) is a multi-generation project. As the capitalist order 

continues to bleed legitimacy, the demand for new ideas might acce-

lerate. Still, despite the age-old calls for a “spiritual awakening, eco-

logical education and fundamental political and economic change” 

(Somma 2006, 42), it is hard to see all that materialize in the short 

time left to avert total environmental collapse (in favor of mere di-

saster). This poses uncomfortable questions to the individual agen-

cy of those of us who have the insight and the ability to confront 

necrocenic capitalism on a more direct level. But it does not fore-

close the importance of building and participating in communities 

that work towards re-adjusting our imaginaries towards a degrowth 

reality. It is not a binary relationship. On the contrary, perhaps what 

is needed to prepare the ground for a degrowth reality for people, 

regardless of where they stand, is exactly direct involvement both on 

the individual and the community level.
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In the autumn of 2020, the Norwegian Agency for Development 

Cooperation (Norad) proposed two different pathways for extending 

its long-running Oil for Development (OfD) programme into a bro-

ad energy programme (Norad 2020a). Since 2005, OfD has worked 

to promote “economically, environmentally and socially responsi-

ble management of petroleum resources which safeguards the ne-

eds of future generations” (Norad 2021). The overarching goal of 

the programme is to reduce poverty through “sustainable econo-

mic growth and welfare for the citizens,” which it aims to achieve 

through strengthening regulatory frameworks, building institutional 

capacity, and fostering public sector transparency (Norad 2020a, 4).1 

In their newly proposed Energy for Development (EfD) program-

me, Norad suggests that “climate concerns” should be considered 

equally important to the goal of reducing poverty, and provide two 

options for achieving this. The first option consists of merging Oil 

for Development with Norad’s Clean Energy Initiative (Ren), which 

aims to improve clean energy access and production in countries in 

the Global South,2 as well as to increase the focus on climate and 

the environment in both these programmes. The second alternative 

involves combining this merge with funding mechanisms for the pro-

duction of renewable energy (Norad 2020a). 

This article will analyze three related, but distinct aspects of Norad’s 

EfD proposals: its conception of “energy transitions”; its introducti-

on of financing mechanisms for energy sources to replace coal and 

oil; and its understanding of the global responsibilities of rich co-

untries to curtail the current climate crisis. The article argues that by 

presenting large-scale renewable energy production aimed primarily 

at generating economic growth as a viable pathway to mitigate cli-

mate change and reduce poverty, Norad is reinforcing the capitalist 

logic of endless accumulation that is at the heart of the climate crisis. 

FRAMING, FUNDING AND 
JUSTIFYING ENERGY FOR 
DEVELOPMENT
V I L D E  N O R E N E S  H I L L E R E N

1 OfD’s current partner countries include 

Benin, Colombia, Cuba, Ghana, Iraq, Kenya, 

Lebanon, Mozambique, Myanmar, Somalia, 

South Sudan, Sudan, and Uganda (Norad 

n.d.). 

2  Ren’s partner countries include Bhutan, Et-

hiopia, Haiti, India, Indonesia, Liberia, Mo-

zambique, Myanmar, Nepal, Palestine, South 

Sudan, Tanzania, Timor-Leste, and Uganda 

(Norad 2017, 64).

76



The first part of the article will give a brief overview of the OfD 

programme in its current form, followed by a  review of different 

histories and literatures of energy transitions and their relationship 

to growth, development, and the climate crisis. Building on the li-

terature of degrowth and post-development scholars in particular, 

the article will then analyze how the EfD proposals conceptualize 

energy transitions. The third part of the article focuses on the second 

EfD alternative and examines its proposed funding mechanisms for 

expanding renewable energy production. Drawing on research about 

the material consequences of growth-driven extraction for renewa-

ble energy, it also problematizes some of the report’s assumptions 

about the development of “clean” energy sources. Finally, it con-

trasts Norad’s portrayal of Norway’s global responsibility in climate 

crisis mitigation with literature on historical and contemporary eco-

logical debt.

O I L  F O R  D E V E L O P M E N T

Oil for Development was launched in September of 2005, with the 

aim of transferring Norwegian petroleum management expertise to 

partner countries. Since its inception, the programme has focused 

on good governance, capacity building, and transparency, with an 

overarching goal of contributing to poverty reduction by generating 

stable oil revenues. A government press release from the launch of 

the programme also highlights OfD’s strategic importance for Nor-

way’s influence on global oil production, stating that “the govern-

ment wants Norway to play a central and clearly defined role in the 

international dialogue on oil and development” (The Norwegian Mi-

nistry of Foreign Affairs 2005). Former Minister of Petroleum and 

Energy Thorhild Widvey is quoted as saying that “increasing the sta-

bility and reliability of petroleum production in developing countries 

will also boost global petroleum supply security” (Ibid.). Some of 

the ways the programme works to achieve its aims include influen-

cing petroleum legislation and regulation in partner countries, hol-

ding training sessions for relevant public sectors, and working with 

civil society organizations to promote petroleum sector transparency 

and accountability. Between its establishment in 2005 and 2019, the
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annual OfD budget grew from 50 to over 230 million NOK, and in 

the same time period the programme has operated in 30 different 

partner countries.

A common argument across these country partnerships is that OfD 

helps “face the petroleum curse” (Norad 2008; 2013; 2020a; 2020b). 

In an OfD report from 2008 (Norad 2008, 2), then-Minister of the 

Environment and International Development Erik Solheim writes the 

following:

“Oil should be a blessing, not a curse. Governments should use pe-

troleum revenues to provide essential services for the many, and not 

line the pockets of the few; local communities should experience 

new economic opportunities from petroleum activities, and not the 

destruction of their livelihoods through environmental degradation; 

countries rich in petroleum should prosper, and not slide into violent 

conflict and political chaos.”

The premise of the so-called resource curse is that many countries 

with rich sources of oil and minerals also experience lower levels of 

economic growth and other measurements of development than other 

countries. Norad claims that there are a mix of political and econo-

mic reasons for this, including governments that were either unable 

to manage resources due to the volatility of the market, or that “were 

weak, unstable or corrupt, and thus directed resources into private 

pockets rather than activities for the public good” (Norad 2013, 74). 

This analysis leads to the conclusion that OfD can help counter the 

“resource curse” by strengthening institutional petroleum manage-

ment in partner countries. 

OfD envisions “a holistic approach to petroleum management,” 

which entails a “profitable and sustainable management of petrole-

um resources” (Norad 2015, 3). In order to achieve this, institutions 

should create frameworks that provide “a fair share” of petroleum 

income to the state and ensure that investors and producers retain 

“sufficiently attractive returns.” 
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Norad does not specify what a “fair share” consists of, nor how this 

amount is determined. The environmental concerns of the approach 

focus on disaster prevention, taking the environment into account 

during “all phases of petroleum exploration and production” as well 

as “issues related to climate change” (Ibid.). Some OfD annual re-

ports refer to specific environmental successes, such as developing 

petroleum-related Health, Safety and Environment regulations of 

partner countries (Norad 2016), boosting environmental data ma-

nagement capacity (Norad 2018), or helping relevant institutions 

address the challenges of gas flaring (Norad 2019). However, the 

language of “addressing” and “accounting for” climate change or 

environmental impact remains incredibly vague and says little to 

nothing about the material consequences these considerations will 

have for petroleum production. Promoting environmental responsi-

bility that ends after the point of production also enables petroleum 

companies and oil-producing countries to frame their ever-expan-

ding extraction as “green.”3 This narrative is also present in the EfD 

proposals, in which Norad argues that the continuation of OfD in a 

broader energy program will enable Norway to push petroleum pro-

duction in a less pollutive direction (Norad 2020a, 3).3 For example, Equinor’s 2020 sustainability 

report boasts about the “record-low opera-

tional CO2 emissions” of the newly opened 

Johan Sverdrup field, despite its potential to 

increase Norwegian oil production by 37 per 

cent (Equinor 2020, 2; Helgesen 2011). 
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H I S T O R I E S  O F  E N E R G Y T R A N S I T I O N S

A key justification for broadening Oil for Development into Energy 

for Development is to contribute to partner countries’ energy trans-

itions, purportedly in the hopes that this will reduce emissions and 

help stop climate change. However, critical historical analyses tell 

a different story about these transitions and their transformative po-

tential. Historically, changes in energy production and consumption 

have been tightly connected to economic growth and increasing ener-

gy demand. Despite its positive reputation in mainstream develop-

ment, the logic of continuous growth is at the heart of the climate 

crisis, thus technological energy innovations alone do not challenge 

the root causes of climate change. 

In his book Energy transitions: history, requirements, prospects, 

Vaclav Smil (2010, vii, emphasis original) defines energy transiti-

ons as the “change in the composition (structure) of primary energy 

supply, the gradual shift from a specific pattern of energy provision 

to a new state of an energy system.” Energy historian Arnulf Grubler 

(2012) argues that the energy transitions of the past were driven by 

technological innovation, improved efficiency, and the scaling up of 

new forms of energy production. The study of historical changes in 

energy production, he argues, “can reveal patterns, dynamics, and 

drivers of past changeovers” that can inform contemporary strategies 

for the transition of the future (Ibid., 8). York and Bell (2019) argue 

that energy transitions cannot just be defined as changes in energy 

provision, but instead entail a simultaneous process of “developing 

the infrastructure for and expanding the production of a new ener-

gy source” and “a transition away from (i.e., a genuine decline in 

the use of) more established energy sources” (Ibid., 40, emphasis 

original). Building on this definition, they challenge recent anno-

uncements such as that of Michelle Grayson (2017, 133) in Nature, 

who claims that “the transition from fossil fuels is well underway.” 

It is true that the consumption of renewable energy has increased by 

an annual average of 13.7 per cent in the past decade, and that this 

consumption was the highest on record in energy terms in 2019 (Bri-

tish Petroleum 2020, 53). However, this has not led to a proportional 

reduction in fossil fuel consumption. Between 2008 and 2018, global 
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oil consumption increased by an annual average of 1.4 per cent, coal 

increased by an average of 0.8 per cent and natural gas increased by 

an average of 2.5 per cent (Ibid., 20, 47, 36). While these develop-

ments do reflect changes in the global energy mix, they do not fit the 

definition of energy transitions. 

From a historical perspective, Bonneuil and Fressoz (2016, 91, em-

phasis original) similarly argue that “the history of energy is not 

one of transitions, but rather of successive additions of new sour-

ces of primary energy.” Contrary to mainstream energy historians, 

they argue that “there has never been an energy transition” (Ibid.). 

For example, both Smil (2010) and Grubler (2012) consider coal’s 

shrinking percentage of the energy mix as the use of oil, gas and 

electricity to be a successful past energy transition that contempo-

rary policy makers can learn from. Meanwhile, Bonneuil and Fres-

soz (2016, 91) highlight that although “the use of coal decreased 

in relation to oil, it remains that its consumption continually grew; 

and on a global level, there was never a year in which so much coal 

was burned as in 2014.” Moreover, they emphasise that the history 

of energy transitions and additions is not one of technical innovati-

on, substituting scarce or depleted resources or improving economic 

efficiency. Instead, they argue that this history is “above all one of 

political, military and ideological choices” (Ibid., 94). Thus, not only 

do mainstream histories of shifting energy use and production “[obs-

cure] the persistence of old systems,” (Ibid., 92) they also depolitici-

se the reasons for these changes.

In his book Fossil Capital, Andreas Malm (2016) provides a histori-

cal account of the political drivers in changes of energy production. 

More specifically, he demonstrates how the advance of steam power 

cannot be reduced to its efficiency gains or innovative technology. 

When it was first adopted, the steam engine was less energy efficient 

and more expensive than many other available energy sources. Ho-

wever, the mobility of the steam engine allowed capitalists to move 

factories from rivers in the countryside to factories in the middle of 

growing cities. This gave factory owners more control over producti-

on, and more control over labour, which was much more replaceable 

in urban areas than in rural ones. In reference to Malm, Cara Daggett 
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(2019, 30) writes that “the demand for profit by some at the expense 

of others drove capitalists toward a fuel that could be mobile, priva-

tized, highly controlled, and burned all night.” In this sense, Malm 

(2016, 272) argues that “the steam mill did not give us society with 

the industrial capitalist, but precisely the other way around.”

This energy history tells a very different story about the drivers of 

change than the narratives that present technological developments 

as independent of politics and the logic of capital accumulation. Si-

tuating industrial growth and expansion at the centre of recent ener-

gy history brings attention to different “patterns, dynamics, and dri-

vers of past changeovers” than the ones Gruble emphasises (2012, 

8). This allows us to not see fossil fuels in themselves as the only 

problem to be solved in order to end the climate crisis, but also the 

infinite logic of growth and accumulation that the production of the-

se energy sources has been used for.

H I S T O R I E S  O F  G R O W T H  A N D 
T H E  C L I M AT E  C R I S I S

Jason Moore (2018, 269) coined the term Capitalocene to describe 

how the current climate crisis has not been created by an undifferen-

tiated category of human activity, but rather by “the endless accumu-

lation of capital.” He argues that the project of capitalism functions 

by attempting to externalise nature from society and human relations, 

cheapening nature and putting it at the service of economic growth 

(2017). Understanding how this dualism works to devalue both life 

and land is therefore essential to understanding the origins of capi-

talism’s social, economic, and environmental crises. In the case of 

Energy for Development, this means paying attention to the ways in 

which nature continues to be devalued through capitalist “solutions” 

to the climate crises, as well as how human and nonhuman relations 

are severed in the process. 

One way to counter this is through degrowth, which describes a 

“matrix of alternatives” to capitalism and economic growth (Dema-

ria & Latouche 2019, 149). Degrowth scholars argue that building 

alternatives to the capitalist reliance on continuous expansion must
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involve a reduction of the overall throughput of industrial econo-

mies, i.e., “the materials and energy a society extracts, processes, 

transports and distributes, to consume and return back to the en-

vironment as waste” (Kallis 2010, 874). This rejects the notion that 

economic growth is innately positive, or that it can continue globally 

as long as it is fuelled by renewable energy. In response to the green 

growth claim that improved energy efficiency and the substitution 

of fossil fuels for renewable energy can produce  ecologically so-

und economic growth, Hickel and Kallis (2020) illustrate that the 

decoupling of GDP from carbon emissions is both historically un-

precedented and extremely unlikely. They argue that in order to meet 

the already detrimental levels of global warming stated in the Paris 

agreement, global throughput must be considerably reduced. In order 

to reach the goal of 1.5 degree warming4 specifically, global energy 

demand must be reduced by 40 per cent within the next three decades 

(Ibid., 480). The proposals for Energy for Development are, in part, 

motivated by efforts to achieve the goals of the Paris Agreement. 

Nevertheless, Norad (2020, 1) justifies continued petroleum aid as 

long as it is complemented by financing renewables, on the basis that 

“petroleum will continue to be produced to meet the world’s growing 

energy demand for decades to come.”

Post-development scholar Arturo Escobar (2015) critiques the ten-

dency for some degrowth scholars to argue that it is only rich co-

untries that must degrow, whereas poorer countries should continue 

to “grow” or “develop” in the name of poverty reduction and the 

eradication of inequalities. Escobar highlights that growth should 

not be seen as the driver for reducing poverty or inequality. Instead 

of portraying economic development as the path to better living stan-

dards for the poor, Escobar calls for transitions that centre the rights 

of nature and Buen Vivir. Buen Vivir means “Good Life or collective 

wellbeing according to culturally appropriate conceptions” (Ibid., 

455), and is rooted in Indigenous struggles in Latin America. It is 

also a central aspect of post-development, which decentres develop-

ment and growth-oriented extractivism as the hallmarks of progress.

4  The treatment of the 1.5-degree goal as me-

rely preferable rather than vital also illustrates 

the racist indifference towards the catastrop-

hic effects global warming will have on island 

states and many African countries. During 

the 2009 UN climate summit in Copenhagen, 

African delegates called the 2-degree war-

ming goal a “death sentence for Africa,” and 

protested it saying “two degrees is suicide,” 

“1.5 degrees to survive,” and “we will not die 

quietly.” (Pulido 2018, 120) 
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Nirmal and Rocheleau (2019) provide another perspective on the 

ways that degrowth can better engage with and learn from Indigeno-

us struggles in the Global South against growth by deterritorializati-

on, often involving large-scale extractive projects in the name of de-

velopment. These critiques emphasise that economic development is 

not a positive project that rich countries must sacrifice for the good 

of the planet, but instead involves deterritorialization, dispossession, 

and environmental degradation at all levels in the quest of capital 

accumulation and growth. In light of these histories and ongoing 

challenges, Norad’s technocratic presentation of energy transitions 

without reductions, and conflation of renewable energy production, 

economic growth, and poverty reduction require closer analysis.

V I S I O N S  F O R  T R A N S I T I O N  I N 
E N E R G Y F O R  D E V E L O P M E N T

Norad emphasizes the need for energy transitions as one of the key 

justifications for widening the scope of its energy aid. They argue 

that changing Oil for Development into Energy for Development 

will contribute to “developing and implementing an energy transition 

strategy, including mapping, planning and financing projects for re-

newable energy and energy efficiency” (Norad 2020a, 2). Financing 

energy production would introduce a new dimension to Norad’s ener-

gy aid programmes, as the Oil for Development programme has been 

restricted to governance measures and capacity building rather than 

direct funding. The report states that “Norwegian aid to the petrole-

um sector is not about funding infrastructure or projects, but rather 

focuses on managing the sector responsibly” (Ibid., 8). Norad, ho-

wever, does offer financial support to “suppliers of offshore oil and 

gas industry” through its grant scheme, which is currently separate 

from the Oil for Development programme (Norad n.d.). Other poten-

tial contributions to energy transitions mentioned in the report inclu-

de “policy development, knowledge of sources of finance, capacity 

building, risk analysis, employment opportunities, cooperation with 

private investors, et cetera” (Ibid., 14). They emphasise the need for 

renewable sources of energy to make up “a continuously increasing 

share of the energy mix,” (Ibid., 9) but also highlight that “the de-

velopment of natural gas resources can contribute to
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replacement coal power plants” (Ibid., 8). On this basis, they present 

the identification possibilities for natural gas extraction as a substi-

tute for coal as one of several ways that the new Energy for Develop-

ment project could contribute to the goals of the Paris agreement. 

All of the suggested contributions to the energy transitions of partner 

countries focus on energy additions rather than reductions. Norad 

writes that the aim of their report was to “review the profile and 

aims of the Oil for Development programme, as well as considering 

aligning the programme with the Paris agreement’s goals of reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions” (Ibid., 1). The authors argue that it seems 

reasonable to consider gradually dissolving petroleum aid down the 

line, but current debates about dissolving the programme altogether 

is considered beyond the scope of their task. They do raise questions 

about the legitimacy of petroleum related aid but justify the conti-

nuation of OfD based on its contributions to responsible resource 

management in countries with little responsibility for global emissi-

ons. Based on the prediction that oil will continue to be produced for 

many years to come, they argue that continued energy aid through 

Energy for Development can contribute to a greener, more “environ-

mentally friendly petroleum production” (Ibid., 8). Thus despite the 

claims that Energy for Development will be considerably more en-

vironmentally ambitious than its predecessor, it remains committed 

to absolve petroleum producers of their ecological responsibility 

beyond the point of production.

The vision for energy transitions without reductions is symptomatic 

of the contemporary and historical narratives of energy transitions 

outlined by York and Bell (2019) and Bonneuil and Fressoz (2016). 

Through its proposed energy additions, Energy for Development may 

production, and changing the energy mix of partner countries, but 

this in itself is not an energy transition. It could be argued that it 

is not Norway’s role to call upon its partner countries to dismantle 

their petroleum production when this has not only been the historical 

source of Norway’s economic wealth, but is also continuously produ-

ced and actively searched for both domestically and internationally 

today. 
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However, by presenting the financing of renewable energy additi-

ons and managing as an ambitious plan for contributing to climate 

change mitigation, Norad fuels the dominant, yet false narrative that 

technological innovation and expert-led resource management is a 

sufficient, desirable, or even possible pathway for mitigating the eco-

logical crisis. The portrayal of a win-win-win scenario of economic 

growth, greenhouse gas reduction, and poverty reduction obscures 

the ways in which development and its associated processes of capi-

tal accumulation create both poverty and environmental degradation. 

This includes the extractive processes involved in the supply chains 

of renewable energy production (Dunlap forthcoming; Baka 2017; 

Yenneti et al. 2016). While it may not be the place of an oil nation 

to call for reductions in fossil fuel production in partner countries, 

Norad is contributing to the idea that renewable energy production 

on its own can reduce carbon emissions through market mechanisms. 

By putting renewable energy production at the service of economic 

growth, and by centering economic growth as the pinnacle of pro-

gress, the Energy for Development proposals reinforce some of the 

very same capitalist dynamics behind the poverty and “climate con-

cerns” the programme seeks to address.
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T H E  B U S I N E S S  O F  R E N E WA B L E 
E N E R G Y A I D

Through its introduction of funding mechanisms that require increa-

sed productive capacity and continuous growth in job creation, Ener-

gy for Development is embedding renewable energy production into 

the same growth-based imperatives of capital accumulation that have 

led to the bloating of the global economy. As research documenting 

the dispossession, violence, and ecological degradation involved in 

wind, solar, and hydropower production grows (Yenneti et al. 2016; 

Baka 2017; Dunlap forthcoming), there is an increasing need to chal-

lenge the conflation of renewably fuelled economic growth, environ-

mental protection, and poverty reduction.

In its second alternative for a broader, more climate-oriented pro-

gramme for energy aid, Norad (2020a, 16-17) presents three existing 

development financing mechanisms that Energy for Development 

can incorporate to help finance renewable energy in partner co-

untries by incorporating existing development finance mechanisms. 

The first of these is the continuation of existing bilateral aid, which 

includes financing the expansion of renewable energy production 

and transmission and distribution grids, as well as the impact as-

sessments related to these projects. The second involves financial 

support for multilateral funds related to climate and energy, includi-

ng the Green Climate Fund. The final mechanism relates to encoura-

ging commercial investments in renewable energy through business 

incentives and risk-aversions for the private sector, as well as direct 

investments through Norfund.

The encouragement of commercial investments prioritizes the conti-

nuous growth in the capacity and scale of renewable energy projects. 

The first of these financing mechanisms is Norad’s grant scheme 

for businesses, which aims to contribute to economic growth and 

energy access in the Global South by reducing investment risk for 

the private sector. Energy access is framed as particularly important 

because of its importance for “business development and job creati-

on in developing countries” (Norad n.d.). The support to the energy 

sector includes both renewable energy and providers for the oil and 

gas industry. 
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Although reduced emissions from the energy sector is an objective 

for the grant scheme, the performance criteria do not involve any 

environmental requirements. They do, however, require documenta-

tion of increased productive capacity and private sector job creation. 

In this sense, Norad’s current grant scheme may contribute to both 

strengthening the supportive base of the petroleum industry and ad-

ding renewable energy sources to the energy mix, but this in itself 

cannot be characterized as an energy transition. 

The second mechanism is the State investment fund for business in 

developing countries (Norfund). Around 50 percent of Norfund’s 

investment portfolio is invested in wind, solar, and hydropower in 

Latin America, Asia, and Africa. The businesses Norfund invests in 

range from producers of mini-grids and grids for household use, to 

large scale power plants. Similar to Norad’s grand scheme, Norfund 

highlights that it invests in “clean energy” because “lack of access to 

energy is a key constraint for businesses in low-income countries,” 

and across their website they highlight the constraints that lacking 

energy access puts on economic growth (Norfund n.d.). In their the-

ory of change, Norfund portrays the development of clean energy 

sources as merely an issue of mobilizing sufficient financing and 

effective project designs (Norfund 2020). Furthermore, this theory 

highlights the need for private investments specifically, because “re-

liance on state utilities drains public resources and is less efficient” 

(Norfund 2020, 7). In presenting these arguments as evident facts, 

Norfund obscures the ways in which producing solar, wind, and hy-

dropower for the purpose of economic growth and business expan-

sion reproduces many of the same issues as petroleum production, 

albeit with lower emissions.

In recent years, a growing number of researchers have critically ana-

lyzed the environmental injustices produced by the use of large-scale 

construction of solar, wind, and hydropower. Yenneti et al. (2016) 

write about the construction of large-scale solar parks in Charanka 

in the Indian state of Gujarat. The land allocated to these parks was 

located in state-owned areas considered “wasteland,” however, many 

of these areas were important grazing and farming lands for the local 

Rabari population. 
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The enclosure of these areas for the construction of solar power 

plants thus removed important local sources of livelihood, and the 

developmental promises of economic growth and job creation did 

not materialise into better living conditions for the people affected. 

Baka (2017) introduces the term “energy dispossessions” to describe 

how energy-related development projects cause dispossessions and 

the enclosure of commons in the name of “providing forms of ener-

gy  incommensurate with local needs” (Ibid., 977). Dunlap (forthco-

ming) writes about how large-scale renewable energy production not 

only creates sacrificed zones to make space for new power plants, 

but also to mine the materials necessary for the production of “clean” 

energy. In light of the immense amount of mineral extraction and 

fuel needed for “mining, processing, manufacturing, and transpor-

ting raw materials and manufactured components” for both the ener-

gy production and transmission lines predicted in a renewable energy 

transition, Dunlap argues that “renewable energy” is better described 

as “fossil fuel+” (Ibid., 7). This research complicates the binary of 

bad fossil fuels and good renewable energy which permeates much of 

energy transition discourse (Ibid., 1). As marginalised communities 

in the Global South bear the brunt of environmental injustices and 

degradation caused by industrial renewable energy production, the 

narrative that reducing throughput reserved for the Global North dis-

torts the consequences of capitalist economic development in poor 

countries.
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G L O B A L R E S P O N S I B I L I T I E S 
A N D  E C O L O G I C A L D E B T

Norad states that part of its motivation for broadening the Oil for 

Development programme is to better align Norwegian developmen-

tal programmes with the aims of the Paris Agreement, as well as 

Norway’s responsibility as a rich country in global climate chan-

ge mitigation. The report states that “rich countries are expected to 

contribute with the largest reductions, and should additionally aid 

developing countries to reach their national climate goals through 

technology and knowledge transferral, as well as financial support” 

(2020a, 6).

In the book No More Looting and Destruction: We the Peoples of 

the South are Ecological Creditors, Aurora Donoso (2003, 13) de-

fines ecological debt as the contemporary and historical debts that 

the Global North owes to countries of the Global South “for having 

plundered and used of their natural resources, exploited and impo-

verished their peoples, and systematically destroyed, devastated and 

contaminated their natural heritage and sources of sustenance.” She 

argues that some of the mechanisms that have accumulated ecologi-

cal debt include: the structural imposition of privatization, facilitati-

on of foreign direct investments, and expansion of the energy supply 

and natural resource extraction in order to increase production. The 

fossil fuel and mining industry are two of the book’s key areas of 

focus in analyses of contemporary accumulations of ecological debt.

Norad’s recognition of rich countries’ responsibility in global climate 

change mitigation perhaps seems more motivated by its obligations 

according to the Paris Agreement than by its historical responsibility 

for the climate crisis or an attempt at settling its ecological debt. Ho-

wever, the portrayal of financing and investing in renewable energy 

production as a purely environmentally friendly endeavour obscures 

the reliance on fossil fuels and intensified mineral production for lar-

ge-scale wind, solar, and hydropower production. This narrative also 

hides the processes of dispossession, displacement, and violence that 

the enclosure of commons and creation of sacrifice zones for energy 

production often entails. The promise that these projects will 
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generate economic growth and in turn reduce poverty also distract 

from the historical and contemporary ways in which industrial ener-

gy production has produced poverty and deepened inequalities. 

C O N C L U S I O N

The developmental projects of rich oil states are perhaps not the most 

constructive places to look for transformative, anti-capitalist soluti-

ons to the climate crisis. The purpose of this article was to identify 

the ways in which state-led development projects, such as the propo-

sed Energy for Development programme, can contribute to deepening 

the crisis when put at the service of continual capital accumulation. 

This article argued that by presenting large-scale renewable energy 

production aimed primarily at generating economic growth as a vi-

able pathway to mitigate climate change and reduce poverty, Norad 

is reinforcing the capitalist logic of  infinite growth that is at the 

heart of the current planetary predicament. By portraying renewable 

energy additions as synonymous to “energy transitions,” Norad is 

contributing to the narrative that wind, solar, and hydropower will 

slowly make fossil fuels obsolete through innovation, competition, 

and other mechanisms of the market. Contrary to this, the research 

of York and Bell (2019) and Bonneuil and Fressoz (2016) illustrate 

that energy sources that have shrunk in proportion to others have 

continued to grow in absolute terms. Furthermore, it obscures the 

reliance on fossil fuels and intensive mineral extraction in the supply 

chains of renewable energy, as demonstrated in Dunlap’s research 

(forthcoming). The funding mechanisms for renewable energy pro-

duction further cater to business expansion and necessitate continuo-

us growth in productive capacity and job provision. Petroleum pro-

duction and private-sector focus on economic development are only 

some of the ways in which Norway has accumulated ecological debt 

towards countries and communities in the Global South. However, 

this debt cannot be settled through the same growth-based logics that 

have brought about climate change. As states ramp up their responses 

to the climate crisis, there is an increasing need for critical attention 

to proposed solutions that deepen the structural operations that are 

fuelling the current climate crisis. 
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THE CASE FOR DEGROWTH 
ENERGY TECHNOLOGIES
S H AYA N  S H O K R G O Z A R 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Recent decades have witnessed the onset of the Anthropocene, which 

in no small part is a result of “an unprecedented upsurge in energy 

mobilization: first with coal, then with hydrocarbons and uranium” 

(Bonneuil & Fressoz 2017, 9). This epoch is witnessing an upsur-

ge of forest fires and hurricanes, among other “natural” disasters, 

alongside record-breaking temperatures. These realities impose the 

threat of anthropogenic climate change, ozone depletion, and ocean 

acidification. Together, they threaten the lives of human and mo-

re-than-human worlds, and lead to catastrophic effects on societies 

and ecosystems (see Wallace-Wells 2019). Beyond the Anthropoce-

ne, Clark (2020, 10) argues that Earth’s history is “a struggle betwe-

en the forces of life, regeneration and creation, or Eros, and those 

of death, degeneration and domination, or Thanatos,” arguing these 

times are better describe as the Necrocene, or the new era of death, 

consisting of mass extinction of life on Earth.

The threats of ecological depletion and climate change have led to 

scientists advocating for rapid response (e.g., IPCC 2018), and they 

have been joined by international agencies e.g., UNEP 2011), po-

licymakers (e.g., Ministry of Environment 1989), and environmental 

NGOs (e.g., Zero 2018). Proposals for combating the crisis have pri-

marily come through “green” growth and, before that, a “sustaina-

ble” development approach (Anker 2018). Today, these efforts are 

spearheaded by a vocal group of Ecomodernists who advocate a te-

chnological and innovation-based response to the climate crisis (see 

Asafu-adjaye et al. 2015). On the other hand, and often away from 

the pomp of technocratic and bureaucratic institutions,
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Deep Ecologists and the advocates of Degrowth and Post-Develop-

ment have called for a social and ethical change to how we live (see 

Næss & Sessions 1984; Kothari et al. 2018; Hickel & Kallis 2019).

Drawing from the literature on Degrowth and Post-Development, 

this article argues that the climate mitigation discourse of the Eco-

modernist and “green” growth variety further exacerbates social 

fragmentation and ecological degradation. It instead calls for a De-

growth-oriented approach that seeks to reduce energy and material 

throughput fundamentally, in a socially just and redistributive man-

ner. To exhibit an example of how a Degrowth-oriented technology 

would differ from one based on the values of “green” growth, this 

article investigates Degrowth energy technology. More specifically, 

the appropriation of windmills to serve the values of a Degrowth 

Society.

B A C K G R O U N D

The debate amongst those who favor social and ethical modificati-

ons to our lives and societies and those who think more technology 

will solve the problems caused by technology go back several de-

cades. The Club of Rome and their publication of Limits to Growth 

(Meadows 1972) is one event that brought this debate to the fore-

front. In modern days, this debate is carried out between the advoca-

tes of Ecomodernism and those of Degrowth.

Ecomodernists such as Asafu-adjaye and colleagues (2015) have cal-

led for populations to move to cities to allow for using less land; mo-

dern energy infrastructures (including nuclear energy) to “decouple” 

development from nature; and the preservation of “wild nature for 

aesthetic and spiritual reasons” (27) – describing meaningful climate 

mitigation as “fundamentally a technological challenge” (21). They 

call for significant governmental spending to fund the research ne-

cessary for making the crucial technological breakthroughs required 

in these times (Bliss & Kallis 2019). Alongside Ecomodernism, there 

is a sizeable institutional momentum for “green” growth, which in 

essence calls for furthering human well-being and growing income 

“while significantly reducing environmental risks and ecological 
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scarcities.” (UNEP 2011, 16) Within the “green” growth paradigm, 

one finds oneself in the company of OECD, UNEP, and the World 

Bank. As pointed out by Hickel and Kallis (2019, 2), institutions 

such as UNEP and OECD come from a tradition of believing “techn-

ological change and substitution will improve the ecological effici-

ency of the economy, and that governments can speed this process 

with the right regulations and incentives.” These hegemonic insti-

tutions, which sit atop the current modality, are in the company of 

nation-states such as Norway, where this article is written.

Norway, in fact, has been at the forefront of arguing for a technolo-

gical, financial, and innovation-based response to climate change. 

As pointed out by Anker (2018), much of the beliefs about carbon 

taxation, carbon trading, and technological solutions stem from how 

Norwegian politicians, starting with the Brundtland administrati-

on, increasingly looked to technology to be a climate pioneer whi-

le extracting fossil fuels – attempting to reconcile growth patterns,  

Petro-fueled wealth, and consumption with its “green” and Nordic 

profile. The Center for Development and the Environment (SUM) 

and CICERO were developed in the early ’90s to provide scientific 

knowledge to politicians according to realizing the World Commissi-

on’s vision for “sustainable” development (Anker 2018).

The limitations of lower-carbon energy infrastructure and carbon 

taxes in allowing Norway to reach its climate and emission goals 

have led it to further investment in carbon capture and storage (CCS) 

technologies, with a commitment of NOK 16.8 billion towards the 

world’s first full-scale CCS project, dubbed Longship. Longship will 

pump CO2 emissions to a reservoir beneath the sea through pipelines 

(Ministry of Petroleum and Energy 2020). Longship, and the trans-

port and storage elements dubbed Northern Lights will be a joint 

project between the three fossil fuel giants Equinor, Shell, and Total.

These technological responses and investments further cement in-

cumbent powers such as investment banks and large energy compani-

es. The existence of multi-national incumbent powers is also preva-

lent in the so-called “transition” to lower-carbon energy, according 

to Giotitsas and colleagues (2015, 32):
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“[I]nstead of creating a new energy regime, renewable energy sour-
ces are considered as substitute for conventional ones in the same 
system, leading to efforts for renewable energy production that are, 
like their predecessors, detrimental to the environment and may cau-
se severe problems to local communities.”

Deep Ecologists such as the Norwegian philosopher, Arne Næss, 

have called such bureaucratic and technocratic responses a form of 

shallow ecology, which consists of “a reform oriented, technocratic 

outlook that seeks accommodation with the existing corporate eco-

nomic and interest-group political system.” (Næss in Somma 2006, 

37)

R E F L E C T I O N S  O N  D E G R O W T H  A N D 
E N V I R O N M E N TA L J U S T I C E

Hickel and Kallis (2019), in their review of historical trends and 

model-based projections of  “green” growth, conclude that absolute 

decoupling cannot be empirically supported. They argue even under 

optimistic predictions, attaining an absolute decoupling at a rate to 

keep global warming below 1.5 or 2 degrees Celsius is unfeasible. 

Furthermore, infinite growth and attaining absolute decoupling in 

the long term are unattainable since there is a thermodynamically de-

fined maximum efficiency (Ward et al. 2016). In other words, since 

material footprint is growing just as quickly (if not faster) than GDP 

(Wiedmann et al. 2015), energy and material use will continue to 

expand even at maximum efficiency. These variables lead to recog-

nizing that it is imperative to explore alternatives to “green” growth. 

One such option is Degrowth. 

Given the power of incumbent powers, such as fossil fuel corporati-

ons, charting a new trajectory remains an uphill battle. In reflecting 

on these issues, Ivan Illich (1997, 100-101) argues: 

“Defining alternatives to the products and institutions which now 
preempt the field is difficult, not only, as I have been trying to show, 
because these products and institutions shape our conception of re-
ality itself but also because the construction of new possibilities re-
quires concentration of will and intelligence in a higher degree than 
ordinarily occurs by chance.”
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“Most people have staked their self-images in the present structure 
and are unwilling to lose their ground. They have found security in 
one of the several ideologies that support further industrialization. 
They feel compelled to push the illusion of progress on which they 
are hooked.”

Thus, reformist efforts are often pushed ahead, such as the “ener-

gy transition” agenda, which intends to move capitalist economies 

from fossil fuel energy systems to lower-carbon infrastructures (Mc-

Cauley & Heffron 2018). However, as discussed by the historians 

Bonneuil and Fressoz (2017, 91), if “history teaches us one thing, 

it is that there has never been an ‘energy transition,’” instead they 

believe the “history of energy is not one of transitions, but rath-

er of successive additions of new sources of primary energy.” This 

is noticeable in the growing emissions from fossil fuels in Norway 

(Skjærseth & Jevnaker 2018) and globally (IEA 2020). The limitati-

ons of “energy transition” aside, there is a growing literature on at-

taining such as transition through a fair and equitable manner, often 

described as a just transition (Jenkins et al. 2018), such as through 

energy democracy. Burke and Stephens (2018, 89) describe energy 

democracy as an: 

Despite these challenges, the past decade has witnessed the rise of 

Degrowth across much of the global North – growing in popularity 

and momentum, as shown in the growing number of publications 

on the topic in recent years. Degrowth, Hickel (2020, 2) argues, is 

“a planned reduction of energy and resource throughput designed to 

bring the economy back into balance with the living world in a way 

that reduces inequality and improves human well-being.” Degrowth 

“emerged largely via grassroots activist critical of globalization and 

capitalism, who lived and advocated simpler living” (Demaria et al. 

2019). Degrowth aims to work towards disaccumulation, decommo-

dification, and decolonization (Hickel 2020). Degrowth is often con-

fused as a strategy for reducing GDP, which it is not. Instead, De-

growth is an effort to reduce energy and material throughput in a just 

manner. Degrowth faces an uphill battle today, for the same reason it 

did decades ago, which Illich (1974, 58) described as:
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“immediate resistance to fossil fuels coupled with the deployment of 
renewable energy systems at a pace that sustains and can be sustai-
ned by democratic governance, lest projects of democratization col-
lapse and renewable solutions rapidly transform into the next human 
catastrophe.”

Nevertheless, even advocates of a transition carried out in a just and 

democratic way admit that these frameworks fail to adequately ad-

dress modernism, industrialism, and human progress, especially with 

regards to the spatial reconfiguration of social, economic, and poli-

tical patterns (Burke & Stephens 2018). Therefore, such frameworks 

are inherently reform-oriented, built on assumptions about the bene-

fits of growth and bureaucracies and state mechanisms. And given 

the reliance of lower-carbon energy infrastructures on roads and fos-

sil fuels, they comprise a part of Infrastructural brutalism “in which 

industrial capitalism has met the limits of its expansion and domi-

nation, and yet continues to press for unprecedented commitments 

to build more oil pipelines, more large dams, more roads, more pa-

ved surfaces than at any time in human history,” (Truscello 2020, 4) 

which lower-carbon energy infrastructures also rely on (Sovacool et 

al. 2020). Dunlap and Jakobsen (2020) describe these infrastructures 

and systems as the Worldeater, manifesting itself as a mega-machine 

entity causing climate change and the Anthropocene as it consumes 

the planet.

Furthermore, energy justice fails to question the extreme forms 

of violence inflicted on peoples, especially non-European and In-

digenous societies, in the name of “progress” and “development” 

(Dussel 2013; Álvarez & Coolsaet 2018). It also fails to see mo-

dernism as a mode of life that values material accumulation over 

human and more-than-human worlds (Dussel 2013). As pointed out 

by Hickel (2021, 1):
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Thus, Degrowth in the North allows southern economies to shift 

away from being a source of cheap labor and raw materials and in-

stead focus “on developmentalist reforms: building economies focu-

sed on sovereignty, self-sufficiency, and human well-being” (Hickel 

2020, 5). According to Nirmal and Rochealeau (2019, 482), “a de-

colonized Degrowth must be what the growth paradigm is not, and 

imagine what does not yet exist: our separate, networked, and col-

lective socio-ecological futures of sufficiency and celebration in the 

multiple worlds of the pluriverse.”

Here is where the literature on Post-Development shines through, 

which calls for the rejection of development and instead advocates 

for alternatives to development, as opposed to development alterna-

tives (Ziai 2015). Moreover, unlike reformist frameworks such as 

energy justice, Post-Development not only scrutinizes capitalism but 

also extends that critique to power relations in modernity – reflecting 

on discourse, representation, and identity.

W I N D  E N E R G Y D E V E L O P M E N T 

Recent years have witnessed a significant increase in wind energy 

development in Norway (Statistics Norway 2020) and throughout the 

world. The debates around “renewable” energy production capture 

the multiplicity of issues at play here, such as modernity and growth. 

Industrial wind turbines rely on a lifecycle consisting of extraction, 

processing, transportation, manufacturing, installation, operation, 

and decommissioning – which entail labor and ecological challenges 

– extending from the global South to the North (Sovacool et al. 2020; 

Dunlap & Jakobsen 2020; Dunlap 2021). The proliferation of volun-

tary UN standards such as Corporate Social Responsibility, private 

“Economic growth in the North relies on patterns of colonization: 
the appropriation of atmospheric commons, and the appropriation of 
Southern resources and labour [...] Just as Northern growth is coloni-
al in character, so too “green growth” visions tend to presuppose the 
perpetuation of colonial arrangements. Transitioning to 100 percent 
renewable energy should be done as rapidly as possible, but scaling 
solar panels, wind turbines and batteries requires enormous mate-
rial extraction, and this will come overwhelmingly from the global 
South.”
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auditing firms, and free, prior, and informed consent processes are 

“Band-Aid solutions,” which under a particular light could even be 

perceived as coercive pacification technologies (Verweijen & Dun-

lap 2021; Dunlap 2021). Moreover, the use of lower-carbon energy 

infrastructure, instead of reorienting society for confronting the cli-

mate crisis, is geared towards the continuation of green capitalism 

(Cavenagh & Benjaminsen 2017). 

In Norway, wind energy development, which the government initial-

ly advocated in 1999 through adopting a 3 TWh wind power genera-

tion plan 2010 (St. meld nr. 29 1998-1999), has been growing in its 

share of the energy mix. At about 9.9 TWh of wind power in 2020, 

amounting to 6.4% of energy production, and expected to increase 

to 13.1% in 2021, wind power generation capacity is rising in Nor-

way (Energifaktanorge 2021). These targets were initially adopted 

to increase the diversity of production methods in the energy mix 

and for national security reasons (Blindheim 2013). They were la-

ter strengthened by international agreements such as the Renewable 

Energy Directive (EC 2021). This development, however, has come 

under solid contestation and controversy in recent years (Shokrgozar 

forthcoming).

On the one hand, conservationists are upset about the loss and infrin-

gement upon nature, calling this development the industrialization of 

mountains. Within Saepmi, these developments have led to even furt-

her controversy due to the loss of pastureland, forcing Saami herders 

to buy pellets to feed their herds (Nilssen 2019), which the president 

of the Saami parliament has contested as green colonialism (Nor-

mann 2020).1 As explained by Blindheim (2013, 342): “implementa-

tion of onshore wind power in Norway has also been controversial. 

Environmental impact, local acceptance, demands for national plans 

and regulations of land use for wind power purposes, have been the 

most disputed issues, in addition, to support schemes.” 

Norway is witnessing multiple direct actions against wind factories 

in recent years. Organizations such as Motvind have organized land 

protection efforts by setting up tents, barricading themselves, and 

blocking roads leading to development with chains to stop the blas-

ting work in the mountains (Imeland 2020). When the Minister of Oil 
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and Energy tried to open up the new Utsira Nord wind factory, she 

was confronted by protesters. Thus, the projects are contested but 

are still being carried out, such as the upcoming Øyfjellet industrial 

wind “farm,” where land defenders have blocked access to the roads 

(Strøm & Olaisen 2021). 

Advocates of lower-carbon energy infrastructure, such as Burke and 

Stephens (2018), argue that these energy infrastructures offer advan-

tages that exceed simple fuel switching beyond its ability to reduce 

emissions. These advantages include broader availability of distri-

buted energy sources and their ability to allow for new forms of 

ownership (Soutar & Mitchell 2018; Siamantha 2021). At the same 

time, so-called “renewables” are harnessing vital wind forces (Dun-

lap 2021), changing atmospheric turbulence, and enhancing landsca-

pe roughness (Abbasi et al. 2016). Scholars, such as Dunlap (2020, 

122), argue:

“The green economy has renewed the infrastructural colonizing force 
that creates more climate change and more ecological and habitat 
disruption, but also psychological fragmentation with the so-called 
“clean” or “green” infrastructures. In the end, infrastructural coloni-
zation necessitates an insensitivity toward habitats, nonhuman entiti-
es, and people themselves, an insensitivity and carelessness that root 
the onslaught of climate and ecological catastrophe.”

In the face of such realities, how can such projects be considered re-

newable? And more so, how can energy infrastructure be compatible 

with a Degrowth Society?

D I S C U S S I O N :  A LT E R N AT I V E  F U T U R E S 

Some scholars argue Degrowth technologies have the potential of 

assisting with the effort to reorient societies in the face of the climate 

crisis and ecological depletion (see Kerschner & colleagues 2018). 

The spectrum of Degrowth technologies, however, is vast. Though 

a precise definition of Degrowth technologies remains contested, 

Metze (2018, 1743) describes them as ones that are downscaled, de-

centralized, and based on “renewable energy technologies.” Lika-

včana and Scholz-Wäckerleb (2018) call for reorienting technology 

to serve Degrowth goals instead of markets and neoliberal growth. 
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Along the same lines, Illich (2001 [1975], 37) argues, “it would be a 

mistake to believe that all large tools and all centralized production 

would have to be excluded from a convivial society.” On average, 

convivial, appropriate, feasible, and viable technologies are suppor-

ted by a majority in the Degrowth community (Kerschner et al. 2018; 

Eversberg & Schmelzer 2018). Degrowth technologies are, further-

more, built on the principles of reducing overproduction, increasing 

the lifespan of products, lowering energy and material use, and de-

centralizing production (Hankammer & Kleer 2018). Through these 

efforts, as pointed out by Likavčana and Scholz-Wäckerleb (2018), 

technology can be reoriented to serve Degrowth’s goals.

Despite the advantages of Degrowth Technologies, it remains impe-

rative to lower energy and material throughput, through which much 

of the necessity for new infrastructure can be eliminated. Lower 

consumption is important since all technological efforts consistently 

face the dangers of unintended side effects such as solving one pro-

blem while creating another, known as the hydra effect (Kerschner 

et al. 2018). This includes the deployment of infrastructures in ways 

that harm others. Thus scholars within the Degrowth tradition call 

for a conscious minimization of technology use in our lives (Kersch-

ner et al. 2018).

According to Smil (2010), up to about 110 GJ per capita energy use 

leads to an increase in the quality of life, after which there is no 

measurable benefit to the quality of life. Smil (2010, 724) further 

argues that:

“[A] society concerned about equity, determined to extend a good quality of 

life to the largest possible number of its citizens and hence willing to channel 

its resources into the provision of adequate diets, good health care, and basic 

schooling could guarantee decent physical well-being with an annual per ca-

pita use (converted with today’s prevailing efficiencies) of as little as 50 GJ.”

Illich (1974) goes so far as to suggest there is a technological thres-

hold which, if passed, would lead to adverse environmental and so-

cial impacts without satisfying demand.

For wind energy, playing with the elements of scale, ownership, and 

materials used, when combined with a spirit of living a subsisten-
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ce-based lifestyle, allows for the production of what may resemble 

renewable energy. Without these elements in place, so-called “re-

newable energy” is simply Fossil Fuel+, as not only does it rely on 

fossil fuels for extraction and manufacturing, but it also requires lar-

ge-scale control of natural resources (Dunlap 2021). 

Fossil Fuel+ entails corporate industrial wind “farms” with materials 

mined in other parts of the world instead of a locally sourced wind 

turbine for a small community, shared in common. However, before 

discussing an energy system based on the principles of a Degrowth 

Society, it is vital to recognize a point made by Gómez-Baggethun 

(2020), which is that engaging with a technological utopia of moder-

nism instead of one based on Degrowth  reinforces the status quo and 

offers a false solution to environmental challenges. The Degrowth 

utopia advocated by Gómez-Baggethun (2020) is one that is ecologi-

cally and scientifically informed, thus a concrete utopia (see Marti-

nez-Alier 1992). A concrete utopia is in sympathy with Illich’s (2001, 

27) argument in favor of guidelines for action instead of fantasy. He 

argues: “A modern society, bounded for convivial living, could ge-

nerate a new flowering of surprises far beyond anyone’s imagination  

and hope. I am not proposing a Utopia, but a procedure that provides 

each community with a choice of its unique social arrangements.”

Wind turbines can be sustainable if, instead of fiberglass, the blades 

are made of wooden blocks. Fiberglass is not recyclable and requires 

a large amount of material and energy use. Based only on wind tur-

bines in service in 2015, Ramirez-Tejeda and colleagues (2016) es-

timate under conservative circumstances, composite materials from 

wind turbine blades worldwide will reach 418,000 tons per year by 

2040. In addition, alongside the blades, the towers of turbines are 

made from steel and other metals, and while steel is recyclable and 

easier to repurpose, it still relies on a toxic lifecycle to produce, 

which includes extracting and burning fossil fuels (Sovacool et al. 

2020). Industrial-scale wind factories require clearing forests, de-

stroying wildlife habitats, and compacting soil to create the space 

for their operation. They, furthermore, need large foundations for 

concrete, along with other chemicals. During their operation, they 

leak oil, which damages the land for grazing and pollutes the water 
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(2021, 60) offers a nuanced approach to concerns about scale, te-

chnology use, and ownership by calling for Community Renewable 

Energy Ecologies (CREE) which: 1) acknowledges interrelations-

hips; 2) goes beyond individual and local collective benefits; 3) em-

bodies care for and affective relations between humans and between 

humans and earth others; and 4) is oriented towards a commons-ba-

sed economy for more ‘thriving’ and egalitarian sustainabilities.

Giotitsas and colleagues (2015) call for a commons-based peer pro-

duction (CBPP) of energy, with the principles of producing use-va-

lue, as opposed to profits. CBPP comes from the same tradition as 

free/open-source software (FOSS) in which many people, often vo-

luntarily, contribute to a project that others are allowed to use and 

modify. An example of FOSS in the energy domain is provide by 

Kostakis and colleagues (2013), who designed and printed a wind 

turbine, dubbed the Helix_T. Their work demonstrates the potential 

of “design global” and “manufacture local” (DGML) energy hard-

ware.

These variables bring us to practicing alternatives while resisting the 

growth paradigm and creating movements that can show desirable al-

ternatives, while being prepared to resist the current system (Jordan 

2020). Undoing the current modality and moving towards being and 

sharing the world requires “confronting and dismantling unjust stru-

ctures of power to make way for other cultures to flourish” (Jordan 

2020, 69). Thus, the effort to move away from structures of domi-

nation and destruction, which industrial-scale lower-carbon energy 

infrastructures are a part of, towards a harmonious and convivial 

society within a pluriverse  allows for a Degrowth Society.

C O N C L U S I O N

The article has explored the various paths to climate change mitiga-

tion. It started by exploring mitigation efforts to address the climate 

crisis through CCS, carbon taxation, and lower-carbon energy infra-

structure (“energy transition”), most strongly advocated by eco-mo-

dernists. It then described the limitations of such approaches, like the 

high energy and material use levels that their implementation entails, 

as well as lack of vision in bringing about a new modality. It furt-
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hermore argued that reform-oriented efforts such as energy justice 

fail to account for the violence that new infrastructural development 

projects entail along their lifecycle and supply chain on human and 

more-than-human worlds. For a project to be renewable, it must first 

address issues of industrial development, energy consumption, in-

justices, and exploitative labor relations across its lifecycle. It must 

then benefit the local community, often through co-ownership, and 

finally made sustainably to be considered renewable energy. Thus, 

utility-scale energy infrastructures fail to produce renewable energy.

This article then discusses deep ecology, Degrowth, and Post-de-

velopment as an alternative to the “energy transition” and “green” 

growth discourse. It explores what a convivial, appropriate, feasi-

ble, and viable energy system aligned with the spirit of a Degrowth 

Society would entail. It argued that working towards a Degrowth 

utopia, as opposed to “green” growth, empowers societies and resists 

incumbent powers that have brought about the climate crisis.

This article used the example of wind energy to highlight different 

variables of social, political, and technological issues within climate 

change mitigation, discussing what it would actually mean to make 

sustainable wind energy. It argues that renewable energy needs to en-

gage with scale, ownership, landscape relationship, and appropriate 

tool-use to be considered renewable, and not an example of Fossil 

Fuel+. This article calls for communing the necessary implements 

of life to strengthen Eros and resisting their capture by the forces of 

Thanatos. 
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“THE POPULATION QUESTION” 
IN DEGROWTH AND 
POST-DEVELOPMENT
L I S A H A M M E L B O  S Ø Y L A N D

I N T R O D U C T I O N

At a time when social inequalities, systemic oppression of various 

kinds and environmental destruction are rampant, transformation is 

needed. Degrowth and post-development are distinct yet overlapping 

movements that locate the problems with the model of perpetual 

growth and techno-industrial progress underpinning many transna-

tional processes today, and formulate the needed transformations as 

degrowth or alternatives to growth-based development. Their case 

against growth is rooted in the harmful ecological and social conse-

quences that the pursuit of growth entails. While some proponents 

emphasize natural limits and irreparable environmental degradati-

on as barriers to perpetual growth, others focus on political, social, 

and cultural reasons to choose alternatives to growth because of its 

harmful effects. 

Some interrelated topics that are often sidelined in mainstream deba-

tes in degrowth and post-development are those of reproduction, the 

global “population” and “population growth.” The “problem” of po-

pulation growth is a common-sense understanding that proves perva-

sive and persistent across many movements and schools of thought. 

Because the idea of population growth is often cited as a driver of 

environmental destruction and poverty, it is of the utmost importance 

to interrogate what kind of a role it plays in any proposed transfor-

mation. Precisely that is the focus of this article, which begins by 

considering what population and reproduction might be understood 

as, followed by an introduction to degrowth. Then the article will 

discuss how degrowth, and some of its post-development influences, 

relate to “the population question,” before turning to the realities of
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population control that some degrowth proponents seemingly over-

look or implicitly accept by way of careless referrals to populati-

on growth. The article argues that the specter of neo-Malthusianism 

lingers within parts of degrowth and post-development, as in many 

other movements, with potentially dire implications for bodily auto-

nomy and reproductive justice.

W H AT  I S  P O P U L AT I O N ?

The concept and science of “population” is key to what Michelle 

Murphy describes as “the economization of life” – a valuation re-

gime for the worth of life based in quantification and calculation, 

which serves the macro-perspective of the economy (Dow & Lamo-

reaux 2020, 476-477). At this conceptual scale, “human beings rece-

de from view, rendering “population” as an experimental object (lab 

rat, guinea pig) in need of governance” (Clarke 2018, 14). Critically, 

the idea of the population as an entity for states to govern or manage 

involves preoccupations with increasing (pro-natalism) or restricting 

(anti-natalism) the reproduction of different (groups of) people (see 

Foucault 2003 [1975]). The wealth of states has always depended on 

their population and their ability to produce, allocate, and manage 

the “labor” or “human” resources of a country, in competition with 

other civilizations and nations – what Foucault (1998, 26) calls “the 

political economy of population.”

As Dow and Lamoreaux (2020) state, when it comes to reproducti-

on, population, the economy and the environment, the importance of 

scale cannot be understated. It has been noted by several others that 

narratives of global population growth are very grand-scale, unspe-

cific, detached, and disembodied (Wilson 2017; Dow & Lamoreaux 

2020; Harcourt 2020) – prime examples of what Donna J. Haraway 

(1991, 188) calls the “god-trick of seeing everything from nowhere.” 

Disembodied statistics and references to population growth in gene-

ral serve to obscure inequality and preclude specificity in favor of 

blaming population growth rates and demographic dynamics (Wilson 

2017, 440). Abstract notions of the governable global population pair 

well rhetorically with the abstract notion of the whole earth in need
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of saving. As Markantonatou (2016, 37) writes, the earth is instru-

mentalized in ongoing concerns about overpopulation and “the num-

ber of humans that ‘Earth can support.’” While the term “population” 

may sometimes designate local scales, debates on “overpopulation” 

often focus on local populations in the global South and the growing 

total global population, for which the global South is made respon-

sible.

W H AT  I S  R E P R O D U C T I O N ?

In order to consider how degrowth and post-development propo-

nents deal with reproduction and “population,” it is necessary to 

first establish how reproduction might be understood. Debates on 

reproduction, reproductive rights, and justice often center on indi-

vidual choice, reproductive healthcare, access to contraception, and 

access to abortion. While these elements are vital to ensure bodily 

autonomy, and the struggles for them are ongoing, such rights are 

often framed in ways that resemble individualized consumer choice 

(Gaard 2010). Further, the assumed “reproductive agent” is the Wo-

man – whose personhood is reduced to motherhood, woman reduced 

to womb – despite the facts that reproduction requires more than 

a single person, and that sex/gender and sexuality does not always 

neatly fit the binary understanding of the modern/colonial system of 

gender (Lugones 2007).1 The assumed “site” of reproduction is the 

(White) heterosexual, monogamous nuclear family, in which repro-

ductive and care labor is divided by sex and feminized. There has 

been much resistance to this kind of control over women’s bodies, as 

well as the control over sexuality (in the form of compulsory heter-

osexuality) and reproduction. This is clear in anarchist and feminist 

refusals of procreation or reproductive labor, like that advocated by 

Emma Goldman, who theorized that “once women withdraw their re-

productive, commercial and affective labour, the cogs of capitalism, 

militarism and religious ideology will grind to a halt” (in Hemmings 

2014, 62). It is also clear in queer refusals of heteronormativity, ho-

monormative reproduction and futurity (see Edelman 2004). 

Reproductive injustices such as coercive reproductive control, ste-

rilization, and sexual violence are also highly gendered, targeting 

1 My discussion of reproduction therefore 

does not assume the heterosexual, feminized 

reproductive subject, but acknowledges that 

this is the dominant category and an important 

(but non-exclusive) category for struggle.
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feminized subjects. Despite this, reproductive rights are currently 

often co-opted and equated to mean only “abortion rights, family 

planning, and population control” (Nirmal & Rocheleau 2019, 468). 

Contrary to this narrow and individualist notion of reproduction, 

Dow and Lamoreaux (2020, 476) understand reproduction as less 

about “individual (decision) making” and more about the “inequali-

ties and infrastructures that make reproduction (im)possible and that 

make environments (in)capable of supporting life.” Reproduction 

reaches beyond the realm of the reproductive body – or rather, re-

production and bodies cannot be separated from the social and natu-

ralcultural environments of which they are a part (see Alaimo 2010). 

Dow and Lamoreaux (2020) also discuss the notion of “distributed 

reproduction,” which draws attention to the unequal socioeconomic 

conditions under which reproduction takes place, while the notion of 

“environmental infrastructures” describes the degree to which diffe-

rent environments are capable of supporting life, and by extension 

how they make reproduction possible or impossible. The infrastru-

ctures of reproduction are thereby not only understood as contexts 

for the bearing, but also the rearing, of children. Therefore, environ-

mental and socioeconomic infrastructures of reproduction also affect 

different groups’ possibilities of reproducing their cultures and ways 

of life (Ibid.). 

Unequal socioeconomic conditions and (un)livable environments are 

deeply interrelated, which is clear when considering access to hou-

sing, land, food security, non-toxic environments – or their opposites: 

environmental racism, exposure to toxicity and localized pollution, 

and housing or food insecurity (Ibid.). Displacement, dispossession 

of land rights, extraction, and accumulation constitute corporate and 

state-led violent disruptions to reproduction, and these issues should 

therefore not be neatly separated from reproductive justice (Wilson 

2017). With increasingly and unevenly polluted environments, waste 

and toxicity are important aspects of the infrastructures of reprodu-

ction. Toxic environments affect reproduction both in immediate and 

intergenerational (epigenetic) ways by changing bodies, increasing 

infertility, and causing harm (Lee & Mykitiuk 2018). Additionally, 

exposure to ubiquitous, but unequally concentrated, toxic and en-

docrine-disrupting substances trouble the stubborn common under-

standing of sex as a binary in ways that require careful response to 
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avoid feeding into queerphobia, misogyny, and ableism (Agard-Jo-

nes 2013; Davis 2015; Lee & Mykitiuk 2018).

The ways that reproduction, social, and natural environments are 

inextricably intertwined each other make the coalitions between re-

productive and environmental justice seem obvious and necessary 

– and in recent years there have been several calls for environmental 

reproductive justice as a framework (see Sturgeon 2010; Hoover in 

Dow & Lamoreaux 2020).2 Such coalitions will not exist through 

the connections proposed by narratives of degradation, scarcity and 

population reduction, but on the basis of intersectional attention to 

the interrelations between socioeconomic structural inequalities, ra-

cism, heterosexism, ableism, colonialism, misogyny, environmental 

degradation, and pollution due to industrial extraction, producti-

on, consumption, and waste. As Michelle Murphy (2018, 109) wri-

tes, “reproductive justice bleeds into environmental justice, which 

includes water, land, and non-human relations, as well as policing, 

food, shelter, schools, reserves, carceral systems, war, structural 

unemployment, and pollution. If you cannot drink the water, there 

is no reproductive justice.” In this regard, it is noteworthy that both 

the environmental justice movement and the reproductive justice 

movement were, from the beginning, born out of struggles against 

the intersections of racist, misogynist, and classist oppressions 

2  Despite the term “justice” being a result of 

the critique of the term “rights,” the framing 

in terms of justice has been argued to assume 

the state as a provider of justice, even when 

state and corporate actors often perpetuate en-

vironmental and reproductive harms. The en-

vironmental and reproductive justice I argue 

for is not necessarily provided by states. See: 

Demaria et al. 2019; Demaria & Latouche 

2019; Nirmal & Rocheleau 2019; Álvarez & 

Coolsaet 2020.

D E G R O W T H  A N D  N E O - M A LT H U S I A N I S M 

3 Arguably, this is a far too wide umbrella 

term, as degrowth is often critiqued for vague 

and unsubstantial proposals, as well as Eu-

rocentric universalism. My discussion will 

also make clear the glaring contradictions 

that are subsumed under the heading of “de-

growth.”

Introducing Degrowth and Post-Development

Degrowth is the umbrella term for a heterogeneous movement and 

strain of thought that seeks to abandon the ideology of endless 

growth, interrogate the social and environmental harms that “growth” 

cause, reduce the material throughput of production and consumpti-

on, and downscale in an equitable, democratic, and redistributive 

way (Markantonatou 2016).3 The concept of “degrowth” (décrois-

sance) is understood to have emerged in the 1970s in Europe when 

the French philosopher André Gorz made his critique of capitalist 

growth based on how it interferes with ecological considerations and 

the possibilities of climate change mitigation (Demaria et al. 2019, 

432). According to Fabrice Flipo’s speech at the First International 

Conference on Economic Degrowth for Ecological Sustainability and 

116



Social Equity in 2008, the main conceptual roots of degrowth inclu-

de concerns with natural constraints, carrying capacity, ecological 

equilibrium, protection of the biosphere, relocalization (or anti-glo-

balization), overpopulation, and the negative impacts of technology 

(see Markantonatou 2016, 31). Parts of the degrowth movement are 

explicitly anti-capitalist, while others are not.

The early degrowth movement brought the political ecological cri-

tiques of productivism and economism together with the critique 

of international development projects and aid offered by post-de-

velopment scholars (Demaria et al. 2019). These post-development 

critiques of growth-based modes of development often understand 

development as a continuation of the colonial project of expansion 

and control driven by the narrative of linear progress (Ibid.). In re-

cent years, degrowth scholars and advocates have increasingly been 

in conversation with those of post-development with the (sometimes) 

shared goal of finding alternatives to growth-based development, 

though tensions and differences between the movements remain (Es-

cobar 2015). Post-development has brought important interventions 

and perspectives into debates within degrowth by focusing on colo-

nialism, imperialism, and extractivism in the global South – all of 

which widen the scope of what are understood as the main problems 

and needed transformations. 

There are, however, certain tensions between mainstream degrowth 

and its decolonial, intersectional feminist, and post-development 

proponents. Several authors critique degrowth from within, stating 

that “the thorny distributive questions (who gets to decide new li-

mits, whose voice is going to be heard in those processes, who will 

suffer and how will that suffering be justified) have not yet been the 

focus of extensive concrete analysis” (Demaria et al. 2019, 435). 

Rather, much of the writing on degrowth is conceptual, philosophi-

cal, and normative (policy-oriented), with the issues painted in broad 

strokes and from macro perspectives – whereas more empirical, si-

tuated studies are just beginning to emerge (Ibid.). As such, several 

have made the point that “the degrowth imaginary often abstracts 

and universalizes” (Kallis in Nirmal & Rocheleau 2019, 472; De-

maria et al. 2019, 439). Critical studies and discussions of the roles 
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that intersectional issues of race and gender play in growth-orien-

ted development, colonization, industrial extraction, and capitalist 

accumulation are also lacking in much of the degrowth literature 

(Demaria et al. 2019). More optimistically, new scholarship increa-

singly engages with decolonial struggle, pluriversal post-develop-

ment, environmental justice, the importance and de-/re-valuation of 

care work, intersectionality, gender equality and situated case studi-

es (Ibid.). It is nonetheless important to remain critical of the ways 

that subsuming various movements, struggles, and people under the 

umbrella and exonym of degrowth may perpetuate Eurocentric ap-

propriation and cause harm – particularly in the context of academia 

(see Tuck & Yang 2014).

Scarcity, Limits and the Specter of Malthus

Surrounding the birth of the degrowth movement, public debates 

about the environment, population growth, and human relationships 

with the nonhuman world were, at the time, particularly driven by 

narratives of scarcity, environmental destruction, and monolithic 

notions of humanity. Garrett Hardin’s influential article, “Tragedy 

of the Commons,” and Paul R. Ehrlich’s best-selling book, The Po-

pulation Bomb, were both published in 1968, and both based their 

arguments on resource scarcity and the destructivity of humans. De-

growth emerged in the same decade as, and was in part prompted 

by, the infamous Limits to Growth report (1972), which argued that 

population growth and infinite production could not be sustained on 

a finite planet with limited resources. Demaria et al. (2019) maintain 

that degrowth was already then more political than the seemingly 

apolitical Limits to Growth report, as it was concerned with soci-

al issues, democracy, justice, and development. This focus also sets 

degrowth apart from sustainable development, which hardly poses a 

threat to capitalism and growth-based development (Ibid.). They also 

state that degrowth operated with a different notion of limits than the 

report, which understood limits as the result of external and natural 

scarcity, while degrowth already then understood limits as socially 

constructed (Ibid.). This genealogical sketch might, however, be de-

stabilized by the fact that degrowth is a heading applied to many dif-

ferent movements and proponents, some of whom were preoccupied 

with natural limits and overpopulation, and some of whom still are. 
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In the recent book Limits: Why Malthus Was Wrong and Why En-

vironmentalists Should Care (2019), the degrowth scholar Giorgos 

Kallis rethinks the role of economist Thomas Robert Malthus in how 

limits, resource scarcity, and population growth are understood. It 

is commonly held that Malthus predicted the limits to growth by ar-

guing that overpopulation drives scarcity; therefore, as Kallis (2019, 

18) writes, “the adjective “Malthusian” is reserved today for those 

who believe natural resources are limited and thus put a limit on 

growth and on our numbers.” Shifting this narrative, Kallis proposes 

that Malthus was “a prophet of growth” who sought to prove the ine-

vitability of inequality and the impossibility of there being “enough 

for all to have a decent share” (Ibid., 21-22). According to this logic, 

it is due to the limitless reproductive potential and desire of humans 

that “nature’s bounty is scarce” (Ibid., 22-23). By bringing scarcity, 

population growth, productivity, and inequality together, “Malthus 

was not an advocate of limits, but someone who invoked the specter 

of limits to justify inequality and call for growth” (Ibid., 25).

These shifts in the understanding of Malthus entail the need for ca-

reful attention to the ways that scarcity-driven narratives are dubbed 

“Malthusian” or “neo-Malthusian.” The two can be distinguished 

from one another in that the Malthusian argument was about  boun-

tiful resources, limitless human desire, propelled growth, and justi-

fied inequality, while neo-Malthusian arguments have to do with the 

finitude of natural resources and their clash with the growth para-

digm (both economic and population-wise). Unlike Malthus himself, 

neo-Malthusians like Garrett Hardin and Paul Ehrlich “attributed 

scarcity to the nature of resources and land, not human nature,” and 

therefore “called for birth control or coercive restrictions on popu-

lations by the state” (Ibid., 66). While some degrowth advocates and 

scholars maintain that limits are social and political constructions 

rather than natural truth (see Demaria et al. 2019; Kallis 2019), ot-

hers remain very explicitly rooted in the limits to growth-thinking 

about the finitude and scarcity of the natural world (Markantonatou 

2016). 

As several scholars focused precisely on the “population question,” 

transnational feminism, and environmental issues maintain, this no-

tion of scarcity and finitude is intimately connected to neo-Malthus-
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ian ideas about carrying capacity, food security, poverty, and popula-

tion growth (see Wilson 2017; Dow & Lamoreaux 2020; Hendrixson 

& Hartmann 2019).  However, closer considerations of agribusiness 

and industrial food production (often predicated upon the disposses-

sion of land) in food-insecure and so-called “overpopulated” places 

find that such practices drive the very food insecurity they purport to 

solve (McMichael 2016). Further, McMichael (Ibid., 686-687) states 

that there is “an emerging scientific consensus that the relative yields 

of organic/agro-ecological versus non-organic farming are sufficient 

to provision the current daily average consumption of calories across 

the world,” and small farms are in fact more productive than large 

farms. Still, the persistence of the narrative is clear: “the constant 

specter that stalks population discourse is food insecurity” (Dow & 

Lamoreaux 2020, 480). In the following, I turn to how different de-

growth proponents reproduce or refuse Malthusian and neo-Malthus-

ian arguments in their considerations of population growth. 

Reproducing Population Growth in Degrowth Literature

As mentioned, different strains of degrowth deal with the “issue of 

population,” or refute it, to varying degrees. While some degrowth 

proponents do emphasize “the need to link population issues to fe-

minist emancipatory politics,” (Escobar 2015, 457) mentions of 

population growth, “overpopulation” or reproduction remain unspe-

cified in many accounts. Many degrowth adherents do not engage 

with population discourse at all, purportedly because “their concerns 

are not primarily demographic in nature” (Demaria et al. 2019, 32). 

Nonetheless, population growth is often mentioned in texts about 

degrowth, “although somewhat obliquely,” as Escobar (2015, 457) 

writes.

In many cases, unsustainable population growth is referred to as 

a driver of social and environmental issues without much further 

explanation: the scarcity/overpopulation narrative seems to be held 

as an inevitable, immutable truth. In an article that focuses on various 

degrowth-oriented approaches to technology, Kerschner et al. (2018, 

1620) begin with the IPAT-model (crafted by the aforementioned 

Paul Ehrlich) which purports that harmful environmental and social 

impacts can be mitigated by “either reducing the human (P)opulation 
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(for example, by decreasing fertility), by reducing the consumption 

of materials and energy (Affluence) or by advances in (T)echnologi-

cal developments.” In their article, the reference to this model serves 

only to pick out the T – technological developments – and critically 

review the possibilities and pitfalls of degrowth-oriented technologi-

es. While the authors are quick to declare the IPAT-model controver-

sial and population control “highly controversial,” they nonetheless 

reproduce the notion that population growth is one of the key issues 

at stake in staying within “biophysical limits,” (Ibid.) and do not 

further engage with “the population question.” 

Similarly, the degrowth proponents Burton and Somerville (2019, 

100-101) quote ecological economist Herman Daly in their article 

“Degrowth: A Defense,” maintaining that “environmental impact 

is the product of the number of people times per capita resource 

use.” Burton and Somerville reaffirm Daly’s position on population 

growth: “Daly is correct to argue that population size is an important  

part of environmental impact” (Ibid., 100-101). While they correct-

ly point out that population growth has slowed significantly while 

emissions still rise, thereby placing less emphasis on the impact of 

population size, they go on to rehash the argument for stabilization 

of the global population, this time by way of ensuring “rising living 

standards, urbanization and education, particularly for women, […] 

primary health care as well as modern contraception” (Ibid., 100-

101).

The connections between degrowth and arguments for population 

reduction/control are more explicit in other cases. In 1991, Herman 

Daly also claimed that ecological disaster was bound up with popu-

lation growth, and continues to do so (see Daly 2015).4  To mitigate 

ecological disaster, he suggested the introduction of “birth licenses” 

that would empower states to mandate the right to bear one child 

for every woman, as well as legalize the punishment of “excessi-

ve” childbearing (see Markantonatou 2016, 35-36). This suggestion 

included not only state control and policing of reproduction, but also 

the establishment of a market in which women could purchase or sell 

their birth licenses according to their desires for large families or 

their need for more money (Ibid., 35-36). Daly furthermore had the 

audacity to argue that this system could benefit poor people, when it 

4 At a roundtable discussion in 2015, Daly 

once again brought “the population issue” 

to the fore, stating that “degrowth currently 

pays too little attention to population growth” 

(Daly 2015). It is also noteworthy that Daly 

raised some rather vague concerns about po-

pulation growth from net immigration in this 

same roundtable. Despite being somewhat 

differently positioned because he argues for 

steady-state economics, Herman Daly is an 

active participant in degrowth debates.
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might better be described as a classist system of reproductive control 

or a market-mediated state eugenics. As Dow and Lamoreaux (2020, 

482) caution when discussing another imagined system of population 

reduction:5

“One doesn’t need to be immersed in science fiction to imagine the 

dark sides of this thought project, where individually allocated to-

kens would be bought and sold internationally, or controlled and 

distributed through mechanisms of reproductive governance. Indeed, 

scholarship that documents the realities of transnational surrogacy 

and cross-border reproductive care perhaps forecasts how such a 

scheme could play out.”

As a counterargument to top-down or institutionalized populati-

on reduction proposals such as Daly’s and others’, Martínez-Alier 

and Masjuan have argued for “bottom-up action and empowerment 

of women” with the explicit goal of population degrowth (Martí-

nez-Alier & Masjuan in Markantonatou 2016, 36). This is understood 

as necessary in order to “halt the increase in global population (and 

the impact of population on ecosystems and biodiversity)” (Ibid.). 

Martínez-Alier (2012) dubs this feminist neo-Malthusianism, and in 

so doing, references that same IPAT-equation. 

These degrowth proponents’ engagements with “the population qu-

estion” vary greatly and exemplify some tendencies within debates 

on the topic. Some, like Kerschner et al. (2018), are meager menti-

ons, without specification of what reduction would entail. Others, 

like Martínez-Alier (2012) are calls for bottom-up action, for cultu-

ral change, and personal accountability. Then, there are policy sug-

gestions for state-controlled population reduction like Daly’s, and 

finally, the newer family planning development schemes like what 

Burton and Somerville (2019) propose. What they all share is an 

underlying assumption – in Markantonatou’s words, that “these ideas 

are variants on the key Malthusian idea that an “objective” problem 

exists, namely an excess of human beings on earth” (Markantonatou 

2016, 37).6  For these degrowth proponents, “overpopulation” may 

not be the main problem they seek to address, but it is nonetheless a 

part of the equation that is considered important enough to receive 

recurring mentions. 

5  The system Dow and Lamoreaux discuss is 

Haraway’s from Making Kin Not Population 

(2018), in which people of reproductive age 

in rich parts of the world would commit to “a 

sliding-scale approach to global reduction in 

human numbers,’ in which tokens are distri-

buted to all people of ‘reproductive age’ and 

to become ‘bio-parents,’ individuals would 

need to collect a certain number of tokens 

from other individuals, who have opted out 

of bioparenting” (Dow & Lamoreaux 2020, 

481-482). While Daly’s and Haraway’s sug-

gestions differ fundamentally in terms of how 

such a system would be reinforced, and in the 

fact that Haraway focuses her suggestion on 

rich and high-consuming regions, Dow and 

Lamoreaux’s caution nonetheless holds.
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ianism thought, these variants are of the ne-

o-Malthusian kind.



7  Interestingly, Emma Goldman and other 

feminists who advocated the refusal of re-

production as feminist, anti-imperialist and 

anti-capitalist tactics are also called feminist 

neo-Malthusians (Martínez-Alier 2012, 54). 

While I am empathetic to refusal as a tactic, 

there are certainly tensions between bodily 

autonomy, tactics of struggle and the ways 

that Malthusianism and neo-Malthusianism 

are bound up with top-down coercion. For this 

reason, I remain skeptical of the underlying 

assumptions about scale and scarcity that the 

language of neo-Malthusianism implies. See 

Kallis (2019) for his argument that Goldman 

was in fact far from (neo-)Malthusian.

Refusing Population Growth in Degrowth Literature

Contrary to Markantonatou’s (2016) summarization of the growth 

critiques in degrowth, there are proponents who explicitly oppose 

the Malthusian or neo-Malthusian premises of discussions about en-

vironmental degradation and growth – and, by extension, the valo-

rization of population growth. For example, Erik Gómez-Baggethun 

(2020, 3) plainly states: “Degrowth is not sympathetic to Malthus 

neither to top-down population control.” Gómez-Baggethun under-

stands limits as politically constructed, and acknowledges the “ra-

cist, classist and patriarchal underpinnings of reactionary discourses 

on environmental degradation and overpopulation, as well as the 

misuse of limits to shift responsibilities to the poor or marginalized” 

(Ibid., 2). In line with this understanding, Kallis refers to Hartmann’s 

empirical studies of the racist, classist, misogynist, and colonialist 

violence of actions targeting “overpopulation” or the “inappropri-

ate presence” of humans in protected natural environments (Kallis 

2019, 97). Nirmal and Rocheleau (2019, 468) also oppose the use 

of neo-Malthusian arguments in degrowth imaginaries, specifically 

Martínez-Alier’s “bottom-up feminist neo-Malthusianism,” which 

they claim, “raises the specter of population control, which can bring 

a most unfeminist framing and enforcement of control over women’s 

bodies.”7  This might be understood as a caution against how even 

bottom-up tactics, such as what Martínez-Alier and Masjuan propo-

se, can reinforce the dangerous narratives that feed reproductive co-

ercion and control. Instead, Nirmal and Rocheleau align themselves 

with decolonial and post-development proponents who understand 

concerns about population growth in relation to genocide, eugenics, 

and violent repercussions “for women based on racial, ethnic, cul-

tural, and class status, sexual orientation and religious affiliation” 

(Ibid., 468). Finally, they urge degrowth proponents to engage with 

intersectional feminist thought (Ibid.). These examples make clear 

that there is a growing body of work focused on socially just de-

growth that critically interrogates population discourse and its rela-

tions to environmentalism.  

To get a clearer understanding of what it is some degrowth pro-

ponents implicitly touch when uncritically mentioning population 

growth as an environmental issue in need of action, I will turn to a 

discussion of some of the histories and ongoing practices of popula-
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tion control and racist, misogynist, colonialist reproductive/contra-

ceptive technologies. 

O N  P O P U L AT I O N :  D I S C O U R S E , 
T E C H N O L O G I E S  A N D  C O N T R O L

Population discourse, and thereby also population control, are re-

lated to degrowth and environmentalism through their (sometimes) 

shared neo-Malthusian reasoning. Kalpana Wilson (2017) maintains 

that overpopulation discourse has historically grown out of racial 

capitalism, eugenics, and neo-Malthusianism, which together legi-

timize the logic of poverty following population growth rather than 

poverty being the manifestation of inequalities produced by capita-

lism (Hendrixson & Hartmann 2019). Similarly, Dow and Lamore-

aux (2020) connect the concept and “science” of population to le-

gacies of racism, misogyny, colonialism, and eugenics. In the early 

twentieth century, racialized others that were conceived as a threat to 

national security in the global north became subject to direct inter-

ventions that sought to limit these populations, legitimized by what 

seemed to be a technical, policy-oriented science of demography 

(Wilson 2017). These legacies linger on today, as gendered and ra-

cialized representations of vulnerable brown women and aggressive 

brown men serve to justify efforts at “providing reproductive rights,” 

likened by Wilson to what Gayatri Spivak has called “[saving] brown 

women from brown men” (Spivak in Wilson 2017, 436). Population 

control has also functioned to intensify the gendered, classed, and 

racialized labor of women in the global South by increasing their 

productive participation in global market wage labor at the cost of 

their reproductivity (Ibid.).

With the rise of environmentalism in the 1970s, such population 

discourses fused with the narrative of degradation, which blamed 

poor people living in “overpopulated” places in the global south for 

environmental destruction (Ibid.). The valorization of population 

growth diverts critical attention from the key role of high and une-

qual consumption patterns globally, as well as the extraction and 

production which underpins these structural inequalities (Ibid.). 

According to Wilson, this idea was central to the emerging discourse 

of “sustainable development,” which in the Brundtland report instru-
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mentalized women’s health and education as a means to reduce po-

pulation growth (Ibid.). Today, population growth is still often cited 

as a driver of environmental degradation, climate change, or a barrier 

to their mitigation (Ojeda, Sasser & Lunstrum 2020). Contempora-

ry population discourses are neo-Malthusian in the ways that they 

interweave issues of migration, climate change, and conflict under 

the banners of “family planning,” “women’s empowerment,” “gen-

der equality,” and “reproductive rights and choice” (Hartmann 2016; 

Wilson 2017; Hendrixson & Hartmann 2019). While these banners 

may sound benign, there are reasons to be wary: critical feminist 

scholarship has shown that development aid focused on women’s 

empowerment, health, and education has often been advocated “only 

to the extent that they serve [its] population control objectives” 

(Hartmann 1997, 542).

As several feminist scholars make clear through empirical studies, 

population control through direct interventions is not a thing of the 

distant past (Hartmann 1997; Wilson 2017; Hendrixson 2018; Ben-

dix et al. 2020). Development aid (especially from the US but also 

other governments), non-governmental organizations, the United Na-

tions, the World Health Organization, and corporate actors make up 

what Betsy Hartmann (1997) calls “the Population Establishment.” 

In recent years, the population establishment has sought to reframe 

itself in terms of “family planning” and “women’s empowerment,” in 

part by explicit – and exaggerated – distancing from the violence and 

coercion of earlier population control and eugenics. This distancing 

provides ground for the rhetoric of “breaking taboos” when speaking 

of population growth or overpopulation (Wilson 2017). Yet, as Dow 

and Lamoreaux (2020, 477) echo, the narrative of “population has 

never really gone away,” but persists in ecological sciences, develop-

ment, and the mainstream imaginary.

A recent and horrific example is the Family Planning 2020 project 

launched in 2012 by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (one of 

the largest development aid foundations in the world), which aimed 

to “encourage” 120 million women and girls to engage in family 

planning by 2020 (Hendrixson 2018). The plethora of methods used 

– which added up rather than replaced one another – include often 

dangerous (sometimes deadly) sterilizations, implant contraceptives 
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that are impossible to control for the user, contraceptives disconti-

nued in the global North, and contraceptives with extreme side ef-

fects (such as increased HIV risk, which are then administered in 

regions where HIV is prevalent). In some places, the effectiveness 

of spreading these population control technologies was encouraged 

by privatization and the setting of targets backed up with economic 

incentives. In India alone, 4.5 million sterilizations have taken place 

every year since 2000, against the backdrop of the continued erosion 

of the Indian health care system (Wilson 2017). These unacceptable 

coercive practices are enabled by abstract narratives like those atta-

ched to “overpopulation,” environmental destruction, development, 

and women’s empowerment.

C O N C L U S I O N

As I have argued, the “facts” of detrimental population growth, 

“overpopulation,” natural scarcity and carrying capacity still escape 

critical consideration in degrowth and may therefore be reproduced 

even when the argument is seemingly tangential to the debates. By 

referring to the scale of population, it is as if the mere presence of 

“humans” –  “too many humans” in general and “too many of cer-

tain humans” in particular – is understood as a driver of scarcity in 

a finite world. These are precisely the universalized and abstracted 

elements that so often quietly coalesce into Malthusian acceptan-

ce of inequality and neo-Malthusian fear of population growth and 

generalized destruction – in environmentalisms of nearly all kinds, 

the development establishment and regimes of security, policing, and 

militarization (Hendrixson & Hartmann 2019). Therefore, these no-

tions require careful and critical attention from anyone devoted to 

socially just societal transformation. 

Though I am certainly not claiming that all degrowth advocates 

reproduce the inevitability of inequality or promote contemporary 

population control because of it, it seems clear that neo-Malthusi-

an arguments continue to underpin parts of the conversation, and as 

such, their deeply problematic implications often pass unnoticed or 

unaddressed. As this brief peek into the continued practices of popu-

lation control shows, it is dangerous to reproduce the extremely ge-
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neralized argument that “overgrown” population size is a key driver 

of environmental degradation. Moreover, this does not make sense 

in highly unequal societies. The capitalist system clearly is not the 

only problem, as parts of degrowth do capture in critiquing the pro-

ductivism of different techno-industrial systems of extraction, pro-

duction, and consumption. Nonetheless, to the extent that degrowth 

is preoccupied with population (de)growth, it obfuscates the issues at 

hand and risks, as Dow and Lamoreaux (2020, 479) write, “[letting] 

capitalism off the hook.” In making clear the way that population 

growth diverts attention from the role of capitalism, racism and other 

systems of oppression, Murphy (cited in Dow & Lamoreaux 2020, 

479) writes:

“The fantasy of simply reducing human numbers is so attractive be-

cause it does not require the rearrangement of all the other world 

orders, and particularly the orders of too much accumulation that 

have accreted in sites with low fertility rates, such as North America, 

Europe, and East Asia” (in Dow & Lamoreaux 2020, 479).

With these understandings in mind, the solutions should not be lo-

cated within population reduction or urged individual choice to not 

procreate, but in reducing material throughput in an equitable fas-

hion, in redistributing wealth and power, in dismantling systems of 

oppression that fuel inequity and injustice – and in deconstructing 

the pro- and anti-natalism as well as the heteronormativity that 

population discourse brings with it. Proponents of post-develop-

ment, postcolonial scholars, transnational feminists, and Indigenous 

feminists seem much more attuned to the problems of population 

discourse and population control in imperialist and developmenta-

list activities, past and present. The post-development concept of the 

pluriverse, as opposed to the One World-world (Kothari et al. 2019), 

is far more aligned with critical and situated understandings of en-

vironmental infrastructures and socioeconomic conditions of repro-

duction, as well as environmental degradation. Returning, finally, to 

what reproduction is, it seems that some proponents of degrowth and 

alternatives to growth-based development still operate with a nar-

row notion of what reproduction entails and how it relates to many 

complex and interrelated socio-environmental conditions. There is 

little attention to the ways in which reproductive (in)justice and en-
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vironmental (in)justice – as well as ecological degradation, polluti-

on, toxic waste, and destructive extraction – are deeply intertwined. 

Following environmental reproductive justice approaches, degrowth 

and post-development proponents should move towards considering 

and struggling against situated and intersectional connections bet-

ween environmental damage, systems of oppression, and socioecon-

omic relations, rather than risk leaving the door open for population 

discourse and its related deeply harmful practices of contemporary 

population control.
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Degrowth is presented as not just an economic proposal – “a planned 

reduction of energy and resource throughput” (Hickel 2020, 2) – but 

also as a political project. Latouche (2010, 519), one of the most 

influential degrowth thinkers, characterizes degrowth as “a political 

slogan with theoretical implications.” Parrique (2019) also emphasi-

zes the evolving nature of the degrowth discourse through his ana-

lysis of the concept over time. In this analysis, he has observed an 

evolution of degrowth that moves from an environmental, to eman-

cipatory, to utopian based denotation. The question that this article 

takes up is: can the emancipatory degrowth vision be implemented 

in today’s democracies or would that entail a radically different po-

litics? As Deriu (2012, 554) puts it:

DEMOCRATIZING DEGROWTH: 
PUTTING TRANSFORMATION OF 
THE DEMOCRATIC SYSTEM AT 
THE HEART OF THE PROJECT
S A N N E  VA N  D E N  B O O M

“[D]oes the theme of degrowth represent a reading of conflict and 

a political view that may be proposed as one ‘theme’ or ‘objective’ 

among others, simply to be picked up by one or more traditional 

parties (or possible new parties) without any discussion of the forms 

and processes of political institutions? Or does the perspective of 

degrowth imply also the need for a deep reform of the institutions 

and of the democratic forms of participation?”

When one looks at degrowth proposals like reducing working hours 

or changing the taxation system it may seem that degrowth can 

compete with other political programmes on equal footing, as the 

first question suggests. However, in current highly centralized, re-

presentative democracies there are serious obstacles to countering 

the economic growth paradigm. Therefore, a transformation of the 

democratic system in the direction of smaller scale, decentralized, 
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and more direct forms of decision-making should be a central aspect 

of the degrowth project.

Before reaching this conclusion, the article will take several steps. 

In the first section, the ambiguity in the literature about degrowth as 

a political project will be explored. Here, idealised narratives about 

democracy are identified which are found to minimize the power 

relations at play. The second section will go more into the relations-

hip between democracy and degrowth, which is always assumed but 

often undertheorized. The third section will discuss a proposal for 

a liberal version of degrowth which is understood to be the theore-

tical justification for the idealised narrative about democracy just 

mentioned. The fourth section then, will problematize this version 

of liberal degrowth which relies on the capacity of a society to cor-

rect its course of action based on public deliberation. The conclusion 

contends that when it comes to a working economy this does not 

hold true because the democratic mechanisms to alter the societal 

course of action are weak. The final section argues that to counter 

these weaknesses we need smaller scale, decentralized, and more di-

rect forms of decision-making. Because degrowth has been derived 

mainly within the western context, this article also focuses on these 

countries. In other words, it focuses on representative democracies 

characterized by a high degree of centralization and technocracy.
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While there is agreement on the need to counter the economic growth 

paradigm, there is no agreement on the kind of politics needed to 

move towards a degrowth society, nor on the political implications 

of reducing production and consumption. Therefore, we can say that 

there is ambiguity about degrowth as a political project. This section 

discusses how this ambiguity is present in several ways.

First, within the degrowth movement, there is a diversity of political 

and ideological views, some of which may be in fundamental conflict 

with each other. Eversberg and Schmelzer (2018, 247), who survey-

ed the attitudes of people that  associate themselves with degrowth 

at the 2014 International Degrowth Conference, identify five cur-

rents within the degrowth spectrum: “sufficiency-oriented critics of 

civilisation; immanent reformers; voluntarist-pacifist idealists; the 

modernist-rationalist Left; and the alternative practical Left.” For 

instance, while the first group rejects contemporary industrial civili-

zation and is focused on building small-scale alternatives, the second 

group promotes “a pragmatic and gradualist transformation within 

existing institutions” (Eversberg & Schmelzer 2018, 258). This di-

versity of political views inevitably leads to disagreements concer-

ning the “how” question: when we roughly agree on what a degrowth 

society would look like, how can we get there?

Then, there is the paradox, first noted by Cosme et al. (2017, 331) 

in their extensive review of the degrowth literature, that “although 

degrowth is often described as a bottom-up local process, the pro-

posals are largely top-down with a national focus.” Indeed, some of 

the recurring proposals are taxing pollution and resource use, putting 

caps on CO2 emissions and extraction, reducing working hours, re-

stricting advertisements and creating a basic income (Cosme et al. 

2017). All of these require top-down intervention, which suggests 

the need for a strong state. Kallis et al. (2020, 116) add to that the 

need for “a strengthening of the mechanisms of international gover-

nance, such as the UN, the EU, and the IPCC.” In contrast to what

D E G R O W T H  A S  A P O L I T I C A L P R O J E C T 
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these top-down proposals suggest, however, much of the degrowth 

discourse revolves around grassroots action, bottom-up transforma-

tions, the autonomy of local communities and values like convivia-

lity,1 care, and simplicity.

Related to this paradox of describing degrowth as a bottom-up process 

while proposing top-down interventions is the general underdevelop-

ment of a theory of social change in much of the degrowth literature. 

What or who is supposed to bring about change, what structures act 

as fundamental barriers, and how does power play into this? We can 

surely be critical of this shortcoming but should also keep in mind 

that degrowth is still a relatively young field. For instance, D’Alisa 

and Kallis (2020, 1-2) admit that their earlier work has neglected the 

question of the state, “a core force in social change,” and that the 

scholarship on degrowth transformations “has not questioned suffici-

ently power asymmetries or shed light on structural obstacles.” Their 

current work is more concerned with theorizing about how necessary 

political transformation can take place. Still, their comment about 

Tim Jackson’s (2008) Prosperity without Growth seems to apply to 

some of the degrowth literature as well, mainly those proposing top-

down interventions such as caps and taxes:

1 From Ivan Illich’s (1973) Tools of Convi-

viality where he chose to endow the concept 

with a different connotation: “a technical term 

to designate a modern society of responsibly 

limited tools.” Barkin (2019, 136) puts it this 

way: “conviviality is a platform from the for-

ging of a new society, one that transcends the 

profound limitations of our present world, to 

move towards a socialism that would require 

‘an invasion of our present institutions and the 

substitutions of convivial for industrial tools’ 

[Illich 1973: 12].” 

“Like other policy advice it appeals with reason to enlightened po-

licy makers who are supposed to serve the public. What if though, 

as Jackson recognizes, the state machinery is not neutral but part 

and parcel of the pursuit of economic growth?” (D’Alisa & Kallis 

The relationship between the state – which pursues increasing GDP 

– and the economic growth paradigm is certainly not absent in the 

degrowth literature, but it is often not given nearly enough weight. 

Here we can think of the rather optimistic characterisation of politics 

that is given in The Case for Degrowth:

“As degrowth-supporting practices and ideas circulate and take 

root in everyday culture and civil society, conditions ripen for their 

expressions in official politics. Ideas that are talked about and desi-

red among constituents are taken up and advanced by some political 

parties and attacked by others.” (Kallis et al. 2020, 113)
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This narrative in which good ideas will eventually be taken up by 

official politics when the time is right may be hopeful, and even true, 

but it can also be misleading. The fact that political parties embrace 

some proposals (perhaps reducing working hours or taxing pollution) 

does not mean they stand for the full degrowth vision as ideas will 

always be co-opted. Furthermore, this narrative neglects the power 

of vested interests (beyond parliament) as well as the struggles of 

those who are fighting against these interests.

The optimism in question is found in much of the degrowth discourse 

that envisions a world in which we all care about each other and our 

environments. But degrowth proposals go against the interests of the 

most powerful actors in our societies and the degrowth community 

has no choice but to grapple with that fact. As Cosme et al. (2017, 

328) aptly articulate:

“Although a transition to a degrowth society is idealised as democra-

tic and voluntary, history tells us that changes in the status quo are 

usually not free from violence, controversy, and/or public contesta-

tion. Economic globalisation is the current reality, led by powerful 

transnational corporations, focused on increasing profit and main-

taining power. A change towards a more autonomous and convivial 

society will not bring advantages to the existing power structures, 

and so how to effectively deconstruct these structures is a debate that 

degrowth proponents should engage in.”

Degrowth, therefore, needs to take seriously the power involved, and 

should critically examine official politics and the ways in which it 

is lacking. That includes acknowledging that the location of decisi-

on-making power in current democracies gives little reason to think 

that the capitalist system and the economic growth paradigm will be 

parted with any time soon.

134



D E G R O W T H  A N D  D E M O C R A C Y 

Despite the disagreements and ambiguity about several aspects 

of degrowth as a political project, it is made clear in all literature 

that the degrowth project goes beyond material degrowth, i.e. re-

ducing the throughput of the economy. In their survey of the de-

growth community, Eversberg and Schmelzer (2018, 247) find that 

there is consensus about two main pillars: “the insistence that econ-

omic growth as such is destructive, requiring a reduction of the level 

of material wealth in the Global North; and the demand that this 

be achieved in a peaceful, democratic and generally emancipatory 

manner.” Democracy, we must acknowledge, is mentioned in almost 

all discussions of what degrowth entails. Degrowth authors always 

make sure to associate their ideas with democracy and reject eco-aut-

horitarian ideas. In a discussion on extraction and emission caps, 

Kallis and Martinez-Alier (2010, 1573) warn of the risk of eco-aut-

horitarian tendencies that might come with a-political or technocra-

tic proposals, from which they explicitly distance degrowth:

“People might democratically choose to destroy the environment for 

the sake of short-term growth. But democracy should not be suspen-

ded under any circumstance, even for the sake of perceived environ-

mental problems of survival. There is no choice between the environ-

ment and democracy; sustainable degrowth should be a democratic 

process of transition or nothing at all.”

Not only do degrowthers side with democrats, but they often claim 

that degrowth goes hand in hand with further democratization and 

that degrowth is “also a call for a deeper democracy outside the 

mainstream democratic domain, including problems generated by te-

chnology” (Demaria & Latouche 2019, 148). This supposedly positi-

ve relationship between degrowth and democracy, however, is often 

not further elaborated on or theorized about. Rather it is assumed 

that the two go hand in hand without making explicit why that is the 

case.
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An exception to this is the special issue on “Politics, Democracy and 

Degrowth”, published by the journal Futures in 2012, which had the 

following aim: “Our special issue is motivated by the need to consi-

der what forms of democracy and democratic institutions can make 

the degrowth transition possible and socially sustainable, and by the 

somehow inverse need to consider what are the implications of eco-

nomic degrowth for democracy” (Cattaneo et al. 2012, 515). The 

special issue contained various interesting contributions that reflec-

ted upon the relationship between degrowth and democracy which, 

in much of the other degrowth literature, is more of an afterthought 

than the main concern. The contributions varied from Ott (2012) who 

argues that a Habermasian deliberative democracy is most compati-

ble with degrowth, to Trainer (2012) who envisions a radically dif-

ferent “Simpler Way” with inclusive and participatory democracy at 

the local scale.

This article continues this conversation about the relationship bet-

ween degrowth and democracy started with Cattaneo and collea-

gues’ (2012) special issue. The transformation of democracy will 

be a necessary condition for moving towards a degrowth society. 

Even though degrowth is always associated with democracy, it is 

not at the heart of the degrowth proposal. For instance, The Case 

for Degrowth, written by some of the big names in the degrowth 

community (Giorgos Kallis, Susan Paulson, Giacomo D’Alisa, and 

Federico Demaria), mentions democracy only briefly without much 

elaboration (Kallis et al. 2020). Degrowth policies (as they are out-

lined in the literature rather than their weakened versions) will not 

be smoothly implemented by enlightened policymakers when people 

are ready because they go against the interests of governments and 

industries, a fact which has to be taken seriously. In the next section, 

I will discuss an example of a liberal version of degrowth that does 

not take the power involved seriously enough and instead argues for 

the compatibility between degrowth and liberal democracy as we see 

it today.
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L I B E R A L D E G R O W T H

The narrative in which degrowth ideas and practices circulate in so-

ciety, after which they may be co-opted by political parties and im-

plemented at a large scale as soon as there is a political majority, can 

be called the “liberal approach to degrowth.” Strunz and Bartkowsi 

(2018) present a theoretical exploration of consolidating degrowth 

and liberalism. In the works that are specifically about the relations-

hip between degrowth and democracy, this is certainly the most mo-

derate view that we find. Therefore, it might seem unreasonable to 

focus on it but, for the purpose of this article, it serves as a valuable 

springboard to unpack their reformist position a bit more.

Strunz and Bartkowski (2018, 1163) warn degrowth scholars not to 

conflate a critique of modernity with a rejection of liberal democra-

tic institutions and emphasize that liberal values and freedom-gua-

ranteeing institutions cannot be taken for granted:

“Imagine this scenario: disappointment with existing institutions 

leads to welcoming institutional breakdown in the hope of rebuilding 

a more just society out of the debris, whereupon ‘true democracy’ 

fails to materialize and the values of liberal cosmopolitanism are 

sacrificed somewhere along the way.”

Instead of opting for radical change, the authors urge the degrowth 

movement to hold on to Habermas’ notion of the unfinished proje-

ct of modernity: “the striving for a just society via the autonomous 

development of science, morality, law and the arts” (Strunz & Bart-

kowski 2018, 1159). They characterize liberal democracy, then, as 

the current institutional embodiment of this unfinished project and 

use the following minimal definition for liberal democracy: “(i) it 

is egalitarian in terms of rights; (ii) it is nondictatorial in Arrow[’s] 

(1951) sense; and (iii) its institutions allow for corrections of the 

societal course of action on the basis of public discourse” (Strunz & 

Bartkowski 2018, 1159). It is the third requirement which remains 

important, the so-called ideal of self-correction. In liberalism, the 

need to allow for corrections of the societal course of action follows 

from the principle of limited knowledge (which also motivates libe-

ralism’s push for maximising personal freedoms): there always is the 
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possibility of being wrong, especially regarding moral values. The-

refore, society should not be “locked-in” to a course of action but in-

stead be “open” to change. Following Habermas (and others), Strunz 

and Bartkowski emphasize that continuous open and free discourse 

is at the core of a liberal (or open) society.

They then relate degrowth to this ideal of the liberal society by focu-

sing on language as a force of social change. Based on Rorty’s prag-

matist perspective, they frame degrowth as an attempt to promote 

new vocabularies: “vocabularies represent a means of re-describing 

and re-framing the world, and thus of introducing new ideas which, 

if taken up by the ‘audience’, would contribute to the achievement 

of the goals of the degrowth movement” Strunz & Bartkowski 2018, 

1163). The task of the degrowth movement, then, is to tell attractive 

stories about the degrowth lifestyle and to promote the use of notions 

like “sufficiency” and “conviviality.” This will proceed slowly but is 

crucial to create a political majority. A focus on language as a force 

for change is often present in debates about sustainability, although 

people usually do not give a theoretical justification for such a focus, 

as these authors do. In this article, the focus on language ultimately 

relies on a sense of trust in liberal democracy and its ability to act 

based on deliberation in the public sphere.

In summary, Strunz and Bartkowski defend liberalism because of 

its essential value of self-correction through public discourse, which 

is why they understand degrowth to essentially be a challenge of 

promoting new vocabularies. They do admit that representative de-

mocracy has become rather unresponsive, which is why they suggest 

that it has to be complemented by formalised as well as informal 

public deliberation. However, they do not see a fundamental problem 

with degrowth competing against other political programmes in libe-

ral democracies. In what follows, the article demonstrates that this 

idealised version of liberal democracy in which “institutions allow 

for corrections of the societal course of action on the basis of public 

discourse” (Ibid., 1159) does not hold true in practice when it comes 

to challenging the economic growth paradigm.
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B A R R I E R S  T O  S E L F - I N S T I T U T I O N

To understand the barriers to democratic self-correction as described 

above, it is helpful to bring in Castoriadis’ work on autonomy. Casto-

riadis defined autonomy as “the capacity of a society to collectively 

and continuously reflect upon (i.e. put in question and change) its 

norms and institutions” (Cattaneo et al. 2012, 516). Autonomy is the 

process of self-institution, and an autonomous society makes its own 

laws while being aware of doing so (Asara et al. 2013). Democratic 

rule should not be understood as a guarantee for autonomy as “most 

of the instruments of coercive power that we consider oppressive 

in a monarchy, or a dictatorship operate no differently in a demo-

cracy” (CrimethInc. 2017, 28). The opposite of autonomy, according 

to Castoriadis, are religious dogmas as these cannot be questioned 

(Cattaneo et al. 2012). Thus, autonomy cannot only be hindered by 

material or legal barriers, but also by mental or ideological ones. 

This is a nuance that is missing in the liberal depiction of self-corre-

ction, as outlined by Strunz and Bartkowsi (2018). Castoriadis’ idea 

of collective and continuous reflection seems similar to liberalism’s 

focus on public discourse, but the presence of an arena for public 

deliberation does not guarantee that this discourse is also uncon-

strained. In fact, Castoriadis (1985) holds that in secular capitalist 

society the notion of economic growth works as a religious dogma. 

That means that the desirability of growth is generally assumed and 

questioning it has no place in the public discourse. Discussion of 

the economy is hardly part of the public sphere: “In Western so-

cieties economists are the secular experts who hold the truth of the 

economy, the only ones capable of deciphering its ‘messages’, akin 

to religion’s priest” (Cattaneo et al. 2012, 516). The notion of auto-

nomy or self-institution shows what the liberal version of degrowth 

is lacking. Because degrowth is going against the current paradigm 

of endless economic growth, it not only requires a language change 

but a more fundamental deconstruction of the kind of dogmatic thin-

king that this paradigm is characterized by.

In current highly centralized, representative liberal democracies, we 

cannot speak of self-institution when it comes to the economy. For 

this, various reasons can be given but I will focus on two of them: the
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depoliticization of the economy and problems with the democratic 

system itself.

First, related to Castoriadis’ notion of economic growth being like a 

religious dogma in western societies, is the increasing depoliticizati-

on of the economy, which means that part of economic decision-ma-

king or institutions are no longer part of the realm of politics, whe-

re they can be questioned and debated. Hickel (2020, 4) states that 

growth has become like a propaganda term, which conceals that in 

reality growth is, “a process of elite accumulation, the commodifica-

tion of commons, and the appropriation of human labour and natural 

resources, a process that is quite often colonial in character.” Instead 

of being the object of political debate like other policy objectives, 

economic growth has been conceived as a precondition of other poli-

tical goals (Deriu 2012). As a result, economic decision-making has 

been moved to the realm of expertise. This undermines autonomy 

because it limits what a society can deal with collectively (Cattaneo 

et al. 2012). Centres of power like the World Bank, the IMF, Fede-

ral Reserves, Economic Ministries as well as private actors such as 

corporations, banks, and investors effectively make many important 

decisions. Furthermore, “[m]ultinational corporations and financi-

al and economic elites are increasingly avoiding democratic control 

and contribution in terms of taxation, compliance with social and en-

vironmental laws, protection of workers’ rights and, more generally, 

respect for citizens and populations” (Deriu 2012, 555).

In sum, the depoliticization of the economy has led to strong econ-

omic and market actors and weak citizen power. “The result is that 

citizens are in fact at the mercy of immense and impersonal powers, 

which are difficult to be controlled, at least with the current instru-

ments of traditional democracies” (Deriu 2012, 556). Liberal de-

growth sets its hope on altering the societal course of action through 

public deliberation, but because economic growth is like a dogma in 

western societies and economic institutions are removed from the 

political sphere there is no space for unconstrained collective refle-

ction on the economy.
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Second, for continuous reflection upon society’s norms and instituti-

ons we mostly rely on parliament and politicians, but there are also 

problems with the democratic system itself. Van Reybrouck (2016) 

diagnoses many of the western democracies with what he calls “De-

mocratic Fatigue Syndrome,” stemming from both a legitimacy and 

an efficiency crisis. He argues that due to continuous media attention 

as well as being bound to actors and regulations ranging from mul-

tinational corporations to international agreements, official politics 

has become more and more about “incidentalism.” Rather than con-

tinuously reflecting upon the norms and institutions of society, as is 

essential to self-institution, politicians are focused on the issues of 

the day. An important reason for this lies in the specific democratic 

system we have: the electoral-representative democracy. For many, 

the words “elections” and “democracy” have become almost synony-

mous, as if elections are not just a method to pick our representati-

ves but a goal in itself. Van Reybrouck (2016, 41) calls it “electoral 

fundamentalism”: “an unshakeable belief in the idea that democracy 

is inconceivable without elections and elections are a necessary and 

fundamental precondition when speaking of democracy.” The exces-

sive focus on elections combined with increasing media attention 

for every political decision makes for politicians that are constantly 

focused on being re-elected rather than governing their country in 

the long term. One could take this critique further and say that “[r]

epresentative democracy offers a pressure valve: when people are 

dissatisfied, they set their sights on the next elections, taking the 

state itself for granted.” (CrimethInc. 2017, 29) In that sense, the ele-

ction of representatives diverts attention from the deeper problems 

of official politics. 

One such problem is that in politics, some interests have always 

weighed heavier than others. That is, unsurprisingly, those interests 

that are financially backed. As stated above, economic institutions 

have been removed from the political sphere, where they cannot be 

controlled by the public. At the same time, however, economic and 

private actors heavily mingle with politics by financing electoral 

campaigns and using professional lobbyists (Deriu 2012, 554). To 

give one example, in ten years, the five largest oil and gas corpo-

rations together have spent at least €251 million lobbying the EU 

(CEO 2019). As another example, in the United States, Citizens Uni-
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ted v. FEC decided in 2010 that restricting independent expenditures 

for political campaigns by corporations, wealthy billionaires, and 

committees established for the purpose of fundraising, went against 

the free speech clause. The government was therefore prohibited to 

implement such restrictions.

As Cagé (2020, introduction) states: “Money still occupies center 

stage in politics; democracy means who pays wins.” She has shown 

how election campaigns, think tanks that advise policymakers, and 

media reporting on politics are all heavily shaped by money. In many 

places, the situation is getting worse because political parties increa-

singly depend on private donors and attempts to restrict the financial 

mingling of private actors have been inadequate (Cagé 2020). Politi-

cians are, therefore, not only influenced by the wish to please voters 

in the short term to be re-elected, but also by the wealth of private 

actors. All of this means that long-term and citizen interests are ne-

glected, and little real questioning of underlying norms and values 

is taking place in politics. Electing representatives, therefore, does 

not make a society autonomous and the depth of critical reflection 

present in current democracies is not enough to counter the growth 

paradigm.

T R A N S F O R M I N G  T H E  D E M O C R AT I C  S Y S T E M

There is a lot of work done on how to make democracies more re-

sponsive and get more citizen participation (e.g. Van Reybrouck 

2016), more deliberation (e.g. Habermas 1996), and decrease the 

influence of money (e.g. Cagé 2020). Some authors only propose 

minor changes, while others envision radically new ways of doing 

politics (e.g. Fotopoulos 1997). Within the degrowth literature, there 

is disagreement about what changes in the democratic system are 

necessary to reach the objective of reducing consumption and produ-

ction in a socially emancipatory manner:
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“Some see this as possible within a plausible evolution of parliamen-

tary democracy, while others see a fundamental interconnection bet-

ween liberal democracies, capitalism and economic growth, calling 

for a radical overhaul of the political-economic system and a re-in-

stitution along lines of direct, localized democracy and economy.” 

(Cattaneo et al. 2012, 517)

To get more autonomous societies, in which there is critical reflecti-

on on the economy, technology, production, consumption, and more, 

democratic transformation towards smaller scale, more direct, and 

decentralized forms of decision-making is necessary.

First, for a society to be autonomous or self-instituting, it must be 

small-scale. Of great importance here is Illich’s work on the inverse 

relationship between scale and democracy (Illich 1973). The larger 

a system, the more complex it becomes and, therefore, the more re-

liant a society becomes on experts (Bonaiuti 2012). This creates a 

ruling class and an unequal distribution of power (Cattaneo et al. 

2012). Because “only small-scale systems can be democratically and 

collectively controlled,” (Cattaneo et al. 2012, 516) degrowth should 

push for decision-making at a smaller scale if it values autonomy. 

This is at odds with some degrowth proposals that ask for more state 

regulation and, therefore, require a larger bureaucracy and a stronger 

national state. Of course, not only decision-making but also the eco-

nomy itself has to be of a smaller scale. The global economy cannot 

be democratically controlled because of its scale but also because 

of its speed, which does not match the pace of democratic delibe-

ration (Parrique 2019). Several new spatial arrangements have been 

brought forward like “ecocommunities, demoi, urban villages and 

bioregions,” (Mocca 2020, 82) all of which share a focus on downs-

hifting and decentralizing the economy and the exercise of political 

power.

Then, there is also a need for more direct forms of decision-making, 

in contrast to the current electoral-representative system. The premi-

se of representative democracy is that people elect representatives 

who get the responsibility (and trust) to govern the country, so we, 

as citizens with the right to vote, do not have to spend as much time
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and energy doing so. However, as discussed in the previous secti-

on, the current democratic system has proven not to be capable of 

dealing with long-term problems. Therefore, when we look at, for 

instance, climate action we see that elected representatives have not 

been doing nearly enough in mitigating climate change (IPCC 2018) 

and, overall, have failed to take responsibility. One might say that 

there is no guarantee that citizens will make more sustainable and 

fairer choices (as they are the same people that elected these politici-

ans), especially when the choices to be made involve self-limitation. 

To a certain extent, this is true. That is why not only a democratic 

transformation but also a cultural shift towards frugality and care 

and away from extraction and capital accumulation is necessary.

There is, however, also evidence that citizens, when they get the 

time and resources to get informed and deliberate amongst each ot-

her, make more sustainable choices than their governments do. We 

can think of citizens’ assemblies on the topic of climate change that 

have taken place over the last years in Ireland, the United Kingdom, 

and France. Here I would like to bring in the example of the French 

citizens’ convention on the climate crisis that was held in 2019/2020. 

The Convention Citoyenne pour le Climat followed unrest in the co-

untry surrounding the new climate policy by President Macron. In 

2018, Macron, who presents himself as a world leader in tackling 

the climate crisis, decided on a fuel tax. Protesters known as gilets 

jaunes (yellow vest movement) took to the streets to demonstrate 

against this tax that they perceived as unfair towards the working 

class and rural areas. During the violent escalations, the police used 

exceptionally harsh repressive measures against protesters (Fassin 

& Defossez 2019). The protests turned into a more general (and at 

times far-right) anti-government movement (Chrisafis 2018). The gi-

lets jaunes can be characterised by the diversity of peoples’ grievan-

ces and demands but Fassin and Defossez (2019) claim that the major 

themes are social justice and democratic renewal.

As a response to societal divisions and the protests, Macron decided 

on a citizens’ convention on the climate crisis, promising to submit 

for adoption the proposals that this group of citizens came up with 

(through legislation, executive decree, or referendum, although he
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did give himself three vetoes). This initiative of citizen participa-

tion was unprecedented in France, a highly centralized state. The 

citizens’ assembly consisted of 150 citizens, selected by sortition 

(lottery) and representative of the French population in terms of gen-

der, age, education, jobs, residency, and region. Its task was to come 

up with socially just proposals to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

by at least 40% (compared to 1990). They convened during seven 

weekends for hearings of experts and deliberations in small groups. 

Eventually, they came up with a set of proposals that were generally 

perceived as very ambitious (Van Langendonck 2020). It is often 

assumed that lay people cannot be trusted with difficult problems 

like climate change or that they will just decide what is in their best 

interest, which is why we need experts and bureaucrats to make ob-

jective and neutral evaluations. But this citizens’ convention showed 

that when people get the time and resources to deliberate amongst 

each other, they might make more sustainable and long-term decisi-

ons than their governments do.

I am not arguing, however, that this model of decision-making is 

what degrowth should be pushing for. In the end, power was still in 

the hands of the French state, not with the randomly selected group 

of citizens. In fact, President Macron got rid of one of the most pro-

found proposals: making environmental conservation part of the con-

stitution. Furthermore, he is also unwilling to go against the power of 

corporations which was demonstrated by him rejecting the proposal 

for a dividend tax (Van Langendonck 2020). In parliament, the pro-

posal to ban short-haul domestic flights was also weakened from 4 to 

2.5 hours after objections from Air France-KLM (BBC 2021). What 

all of this shows is that the conventional democratic mechanisms are 

weak when it comes to altering the capitalist system and standing 

up to economic powers. Indeed, “what Americans call ‘free market 

democracy’ is in fact a regime with a strong power of market actors 

and a weak citizen power” (Deriu 2012, 555).

145



The French citizens’ convention, at first sight, seemed like a pro-

mising democratic experiment. Ultimately, however, it was still a 

tool for the centralized state. Therefore, besides smaller scale and 

more direct forms of democracy, decision-making needs to be decen-

tralized. For a much more radical vision on the potential of citizens’ 

assemblies, we can turn to Bookchin (2015) who saw political trans-

formation as being at the heart of ecological transformation. With his 

theory of libertarian municipalism, he aims to provide a “democra-

tic alternative to the nation-state and the market society” (39). The 

meaning of the word politics, he holds, is not simply the practice 

of statecraft but should instead “return to the word’s original Greek 

meaning as the management of the community, or polis, by means 

of direct face-to-face assemblies of the people in the formulation of 

public policy and based on an ethics of complementarity and soli-

darity” (78). These popular neighbourhood and town assemblies are 

where policymaking will take place and should be open to all. Con-

federations of municipalities will then replace the nation-state. The-

se confederations are purely administrative and practical, based on 

the interdependence of municipalities, as municipalities make their 

own policies. Degrowth can benefit from engaging with programs of 

radical democratic transformation like Bookchin’s, not least becau-

se they offer first steps towards greater democratic transformation. 

In the case of libertarian municipalism, these minimal steps involve 

“initiating Left Green municipalist movements that propose popu-

lar neighborhood and town assemblies–even if they have only mo-

ral functions at first,” (Bookchin 2015, 84) which is something that 

could easily be taken up by the degrowth movement.
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C O N C L U S I O N

In this article, the idealized narrative in which degrowth proposals 

can simply be implemented in current democratic societies, has been 

problematized. A liberal or reformist version of degrowth will not 

do and our hopes should, instead, be with the more radical currents 

on the degrowth spectrum. This is because, when it comes to the 

working of the economy, democratic mechanisms to alter the societal 

course of action are weak. Therefore, a transformation of the de-

mocratic system in the direction of smaller-scale, more direct, and 

decentralized forms of decision-making should be a central aspect 

of the degrowth project. This conclusion resonates with Trainer’s 

(2012, 12) claim that “the changes associated with degrowth will 

permeate just about the whole of society, i.e., they will require the 

scrapping or remaking of many central institutions and systems.” 

Because degrowth proposals go against the interests of the most po-

werful actors in society, these changes will have to include trans-

formations in the democratic system to move power from economic 

institutions and elected representatives to citizens.
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DEGROWTH AND ECO-MARXISM: 
AGAINST THE NARCISSISM OF 
SMALL DIFFERENCES
P E D E R  R E S S E M  Ø S T R I N G

Degrowth and Eco-Marxism agree on the central point that growth 

for growths’ sake is better suited to describe the ideology of a can-

cer cell – not as a principle for society. Despite overlapping stances 

when it comes to fighting the unwanted social and natural conse-

quences of an unrestrained free-market economy, the two traditions 

differ on several key points such as the role of the working class, ge-

neral strategies for change, and technology. Nevertheless, through a 

critical engagement with one another, degrowthers can expand their 

roadmaps for change and conceptual toolkit, while Eco-Marxists can 

learn to avoid the pitfalls of blind productivism.  

Degrowth is a movement which has recently gained traction. The 

term and body of work has manifested itself most notably in wes-

tern academia, but also with activists centered around issues such as 

climate justice mobilizations in Germany and the Zone à Defendre 

(ZAD) movement in France (Andreucci & Engel-Di Mauro 2019). 

Jostein Jakobsen, a researcher at Norway’s Centre for Development 

and the Environment (SUM), laments the limited discussion of de-

growth in Norwegian discourse, and highlights the absence of de-

growth in the Marxist journal Gnist’s special issue on climate and 

capitalism as a case in point (Jakobsen 2021). 

This article aims to rectify this lack of discourse between Eco-Mar-

“[...] like-minded people working to solve the same problem will 

engage in continuous civil war with each other over methods, thus 

destroying their chances of success. Why does that happen, do you 

think? The narcissism of small differences. That’s an odd name. It’s 

Freud’s name. Means more regard for yourself than for your allies or 

the problems you both face.”

Kim Stanley Robinson, The Ministry for the Future
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xism and degrowth by sketching out a preliminary assessment of the 

convergence and contradictions between them, helping facilitate me-

aningful exchange and dialogue between the two. This article defines 

Eco-Marxism as the critique of capitalism in its inherent tendency 

towards ecological destruction, based on the seminal works of Karl 

Marx and Friedrich Engels. The term ecosocialism is used somewhat 

interchangeably throughout the text as a similar concept, with more 

emphasis on a positive program for change rather than mere critique 

of capitalism, and with lesser connotation to the founding fathers of 

Marxism.

T H E  E C O L O G Y O F  A N D R É  G O R Z  A N D  T H E 
R E A L M  O F  F R E E D O M

An early figure at the intersection of Marxism and degrowth was 

André Gorz. He coined the term décroissance in 1972, after having 

inquired whether a steady state economy would be possible under 

capitalism. Gorz was inspired by Ivan Illich’s concept of convivi-

al tools, where only those technologies that could be controlled by 

a community, enhance autonomy, and promote reproduction of life 

should be developed (Barca 2019). However, in contrast with Illich, 

Gorz was not fundamentally against industrialization and automa-

tion, and his vision of technology was to be subjected to principles 

of autonomy, not the other way around (Leonardi 2019). For Gorz, 

the “promethean” project of mastering or domesticating nature was 

not necessarily incompatible with a concern for the environment, 

if non-renewable resources were carefully managed, and renewa-

bles were not depleted to the extent where they could no longer re-

generate at sufficient rates. He reasoned that all culture relies on 

the modification of the biosphere and encroachment upon nature to 

some extent (Gorz [1980] 1997, 21). On the left, such a “promethe-

anism” would find resonance with socialist modernists like Leigh 

Phillips (2015), Matthew Huber (2021), or – in its most extreme form 

– Aaron Bastani (2019) and his vision of a fully automated luxury 

communism, which includes transhumanism and a hyper-modernist 

program of space mining as means to overcome our current crisis. 

For Gorz, however, self-imposed limits to the scale of productive 

technologies were central to his utopian vision, as well as a rejection 
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of certain technologies deemed fundamentally destructive and aut-

horitarian like nuclear power (Gorz 1980). Gorz thus represents a 

middle ground between primitivism and eco-modernism, in that his 

pragmatic endorsement of the use of technology is contingent on its 

liberatory potential.

Gorz’ anti-work ethos can be tied to the Marxist concept of expan-

ding the “realm of freedom” over the “realm of necessity” (Koch 

2019). This does, however, rest on the ability to have productive po-

wer that can sustain lives where people are free to pursue their own 

diverse interests, without being confined to an exclusive sphere of 

activity imposed by the division of labor as a means of maximizing 

profit.1 Expanding the realm of freedom is not just a goal because 

of normative notions of justice and the full development of human 

potential, but also a precondition for a new sensible relation with na-

ture (Saito 2017a). Even though several Eco-Marxists – most notably 

American sociologist John Bellamy Foster (2000) – argue against 

notions of Marx as productivist and “promethean,” such ideas can 

be read into certain passages in his work, such as the ambiguous as-

sessment of capital as a “civilizing influence,” found in Grundrisse 

(Marx 1993, 458). 

For Marx, however, it was capitalism, in all its destructive and 

alienating force, that would provide the productive forces on which 

to build communism – thus shifting productive forces towards hu-

man needs (Koch 2019). Such a vision does not need to be in contra-

diction with degrowth, since values lead to a quite different demand 

than in an economic system governed by exchange values, in that 

it can reach levels of saturation (Kallis 2017). Through placing use 

value and the maximization of the realm of freedom as the guiding 

principles of economic relations, growth goes from being a hegemo-

nic concept and a goal in itself, to becoming something historically 

specific to capitalist society, paving the way for communism – or 

post-growth.

There are many different views on technology coming from the de-

growth camp (Kerschner et. al. 2018). Through drawing on Gorz and 

Marx, however, common ground can be located between degrowthers 

1 This point can be read from the following pas-

sage in The German Ideology: “For as soon as the 

division of labour comes into being, each man has 

a particular, exclusive sphere of activity, which 

is forced upon him and from which he cannot 

escape. He is a hunter, a fisherman, a shepherd, 

or a critical critic, and must remain so if he does 

not want to lose his means of livelihood; where-

as in communist society, where nobody has one 

exclusive sphere of activity but each can become 

accomplished in any branch he wishes, society 

regulates the general production and thus makes 

it possible for me to do one thing today and ano-

ther tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the 

afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after 

dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever  beco-

ming hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic.” (Marx 

& Engels 1970, 53).
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with a pragmatic stance towards modernity, the application of te-

chnology and productive forces derived from capitalism, and certain 

Eco-Marxists. On the other hand, tendencies engaging with the de-

growth movements such as revolutionary romanticism, primitivism, 

or broader anti-civilization critiques would not be compatible with 

the ecological visions of Gorz, neither with Marx’s ontology of soci-

al change, as his historical materialist critique of utopian socialism 

makes clear.2 Gorz did, however, distance himself from the traditio-

nal Marxist class-based strategy (Barca 2019), an issue to which the 

article will now turn. 

S T R AT E G Y A N D  C L A S S

After being elaborated as an academic concept and area of inquiry in 

the 1970’s, degrowth resurfaced as a provocative slogan during the 

anti-globalization demonstrations of the early 2000s – a term which 

aimed to cut right to the core of commonsensical growth ideology. 

As a biting slogan, it was hoped degrowth would avoid the same 

co-opting which terms such as “sustainability” had undergone before 

(Demaria & Latouche 2019). However, Trantas (2021) warns that de-

growth might not be resistant to such a subsumption into hegemonic 

bourgeois discourse. Furthermore, degrowthers are inclined towards 

bottom-up approaches to social change, eschewing party politics and 

full blown ecosocialist political programs in favor of more general 

principles of transition. The problem with this is a strategic one, in 

which the actual manifestations of degrowth are hypothesized to only 

work in the fringes of capitalist modes of production (Huber 2019; 

Trantas 2021). The structural power of labor should be acknowled-

ged within degrowth, wherein often the construction of ecovillages 

or academic arguments are without regard for the working class and 

its structural labor power. In this way, strategies that have so far been 

atomized and which have largely disregarded workers agency could 

come together in a potent alliance against the death drive of capital. 

In other words: an emphasis on class politics along with an explicit 

critique of capitalism would be the best vaccine against capital, but 

also against the potential co-opting of degrowth. 
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nious past before the rise of class society, but rather 

for taking the capitalist mode of production as the po-

int of departure for revolutionary political organizati-

on. His oft-quoted passage from The Eighteenth Bru-

maire reveals a lot in this respect: ”Men make their 

own history, but they do not make it as they please; 

they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, 

but under circumstances existing already, given and 

transmitted from the past.” (2006 11)



The death drive of capital, however, also requires including repro-

ductive labor in working class struggle. Barca (2019, 229) has poin-

ted towards a fundamental contradiction within the environmentalist 

labor movement which she calls the eco-modernist dilemma of la-

bor: “The advancement of a working class ecological consciousness 

was consequential to the development of the forces of production, 

in the sense that only an advanced industrial apparatus could grant 

the occupational levels and political strength that were necessary for 

workers to develop their role as defenders of the environment.” Her 

narrative, drawing on the Marxist author and literary critic Raymond 

Williams, holds that the failure to see the realm of reproduction as 

the common ground between the labor and environmental movement 

made way for the labor movement finally embracing capitalist 

and eco-modernist ecologies. She further holds that eco-feminism 

would be a necessary component in a true “qualitative alteration of 

socialism” – away from productivism and on to a green path. The 

movement for a reduction of the working day is but one example of 

how production, reproduction, and the environment are all intrinsi-

cally linked together. 

Degrowth has been criticized for being a slogan in search of a pro-

gram (Pollin 2018). To go beyond the ivory tower and a strategy 

confined to the fringes of capitalism would require actively pursuing 

change that people involved in the direct production of value under 

capitalism would also embrace – not because the working class is 

the most marginalized, but because of their strategic position in the 

economic system. However, a strategic emphasis on workers does 

not have to fetishize production, since the sphere of reproduction is 

also essential to fuse environmental and labor issues (Federici 2018). 

It is first under capitalism that production (of exchange value) is put 

center stage (Postone 1996). New social movements advocating dif-

ferent causes such as feminism or just cities are thus also important 

arenas for working class struggles and should not be shrugged off as 

“identity politics.” The challenge is to build bridges and articulate 

the common interests of all these movements, without saying a final 

farewell to the working class.3 When it comes to engaging in the 

working class struggle however, degrowth advocates might have set 

up a difficult task for themselves. 
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gressive change. 



N A M I N G  T H E  B E A S T

Those with even the most rudimentary insight into degrowth litera-

ture would see through certain bad-faith critiques of degrowth. One 

such critique comes from economist Robert Pollin (2018), who side-

lines degrowth with austerity. As degrowthers are at pains to esta-

blish, this is not the case, as a transition to a degrowth economy 

would involve a planned descaling of material and energy throughput 

in accordance with just and democratic principles (Hickel 2020). Ne-

vertheless, the problems of navigating deeply entrenched discursive 

elements like growth is no easy task: “When people say ‘growth’ 

they normally mean growth in GDP, so one might reasonably assu-

me that degrowth is likewise focused on reducing GDP. Proponents 

of degrowth are therefore condemned to perpetually clarify that de-

growth is not about reducing GDP, but rather about reducing material 

and energy throughput” (Hickel 2020, 2). Degrowth is then packa-

ged as a “missile” word, spearheading a discursive crusade against 

the “one-way future consisting only of growth,” to use the words of 

science-fiction author Ursula K. Le Guin (1982). In the quest for de-

veloping a provoking slogan while simultaneously creating a broad 

movement capable of societal change, degrowthers ride two horses 

at the same time. 

In the same article, Hickel reinforces that the total minimizing of 

throughput in the economy is the key issue, and that there can be 

room for certain forms of growth in the Global South as well as for 

those balancing on the edge of subsistence. Giorgos Kallis (2017) 

agrees that certain use values might have to increase, but does not 

want to name this growth, given the modern economic use of the 

word. But if we go back to the etymology of the word, and to na-

ture, growth suddenly has a different meaning – trees, plants, and 

babies all grow – which is a good thing. It is under capitalism that 

this concept is perverted in its disregard of limits. Ecosocialists and 

degrowthers agree on the impossibility of an eternal, exponential 

growth. If one, instead, focused on growth of use values (which Kal-

lis explicitly mentions cannot grow forever), convergence between 

degrowth and ecosocialism becomes possible, at least on what counts 

as a “desirable” society. 
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Faced with a working class that has seen stagnant wages and lived 

under harsh policies of austerity and neoliberalism, “degrowth” 

might not be the best choice of name. This is not because of its con-

tent when elaborated, but because of the pedagogical challenges of 

explaining what is really meant by a word that is ideologically en-

trenched and etymologically ambiguous. Instead of focusing on the 

symptom – growth – the main goal should be to strike at the disease, 

which is capitalism. By putting the symptom center stage, degrowth 

is liable to the pitfall of focusing on the realm of consumption 

(Huber 2019). Such an approach eschews what Marxists has always 

emphasized, namely, ownership relations. Capitalism, and with it the 

privileging of exchange value over use values, cannot be reduced to 

growth, as it also relies on enclosing the commons, imperialist wars, 

extractivism and universal alienation. Altering these relations would 

require a strategy that goes beyond small scale projects of “nowto-

pia” (Carlsson & Manning 2010).

W H O  W I L L F O R C E  T H E  C A K E  S PAT U L A AWAY 
F R O M  T H E  H A N D S  O F  T H E  B O U R G E O I S I E ? 

Growing the economy and increasing wages have been key accumu-

lation strategies under Fordism. By “baking a bigger cake” and ma-

king sure workers gets a slice of economic growth, inequality can 

persist along with a relatively pacified working class. However, wit-

hout economic growth as the relief valve for social tension, class 

struggle will have to commence. It is likely that the bourgeoisie will 

not hand over the cake spatula voluntarily, and that intense struggles 

over the distribution of the remaining cake will follow in full force. 

In the words of Kallis (2017, 202): “In a capitalist world without 

growth, exploitation increases and social tensions and redistributive 

conflict intensify. This is not something socialists should be afraid 

of. If the pie cannot grow, then it is time to share it. Given that ca-

pitalism cannot redistribute without passing through barbarity, these 

are times for socialism.”

When it comes to addressing this aforementioned problem, degrowth 

falls short by lacking an effective strategy and analysis of power for 

a way out of the growth paradigm. This becomes clear when compa-
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red to propositions such as the green new deal (GND) as articulated 

by socialists on both sides of the Atlantic, which speaks to people’s 

concerns over jobs and welfare. They have formulated a cohesive list 

of demands for reforms and non-reformist reforms – that is, reforms 

which go beyond the capitalist status quo and pave the way for revo-

lutionary change. Degrowth’s pluriversal strategy cannot match the 

specificity and perceived realism of the GND. A few general pro-

grammatic points about a reduction of the working day, expansion 

of public goods and services and progressive taxation are mentioned 

(Hickel 2020), but how to get there remains strikingly vague, and is 

reduced to pointing to different bottom-up “nowtopian” processes, or 

to the concept of coevolution between “humans, more-than-humans, 

cultures, things, bodies and so on coming together in networks, as 

well as nature and society evolving together” (Siamanta 2021, 59) 

.These buzzwords lack straightforward operationalizability as well 

as inciting potential. The Bolsheviks did not manage to topple the 

tsar by chanting “we want a pluriversal co-evolution now!” but rat-

her through calling for peace, land, and bread. Given that those who 

profit from the fossil economy and environmental destruction will 

not give up their privilege without a struggle, it is also worth taking 

a critical look at degrowth’s methods. 

Degrowth has been criticized for not engaging with movements that 

have successfully made use of a diversity of tactics and direct acti-

on (Dunlap 2020). While degrowth has ambitious goals, its tactical 

toolbox is surprisingly modest. I believe there can be no a priori 

assessment of nonviolence as the best strategy for a movement that 

aims to curtail the warming of the planet. Rather, the proper tactics 

must be evaluated case-by-case. Environmental struggles have a long 

but often obscured history of direct action and sabotage which con-

tinues today, often informed by autonomist and anarchist traditions 

(Tsolkas 2015, Mauvaise Troupe Collective 2018). Recently, Andre-

as Malm (2021) has also argued from an ecosocialist position that the 

environmental movement should not fetishize pacifism, and that the 

natural conclusion that should be drawn from state governments and 

the unwillingness of big oil to stop the systematic heating of the pla-

net, should be to target their infrastructure in an organized fashion, 

not stopping short of attacking property and infrastructure to stop the 
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structural violence of global warming. He points to how movements 

as diverse as the suffragettes and Earth First! have obtained con-

cessions from capital and the state, not by playing by the liberal 

democratic rules but by actively pursuing direct action. When it co-

mes to strategy and tactics then, Marxist currents like Leninism and 

autonomism have long traditions of engaging with diverse tactics 

and are thus in a better position to adjust action in accordance with 

the problem one is confronted by, be it the colonialism described by 

Franz Fanon or the structural violence of climate change. However, 

this is a delicate topic whose further elaboration is well beyond the 

scope of this article. From the very practical discussion of tactics, I 

will now turn to the more abstract – but still fundamental – philosop-

hical position of nature in Marxism.  

T H E  P H I L O S O P H I C A L U N D E R P I N N I N G S  O F 
E C O - M A R X I S M

A critique of Eco-Marxism is that the very political foundation on 

which this tradition stands – the writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich 

Engels – are oblivious to environmental concerns.  The criticisms 

start out at the ontological level, where Marx is accused of anthro-

pocentrism and a subsequent dualist split of humans with nature, 

separating two entities that are intrinsically linked. Such a split is 

conceived to stem from enlightenment thinking, applying Cartesian 

dualism to a whole array of other concepts, legitimizing devastati-

on of the natural world, as well as sexism, racism, and colonialism 

(Kothari et al. 2019). This makes Marxism into a modernist driver of 

the domination of nature (Escobar 2008, 8). There is criticism even 

from within Marxist circles. For instance, Jason W. Moore (2015) 

has criticized John Bellamy Foster and his concept of metabolic rift 

for falling into said dualisms. If Marxists are to “break radically 

with the ideology of linear progress and with the technological and 

economic paradigm of modern industrial civilization” (Löwy 2005, 

16), it is necessary to see what the philosophical underpinnings of 

Eco-Marxism actually are. 

158



Kohei Saito (2017a) offers a response to these objectives, particular-

ly in regard to the problem of dualist thinking. Saito draws on Marx’s 

central works and his natural scientific notebooks, published only 

recently and still being translated.4 The metabolic rift is elaborated 

from Marx’s conception of ecological crisis under capitalism, where 

the metabolic relation between man and earth is thwarted by the do-

minance of capitalist social relations which leads to the separation 

of town and country, and alienation of the worker from both her own 

labor and from nature. According to Marx: “[Capitalist production] 

disturbs the metabolic interaction between man and the earth, i.e., 

it prevents the return to the soil of its constituent elements consu-

med by man in the form of food and clothing; hence it hinders the 

operation of the eternal natural condition for the lasting fertility of 

the soil. Thus, it destroys at the same time the physical health of the 

urban worker, and the intellectual life of the rural worker.” (Marx 

1976, 637) 

However, this process of division is best understood as ideologically 

produced by capitalist relations, and human independence from and 

mastery over nature can only be an idealist creation, since nature is 

the trans-historical prerequisite for labor (Saito 2017a). This concep-

tual unity of humanity and nature in Marx can already be revealed in 

his early writings: “Man lives from nature, i.e., nature is his body, 

and he must maintain a continuing dialogue with it if he is not to die. 

To say that man’s physical and mental life is linked to nature simply 

means that nature is linked to itself, for man is a part of nature.” 

(Marx 1977, 328) Later, in the Grundrisse (489), a similar position 

is taken where the metabolic rift can also be identified: 

“It is not the unity of living and active humanity with the natu-

ral, inorganic conditions of their metabolic exchange with na-

ture, and hence their appropriation of nature, which requires 

explanation or is the result of a historic process, but rather the 

separation between these inorganic conditions of human exis-

tence and this active existence, a separation which is comple-

tely posited only in the relation of wage labour and capital.”
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Marx’s ecology can best be understood if one takes into considera-

tion his philosophy of internal relations and dialectics, where con-

cepts like “humanity” and “nature” cannot be grasped independently, 

but only by their relations of interdependence in a totality (Ollman 

2003).5 It is thus capitalism, through a reification of nature (con-

ceiving it as a “thing”) and alienation of the worker, that upsets an 

otherwise stable process of metabolism between people and ecosys-

tems, that is, a metabolism in which humans contribute to a balanced 

exchange of nutrients to the soil. The natural and the social realm are 

dialectically interlinked in a totality, and as long as humans work, 

their consciousness and existence is conditioned by nature. The 

process of alienation and metabolic rift is also a result of the value 

form intrinsic to capitalism, where value only reflects labor time, all 

the while eschewing natural and social forces of reproduction that 

are essential for capitalism, but not given value (Saito 2017b, 287; 

Saito 2017a).

D E G R O W T H  A N D  T H E  M E TA B O L I C  R I F T

In his article “Is Less More … or Is More Less?”, political ecologist 

Paul Robbins (2020) tries to show the potential for socialist moder-

nism which involves automation and industrial technology at scale as 

a way to obtain “freedom from drudgery” (Robbins 2020, 2). Even if 

the article proclaims to identify a common ground between degrowth 

and modernist environmental improvement, he comes down (rather 

bluntly) in favor of the latter as the preferred strategy. His position 

stands in stark contrast with degrowth, in particular Illich’s (1973) 

concept of convivial tools and low-entropy energy as well as Kallis’ 

(2017) claim that all surplus in practice rests on exploitation. Ho-

wever, metabolic rift theory shows how Robbins’ idea of socialist 

modernism has no root in Eco-Marxism – and should more correctly 

be labeled eco-modernism. Marx’s (1973) earlier insights explicitly 

point to capitalist agriculture as a driver of the metabolic rift, which 

Robbins ignores in his vision of fully automated mega-farms. By 

enclosing the commons, creating vast infrastructures of communica-

tion and large-scale agriculture, the natural cycle of nutrients in the 

soil is disturbed, and what used to be nutritious manure for the field 
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that the two terms represent independent 

spheres of reality. 



is turned into excess waste which again pollutes urban rivers. Just 

as the large-scale farm described by Robbins would require a large 

amount of external input (e.g., fertilizers, pesticides, and pellets for 

feeding of livestock) so did the intensive agriculture of Marx’s time 

require large imports of wheat, guano, and bone meal. This was des-

cribed by Marx in terms of robbery, both in the sense of robbing the 

soil of its nutrients, but also the robbery of distant countries by the 

imperialist metropole – and not development (Saito 2017a; Foster & 

Clark 2020). The imperialist and exploitative relations that suppor-

ted this system can easily be translated to contemporary literature on 

the extractivist industries involved in mining or monocultures  (Dun-

lap & Jakobsen 2020).6 

Marx also showed how modernizing agriculture did not necessarily 

result in better conditions for the working class, pointing to Ireland 

as an example where colonial relations resulted in the great famine 

in the mid-nineteenth century (Saito 2017a). For Marx, a sensible 

and rational treatment of the earth had to break radically with the 

extractivist logics of capitalist modernization. Contemporary voices 

on the left such as La Vía Campesina and the grassroots movement 

for agroecology also share the strategy for a minimization of external 

input in the (agricultural) economy (Rosset & Val 2018), a demand 

which is fully in line with degrowth. Furthermore, Marxist epide-

miologists have also warned of how large-scale agriculture (of which 

Robbins’s case is a prime example) has worked as a pressure cooker 

for new zoonotic diseases and mutations, because of the density of 

livestock in modern farms (Wallace et al. 2020). The land footprint 

of agribusiness is also leading to the displacement of wild animals 

and their habitat, increasing the likelihood of contact between feral 

and domestic animals, as well as humans. 

In his discussion of the growth-technology-environment nexus then, 

Robbins has not articulated a convincing reconciliation between so-

cialist modernism and degrowth. Rather, he has helped highlight a 

convergence between degrowth and Eco-Marxism, which share a 

fundamental critique of his proposed socialist modernism in which 
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soy play a big role in modern agribusiness 

and both can be regarded as contemporary 

manifestations of extractivism.



the rational management of the metabolism between people and na-

ture is disregarded. 

L I M I T S

Ever since the Club of Rome released their report Limits to Growth 

in 1972, the question of material limits has been connected to the 

environmental debate. For Marx, his deep dive into agrochemistry 

and metabolism at the end of his life contributed to his understanding 

of limits. Capital must always expand, lay claim to more and more 

of the earth’s resources and drive the exploitation of workers to its 

maximum. Yet, all these internal drives in capitalism have certain 

absolute biophysical limits. However, these limits always have to be 

perceived as mere barriers that can be transcended by capital itself: 

“capital is the endless and limitless drive to go beyond its limiting 

barrier [...] Every limit appears as a barrier to be overcome” (Marx 

1993, 334, 408). Long before taking an interest in the chemistry of 

the soil, Marx and Engels clearly articulated there being a point of 

saturation in the development of the productive forces: “In the de-

velopment of productive forces there comes a stage when productive 

forces and means of intercourse are brought into being, which, under 

the existing relationships, only cause mischief, and are no longer 

productive but destructive forces (machinery and money)” (Marx & 

Engels 1965 [1846], 92).

Marx and Engels thus share the conception of limits which is central 

within the degrowth movement, which stands in stark contrast to 

strategies such as ecomodernism (Asafu-Adjaye et al. 2015). On the 

same note, scholars engaging with degrowth have dealt thoroughly 

with the second law of thermodynamics, asserting that green growth 

is not possible in practice due to the basic workings of entropy (Dag-

get 2019, Hickel & Kallis 2020). 

Locating these limits, however, is a constant struggle for narratives, 

and in the end also an epistemological question, where political eco-

logy traditionally has challenged Malthusian assumptions of limits 

to population, and more recently the notion of planetary boundaries 
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(Robbins 2020). In a retort to Robbins, Gómez-Baggethun (2020) 

contends that even though limits have a certain flexibility – the wor-

ld will not be a blazing inferno at the very moment the atmosphere 

hits a CO2 level of 450 ppm – this does not make them less relevant. 

He goes on to mention how the flexibility of capital accumulation, 

with its propensity for temporal and spatial fixes, can allow for the 

coexistence of capitalism along with environmental decline for a 

long time. Such a conception of limits stresses the importance of 

doing away with the destructive economic system, because leaning 

back and hoping for its inevitable demise would not be a viable al-

ternative, as highlighted by the Swedish ecosocialist and human geo-

grapher Ståle Holgersen (2020). André Gorz has also criticized the 

notion that experts could determine some exact limits “out there,” a 

posture deemed as anti-democratic. For Gorz, self-limitation went 

hand in hand with both governing the metabolism with nature and 

regaining autonomy and control over production (Demaria, Kallis 

& Bakker 2019). This idea resonates well with Marx’s call for free 

associated producers’ conscious and self-regulated socio-natural me-

tabolism (Saito 2017a). 

The epistemological dimension of limits is also highlighted by Gó-

mez-Baggethun (2020, 3). Through deconstruction, post-modern 

scholars aimed at dethroning naïve realist assumptions about the 

world, but ended up producing an intellectual climate where me-

aningful analysis of reality was made increasingly difficult. This, 

in turn, paved the way for the reduction of very real phenomena 

like climate change to mere discourse. Degrowth could benefit from 

taking an active stance in epistemological discussions, drawing on 

Marxian-inspired philosophy of science to avoid the intellectual fog 

of postmodernism. Critical realism is such a framework, which as-

serts that questions of what the world is like (ontology) should not 

be reduced to what can be known about the world (epistemology). 

This is what critical realists describe as the epistemic fallacy, which 

is committed by constructivists and positivists alike (Sayer 2000). 

When thinking about the concept of limits then, a critical realist ap-

proach would be to acknowledge that all knowledge is fallible, and 

that we cannot get an exact operationalization of how to avoid cros-

sing certain tipping points or planetary boundaries. Nevertheless, 
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said limits should still be deemed real, and such an assessment would 

require applying precautionary principles and an active strategy to 

stop the mechanisms driving us closer to the precipice. 

C O N C L U S I O N

Since the very beginning, degrowth can be said to have “coevol-

ved” together with Eco-Marxism. This article has identified both 

eco-modernism and its socialist counterpart, socialist modernism, as 

common enemies for Eco-Marxists and degrowthers alike. Further-

more, both would agree that compound growth amounts to a “mad-

ness of economic reason,” in the words of David Harvey (2017). 

Capitalist relations must be uprooted – although this point appears 

much less explicit in degrowth literature. The reluctance to take a 

firm anti-capitalist stance among certain degrowth advocates might 

have contributed to friction between Marxists and degrowthers. Whi-

le on the other hand, Giorgos Kallis’s call for a socialism without 

growth has contributed to healing the rift, articulating how degrowth 

principles are contradictory to fundamental workings of capitalism 

(Andreucci & Engel-Di Mauro 2019). These later developments in 

degrowth discourse, as well as its genesis, the writings of Andre 

Gorz, shows how it can coexist comfortably with Eco-Marxism – 

and that they have more in common than not. While this article has 

stressed how degrowth might draw lessons from ecosocialist emp-

hasis on class and its strategies and tactics for change, the focus on a 

descaling of the material throughput of society serve as an important 

reminder for any socialist movement concerned with the impacts of 

climate change.

Faced with the current crisis, it is imperative that the anti-capita-

list environmental movements go beyond the narcissism of small 

differences. Our collective energy should be reserved for the real 

enemy, rather than nitpicking comrades. To take a pluriversal ap-

proach in the dialogue between degrowth and Eco-Marxism, would 

be to acknowledge that there might be room for a certain division 

of labor and differing tactics to invoke change, where both the co-

unter-hegemonic struggle of degrowth, and the Marxist movements 

more inclined towards direct action, reform, and revolution, could 

have their place. 
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AGROECOLOGY AS 
RESISTANCE WITHIN DEGROWTH 
AND POST-DEVELOPMENT
J O A N N A S V Ä R D

Around the world, critical voices and resistance against industrial 

agriculture have emerged in full force since the mid-1900s. Fol-

lowing centuries of colonial agricultural expansion and export, the 

so-called Green Revolution of the 1960s imposed increased intensi-

fication on agricultural land, especially in the Global South. As the 

natural regeneration of soils became depleted, chemical fertilizers 

and pesticides were introduced, further creating the need for bio-

technology. In India, the take-over of monopolized genetically mo-

dified (GMO) seeds have, during the last few decades, led to mass 

debts and the suicide of farmers (Dunlap 2015). In South Ameri-

ca, critique against Western-imposed developmentalism and “agro-

extractivism” (McKay 2017) have created strong social movements 

uniting farmers, indigenous groups, afro-descendants, and rural po-

pulations around ideas of “buen vivir” and agroecology. The interna-

tional peasant movement La Vía Campesina was founded in the early 

1990s as a global grassroots resistance to corporate agriculture (La 

Vía Campesina n.d.). In the last year, thousands of farmers in India 

have been protesting new market-friendly laws that threaten their 

livelihoods (Mashal et al. 2021). Also, in Norway, farmers from all 

over the country are demanding recognition from the government 

(Moen Holø et al. 2021). Put into a wider context:

“Small producers are waging an ongoing agrarian struggle for a total 

redistribution of land and a reconfiguration of the overarching agri-

cultural and food systems where the agroextractivist and large land-

holding structures would be banned. Besides being a protest against 

capitalism, this refusal to coexist is also grounded in ecology, given 

that agroecological science has shown that a diversity of plants and 

animals in the fields, forests, and wilderness areas can help boost 

biological control, pollination, and soil fertility.” (Giraldo 2019, 76)
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In the Global North, especially in Europe, criticisms are first and fore-

most taking place within the context of organic farming, local food 

production, and the idea of degrowth. Contrary to the growth-based 

modern industrial agriculture, degrowth scholars believe transitio-

ning to a society where the energy and material throughput (primari-

ly within production and consumption chains) is reduced according 

to the biophysical limits of the planet (Demaria & Latouche 2019; 

Gomiero 2018). They aim for a reorganization of society where con-

cepts such as “sharing, conviviality, care, commons, justice could 

stand at its foundation, and replace the call for economic growth, 

which is, obviously, biophysically unsustainable” (Gomiero 2018, 

1824). Degrowth should not be confused with negative growth or re-

cession (see Hickel 2020), but envisions a transformation of society 

altogether, including our social reality and imaginaries (Nelson & 

Edwards 2021; López 2018). Following the call for actual scenarios 

and models for a degrowth society that combines “the socioeconomic 

and biophysical dimensions of degrowth,” (Gomiero 2018, 1825) 

agroecology may potentially be an answer.

In the Global South, it instead fits into the larger discourse of 

post-development and rejection of the West-imposed development 

ideas that began with colonialism and have resulted in the loss of 

traditional and indigenous cultures, languages, and knowledges. 

Essentially, post-development rejects the idea of a linear develop-

ment as it is proposed by global governance institutions and Green 

Revolution technologies (Kothari et al. 2019). Deconstructing the 

universalist notion of development allows for a “pluriverse,” consis-

ting of transformative ideas, initiatives, and movements from around 

the globe. In their book Pluriverse: A Post-Development Dictiona-

ry, Kothari and colleagues (2019) include, for example: buen vivir 

(Latin America), ubuntu (southern Africa), swaraj (India), critical 

versions of world religions, eco-socialism, deep ecology, eco-femi-

nism, degrowth, as well as numerous indigenous cosmovisions. The 

point of this so-called “world of many worlds” (from the Zapatista 

worldview) is that “political agency will belong to the marginalized, 

exploited, and oppressed” and that transformations will happen in 

multiple dimensions through “horizontal and respectful dialogue” 

(Kothari et al. 2019, xxix-xxx). Post-development emphasizes how
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systems of domination and oppression (e.g., patriarchy, racism, co-

lonialism, human-nature dualism) are linked, as a “modern colonial 

capitalist patriarchal world system,” (Kothari et al. 2019, xxiii) and 

that resistance comes in many forms. In the struggle against the de-

velopment project of agro-industry, agroecology stands as “a crucial 

scientific, technological, intercultural, and socio-political instrument 

that confronts the ecological and social crises of the contemporary 

world, as one searches for a post-industrial, alternative modernity” 

(Toledo 2019, 88).

This article investigates how agroecology might serve as a meeting 

point between degrowth and post-development, providing a (plural) 

path of resistance. First, it outlines the different environmental and 

social problems of the conventional agricultural model which mot-

ivate a shift towards degrowth and post-development approaches to 

food and farming. Thereafter, it discusses the existing literature on 

degrowth and post-development from the perspective of food and 

agroecology. Based on these three sections, the discussion goes on 

to explore how agroecology can be viewed, and pursued, as a form 

of slow resistance. 

P R O B L E M S  O F  T H E  M O D E R N  A G R O -
I N D U S T RY A N D  E C O M O D E R N I S T  S O L U T I O N S

In his analysis of “food regimes” through modern history, McMic-

hael (2009) presents the main processes that since colonial times 

have built up and deepened into a food crisis. From the early glo-

bal trade networks during colonial times, to the Green Revolution 

of the mid-1900s, to today’s mega-corporations and supermarkets, 

the driving force within agriculture has been capital accumulation. 

These processes, especially the adoption of Green Revolution techn-

ologies, land reforms, as well as institutionalized markets have left 

large parts of the world’s arable land under the control of large-scale 

agro-industry, characterized by monoculture production, mechanized 

technology, and use of agrochemicals (fertilizers and pesticides). For 

large parts of the Global South, this is simply an extension of colo-

nial domination. Land reforms have resulted in the concentration of 

land into the hands of few powerful actors, displacing farmers and 

rural populations. Moreover, seed patents and a manufactured
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reliance on chemical pesticides and fertilizers, lead to a concentrati-

on of economic profit. For example, the profitability of the giant bio-

tech company Monsanto is 1190% while the profitability of farmers 

is only 3.3% (López 2018). As explained by López (2018, 599), the 

modern agro-industry is “a type of agriculture increasingly distanced 

from the needs of farmers, directed towards the interests of the con-

centration of power of a few companies.” 

However, the modern agro-industry does not actually feed the world. 

One of the main purposes of the Green Revolution was to incre-

ase the productivity and efficiency of agriculture in order to feed 

a growing world population, especially in “third world countries.” 

Despite this, and despite ambitious development goals of reducing 

world hunger, around 10% of the world’s population is chronical-

ly hungry or malnourished (FAO et al. 2021). In 2020, this number 

increased dramatically, likely relating to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

However, the latest SOFI report states that even before the pande-

mic, the target of ending world hunger and malnutrition by 2030 

would not be met (FAO et al. 2021). This is not due to a shortage of 

food, but “a problem of distribution, politics, conservation, produ-

ctive chains, and marketing” (López 2018, 600). Many agricultural 

resources go into the massive industry of crops that become animal 

feed or biofuels (López 2018), while 70% of the world’s food is pro-

duced by small farmers (ETC Group 2017). 

Where agriculture used to be the main energy source for society, 

research by Infante Amate and González de Molina (2013) shows 

that today mainstream agriculture has become resource-intensive and 

highly dependent on fossil energy. Their calculation shows that “for 

each unit of energy available in the form of food, 6 units of energy 

have been consumed in its production, distribution, transportation 

and preparation” (Ibid., 30). They continue: “in each and every one 

of the processes involved in the food chain, the consumption of re-

sources multiplies, resources that not only make the end products 

more expensive, but are also responsible for so many other environ-

mental problems, such as the depletion of scarce resources, climate 

change or acidification” (Ibid., 31).
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Other scientists agree on the environmental consequences of the 

modern agroindustrial form of agriculture, just in order to maintain 

normal levels of productivity, and even more for increasing it. The-

se include land and soil erosion, depletion of soil fertility, loss of 

biodiversity, depletion of natural irrigation systems and water con-

tamination, extensive greenhouse gas emissions, and increased vul-

nerability of agroecosystems to natural hazards as well as new pests 

and diseases (López 2018; Gordon et al. 2017). Essentially, the loss 

of diversity also means disappearance of alternatives, as monocultu-

res fail because of soil or water depletion, leading to farmers losing 

already scarce income.

Ecomodernists’ solutions take the form of continued agricultural 

intensification, which through technological innovation is assu-

med to decouple human development from environmental impacts 

(Asafu-Adjaye et al. 2015). Ecomodernists tend to romanticize “gre-

en growth” and view degrowth and agroecology as backwards and 

anti-modern (López 2018). However, despite the claimed solutions 

of ecomodernism, contradictions embedded in the agroindustrial mo-

del become increasingly obvious: environmental degradation (soil 

and water depletion, biodiversity loss, high greenhouse gas emissi-

ons etc.); socioeconomic consequences (economic vulnerability and 

dependency, price increases and devaluation); and health issues from 

agrochemical toxicity and industrial diets (López 2018). In short, the 

modern agro-industry is arguably a case of agroextractivism (McKay 

2017). Agroecology provides some alternative solutions to these 

contradictions, while going against the proposal of ecomodernism. 

First, the article shows the links between agroecology and debates 

within degrowth, thereafter diving deeper into the post-development 

response of food sovereignty and, in the end, reconnecting to this 

opening section by arguing that agroecology can serve as a slow 

form of resistance to the modern agro-industry.
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A G R O E C O L O G Y A S  A T O O L F O R  D E G R O W T H

Although degrowth literature seldom focuses on agriculture or food, 

central concepts can be found that include local production, urban 

gardening, permaculture, short food chains, minimizing waste, ban-

ning agrochemicals, and self-sufficiency. The newly published book 

Food for degrowth (Nelson & Edwards 2021), offers a collection 

representing several of these central themes, and link the degrowth 

movement with a range of alternative food networks (AFNs) across 

the globe that pursue social and environmental justice, sustaina-

bility, and animal welfare in different ways. Examples include 

community-based agriculture (CSA), urban gardening, and organic 

agriculture, which all share a common ground with agroecology. The 

authors emphasize the degrowth principles of frugal abundance, au-

tonomy, conviviality, commoning and decolonization, and state that 

food for degrowth “means working towards ecologically efficient, 

regenerative and convivial ways of living, producing and consu-

ming” (Nelson & Edwards 2021, 2). Degrowth pioneer Ivan Illich 

(1973, 12) introduces the term “conviviality” as “the opposite of 

industrial productivity”, where people interact with each other and 

their environment based on cooperation, sharing, and care, as well 

as interdependence. Frugal abundance refers to a sense of well-being 

and self-fulfillment based on the small, qualitative, and simple (Nel-

son & Edwards 2021). 

At its heart, degrowth is about reducing energy consumption and ma-

terial flows in our society. As put by Gomiero (2018, 1829), “we face 

the paradox that the higher the socio-economic development of a so-

ciety, the lower the energy efficiency of its agriculture in terms of the 

energy input into agricultural activities and energy output as food.” 

In their study on the energy efficiency of Spain’s agri-food system, 

Infante Amate and González de Molina (2013) argue that only a 

transition to organic farming in combination with more vegetarian 

diets and a more local and seasonal food consumption can contribute 

to a substantial resource use reduction, and thereby a “sustainable 

de-growth.” As two thirds of the energy consumed in the processes 

feeding the world population come from  processes outside the far-

ming itself, which are highly dependent on fossil fuels, degrowth 

175



promoters need to pay attention to the whole food chain. For exam-

ple, fuels, nitrogen fertilizers and animal feed together stand for 

over 85% of the energy consumed by agricultural production (Infan-

te Amate & González de Molina 2013). One way of minimizing the 

energy consumption of these factors is through converting to organic 

farming. More local markets and seasonal foods also directly reduce 

transportation, as well as the amount of energy-intensive preservati-

on measures (packaging) needed for long transports. 

Beyond organic farming and vegetarian diets, however, degrowth 

also envisions social justice and restructured wealth flows. There-

fore, López (2018) argues that agroecology can be one “tool” for 

degrowth. He uses the framework of the eight “Rs” by French eco-

nomist Serge Latouche (2009): re-evaluate re-conceptualize, restru-

cture, redistribute, re-locate, reduce, reuse and recycle. According 

to López (2018), agroecology re-evaluates and re-conceptualizes the 

understanding of modern industrial agriculture, promoting multiple 

new ways of organizing food systems. It restructures food produ-

ction processes “from the agroecosystem to the social system, by 

integrating different components in order to increase its biological 

efficiency, productive capacity and self-sufficiency” (López 2018, 

603). Agroecological practices are re-locating agriculture in the dif-

ferent social and ecological contexts of each farm, integrating family 

farming with local networks. Redistribution refers to the agroeco-

logical principle of social justice in the way productive resources 

are distributed and shared. This includes inputs, economic gains and 

losses, technologies, as well as knowledge. Agroecology also seeks 

to reduce as much as possible the human impact on the biosphere 

and “enhances the cycling of nutrients and organic matter, optimizes 

energy flows, conserves water and soil, balances pest populations 

and natural enemies, focusing on conservation and enhancement of 

local resources” (López 2018, 604). Lastly, reuse and recycle refers 

to the agroecological principles of understanding and sustaining na-

tural cycles, in connection to both material and energy flows.

Many of these points are integrated into the approach and organizati-

on of “ecovillages” increasingly popular in the Global North. Ecovil-

lages are “intentional human communities that use integrative 
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design, local economic networking, cooperative and common pro-

perty structures, and participatory decision making to minimize eco-

logical footprints and provide as many of life’s basic necessities as 

possible in a sustainable manner” (Lockyear and Veteto 2013, 15).

Unsatisfied with mainstream societal organizations (state, market, 

church etc.), ecovillagers seek a way of living more closely to natu-

re and each other, rejecting nature-culture dualisms. The goal is to 

create communal living where social and environmental justice and 

sustainability is at the forefront, built on local self-reliance. Howe-

ver, this way of living might be considered for the few, as too much 

romanticizing of the local community potentially reduces solidarity 

with the outside world, and hides tendencies of exclusion of those 

who “do not belong” (more on this in coming sections). 

Additionally, when talking about degrowth and the human over-explo-

itation of nature, it is not uncommon to mention the debate about 

overpopulation. For instance, Gomiero (2018) points out that to feed 

the world’s population, a de-intensified, traditional, organic and lo-

cal food system may not be enough to support the human population, 

but that the population itself must be contained. This argument has 

been heavily criticized as food security is driven by small-scale sub-

sistence farming rather than industrial agriculture (McMichael 2016; 

ETC Group 2017). Additionally, different forms of population con-

trol are deeply rooted in systems of oppression and any argument in 

favor of population reduction runs the danger of strengthening those 

values. The focus should always be on the material reduction and 

social transformation embedded in degrowth, before approaching the 

argument of overpopulation. This debate is complex and sensitive 

and exceeds the scope of this article (see Søyland 2021, this issue). 

Despite a common perception of communal living as isolated and 

“backwards”, degrowth does not mean we have to “go primitive” and 

reject all modern technologies or market mechanisms. Following the 

eight Rs mentioned above, diets could be based more on traditional 

crops and wild foods, the amount and types of food available could 

be redistributed and diversified, and food prices could be adjusted to 

the actual cost of production, allowing decent incomes for farmers. 

Goals of self-sufficiency and autonomy have great potential here, as 

farmers and local populations are given control over their own im-
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mediate resources (more on this in coming sections). 

These ideas showcase how food and agriculture are crucial in the 

path towards degrowth, while also promoting the redistribution of 

wealth and resources across the global North and South. Further-

more, they represent ways to “decolonise productivist imaginaries,” 

(Nelson & Edwards 2021, 2) meaning deconstructing beliefs based 

on growth, and opening for alternative ways of producing and rela-

ting to food. Regarding decolonization, Gomiero (2018) claims that 

degrowth can play an important part in pushing Western countries to 

recognize and correct previous injustices. However, degrowth scho-

lars do not agree on what decolonization entails. Ted Trainer (2021, 

3) criticizes Hickel (2020) for not sufficiently rejecting the “basic 

development path” that Third World countries are currently on, such 

as the modern industrial agricultural model. According to Trainer, 

fundamental transformation of society requires not only recognition 

of North-South divides or equal distribution of resources and wealth, 

but all countries “must abandon affluence, centralization, urbaniza-

tion, large scale and globalization, and must adopt as the basic so-

cial form the small scale highly self-sufficient, self-governing and 

cooperative community” (Ibid., 3). Trainer also emphasizes how 

degrowth is a plural movement, and the importance of recognizing 

that not all degrowth visions, practices, and models can be applica-

ble to all movements that identify with degrowth ideals. For exam-

ple, basic assumptions of a degrowth society including equity in the 

form of living wage policies, expansion of public goods, and shorter 

working weeks, are not relevant for some indigenous groups (Ibid.). 

Moreover, Nirmal and Rochelau (2019) argue that degrowth fails to 

sufficiently dismantle structures of violence, especially in the Global 

South, and that resistance needs to be re-centered in the discourse. 

Post-development offers a deeper understanding of agroecology’s 

potential as a force of resistance.
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P O S T- D E V E L O P M E N T:  B A C K  T O  T H E 
R O O T S  O F  A G R O E C O L O G Y

From a post-development perspective, agroecology can be viewed 

as the political ecology of agriculture. Essentially, “ecology became 

political because capital’s growing interest in appropriating nature 

generates antagonism, conflict, and battlegrounds for the defense 

of territory and life” (Giraldo 2019, 75). As discussed earlier, the 

current growth-based agro-industrial food system is a form of agro-

extractivism (McKay 2017), or an “accumulation by dispossession,” 

(Harvey 2004) resulting in disastrous consequences for farmers, indi-

genous populations, animals, and the environment. According to An-

derson and colleagues (2018, 531), food sovereignty “has emerged as 

the most important global discourse around which social movements 

are organizing to contest and challenge neoliberal development.” It 

seeks to transform the food system in a way that makes it more de-

mocratic, lifting the rights and autonomy of food producers over do-

minating elite interests. Food sovereignty is defined as “the right of 

peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through 

ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define 

their own food and agriculture systems” by the international peasant 

movement La Vía Campesina (2007).

The Nyéléni Declaration of 2015 was the official document resul-

ting from the meeting of the International Forum for Agroecology, 

which consists of food producers, farmers, fishers, peasants, and 

indigenous peoples, etc., from all over the world. The declaration 

states that “the industrial food system is a key driver of the multi-

ple crises of climate, food, environmental, public health and others” 

and that “agroecology within a food sovereignty framework offers 

us a collective path forward from these crises” (Nyéléni 2015, 2). 

Thereby, grassroots movements, peasants and farmers’ organizati-

ons, indigenous communities, and rural populations are driving and 

developing agroecology as an alternative paradigm, and as a tool for 

resisting agro-industry and defending their territories, cultures and 

lifestyles, through bottom-up innovations, seed networks, and local 

markets (Nyéléni 2015; Toledo 2019).
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Agroecology is an approach to food production that replicates and 

sustains the natural cycles of ecosystems – an approach that works 

with nature. Thereby, it increases the autonomy of food producers as 

local knowledge and resources are emphasized and utilized, which 

in itself slowly challenges existing power structures and pushes for 

social and ecological transformation (Anderson et al. 2018; Nyélé-

ni 2015). The values and principles of agroecology also recognize 

the wide spectrum of “social, political and biocultural contingen-

cies of place,” (Anderson et al. 2018, 533) which gives each farmer 

or community space to learn how to best create an agroecological 

food production in their own local context. As such, the discourse of 

food sovereignty and agroecology seeks to give space and power to 

small-scale food producers in terms of creating their own sustainable 

production in their own place-specific setting.

Gutiérrez Escobar (2019, 186) prefers to talk about food sovereign-

ty and autonomy as a dual concept, which further emphasizes the 

“place-based character of food production, non-liberal forms of de-

mocratic decision-making, and autonomy from state institutions.” 

One example of this is the Zapatista Army of National Liberation 

(EZLN) in Chiapas, Mexico. The Zapatistas are often mentioned in 

connection to autonomy and self-governance, where agroecology is 

central for self-sufficiency in autonomous communities (see Nirmal 

& Rochelau 2019). The idea here is to make self-defense, food pro-

duction and consumption self-sustaining and autonomous.
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A G R O E C O L O G Y A S  R E S I S TA N C E

The many struggles against agro-industry sometimes result in violent 

protests, but the practice of agroecology can also be viewed as a 

slow, non-violent form of resistance, aimed at building a new kind of 

society from below. In Latin America, liberation theology played a 

big role in the early spread of agroecology. Together with indigeno-

us culture, it helped enhance and bring back traditional knowledge 

and worldviews that were lost when the “development project”, mar-

ket forces and agroextractivism spread over the continent (Giraldo 

2019). Central was the method of “dialogue of wisdoms” (dialogo de 

saberes), and a worldview centered on the spirituality surrounding 

human-nature relationships, instead of economic rationality. Most 

important in the contribution to post-development has been the “pea-

sant-to-peasant methodology,” which uses horizontal spread of agro-

ecological knowledge and socialization on the grassroots level (Gi-

raldo 2019). Opposed to the ecomodernist process based on “expert” 

knowledge, these bottom-up processes of knowledge-transfer and 

networking helped increase “the transformation of landholdings that 

initially depended on external inputs derived from fossil fuels and 

planted as monoculture crops but now are relatively autonomous and 

diversified landholdings, based on local innovation and the use of 

solar energy” (Giraldo 2019, 82). Outside of Latin America, the Zero 

Budget Spiritual Farming movement, or the Adivasi communities in 

India are using similar networking techniques to peasant-to-peasant 

methodology in order to spread agroecology, build social networks, 

and resist agro-industrial land-grabbing (Giraldo 2019, Nirmal & 

Rochelau 2019). Within post-development, both these and the Zapa-

tistas use examples of “local, traditional or indigenous knowledge 

[which] constitutes a ‘biocultural memory of wisdom’” (Toledo 

2019, 87) – wisdom which should be recognized and part of acade-

mic research.

Viewing agroecology as a transformative project involves deep lear-

ning – questioning underlying paradigms, norms, values and gover-

nance processes (Anderson et al. 2018). In other words, it not only 

seeks democratization of food systems, but also of knowledge. This 

includes allowing for different forms of knowledge, understanding
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how they are legitimatized, and by whom (Adelle 2019). Concep-

tualizing agroecology according to Latouche’s (2009) eight Rs 

framework can be useful for understanding how it fits into the de-

growth discourse. However, as institutions, governments, universiti-

es, NGOs, and others increasingly use the concept, the International 

Agroecology Forum clearly warns against appropriating the concept 

of agroecology and stripping it from its post-development, non-Wes-

tern roots:

“[…] they have tried to redefine it as a narrow set of technologies, to offer 

some tools that appear to ease the sustainability crisis of industrial food pro-

duction, while the existing structures of power remain unchallenged. This 

co-optation of agroecology to fine-tune the industrial food system, while pay-

ing lip service to the environmental discourse, has various names, includi-

ng ‘climate smart agriculture’, ‘sustainable’ or ‘ecological- intensification’, 

industrial monoculture production of ‘organic’ food, etc. For us, these are 

not agroecology: we reject them, and we will fight to expose and block this 

insidious appropriation of agroecology.” (Nyéléni 2015, 2)

For example, there are recent calls within the EU of including agroe-

cology in a reform of its agricultural policy, in the name of degrowth 

and sustainability (European Committee of the Regions 2021). Just 

as there are concerns of degrowth becoming mainstreamed, as men-

tioned earlier, similar concerns can be expressed regarding the main-

streaming of agroecology. It is evident that agroecology has much to 

offer the world, but if institutionalized, the concept runs the risk of 

becoming just another top-down imposed knowledge from “experts”. 

Clearly, the experts in this case are all the farmers and communities 

living and producing according to agroecology principles around the 

world.

Another important note in imagining another world is the role of lan-

guage. For example, Giraldo (2019, 94) argues that “a problem with 

these resistance movements is that they are inevitably arising within 

the system that oppresses them.” Therefore, using the same concepts 

as we do in order to understand agro-industry, such as “productivity” 

and “efficiency”, corrupts our ability to understand agroecology as 

a form of resistance and imaginary of another society. The idea of 

mainstream development “has made thinking about truly alternative 

and viable practices very difficult,” but the social processes of
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agroecology “are precisely the space within which we can challen-

ge development while simultaneously and dialectically imagining 

post-development in a pragmatic way” (Giraldo 2019, 86). As emp-

hasized by Kothari et al. (2013): although contradictions and tensi-

ons will exist within post-development visions of the pluriverse, they 

may also lead to constructive exchange.

The power of the horizontal organization form is that it allows 

movements to grow and spread dynamically and in multiple dire-

ctions, based on creativity and information sharing. Compared to 

the ecomodernist technocracy lead by so-called experts, this form 

of social organization can spread the benefits of agroecological 

practices in ways most natural to local communities. Furthermore, 

when people organize from the bottom-up, the movements become 

unpredictable and flexible (Giraldo 2019) – thereby more resilient 

to unforeseen events (insurgency, sanctions, violence, change in cli-

mate or ecology, etc.). Adapting agroecological practices to the local 

ecological and social conditions of place opens up the potential for 

new knowledge creation. 

As explained by Giraldo (2019, 85), these movements have also 

shown that “agroecology has the ability to erode a set of supposedly 

unquestionable beliefs about agriculture propagated by the dominant 

class.” According to him, this powerful grassroots organization and 

the horizontal exchange of knowledge is “agroecology’s principal 

contribution to a post-development transition” (Ibid.). This is be-

cause it is able to increase “the ability of rural communities to use 

available resources, rekindle a network of human relationships, and 

restart solidarity, cooperation, and reciprocity that had been sti-

fled by development practices and its Green Revolution technolo-

gies” (Ibid., 86). Furthermore, the agroecological movements have, 

through horizontal knowledge exchange, presented small-scale food 

producers and rural populations across the world concrete solutions 

to concrete problems, strengthened social bonds, and revitalized 

“traditional wisdom grounded in the ecological particularities of pla-

ce” (Giraldo 2019, 87). As such, agroecology is also a real-world 

example of a decolonization of knowledge.
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The dangers with a place-based focus, however, come in the form 

of localism. Self-sufficiency and local food systems are often pro-

moted within degrowth – like the ecovillage, for example. Building 

local communal systems of living based on socioecological justice 

and minimized planetary impact is in itself a form of resistance. The 

US ecovillage “The Dancing Rabbit” have their own solar energy 

production, may only use locally harvested or recycled wood for 

building, and all food waste goes back into the soil (Lockyear & 

Veteto 2013, 17). However, local food systems do not by themselves 

mean that the production is free from exploitation, or that the people 

have equal representation or power within the community. In fact, 

the local scale is often a reproduction of the same power relations on 

national or global scale (A Growing Culture, 2021). There is a dan-

ger in romanticizing the community, when that same community can 

prove unhealthy or oppressive for individuals that “do not belong” 

or are excluded based on sex-gender, class, age, ethnicity or ability 

discrimination. As such, the pluriverse discourse needs to promote 

a balance between the community and the individual, and promote 

pluralism in bodies as well (Kothari et al. 2019).

Beyond the community, local movements, especially in the West, are 

often viewed as a form of resistance to the globalized industrial food 

system and the violence it has caused to communities around the 

world. Degrowth scholars often emphasize the need for degrowth 

in the Global North as a way to pursue decolonization in the Global 

South, through reduced material extractivism (Hickel 2020). Ho-

wever, when farmers across the world become dependent on patent 

seeds and agrochemicals, often in economic debt, they are stuck in 

this agro-industrial food system that provides their only income. By 

turning to local food systems, consumers in wealthier countries seal 

themselves off from this reality. As a consumer it may feel better, 

but as explained by the initiative A Growing Culture (2021), it helps 

little in the pursuit of actual transformation towards social justice or 

food sovereignty. Instead: 

184



“If a local food movement is a space where the people who have been most 

marginalized are represented, centered, and in positions of leadership guiding 

the movement; if the movement tries to come up with creative alternative 

structures to fight injustice in the food system; if it grapples with the tension 

between standing in solidarity with the struggles of farmers around the world 

and working at this more tractable scale; if it builds solidarity with other lo-

calities trying to do the same work; if it grapples with and turns towards the 

complexity of historical forces of injustice and seeks to build redistribution 

into its model — then local food movements can become some of the most 

exciting and hopeful spaces for the future of the food system.” (A Growing 

Culture, 2021)

According to Lockyear and Veteto (2013), ecovillages increasingly 

seek to build alliances beyond their own community – with other ci-

tizens, organizations or other villages. Solidarity with – and support 

of – movements in the Global South is a question of empowerment 

and representation, but also crucial in the resistance to the global 

agro-industrial food system. As explained by Nirmal and Rochelau 

(2019, 473), “the challenge is to regrow localized interdependent 

networks, and degrow colonial, dependent global networks while 

re-making the patterns and terms of connectivity across scales.” For 

example, the Zapatistas demonstrate how degrowing the economy 

and pursuing autonomy does not mean isolation, but invites a wor-

ld-wide web of solidarity and support.
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C O N C L U D I N G  R E M A R K S

Connecting the threads, there are clearly many contradictions and 

potential pitfalls involved in the work towards transforming the food 

system. Agroecology, either in the form of degrowth or post-develop-

ment, is distancing itself from the structural powers (such as the sta-

te) in order to build another way of relating to each other, to wealth, 

to nature and, in essence, living. Within degrowth, agroecology em-

phasizes how food production can become re-grounded in the local 

socioecological potential, for example, through ecovillages. It also 

shows the link between reduced social metabolism and decolonizati-

on. Through post-development, agroecology challenges widespread 

assumptions of how food systems should function by providing hori-

zontal on-the-ground knowledge exchange and the strengthening of 

social fabrics. Ranging from small-scale farmers and ecovillages to 

indigenous communities and Zapatista autonomy, agroecology provi-

des a slow resistance against the modern agro-industrial food system. 

Real change requires the combined efforts of grassroots movements 

across the world, built on mutual solidarity and support, allowing 

for a pluriverse of approaches. As explained by Kothari et al. (2019, 

xxix), “honourable rhetorics of abstract justice, even spiritual pae-

ans to Mother Earth, will not suffice to bring about the changes we 

want. Building a pluriversal house means digging a new foundation.” 

Agroecology, in unifying degrowth and post-development visions, 

can become the path towards that transformation.
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CAN DEGROWTH STRUGGLE? 
THE LINES OF AFFINITY BETWEEN 
DEGROWTH AND ROTE ZORA
J E N N A S T E PA N I C 

Written in early May 2021, this article shadowed the anniversary of 

May Day, invoking thoughts of past struggles. Amy Goodman had a 

special on Democracy Now!, where she discussed the largest mass 

arrest in US history, the 1971 May Day actions against the Vietnam 

War in Washington D.C. (Democracy Now! 2021). The historian L.A. 

Kauffman wrote in her 2017 book, Direct Action, that the protest, 

“influenced grassroots activism for decades to come, laying the gro-

undwork for a new kind of radicalism – decentralized, ideologically 

diverse and propelled by direct action.” (23) Further back in May 

Day history, Tim Parrique (2019) traces the concept of degrowth to 

protests which occurred in a Paris university in 1968. There, students 

occupied a building in a revolt against imperialism, capitalism, the 

ongoing wars, and colonialism. It was the largest strike in the history 

of France. Its participants blended existentialist, Marxist, anarchist, 

and early feminist thought (Christie 2007), leading to the idea of 

a utopian education of desire which Parrique (2019) contends gave 

birth to degrowth.

The anniversary of May Day protests speaks to the themes discussed 

in this article, mainly, the organization of autonomous groups and 

then employment of diverse tactics to fight state violence and econ-

omic growth-based industries.

The article argues that degrowth needs to create more correspon-

dence with autonomist action though a diversity of tactics. The fo-

cus, here, will be geographically situated in West Germany, starting 

from 1974. That is where an autonomous action group (participants 

of May Day protests) and militant feminist autonomous action group, 

Rote Zora, first claimed responsibility for bombings and other mili-

tant actions. 
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Both the 1971 and 1968 May Day actions, and the numerous actions 

carried out by Rote Zora in the 1970s and 1980s, were part of a larger, 

anti-imperial set of movements that were in solidarity with decolo-

nial/anti-imperial or national liberation struggles in Ireland, the Bas-

que country, Palestine, Algeria, and many more. These extended to 

anti-nuclear, anti-war, civil rights, and other autonomous movements 

happening all over the world. These movements saw many successes, 

yet the struggle against capitalism, economic growth, and ecological 

destruction continues. The reason to investigate direct action groups 

like Rote Zora is to consider what can be learned from groups whose 

legitimacy is often disqualified by the state because of the use of 

confrontational tactics. Recent degrowth literature has pointed to the 

lack of recognition and consideration of direct-action groups that 

are doing the on-the-ground-fighting against large and destructive 

capitalistic and economically growth-based industries (see Demaria 

et al. 2019; Dunlap 2020).

This article begins by reviewing the degrowth literature to under-

stand where the gaps are regarding the use of direct action in order 

to propel the degrowth agenda towards transformational change. To 

better understand the tactics used by the action group, Rote Zora, I 

will contextualize the social movement scene that created a breeding 

ground for new feminist militant groups to emerge in West Germany 

in the 1970s. Finally, the article takes a deeper look into the commo-

nalities between the envisioned futures of degrowth and Rote Zora 

to provide a case for why degrowth scholars should align themselves 

more broadly to autonomist and anonymous direct-action groups of 

the past and present. What should unite these groups, in the end, is 

the realization of a common desire for transformational change that 

is both more socially and environmentally just, which requires cri-

tical solidarity and a diversity of tactics. The conclusion is meant to 

reflect on the use of “violent” tactics and the need for degrowth to 

align with diverse movements more broadly.

The argument, here, confronts degrowth’s ambiguity around a deeper 

analysis of political struggles, which includes ignoring – or under 

emphasizing – important struggles and groups of the past, as well as 

the present. This blind spot is detrimental to degrowth’s success as a
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transformational movement to stop growth-based neoliberalism. By 

demonstrating the links between degrowth and a particular feminist 

militant group that operated from the 1970s to the 1990s, a gap can 

be bridged both between more feminist ideas and the use of militant 

tactics as a strategically legitimate means of moving forward the 

degrowth agenda.

D E G R O W T H  &  P O L I T I C A L S T R U G G L E

This section asks the question: where does degrowth stand in the rea-

lity of on-the-ground political confrontation? As implied in its name, 

degrowth counters the hegemonic narrative that maintains economic 

growth is necessary and the best solution to overcoming environmen-

tal and social crises. Degrowth’s central objective is the reduction 

in total material and energy throughput to bring the economy into 

balance with human and nonhuman life on Earth – broadly including 

nonliving rivers, landscapes, ecosystems, and all else that sustain 

life (Hickel 2020a). Some end goals of degrowth include “dignified 

work, less self-competition, more equitable relationships, identiti-

es not ranked by individual’s achievement, solidarity communities, 

human rhythms of life, and respect for the natural environments” 

(Kallis et al. 2020, 109). The end goals are seen as the means to 

which the desires for socially and ecologically just limits can be 

achieved (Demaria et al. 2019). Degrowthers emphasize lives lived 

in harmony with surrounding environments and ecosystems, where 

people are autonomous from the workings of the capitalist techno-in-

frastructures and the bureaucracies that run them. 

These ideas are opposite to the more popularized notion of green 

growth, which describes the approach of most governments’ en-

vironmental policies. The ecomodernist, or green growth,  agenda 

encourages the continuation of economic growth in the name of more 

renewable and “greener” products as the solution o the current eco-

logical crisis. Ecomodernism encourages technological innovation, 

continued digitalization, and the absolute decoupling of economic 

growth from fossil fuel consumption where the former can expand 

while environmental harm contracts (Pollin 2018). The dominance of
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green growth narratives and policy absorb attention away from de-

growth and, considering that green growth has been empirically dis-

proven (Parrique 2019; Hickel & Kallis 2020), indicates that govern-

ments are lagging to address ecological catastrophe and ushering in 

a global movement towards transformative change. 

This ‘transformative change’ is at the heart of degrowth since there is 

a need and call for a complete overhaul of the growth-based neolibe-

ral system that is currently in place. This can be seen by the founder 

of degrowth, Andre Gorz, who in 1972 first talked about degrowth at 

a public debate organized by the Club de Nouvel Observateur. There, 

Gorz questioned whether degrowth was “compatible with the (capi-

talist) system” (Demaria et al. 2019, 434). Parrique (2019, 12:01-

12:33) also reinforces the need for “revolutionary emancipation” 

form the hegemonic growth narrative through the evolved denotation 

of degrowth that emerged in 2002:

“What people realized is that there is no point advocating for less in a society 

that culturally glorifies more. So, [degrowth scholars] realized that growth 

was an ideology with physical infrastructure, mental infrastructure, the way 

that banks are designed, the way that jobs are being created, the way that 

pension systems work. […] So degrowth is not only less, but it should be this 

emancipation from the objective of growth.”

It is unfortunate how distant degrowth is from the mainstream be-

cause the logic of being more considerate to ecological and social 

limits, allowing the global biotic community to recuperate from the 

damages inflicted by capitalist development, seems obvious. So, how 

can we advance this agenda? 

Jason Hickel (2020b) uses a wonderful analogy of how taking growth 

away from the center of the economy is like the Copernican Revo-

lution. Before people understood the Earth to be round, there was 

much that did not add up, like the movement of other planets. Once 

the idea of a flat Earth was questioned, then disproved, new and eas-

ier solutions and imaginaries became possible. So too, with the idea 

that the economy must not necessarily rely on growth, can we start 

to imagine easier solutions to the ecological crisis. Demaria et al. 

(2019) agree and cite Kallis (2018, 432) in saying, “growth is
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not only a material and economic process with social and ecological 

costs, but also a hegemonic idea that obscures more ecologically fri-

endly and egalitarian alternatives.” Parrique (2019, 13:00 – 13:25) 

calls this imagination of degrowth-as-destination as the third deno-

tation of degrowth: “It’s not too sexy to just oppose the system and 

propose nothing else […] this does not mobilize the people […] Let’s 

focus on the desirable society that we can get, through this emanci-

pation. This is really when it became a full utopia.” A need to convin-

ce the public is necessary, but the means to do this is presently being 

contested among degrowth proponents. For example, as a response 

to an article written by Hickel (2020a) , Ted Trainer (2020, 1) argues 

that Hickel’s perspective “conveys the impression that reduced GDP 

might not be necessary, it implicitly defines Degrowth in terms of 

a particular pattern of elements when others are conceivable, and it 

reinforces the impression that the global South can persist with the 

conventional basic development paradigm geared to prospering wit-

hin the global economy.”

The degrowth community has done well to agree on the pitfalls of the 

growth-based imaginary and then further imagine what alternative 

futures could look like, one that is reliant on a plurality of economies 

and that prioritize the wellbeing of all Earthly humans and nonhu-

mans. The degrowth network regularly throws around ideas about 

different strategies to build a post-growth future: “oppositional 

activism, building alternatives, institutional politics, research dis-

semination, education and art”; as well as what these futures might 

look like: “sharing, simplicity, conviviality, care and the commons,” 

“frugal abundance, ecofeminist sufficiency, or prosperity without 

growth” (D’Alisa et al. 2014 in Demaria et al. 2019, 432; see also 

Salleh 2009; Jackson 2017; Paech 2012).

What seems to be lacking is the acknowledgment of the different 

tools and histories of political struggle that can be applied to the 

denotation of degrowth and emancipation. How can transformational 

change happen and what tactics need to be employed to ensure a 

move away from growth-centric economies? According to Wright’s 

(2010) theory of transformation,1 there are three models or visions 

for 
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the trajectory of systemic transformations beyond capitalism: rup-

tural (revolutionary socialist/communist), interstitial metamorphosis 

(anarchist), and/or symbiotic metamorphosis (social democratic). A 

ruptural transformation’s strategic logic towards the state would be 

to attack it; interstitial logic encourages building alternatives out-

side of the state; symbiotic logic is keen to use the state and other 

modalities of centralized power, to struggle on the terrain of those 

who hold power and reform it (Ibid.). Since the ecological and social 

issues that we face today are so broad in scope, both spatially and 

temporally, systemic change on a scale bigger than we have ever 

seen will be necessary. I proposed that all three of these models for 

systemic transformation are necessary. Implementing these strategi-

es simultaneously will provide the best chance to dismantle a system 

that constantly reinforces itself by concentrating power in the hands 

that want to maintain the system the most.

Kallis et al.’s (2020, 87-88) The Case for Degrowth provides many 

examples of degrowth as alternative lifestyles and praises the sig-

nificance of “building interstitial alternatives to reduce the depen-

dence of economic growth and perform everyday practices that 

shift common senses.” These include the eco-community network, 

co-operatives, and other arrangements (Ibid.). With an enthusiastic 

tone, they also reference the political parties and other political are-

nas that are bringing degrowth into the debate, like in the UK House 

of Commons or the New Zealand ruling Labour Party (Ibid.). Wor-

king alongside state institutions that are fully engaged within capita-

list and neoliberal systems falls within the symbiotic metamorphosis 

model of transformation.

Kallis et al. (2020, 88) also bring up the “reforms” that need to be 

advocated through “nonviolent actions, protests, uprisings, strikes, 

and other forms of ruptural conflict.” However, there exists a con-

tradiction in their use of the word “reform” when discussing a revo-

lutionary transformation model, as reform signals working with the 

system to change it from the inside, while revolution calls for the 

destruction of the system to build alternatives. To borrow form Rosa 

Luxemburg’s (2007, 65-66) Reform or Revolution:2 “This wall is not 

overthrown, but is on the contrary strengthened and consolidated by 

195

2  Luxemburg writes in the context of a trans-

formation towards socialism.



political power by the proletariat, can break down this wall.” Inste-

ad of adjusting the system, she argues from a materialist historical 

perspective, that a revolution is necessary to transform away from 

capitalism.

Beyond a few sentences, the authors of The Case for Degrowth do 

not go into much detail about what ruptural conflict could look like 

and what tactics can and should be employed to further the degrowth 

agenda. In fact, most degrowth literature focuses on building alter-

natives, doing more research, and providing policy recommendations 

(see Kallis et al. 2020; Hickel 2020). What garners less attention are 

ideas of “oppositional activism” as mentioned above. What would 

this look like and what are some examples of “oppositional activism” 

in practice? Kallis and colleagues (2020, 88) make quick mention of 

“non-violent actions, protests, uprising, strikes,” but ignore much 

of the real work that was previously and is presently being done. 

Attention to a diversity of tactics is lost from much of the degrowth 

literature.

Demaria and colleagues (2019) and Dunlap (2020) have both pointed 

to the need for more recognition of the radical and ruptural actions 

within degrowth literature. In their special issue introduction, Dema-

ria and colleagues were surprised to receive abstracts that focused 

on more radical ideas of insurgence, resurgence, decolonization, and 

nowtopias that were more prominently featured than the interstitial 

based content they were expecting. In their concluding section, citing 

Nirmal and Rocheleau (2019), Demaria and colleagues (2019, 443) 

point to the need for more studies on the “less visible movements and 

peoples throughout the world [who] are also engaged in resurgence 

and the reconnect to reach or to recover sufficiency and remake ter-

ritories and worlds threatened by growth-driven development, neoli-

beral globalization, and climate change.” 

Dunlap’s (2020) article on “Recognizing the ‘De’ in Degrowth” pro-

vides ample examples of these less visible direct-action groups in 

France, Spain, Italy, and Germany. He mentions the Hambach Forest 

Occupation in Germany, the NoTAV Movement in Italy, the ZAD 

Movement in France, and the Anti-MAT Struggle in Catalonia, all 
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resisting large-scale capitalist development projects, which Dunlap 

contends are contributing directly to much of what degrowth is cal-

ling for. Dunlap (2020) is very critical of how degrowth ignores or 

minimizes these movements within popular books and how it appears 

as if degrowth authors are “sanitizing political struggle” (para. 8). 

Furthermore, given the breadth of degrowth literature that comes out 

of these European states – that focus on the Latin American Zapa-

tistas and Buen Vivir – there is much irony in omitting struggles 

occurring in the backyards of degrowth scholars, which deserves cri-

tical reflection. Dunlap calls on degrowth to “embrace and celebrate 

combative movements, spreading the knowledge of their struggles” 

(para. 19) and to strengthen this connection as they are “logical pat-

hways towards degrowing the techno-capitalist system” (para. 20).

What Demaria and colleagues and Dunlap point to is a missing link 

between theory and real, on-the-ground action. There is an extre-

me poverty and disconnect from the academy to political difference, 

struggle, and diversity in terms of what is going on on-the-ground 

and how groups are fighting against growth-based, capitalist indus-

tries. By making the link between degrowth and Rote Zora, the article 

intends to assist in building the bridge that Demaria and colleagues 

and Dunlap have laid the foundations for by: first, drawing parallels 

between degrowth and Rote Zora and second, demonstrating the be-

nefit and logic for the degrowth network to align themselves with the 

people that are and have been fighting against mega growth indus-

tries and capitalist projects since the 1970s.
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C O N T E X T U A L I Z I N G  T H E  E M E R G E N C E 
O F  R O T E  Z O R A

Anti-imperial movements across the world inspired the rise of urban 

guerilla groups in Europe in the 1960s. This was particularly pro-

minent in parts of Latin America as anti-imperial struggles began 

to counter the interference of the United States during the Cold War 

and in the African continent. There, groups – inspired by Marxism, 

Leninism, and Maoism – began to rise-up and fight for national inde-

pendence and decolonization. Western adaptations began to develop 

and in West Germany, the Red Army Faction (RAF) was formed. 

RAF was a vanguardist group with a Marxist-Leninist ideology and 

a centralized structure (Katsiaficas 1997).  RAF’s embodiment of 

the idea of militancy internalized the aspect of being a soldier – an 

armed specialist – that separated them from “the people” that they 

were fighting for (Smith & Moncourt 2009). These vanguardist and 

hierarchical tactics received much criticism from the movements at 

the time  (Smith & Moncourt 2009), and direct armed confrontation 

with the state left them vulnerable to be taken down.

Criticisms of the RAF’s ideology and vanguardism resulted in the 

creation of the Revolutionary Cells (RZ), “the newest name among 

groups waging small-group warfare on the established system” (Kat-

siaficas 1997, 132). RZ was a way for people to form their own au-

tonomous groups that select their targets and plan their own attacks 

as long as the actions fit RZ’s politics (Smith & Moncourt, 2009). 

RZ politics were “defined as anti-imperialism, anti-Zionism, and 

‘supporting the struggles of workers, wimmin and youth’” (Smith 

& Moncourt 2009, 437).3 People were encouraged to form groups 

to perform militant and anonymous actions rooted in localized class 

struggles (Katsiaficas 1997). Members came from the local commu-

nities instead of identifying themselves strongly as representatives 

of a certain group, which created wider mobilization as there was a 

greater connection with the action groups and the “masses,” (Smith 

& Moncourt 2009) as they were called.
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The Rote Zora formed as an informal arm of the Revolutionary Cells 

(RZ), initially known as the Women of the Revolutionary Cells. They 

were an autonomous women’s “grassroots guerilla group” operating 

with the same tactics and styles of the RZ (Geronimo 2012, 68), but 

with a feminist politics at the forefront of their actions. They were 

independent of the RZ, but the two organizations worked closely 

together in “theoretical and practical matters” (Smith & Moncourt 

2009, 438). It was at a time when violence against women was a 

central topic within the second wave feminist circles and when qu-

estions of “how broadly violence had to be defined to tackle visible 

and invisible forms of abuse” (Karcher 2016, 71). This was the sub-

ject of vivid debate in the New Women’s Movement in the Federal 

Republic of Germany. Rote Zora became a militant women’s group 

that claimed responsibility for forty-five attacks and various other 

offenses in Germany in the 1970s and 80s to fight back against the 

violence and oppressive treatment of women (Ibid.). No people were 

harmed in any of their attacks and their campaigns were specifically 

designed not to harm anyone. A prior member of the group, Corrina 

Kawaters, stated that they, “made sure that nobody was ever inju-

red. It was more about about property damage. They would never 

accept victimizing anyone and no one was ever victimized” (Ressler 

2000, 16:21 - 16:47). Rote Zora was named after the protagonist in 

Kurt Held’s Die Rote Zora und irhe Bande,4 which told the story of 

a red-haired Croatian girl who led a gang of orphans committed to 

righting injustices.

Rote Zora saw itself as a social, revolutionary, feminist liberation 

movement (Ressler 2000). In an interview for the documentary Die 

Rote Zora, Kawaters put it this way:

“By means of radical militant resistance, it wanted to do away with all re-

pression, be it directed at women or of a general nature. It did not see the 

use of force against women as an exception but as a universal principle of 

domination. It thus linked the struggle against the patriarchy and against se-

xist violence, with the struggle against social power relations and against the 

social system of the Republic of Germany. It was not interested in obtaining 

power, but in limiting power and ultimately bringing about a society without 

domination.” (Ressler 2000, 3:49 - 4:23)
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Their actions were largely fuelled by second wave feminism and 

growing frustration women felt with regards to the sexist, patriarchal 

system in which they lived. “Our dream,” explained two group mem-

bers in an interview with the feminist magazine EMMA in 1984, “is 

that there are small gangs of women everywhere; and that a rapist, 

women trafficker, wife beater, porn dealer, creepy gynecologist must 

fear that a gang of women finds him, attacks him, and humiliates him 

in public” (in Ressler 2000).5  

Before moving on, it is important to critique Rote Zora’s feminist 

ideas, since feminism looks a bit different today than they did in 

the midst of its second wave. First, targeting individual people for 

acts they deem repressive to women runs contrary to contemporary 

abolitionist feminism where attack and punishment do not constitute 

justice (Davis 1981). Second, the pornography industry has changed, 

and so too have some feminists. The pornography industry is no lon-

ger understood as a purely repressive industry that objectifies and 

exploits women for the profit of others. There is more nuance and 

consideration for the rights of porn workers, as well as an increase 

in pornography made for and by women that are aimed at sexually 

empowering women and their partners (Korsvik 2021).6 Third, and 

finally, is that second wave feminism is known for being the whi-

te woman’s feminism that barely considered the intersectionality of 

experiences across race, gender, sexuality, ability, age, and so on 

(Davis 1981). Calling in the contentious aspect of Rote Zora’s femi-

nist roots is important to understand how degrowth might converge 

but also diverge from Rote Zora’s end goals and objectives.
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L I N K I N G  D E G R O W T H  A N D  R O T E  Z O R A 

The actions and attacks executed by Rote Zora articulate a degrowth 

practice which degrowthers can learn from. Many of the ideas per-

petuated by degrowth proponents can be tied directly to some of the 

actions performed by Rote Zora. Though their specific reasons may 

not always match, their broader claims that are anti-imperialist, fe-

minist, anti-capitalist, and against unnecessary growth, align. Below 

is an analysis of the interconnectedness between degrowth’s ideas 

and Rote Zora’s actions. 

Feminist Roots

Many members of the degrowth community have openly aligned the 

movement with feminism and anti-patriarchal sentiments (Demaria 

et al. 2019). Degrowth does have – though mostly unacknowled-

ged – feminist roots that can be tied into the ecofeminist critique of 

growth. Daniel Bendix (2017, 5) notes ecofeminist contributions to 

degrowth “considers capitalism’s distinction between the productive 

and reproductive sphere and thus its disregard for the material basis 

of life as fundamental for exploitation not only of nature but also of 

women and people in the Global South.” Like feminist combative 

tactics that go back to the Suffragettes, the feminist influence is a 

perspective that degrowth scholarship has so far failed to adequately 

recognize, and according to Gregotatti and Raphael (2019, 94) “par-

ticularly in attempts to delineate the intellectual roots of contempo-

rary degrowth debates.” 

Rote Zora was a self-identified feminist group that created their own 

women-only arm away from the Revolutionary Cells because of se-

xism within the movement and due to the currents of the ongoing 

second-wave feminist movement. Its actions were directed towards 

“predominantly patriarchal institutes, companies and persons repre-

senting and building up a sexist male society, which is oppressing 

and exploiting wimmin worldwide” (Autonome Forum 1988). They 

stemmed from the second wave of feminism that was, “born of the 

insights and rebellious spirit of the anticolonial revolutions and the 

students’ movement, but even more so as a result of the frustration 

radical women experienced when the left failed to live up to its pro-
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Rote Zora implemented militant campaigns against the pornography 

industry, sex shops, women trafficking, and the Doctor’s Guild (for 

reasons we shall see later) (Autonome Forum, 1988). The central 

themes in choosing these were linked to West German feminism and 

included: violence against women, transnational solidarity, issues 

around population control, reproductive technologies, and genetic 

engineering (Karcher 2016). Their actions were mostly targeted to-

wards causing property damage for the purpose of economic sabo-

tage of companies which supported the ideals that sought to control 

and subordinate woman and nonhumans.

Population Control

Although the Limits to Growth (1972) report emerged around the 

same time as degrowth, the two are distinct on the issue of popu-

lation control. The report expresses concern over the limitlessness 

of population growth and how it could not be sustained in a finite 

planet (Meadows et al. 1972). This Malthusianesque critique is often 

considered quite problematic because of the policy implications of 

trying to control a population. Actions like forced sterilization have 

been used to prevent women from having children, while on the ot-

her side, criminalizing abortions made it so that women had to have 

children. Neither instance gives the women – whose bodies we are 

talking about – the right to choose, and are part of longstanding tra-

ditions of misogyny, racism, white supremacy, eugenics, and so on. 

Most literature on degrowth expresses a wider concern with social 

as well as environmental justice and therefore is against population 

control (Demaria 2019). 

Actions against population control were justified as a need to fight 

a patriarchal system trying to maintain control over women’s bodi-

es. For this reason, Rote Zora targeted anti-abortion organizations, 

companies, and institutions, as well as The Doctor’s Guild, “expo-

nents of rape in white trenchcoats” who limited abortion reform 

and carried out forced sterilisations (Autonome Forum, 1988). The 

first high explosive attack executed by the group was in 1974 on the 

Supreme Court building, the day after the court had overturned the 

abortion law. It followed years of protest and action by the women’s 

liberation movement who, under a unified struggle, campaigned to 
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repeal §218 of the Basic Law, the paragraph of the constitution ban-

ning abortion under any circumstance (Smith & Moncourt 2009). 

Under this law, women who had an abortion could serve a five-year 

sentence while the person who performed the abortion could serve 

up to ten years. The campaign to decriminalize abortion was dealt a 

major blow when the Federal Constitution Court voted six to two that 

the legislation decriminalizing abortion violated the Constitution. 

The next day, bombs went off in the court’s chambers in Karlsruhe, 

and a communique by the Women of the Revolutionary Cell claimed 

the attack (Katsiaficas 1997). Unfortunately, abortions are still cri-

minally punishable in Germany today (German Criminal Code). Yet, 

for the argument here, anti-abortion laws are not only attempting to 

usurp power from women but also institute and force reproduction 

upon women. 

Fighting for Worker’s Rights

The initial proposals by degrowthers to the European Parliament 

included worktime reduction and a universal basic income (Demaria 

et al. 2019; Kallis et al. 2020). This is a fundamental aspect of de-

growth as it aims to propose an alternative that is both socially and 

environmentally just. The overall reduction of working hours means 

less energy consumption, less production, and therefore a more en-

vironmentally friendly economy. By working less, the social lives of 

people are also anticipated to improve.

In the summer of 1987, Rote Zora targeted Adler, a clothing store 

with poor working conditions for their female employees in South 

Korea. When twelve South Korean union leaders were fired from 

Adler, Rote Zora and its Berlin sister group, the Amazons, firebom-

bed 10 Adler outlets in Germany causing millions in damages. This 

compelled the Adler Corporation to rehire the fired workers and 

agree to the demands of the South Korean textile workers (Katsiafi-

cas 1997). Parts of degrowth are centrally focused on social justice 

and equality. The fundamental reason for these attacks can be direct-

ly related to the reasons why degrowth calls for a change in working 

rights, and Rote Zora’s tactics were successful in providing people 

with marginally better working conditions, or at the least, keeping 

their jobs.
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Against Destructive Industries

Degrowth has also been at the forefront of criticizing eco-moder-

nism’s call for green growth. Green growth encourages the shift from 

fossil fuels to renewable energy sources like wind turbines and so-

lar panels, in order to continue down the path of economic growth 

(Asafu-Adjaye et al. 2015). Green growth is criticized for perpetua-

ting the problems of the growth paradigm, whereas degrowth calls 

for a fundamental shift away from this. For example, Dunlap (2018, 

2019) and Hickel (2020b) have pointed out green growth’s reliance 

on extractivism in transitioning to new energy sources, and the ongo-

ing on-the-ground resistance to stop these projects. Green growth is 

criticized for perpetuating similar problems and instead degrowth 

calls for a fundamental shift away from the capitalist growth para-

digm that ecomodernists want to continue to rely on.

Hickel (2020b, 270) provides five steps for the pathway to a post-ca-

pitalist future. His fifth step is to “scale down ecologically destructi-

ve industries” that are socially less necessary. This proposal comes 

out of the desire for a more environmentally and socially just world. 

Industries that are destructive to the environment or to certain social 

groups need to be met with resistance. This includes any growth-ba-

sed industry, industries that displace peoples, and industries that 

destroy and damage ecosystems unnecessarily. Hickel (2020b) also 

points out that a shift away from the globalization of  trade to the 

localization of production would shift the economy that is based on 

energy-intensive long distance supply chains to an economy where 

production happens closer to home.

From 1983-1995, Rote Zora targeted biotechnology and genetic en-

gineering facilities. During this twelve-year period, they attacked 

Siemens communication technology, a data center of the Association 

of Credit Reform, the Institute for Breeding Research, a medical in-

stitute, two different institutes for genetics, the Society of Biotechn-

ological Research, a shipyard supplying arms to the Turkish regime, 

and the Berlin Genetics Centre (Rote Zora).7 These attacks included 

arson and explosives as means to cause property and economic da-

mage to the companies and institutions involved in what Rote Zora 

considered to be destructive industries. The reason to target the bio-
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“Schering maintains the right to market all commercially viable results achieved from 

research in the areas of pest control and pharmaceuticals. The main areas of resear-

ch conform with the company’s interest. Their interest has never contributed to the 

elimination of world hunger or poverty but rather, has been the cause of these pro-

blems. The supposed alleviation of these problems through the use of biotechnology 

will now bring advantages and profit to those responsible for creating them in the 

first place. An example which illustrates this is the use of fertilizers and pesticides 

from chemical and seed companies in countries of the so-called “Third World.” Gene 

technology is actually a technology of dominance. Control and subordination are 

inherent in all of its facets as those are the purposes for which it was originally de-

veloped. We maintain that gene technology must be fought as a whole. An articulation 

of our radical rejection is the bombing of the Berlin Genetics Center on October 17.” 

(Ressler 2000, 0:53 - 2:00)

The specific targeting of biotechnology and genetic engineering labs 

was due to the belief that the targeted companies were not doing this 

work for the interest of “the people,” but instead for financial self-in-

terest. While there might be reasonable exceptions for biotechnology 

products, it is clear that the enterprise of genetic control, manipu-

lation, patenting, and marketing is not in the interest of humanity, 

as commonly marketed. The material (e.g. research labs), personnel 

(e.g. scientists and administrative staff) and energy intensity (e.g. 

R&D, powering buildings) of genetically mortified products for pro-

fiteering remains another implicit issue connecting the actions of 

Rota Zora and degrowth. Destructive, economic growth-based indus-

tries that reinforced the status quo and continue to fill the pockets of 

the global elite is a common enemy of both degrowth and Rote Zora. 
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C O N C L U S I O N

May Day 1975 marked the start of the Revolutionary Cells’ annual 

newspaper that would explain their positions and actions. It was qu-

ickly banned but still broadly distributed and widely read regardless 

(Smith & Moncourt 2009). May Day 1987 saw a street party turn 

into a riot – and the following year, a large-scale police crackdown 

because of the momentum of autonomous groups in West Germany 

(Katsiaficas 1997). The social movements of the early 1970s engen-

dered a whole new range of tactics to be used in the global struggle 

against patriarchy, capitalism, imperialism, state control, and ecolo-

gical degradation. By aligning with a more diverse range of tactics 

and social movements from the present and past, degrowth stands a 

better chance at pushing forward its agenda for transformational and 

radical change. The use of Block Bloc tactics (see Gelderloos 2013; 

Dupuis-Déri 2014)  –  promoting anonymity by wearing all black to 

widen the space of direct participation in combative action – emer-

ged during these May Day protests in Germany, and would popular-

ly re-emerge in the anti-globalization movement, where degrowth 

would become visible as a political tendency.

What degrowth proponent Naomi Klein (2001, 89) calls for in her 

piece, “Reclaiming the Commons,” is “a movement of radical chan-

ge, committed to a single world with many worlds in it” and a global 

movement that must turn into “thousands of local movements.” De-

growth had envisioned a future that entails a better work/life, human/

non-human balance, and that would celebrate and (claims to) fierce-

ly protect the right to diversity, whether that be cultural, economic, 

ecological, agricultural, political, or otherwise. With this is mind, it 

seems all too obvious that the Earth is indeed round, and that alter-

native futures can easily be imagined. But getting there will require 

that degrowthers embrace a broader sensitivity to direct action and a 

diversity of tactics to disrupt the current capitalist system.

But why should we accept “violence” as a legitimate tactic against 

growth-based industries and the capitalist system that reinforce 

them? Here we turn to Gelderloos (2013):

206



“Aside from uncleanliness or hygiene, the principal term used to unleash a 

moral panic and mobilize elite action was “violence.” Among the elite, then 

as now, in Barcelona as in the English-speaking world, “violence” was a eup-

hemism for a threat to the ruling order and its illusion of social peace, with 

which the class struggle, the brutality of patriarchy, and the murderousness of 

colonialism are hidden. The newspapers did not talk about violence when cops 

killed strikers, when landlords evicted families, or when poor people died of 

hunger. They talked about violence when workers went on strike, when tenants 

stopped paying rent, when street vendors refused to surrender their wares to 

the cops (who would harass them at the behest of the store owners), and when 

anarchists carried out sabotage or held unpermitted marches.”

In this passage, Gelderloos concisely explains the use of the lan-

guage of “violence” as a cultural construct to serve specific agendas 

and to reinforce the system already in place. Additionally, Galtung’s 

(1969) theory of structural violence acknowledges the existence of 

state violence that is too often ignored. According to him, “structural 

violence” is social injustice where social conditions result in mas-

sive discrimination (Galtung 1969). It is for this reason that the use 

of property damage, sabotage, vandalism, and attacks against infra-

structural projects for the purpose of economic and property dama-

ge, and as protest to oppressive systems, are justified and should be 

more regularly considered within degrowth. The role of academics 

not engaging in these actions, at the least, might be to create a space 

to support existing movements and struggles in defense of habitats, 

ecosystems, and against profiteering. 

There are many overlaps between the desires of action groups and 

the degrowth academy, but the means to these ends have been very 

different. Put simply, degrowthers have written and theorized, dis-

cussed, and convened. Certain action groups have bombed buildings, 

sabotaged pipelines, chained themselves to bulldozers, created 

blockades, camped out on trees for days, and withstood violence and 

imprisonment from the state, private security, and police, for trying 

to defend the land from growth-based industries. Arguably neither 

set of tactics has been successful in achieving long lasting, transfor-

mational change, though all parties involved claim it is necessary. 

Affinity between these different groups, therefore, has the potential 

to be very fruitful. On their own, there is less of a chance of success, 

but coming together and supporting each other through affinity and
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solidarity would hugely strengthen the cause. How can degrowth, 

and the academy, support combative political struggle?

Degrowth would have benefited by aligning itself with the social 

movements that were happening en masse in the seventies and eigh-

ties. Hopefully, it can learn from these past movements and apply 

the tactics that were successful to the brand that is now “degrowth.” 

As the systematic attacks of logging infrastructure in Chile reminds 

us (see Protests.media 2021) – among countless other daily acts (see 

Contra Info, Act For Freedom Now, etc.) – there are many contempo-

rary groups fighting against growth industries that degrowth should 

get behind if they are serious about transformational change.
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KNOWLEDGE, ENERGY, LIFE: 
POSSIBILITIES FOR CONSERVATION 
IN POST-DEVELOPMENT
A L E J A N D R O  R U E L A S

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Saving nature is a moneymaker. As Dan Brockington (2009, 15) puts 

it, “conservation policies are an ever more prominent part of eco-

nomic growth strategies.” Ecotourism, offsetting of environmental 

and carbon footprints (Büscher & Fletcher 2015), green grabbing 

(Fairhead et al. 2012), the alignment of environmental NGOs with 

corporate interests (Büscher & Fletcher 2020), among other pheno-

mena, have bolstered the entanglement of conservation with neolibe-

ralism, making it into a sophisticated instrument for capital accumu-

lation (Dunlap & Sullivan 2020). In the face of the environmental 

crisis, the same economic system that ravages nature in search of 

profit now counts conservation as an increasingly necessary compo-

nent of so-called “sustainable development” (Brockington & Duffy 

2011). Following a critical revision of conservation and its links to 

capitalism, this essay asks: Is there any way to make conservation 

compatible with a post-development future rather than a cog in the 

growth-driven economy?

The meaning of conservation is diffuse. We intuitively understand it 

as the protection of nature, something that is good to do. On the other 

hand, it is not uncommon to find the word accompanied by concepts 

such as “development,” “green growth,” and even “business model”. 

National Geographic, for instance, defines it as “the act of protecting 

natural resources for future generations” (National Geographic So-

ciety 2019). “Resources”: something external to humans that is there 

to be exploited for our benefit (Sullivan 2017). It seems mainstream 

conservation, the kind advocated by international NGOs and popu-

larized by global media outlets, follows the logic of extraction and 

profit. Büscher and Fletcher (2020) further highlight the capitalist
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character of the current conservation movement, which, by defining 

nature as “natural capital,” justifies protecting it only as an effort to 

keep the “environmental services” it provides. Brockington (2009), 

in turn, recognizes three main types of conservation in its current 

form: conservation of biodiversity, conservation of landscapes, and 

conservation of wildlife.

This article is an exploration of other meanings and possibilities. 

It proposes three alternative kinds of conservation: conservation of 

knowledge, conservation of energy, and conservation of life. Such 

conceptual shifts could have practical implications and aid in the 

transition towards a pluriverse in the terms advocated by post-de-

velopment thinking. The argument closely follows Büscher and Flet-

cher’s The Conservation Revolution (2020) and the case it makes 

for “convivial conservation.” This hugely important book marks an 

attempt to re-conceptualize conservation away from the growth im-

perative and beyond the human-nature dichotomy. Another remarka-

ble proposal is Toledo’s (2005) bioregional paradigm. The present 

article attempts to build on their ideas and foster a more explicit 

dialogue between conservation and post-development.

But if conservation is so entangled with an economic model that 

begets environmental catastrophe, why even keep the word? If we 

are already looking for alternatives to development (Escobar 2011), 

why hold on to another problematic concept with such a questiona-

ble history? Firstly, the word “conservation” carries a clear message 

with immense narrative power. It succinctly confers a vision of a 

future in which, despite all odds, things can be similar to what they 

are today. In short, it gives people hope. Secondly, the conservation 

movement enjoys an increasing momentum that would be ill-advised 

to waste. Further, using the popular understanding of conservation 

as something good (Brockington 2009) might allow for immediate 

policy changes and support from the wider public. New concepts – 

such as degrowth– have an extremely hard time catching on because 

they exist outside of the current frame of mind.1 Conservation, on the 

other hand, is right at the center of popular environmental concerns. 

Thus, coming up with new meanings rather than new words might 

prove effective at bringing about change in the short term.

1 Even among academic circles, there seems 

to be confusion as to what exactly degrowth 

means, which prompts crticism and resistance 

to the idea. These concerns have been addres-

sed by some of degrowth’s advocates, such as 

Hickel (2020).
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Firstly, this article outlines the instances where the links between 

conservation and neoliberal capitalism are most evident. It conne-

cts conservation to the growth economy and shows examples where 

we can see this brand of environmentalism operate to extract value 

from nature. Next, it argues for each of the proposed meanings for 

conservation (as knowledge, energy, and life). These three ideas are 

so intimately intertwined that, at times, it is hard to distinguish their 

boundaries: between the knowledge that teaches us how to re-define 

energy, the energy that connects all forms of life, and the lives that 

carry with them the wisdom of their heritage.

C O N S E RVAT I O N  I N  T H E  G R O W T H  E C O N O M Y

In his book Patas Arriba: Escuela del Mundo al Revés, Uruguayan 

author Eduardo Galeano (1998, 10) wrote: “Saving the environment 

is the most brilliant business of the companies that annihilate it.” It is 

indeed a notable trick. As environmental panic piles up, we are now 

facing a paradox in which capitalism seems to be the only way to 

save nature – from capitalism. Multiple authors have pointed out this 

process of “selling nature to save it,” (McAfee 1999) which neolibe-

ralism has intensified giving rise to what some call neoliberal con-

servation (Sullivan 2006; Igoe & Brockington 2007; Büscher et al. 

2012; Dunlap & Sullivan 2020), or a recrudescence of value capture 

and capital accumulation through the purported protection of nature.

Büscher and Fletcher (2015) propose the term “accumulation by con-

servation,” “ways in which conservation functions as a component 

of the capitalist world economy, facilitating the internalization of 

environmental conditions in order to safeguard or expand capital 

accumulation” (Büscher & Fletcher 2020, 45). Thus, they track the 

evolution of conservation and place it within regimes of accumula-

tion, from the colonial world system in the late 19th century and its 

“fortress conservation,” to the financial instruments of current day 

neoliberalism. Following Brockington’s claim of intensifying uni-

fication of conservation and capitalism (Brockington 2009), I will 

focus on the later neoliberal stage and briefly outline four instances 

where this complicity is most evident: 1) offsetting and the financia-
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lization of nature; 2) green grabbing; 3) the alignment of NGOs and 

corporate interests, and 4) ecotourism.

Büscher and Fletcher (2015) argue that the roll-out of the neoliberal 

period marked a shift in conservation towards the financialization 

of nature, defined as an “environmental service provider.” This en-

tailed the abstraction of conservation from any one place, making it 

possible to buy conservation assets from anywhere in the world. By 

construing the world as a fuzzy whole, pulling a sort of unifying god 

trick (Haraway 1988; see also Søyland, this issue), damages made 

somewhere can be offset elsewhere through instruments such as car-

bon markets and “environmental marketplaces.”2 Financial devices 

such as Payments for Environmental Services (PES) and Reducing 

Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing 

Countries (REDD+) render it possible to damage nature in one place 

and make up for it in another. This financialization, they posit, “is 

necessary in order to free capital from the limitations of investment 

in fixed resources,” (Ibid., 287) which has issued a whole new phase 

of accumulation.

Building up from his argument, Dunlap and Sullivan (2020) offer a 

thorough critique of neoliberal environmental governance and mar-

ket-based conservation strategies. They highlight how profit-driven 

conservation tends to deliver all kinds of nefarious effects to rural 

communities in the global south – disproportionately targeted by 

conservation policies (Büscher & Fletcher 2020) – and propose the 

term “accumulation-by-alienation” to highlight the “processes of co-

lonization, state territorialization and security policy” that accompa-

ny these commodifying strategies (Ibid., 554).

Fairhead and colleagues (2012, 237) further define dispossession as 

“green grabbing”, or “the appropriation of land and resources for 

environmental ends.” They argue new forms of valuing and trading 

nature remotely facilitate the circulation of “green capital” – money 

invested to make a profit from saving nature – and accelerate “the 

wholesale alienation of land,” as well as “the restructuring of ru-

les and authority in the access, use, and management of resources” 

(Ibid., 238). These land grabs are in turn aided by narratives of local

2 For a soberingly tangible example visit 

www.ecosystemmarketplace.com. 
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degradation (Fairhead & Leach 1995; Büscher & Fletcher 2020) and 

the “green credentials”  of conservationists. Thus, scientific autho-

rity and the irrefutable urgency of environmental action (Brocking-

ton 2009) enable practices with deep colonial histories, deployed to 

protect nature from humanity. Following the logic of offsetting en-

vironmental damage, these governance mechanisms, targeted at rural 

populations, can be implemented in tandem with development proje-

cts to justify investments and collateral destruction.3

Environmental NGOs are often mediators in the alienation process. 

Since it is now more important than ever for businesses to appear 

environmentally benign, NGOs are trying to “green” capitalism by 

partnering up with “many of the most environmentally destructive 

capitalist corporations in the world” (Büscher & Fletcher 2020, 42). 

The interests of corporations and NGOs have aligned to such an ex-

tent that Captain Paul Watson, one of the founders of Greenpeace, 

has called them “feel good organizations” and “eco-bureaucracies 

[...] run by business people” (SubMedia 2010). The role of NGOs can 

be diverse, either as direct enforcers of top-down conservation poli-

cies (Domínguez & Luoma 2020), as manufacturers of consent (Os-

borne 2013), or as brokers for green capital (Fairhead et al. 2012).

Finally, the rise of ecotourism is one of the most conspicuous exam-

ples of environmental capitalism. Visiting wilderness has always 

been a primary goal of conservation. The first nature reserves were 

enclosures of supposedly pristine nature fenced off for the recreation 

of privileged classes (Cronon 1996). Protected areas required, and 

still do, the displacement of indigenous peoples (Dowie 2009), while 

they limit access to resources (Sosa-Montes et al. 2012) and create 

an industry that sells short-term visitation. Although tourism, even 

eco-tourism, markets itself as an environmental saviour, it is often 

either complicit or directly responsible of the destruction of nature 

(Büscher & Fletcher 2020). Such industry has lately boomed in the 

world economy. Tourism is now a pillar of sustainable development 

(Hall 2019), and as countries put it at the center of their economic 

growth strategies (Brockington 2009), business is skyrocketing. As 

of 2019, the ecotourism industry worldwide was estimated at USD 

181.1 billion. By 2027, it is forecasted to reach USD 333.8 billion 

(Statista 2021).

3 Such is the current narrative around in-

frastructure development plans in Mexico. 

See https://www.palcoquintanarroense.com.

mx/noticias-de-quintana-roo/fonatur-y-co-

nanp-impulsan-areas-para-la-conservaci-

on-en-comunidades-de-quintana-roo/.
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Although it is impossible to discuss each of these points exhaustively 

here, this brief outline intends to show the deep interconnection bet-

ween capitalism and mainstream conservation. This is not only the 

kind of conservation advocated by global NGOs and international 

development agencies, but also the most widely broadcasted with 

its celebrity ambassadors, spectacular wildlife documentaries, and 

catchy slogans calling for 30 by 30 (Nijhuis 2021). It is this narra-

tive power that a conservation movement in post-development must 

attempt to capture.

C O N S E RVAT I O N  O F  K N O W L E D G E

Conservation has a long colonial history. Since the creation of the 

first national parks in the United States, it has too often been a sy-

nonym for racism, displacement, and domination (Cronon 1996). In 

his essay Our National Parks, John Muir ([1901] in Purdy 2015) 

wrote: “As to Indians, most of them are dead or civilized into useless 

innocence.” More than a hundred years later, this colonial legacy 

lives on in narratives of local degradation, green grabbing, and the 

extermination of ways of life legitimated by the hegemony of Wes-

tern scientific knowledge.

As Brockington (2009) points out, conservation has the authority 

of science. Álvarez and Coolsaet (2020) call this the “coloniality of 

knowledge,” where “traditional” knowledge is portrayed as only lo-

cally applicable and made inferior to “universal” European science. 

Although these narratives have been dead wrong before – one land-

mark example is Fairhead and Leach’s (1995) account of the forests 

of Guinea – conservation policies continue to be implemented ver-

tically and remotely (García-Frapolli et al. 2009). Multiple scholars 

have analyzed the link between hegemonic ways of knowing in con-

servation from a decolonial lens and pointed towards viable alterna-

tives found in non-Western worldviews (Domínguez & Luoma 2020; 

Rubis 2020; López Barreto 2021). At heart, then, “conservation of 

knowledge” is an argument against epistemic violence – violence 

exerted against or through knowledge for purposes of domination 
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(Galván-Álvarez 2010) – in the environmental movement. It is a 

call for the emergence of situated knowledges (Haraway 1988), of 

variegated ontologies and epistemologies that provide other forms 

of valuing and, to echo convivial conservation (Büscher & Fletcher 

2020), living with nature.

Post-development scholars have gone on this search for other epis-

temes and other worlds. Escobar (2016, 23) looks in the global south 

for “relational ontologies,” which are “enacted through an infini-

te series of practices of all kinds of beings and life forms.” The-

se “dense webs of interrelations” are alternatives to the “dominant 

ontology of capitalist modernity” that rips humanity out of nature 

and privatizes everything held in common, “even the atmosphere 

through carbon markets” (Ibid., 23-24). These relational ontologies 

have practical utility for conservation. Drawing on her fieldwork in 

west Namibia, Sullivan (2017) shows how different ontologies shape 

the conception of nature that is lived and that must be conserved or 

managed. Using the concept “ecologies of selves,” she argues that 

understanding non-humans as possessing agency allows us to get 

to a non-instrumental ecology. Some of these relational ontologies, 

she contends, are developed in parts of the world where the Western 

instrumentalization based on Cartesian views is seen as strange or 

imported.

When conservation serves “coloniality of knowledge,” (Quijano 

1999) it not only assimilates nature into the market, it implies the 

extermination of worlds. In Mexico, conservation policy has been 

used as a counterinsurgency tactic to pacify indigenous uprisings 

(Osborne 2013). By declaring nature reserves and enclosing resour-

ces in conflict zones, environmental policy and scientific knowled-

ge served to justify warfare on the Zapatista and other communities 

(Sánchez 1998). In the words of the National Indigenous Congress: 

“War wants to kill us as peoples and kill us as persons […] When we 

say we are peoples, it is because we carry in our blood, in our flesh, 

and in our skin all the history, all the hope, all the knowledge, cultu-

re, language, identity” (CNI 2017).
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Although there are many calls to base conservation policy on in-

digenous knowledge (Denny & Fanning 2016; Reid et al. 2021), a 

“conservation of knowledge” does not aim to incorporate other vi-

sions into policy developed within the capitalist framework. It is an 

urge to create spaces of “autonomy, ancestral revendications of edu-

cation, security, justice, spirituality, communication, self-defense, 

and self-government” (CNI 2017). Perhaps struggles for indigenous 

land rights in the United States (Wilkinson 2018), movements for 

self-determination in the Amazon and the Andes (Hidalgo-Capitán 

& Cubillo-Guevara 2017), or the proposal of biocultural conservati-

on in Mexico (Toledo 2005; Toledo 2013) can provide encouraging 

opportunities to articulate post-development discourses and help ot-

her ways of knowing and living flourish.

In an attempt to make protected areas – one of conservation’s main 

tools to “safeguard” ecosystems – compatible with alternative rela-

tionships with the more-than-human world, convivial conservation 

puts forward the idea of “promoted areas.” These are “conceptualized 

as fundamentally encouraging places where people are considered 

welcome visitors, dwellers or travelers rather than temporary alien 

invaders upon a nonhuman landscape,” where it is possible to build 

“long-lasting, engaging and open-ended relationships with nonhu-

mans and ecologies” (Büscher & Fletcher 2020, 265). To comple-

ment, I contend these promoted areas should be places necessarily 

inhabited by people (many reserves were in fact inhabited before 

being “protected”) where relational ontologies and regenerative eco-

nomies can flourish. As the Zapatista lay out: there should be spaces 

of autonomía, of self-government, and self-determination for those 

who already live outside of capitalism.

There is a peril in studying subaltern knowledges from academia and 

hegemonic epistemic positions. Asher and Wainwright (2019, 37) 

highlight the problems of representation and the risks of being sedu-

ced by “the romance of resistance.” Drawing on Spivak, they argue 

that “the proposition that the grounded knowledge of subaltern social 

groups is the source of alternatives contributes to the problematic 

notion that ‘natives will save us’” (Ibid., 27). This becomes evident 

in popular social media accounts that echo some post-development 

ideas while heavily romanticizing indigenous land defenders.4

4 This fragment is taken from the Instagram 

account of Alice Aedy, British filmmaker and 

collaborator for outlets such as The Guardian: 

“These communities are the ’real’ experts in 

environmental conservation, where indigeno-

us people steward the land, we find evidence 

of richer biodiversity and 
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Nonetheless, as Donna Haraway (1988) advances in her critique of 

male science and objectivity, subjugated knowledges are not inn-

ocent or exempt from being critically analysed. They are preferred 

because they are most likely to reveal transformative accounts of the 

world (Haraway 1988). Based on the work of Boaventura de Sousa 

Santos, Escobar proposes the Epistemologies of the South can help 

bridge gaps in current critical theory. This framework attempts to 

open room to “re-engage with life and attentively walk along the 

amazing diversity of forms of knowledge held by those whose expe-

riences can no longer be rendered legible by Eurocentric knowledge 

in the academic mode” (Escobar 2016, 13); in other words, ideas 

that contain “the seeds for alternative worlds” (Asher & Wainwright 

2019, 30).

Ultimately, a “conservation of knowledge” must remain fiercely 

self-critical. Asher and Wainwright (2019, 30) call for a “histori-

co-political perspective to trace the erasure and mobilization of ‘cul-

ture’ in dominant narratives.” It is crucial to navigate the question of 

how conservation can become an ally of social movements in their 

struggle for other possible worlds.

C O N S E RVAT I O N  O F  E N E R G Y

It should be clear from the outset: the following is not an argument 

parallel or complementary to the first law of thermodynamics. It 

does, however, build on a theory that deals with said law. This will 

make sense in a minute. 

In her book The Birth of Energy (2019), Cara Daggett uses the his-

tory of thermodynamics to elucidate the metaphors that construc-

ted the political theory of British industrialization and imperialism. 

Through a historical and epistemological lens, she traces the “ge-

nealogy of energy” and how it was articulated with a Protestant in-

dustrialist ethic. Energy, she argues, is not something tangible. It is 

not some-thing. It is, at the same time, a quantification of observed 

effects, a metaphor, a historical interaction, an epistemology, and an 

object of politics.
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Through the first and second laws of thermodynamics – conserva-

tion of energy and entropy – she arrives at two central concepts for 

how the capitalist-imperialist machine conceives energy: 1) work, 

productive energy channeled through, say, a steam engine; and 2) 

waste, also called entropic heat, i.e., energy that is dispersed and can 

no longer be transformed into work. When paired with Protestant 

values, work was equated with virtue, productivity, and efficiency. 

On the other hand, entropy was wasteful, an enemy of industry. To-

gether, these two concepts created an understanding of energy that 

legitimized the imperialist mandate to extract work from laborers in 

factories and colonies. It also permits for a purely utilitarian valua-

tion of the more-than-human world that is evident in narratives that 

construct unexploited land as “idle” (Merino-Pérez 2004). Daggett 

(2019, 111) contends: “Thermodynamics does not simply describe a 

preexisting thing called energy, but rather invents energy as a unit of 

accounting (and work and waste), thereby offering new governance 

strategies that were particularly useful to Victorian industry.”

In the face of biological annihilation and climate change, often fra-

med exclusively as a problem with energy-as-fossil-fuels, she argues 

that “we need not just alternative fuels, but new ways of thinking 

about, valuing and inhabiting energy systems” (Ibid., 3). Hence, I 

ask: Could conservation – in the sense I have discussed so far – pai-

red with post-development ideas help us find these new values and 

relationships?

In a review of Daggett’s book, Perkins (2020, 107) observes she 

chooses to focus on the downsides of growth, consumption, and pol-

lution, and “misses the other way to examine energy: services needed 

to maintain human life.” Although Daggett does hint at other concep-

tualizations of energy right at the top of her introduction, Perkin’s 

remark is still relevant. His statement, however, can be further cor-

rected. Not services or human life, but processes needed to maintain 

life. Thus, energy is understood as a life-giving force that cycles 

(Leopold 1989) through biotic communities. Such conceptualization 

of energy could lead to an economy embedded in natural cycles that 

conserves energy and enables the indefinite reproduction of life-cre-

ating elements and relations.
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Different conceptualizations of energy exist in non-Western philos-

ophies (Kaptchuk 1995; Unschuld, Tessenow, & Jinsheng 2011). In a 

revision of ancient Chinese thought, Padilla (1999) talks about Tao, 

an incommensurable force that maintains and connects all things, 

and Qi, a flow of vital energy. Thus, in Taoist tradition, humans 

are energetic entities connected to all other beings by energy flows 

(Kaptchuk 1995). It is the interruption of said flows that creates im-

balance and sickness. Padilla (1999, 12) links the disruption of ener-

gy cycles to modern economics by saying that “[s]o long as the con-

cept of humans as an economic reality goes unchanged, the species 

will remain bereaved by sickness and will eventually cease to exist.” 

To liberate this blockage, new economies that allow energy to flow 

freely must be devised.

Ethan Hughes matches this idea with permaculture by calling the 

universe “a co-creative force,” a web of interconnected creative 

energies (Mann 2015). In essence, permaculture is an ecological de-

sign tool that recognizes “economic viability and social justice are 

interrelated with functioning ecological systems” (Lockyer & Veteto 

2013, 76). These ecological systems, in turn, rely on feedback loops 

that recycle nutrients and energy. With this in mind, Hughes posits 

that “when we mimic nature in sharing energy, there’s abundance 

[…] A tree doesn’t hoard its apples. When it has that abundance, it 

lets it fly, for humans, for birds, for compost” (Mann 2015). Thus, he 

points to one of Daggett’s primary concerns: waste.

Contrary to the aversion to entropy and waste understood as unusa-

ble energy, in natural systems there is no waste. Waste – via compost 

– is a recycling process, a “sharing of energy” back into the eco-

system carried out by a multitude of species.5 By redefining waste, 

it becomes a necessary link in the existence of all beings, one that 

enables the creation of soil, the nurturing of plants, and the continua-

tion of trophic chains. In short, waste creates life.6 Based on this un-

derstanding, permaculture is well-positioned to generate economies 

where human processes and needs are embedded in a net that fosters 

a diversity of interlinked species. It offers a methodology to design 

systems of human production, consumption and inhabitation (Locky-

er & Veteto 2013) that enhance life-creating energy cycles (Kothari 

5  https://www.permaculturenews.org/

what-is-permaculture/.

6 Recent theories even point to entropy as 

the origin of life itself. Although I do not 

deal with them in this article, further infor-

mation can be found here: https://arxiv.org/

abs/0907.0042, and here: https://aeon.co/

essays/does-the-flow-of-heat-help-us-under-

stand-the-origin-of-life.
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et al. 2019). Examples of these economies have already been imple-

mented and can be found at different scales and with varying degrees 

of success, from ecovillages to post Cold War Cuba (Lockyer & Ve-

teto 2013; Leahy 2019).

Conservation strategies must integrate regenerative economies to 

move away from the capitalist apparatus. This seems to be an area 

that needs further development in new conservation proposals. For 

instance, while discussing possibilities to fund the transitions from 

current conservation to their convivial alternative, Büscher and 

Fletcher (2020, 317) explain: “[C]onvivial conservation explores 

the possibilities of adapting existing conservation and development 

funding schemes, particularly payments for environmental services 

(PES) and cash transfer programmes, towards newly envisioned, 

convivial ends.”

After a lengthy argument to separate conservation from the growth 

imperative, they appear to concede that their plan needs to be funded 

by the same economy they intend to escape. Their objective is cru-

cial: to ensure viable livelihoods for those potentially most affected 

by conservation policies. However, would it not be possible to ima-

gine other ways to achieve this? Permaculture, agroecology (Toledo 

2019), bioregionalism (Toledo 2005), alternative currencies (North 

2019; Pérez & Gonzales 2020), community economies (Siamanta 

2021; López Barreto 2021) and a host of local autonomic practices 

(as suggested in the above section) might be compatible with conser-

vation and provide tools to create economies outside of capitalism 

that do not require – or at least minimize the need for – the goodwill 

of “donors, grants or patrons” (Büscher & Fletcher 2020, 318). Of 

course, alternatives should be highly aware of and adapted to cultu-

ral, political, and biophysical contexts. Nonetheless, the articulation 

between political ecology and initiatives such as permaculture can 

serve to empower local communities and develop sustainable liveli-

hoods that challenge the development paradigm (Lockyer & Veteto 

2013).
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Daggett’s analysis of energy points to a second problem. In a re-

vision of current fossil fuel politics (Daggett 2018), she traces the 

links between work (understood as productive energy), freedom, and 

masculinity. Work, she argues, is at the core of the white masculine 

dream of self-sufficiency, a way to escape reciprocity, and a claim to 

the domination of people and non-humans. Hence, a reconceptuali-

zation of energy and work within a “conservation of energy” tends to 

the opposite – it is a call for radical interdependence, for relocating 

the economy and building strong communal ties with humans and 

more-than-humans (Escobar 2015). It is indeed a call for convivia-

lity and a rejection of the industrial society through values such as 

self-defined work (Illich 1973). As Daggett points out, “the energy–

work connection cannot claim to be a reflection of the whole truth 

of energy, much less the cosmos” (Daggett 2019, 111). We require 

a new conceptualization of energy within biological systems and a 

form of conservation that, by preserving energy flows, maintains the 

source of life itself.

C O N S E RVAT I O N  O F  L I F E

This exercise at reconceptualizing conservation is an attempt to re-

mind the movement of its mission, to trace new paths of meaning that 

bring it closer to its fundamental goal. Conservation of knowledge 

offers a way out of epistemic violence in environmentalism, and a 

road towards autonomy and overdue reparations towards oppressed 

peoples. Conservation of energy is a proposal to build economies 

that pursue social justice via enhancing natural systems. These two 

roads converge in a single purpose – to protect all life.

Conservation is often understood as the preservation of biodiversity 

and wildlife (Brockington 2009). Guided by a reduction of natural 

phenomena to scientifically manageable bits and pieces, it makes it 

its duty to safeguard fractions of nature – species, landscapes, eco-

systems – through the creation of reserves and other protected areas. 

Thus, it objectifies nature and ignores the “social, economic, cultu-

ral, and political conditions that connect those isolated fragments.” 

(Toledo 2005, 68) By and large, the story remains that nature needs
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protection from humanity (Büscher & Fletcher 2020). For this to 

work, the premise that nature is something external to humans must 

be well in place.

Many authors have scrutinized the vast history and ramifications of 

the human-nature dichotomy. Mueller (2017) traces the invention 

of “humanity-as-separation” to Descartes’ feverish dreams. Moore 

(2017) points to the Cartesian divide as one of the roots of the Capi-

talocene. Haraway (2015) uses beautiful metaphors to remind us of 

our kinship with non-humans. Næss (1995) blazed the trail of nort-

hern European Deep Ecology. These are laudable efforts to re-learn 

what non-Western indigenous peoples and some rural communiti-

es within the West seem to have known for long: humans are part 

of nature and the value of the more-than-human world has nothing 

to do with the market. For conservation, this means that its job is 

not to protect some abstracted nature, but to engage with political, 

economic, cultural, social, and biological entanglements; to look for 

relations of humans and non-humans, what Anna Tsing (2017) calls 

“other worldmaking projects.”

Rethinking conservation as concerning all life is an opportunity to 

eschew capitalist dualisms and articulate with other understandings 

and social movements in the pursuit of alternatives to development. 

Escobar (2016, 23) groups emerging “knowledges produced in the 

struggles for the defense of relational worlds” under the category 

of Transition Discourses (TD), a host of alternatives that includes 

Buen Vivir, the Rights of Nature, degrowth, autonomía, among many 

others. These are embodied in social movements and communities 

whose worldviews “go beyond capitalism and human rights, for their 

struggle is waged ‘in the name of life.’” (Escobar in Álvarez & Cool-

saet 2020) For many indigenous movements, “in the name of life” 

means against capitalist development and the growth economy. The 

National Indigenous Congress puts it plainly: “We are the peoples 

we still are despite 523 years of extermination, violence, dominati-

on, and plunder from capitalism and its allies, the owners of money 

and power, the representatives of death [...] Because the heart of our 

Mother Earth lives in the spirit of our peoples.” (CNI 2017)
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My intention here is not to fetishize indigenous struggles, it is rather 

to listen to the voices of peoples in resistance7 to propose a way of 

thinking about conservation: If conservation is to protect all life, it 

cannot do so through the capitalist growth economy. If it cannot do 

it within the capitalist economy and its development model, then it 

must support the alternatives. Although it may very well be impossi-

ble for the conservation movement to immediately break away from 

capitalism, this mindset might help us imagine policies and mecha-

nisms that contribute to the empowerment of Transition Discourses. 

Moreover, a “conservation of life” means that purported solutions 

such as carbon markets, offsetting mechanisms, Payments for Eco-

system Services, nature reserves that displace people, and other in-

stances that protect wildlife or biodiversity somewhere to compensa-

te for death elsewhere are simply not compatible with conservation.

Convivial conservation makes a similar call.8 In its five “elements of 

a vision,”9 it sets the stage to imagine conservation as part of a con-

vivial reconstruction project “currently (and historically) pushed and 

supported by many post-colonial, indigenous, emancipatory, youth, 

progressive and other movements, organizations and individuals aro-

und the world” (Büscher & Fletcher 2020, 273). It also offers an 

interesting reflection regarding the separation of humans and nature. 

The authors contend a certain amount of human exceptionalism must 

be retained if we are to highlight “particular threats posed by hu-

man action to nonhuman survival” (Ibid., 270). Unless humans are in 

some way different, they argue, they cannot be made responsible for 

environmental damage. Although I agree with the political use of this 

assertion, as Moore (2017) points out, arguing that “humanity” as an 

undifferentiated whole is to blame for environmental degradation is 

problematic as it elides important distinctions of class, gender, and 

race, along with entire colonial histories.

Arne Næss further points to a problem with claiming to defend life. 

He brings attention to the totems of power and hierarchies that emer-

ge when one analogises nature to humans. “I see an unconditional 

cult of life as being unethical […] You see nature a certain way. You 

see lions and their prey. You begin to say yes to brutality and exploi-

tation” (Næss in Witoszek 2011, 221). This is an important

8  Another proposal that I have not engaged 

with sufficiently throughout this essay is Tole-

do’s bioregional conservation (Toledo 2005). 

Through 3 axioms – biosocial, biocultural and 

bioproductive – it pursues ends very similar 

to convivial conservation and the argument I 

have made here.

9 1) From protected to promoted areas; 2) 

From saving nature to celebrating human 

and non-human nature; 3) From touristic 

voyeurism to engaged visitation; 4) From 

spectacular to everyday environmentalisms; 

5) From privatized expert technocracy to 

common democratic engagement (Büscher & 

Fletcher 2020).
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observation. Different movements have claimed to protect life – at 

least, an interpretation of it – and deviated into dangerous categories 

such as primitivist terrorism and eco-fascism (Savoulian 2019). A 

“conservation of life” must remain vigilant and self-critical to con-

sciously stay on a path that leads towards plurality, diversity, and 

conviviality. Like life itself, it is eminently relational and depends 

on a vast mesh of human and non-human collaborations. It rests on 

reciprocal care (Siamanta 2021) and a feminist search for “constru-

cting worlds less organized by axes of domination,” (Haraway 1988, 

585) as it attempts to build inclusive, porous communities, not for-

tresses. It aims to create spaces where all are entitled to simply be, 

worlds that are what Chilean artist Beatriz Aurora calls her depicti-

ons of Zapatista existence: “an orchestra of life” (in GIAP 2014).

C O N C L U S I O N

I have argued for complementary meanings of conservation – rhe-

torical maneuvers, if you will – to put the word in active dialogue 

with post-development thinking. I have advocated a “conservation 

of knowledge” of other ways of knowing and relating to the world, 

and a “conservation of energy” of that vital force that connects and 

allows all beings to exist. These two converge in a final meaning, 

“conservation of life,” which is a reminder of what conservation 

should do, and that it cannot do it if it is tied to an economic system 

that thrives on death.

Following these ideas and tracing their links to post-development’s 

pluriverse, to the different worlds that are starting to emerge in the 

wake of a civilizational crisis, one thing becomes clear: conservation 

must be insurrectionary. I mean this in the original sense of the word 

that comes from the Latin insurgere – to rise. This is another way of 

saying that, in the frantic search for ways of avoiding environmental 

calamity, there is no need to invent anything! Other knowledges al-

ready exist. Other understandings of energy are available. Other va-

luations of the more-than-human world abound under the globalizing 

veil of capitalism and its claim to scientific truth. Conservation can 

help them rise, but it can only do so if it breaks ties with the growth 

madness; if it dares to rebel and revolt.
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The time is right for it, too. As it becomes increasingly obvious that 

the current model is not sustainable, however often we are made to 

believe otherwise. The call for newfound relationships with natu-

re grows louder, coming from multiple corners. Conservation is a 

potent movement at the center of these concerns. If we manage to 

capture some of its strength and steer it in a new direction, we might 

be able to use the hope and promise it intuitively brings to build au-

tonomies, reciprocity, and futures. 
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Issue #16: Alternative Futures
For years, for decades, for centuries, we have been infused with the belief that economic 
growth, endlessly, is what all should serve. It had become the ultimate goal of politics, of the 
economy, of our labour. 
It is the human paradigm of self-serving economic growth that now brings us with alarming 
speed into a state of the earth that yields suffering for all. For humans, for animals, for plants 
- for nature. And so we ask, is the endless growth paradigm really irreplaceable, inescapable? 
We long for your inspiration: If not economic growth, what other potential drivers of politi-
cal and societal decisions are there? Are there alternatives to this paradigm? Where are they 
already experienced - in very small places, or at large scale?

We kindly ask for your opinion-pieces, academic articles or artworks on the subject 
matter: Alternative futures. Please follow this call and give us all inspiration to meet 
our exciting and unpredictable future. 
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Contact:
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Sandakerveien 130, 0484 
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The Debates in Post-Development & Degrowth Journal, published by Tvergastein, is 
an academic journal dealing with debates and works focused on advancing post-de-
velopment & degrowth thought. This journal arises as an outcome of the Centre for 
Development and the Environment (SUM) course 4034: Debates in Post-develop-
ment & Degrowth, thereby establishing a publishing space for the works emerging 
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