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Contemporary societies face several deep and intertwined crises. The level of 
economic inequality has reached staggering heights. While a small elite has 
accumulated wealth on an unprecedented scale, many people lack the means 
to satisfy even their basic human needs. Economic and financial downturns 
only further these inequalities and divides. At the same time, democratic 
institutions are increasingly being undermined. Social scientists now con-
template how democracy will end (Runciman 2018), they speak of the rise 
of authoritarian forms of neoliberalism (Bruff 2014; Wigger 2019), and sug-
gest that even in countries where democracy used to be strongly established, 
we find ourselves on the path towards post-​democracy (Crouch 2016).

On top of social, health and political crises come the catastrophic eco-
logical and biodiversity crises (Ceballos et al. 2015). A number of planetary 
boundaries, including climate change, loss of biosphere integrity, land-​
system change and biogeochemical cycles, are being transgressed (Steffen 
et al. 2015). Overall, then, contemporary societies exist within a complex 
constellation of deeply interrelated and mutually intensifying crises span-
ning multiple dimensions of being. An outcome of these crises is that the 
preconditions for human beings and other species to thrive –​ and indeed 
live –​ are rapidly being undermined.

The root cause of the crises, whether directly or indirectly, is the capital-
ist organisation of societies and the capitalist growth imperative central to  
this organisation (Foster et al. 2010). Capitalism is a system of human 
organisation which orientates all human activities and pursuits towards val-
orisation of capital (Gorz 2012). The engine of capitalism is the process of 
capital accumulation, that is, the microeconomic activity of reinvestment 
of past profits motivated by the desire to make more profits. This process 
translates into economic growth, upon which capitalism is structurally reli-
ant for its functioning. The accumulate-​or-​die logic defining capitalism as 
an economic system creates a constant pressure to expand market relations 
into new domains and to intensify such relations where they already exist. 

Introduction: leaving the path towards  
eco-​social collapse

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



2 Deep transformations

The result is both the geographical spread of the capital relation, which 
has reached its culmination in globalised capitalism, and the ever-​deeper 
exploitation of human beings and nature. Even spiritual traditions and 
practices such as mindfulness and meditation are not immune to commer-
cialisation and utilisation for the purpose of increased labour productivity 
(Purser 2019).

Seen in a historical perspective, the climate and biodiversity crises are 
inevitable outcomes of the functioning of capitalism. The global economy’s 
long-​term exponential growth has resulted in an economy that is far too 
large relative to the biosphere and thus grossly unsustainable (Koch 2012). 
While capitalism is pervaded by several contradictions (Harvey 2014), 
today the main contradiction in the capital relation is that between capital 
and nature (Jessop and Morgan 2022). Latouche (2009: 2) observes that 
we find ourselves in ‘a performance car that has no driver, no reverse gear 
and no brakes and it is going to slam into the limitations of the planet’. One 
would perhaps think that this situation would prompt large electoral major-
ities, policymakers, economists, investors, business associations and labour 
unions to seriously take stock of the situation and consider whether the time 
has come to replace the ‘car’ (capitalism) with an altogether different model. 
Yet, while awareness of the looming ecological collapse has increased in 
recent times, the pro-​growth discourse remains hegemonic. According to 
the currently prevailing perception, the only viable way forward is to pur-
sue so-​called green growth, that is, continued economic growth combined 
with protection of ‘environmental services’. Underlying this notion is a 
fundamental optimism as to what technologies and capitalist markets can 
accomplish. New innovations coupled with various forms of market-​based 
solutions are expected to lead to greener production, greener jobs, greener 
consumption and greener growth, all of which will reduce inequalities and 
environmental impacts –​ not least CO2 emissions.1

Appealing as this vision may seem, the available evidence does not sug-
gest that it is in fact possible, in the available time and on a global scale, to 
combine economic growth with rapidly declining CO2 emissions (Haberl 
et al. 2020; Jackson 2016). The developments thus far certainly give no 
reason for optimism: for all the green innovations that have appeared and 
despite political pledges to halt emissions, CO2 levels in the atmosphere 
have continued to break new records (Buller 2022). Little suggests that 
this is about to change in any fundamental way, let alone in good time: in 
2018, an IPCC report suggested that we had 12 years to initiate far-​reaching 
change (IPCC 2018). With no profound shift having occurred, this ‘win-
dow of opportunity’ has narrowed to seven years. The main achievement 
of the green growth idea has been to greenwash, and thus contribute to the 
reproduction of, the capitalist economy and mode of living. All the while 
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Introduction

capitalism is being ‘green-​growth washed’ by the powers that be at the level 
of discourse; business as, by and large, usual continues at the level of mate-
rial reality.

The great paradox of our times is this: on one hand it is increasingly 
unlikely that capitalism can survive the multiple crises confronting it 
(Streeck 2016). One aspect of this is that, in its destruction and degradation 
of nature, it is ultimately endangering its own continued existence because 
it is but a subsystem of nature.2 On the other hand, while the level of aware-
ness of the climate and biodiversity crises is now relatively high (Brand and 
Wissen 2013), capitalist ideology is so prevalent that most people continue 
to find it impossible to conceive of a world without capitalism and exponen-
tial economic growth, let alone imagine that another economic system could 
work better. And those who can imagine a different system, one in which 
capital is not akin to a deity and humans are not reduced to mere consum-
ers, may struggle to envision how such a system could come into being.

In this situation, critical scholarship has crucial roles to play. These roles 
include, for instance, showing how there’s nothing natural or inevitable 
about current socio-​economic arrangements, developing visions of different 
socio-​economic orders and theorising how they may materialise.

The present book concerns one important vision of a different type of soci-
ety, a vision that involves leaving the path towards eco-​social collapse that 
humanity is currently heading down. This vision, which goes by the name 
of degrowth, has gained considerable momentum among scholars, activ-
ists and practitioners in recent times. Degrowth entails societies in which 
much is different –​ including, for example, work, production, consumption, 
housing, prevailing values, gender roles, the distribution of resources and 
decision-​making processes (Buch-​Hansen and Nesterova 2023). A mush-
rooming literature revolves around the degrowth vision and countless poli-
cies and other initiatives that can move current societies in the direction of 
degrowth are being discussed in recent years. This literature often paints a 
picture of a better future, where human needs are satisfied, where commu-
nity replaces commerce (Klitgaard 2013), where humans participate in crea-
tive, meaningful and fulfilling activities (Trainer 2012) and where nature 
and non-​humans thrive. While such a future appears highly attractive com-
pared to what we are currently heading towards, the question remains: how 
do we get there? Various ideas exist, but degrowth transformations have yet 
to be theorised in a manner taking into account the complexity and depth 
of reality.

The present book contributes to filling this gap. It develops a theory 
of deep transformations for degrowth via a combination of insights from 
political economy, feminism, human geography, anarchism and sociol-
ogy, among other perspectives, and grounds this emerging theory in the 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 Deep transformations

ontology of critical realist philosophy. From a critical realist perspective, 
the purpose of theory is to bring to the surface constellations of mechanisms 
which cause, or have a potential to cause, specific outcomes and phenom-
ena. An interdisciplinary and holistic theorisation is required due to the 
enormous diversity and complexity that characterises modern societies and 
that would therefore also characterise degrowth transformations. The the-
ory thus considers the multiple and overlapping planes, scales and sites on 
which degrowth transformations would need to unfold. The planes include 
humanity’s transactions with nature, social interactions, social structures 
and peoples’ inner being (Bhaskar 2016). The scales include the local, the 
national and the transnational levels on which political struggles alongside 
other processes would take place. The sites include civil society, business 
and the state.

Before expanding on the content of the book, the next two sections 
unfold the notion of degrowth and introduce the critical realist ontology 
underpinning the theory.

What is degrowth?

The ideas explored by degrowth scholars have long intellectual heritages and 
stories. For instance, calls for simpler and more harmonious living, devia-
tion from consumerism and seeing non-​humans as neighbours can readily 
be found in the nineteenth century (see e.g., Thoreau 2016). Likewise, the 
need to live harmoniously in and with nature was highlighted (Emerson 
2009a, 2009b) and the ‘hunger for wealth, which reduces the planet to a 
garden’ was noticed in the same century (Emerson 2009b: 161). Going even 
further back in history, in ancient China the obligation of the government 
to ensure that human needs are met and for the people to develop human 
qualities such as benevolence and moral agency were outlined (Mote 1989).

The end of economic growth was an issue considered by several of the 
classical political economists. Among these, John Stuart Mill stood out by 
believing that the emergence of a non-​growing economy could be ‘a very 
considerable improvement on our present condition’ and that ‘there would 
be as much scope as ever for all kinds of mental culture, and moral and 
social progress; as much room for improving the Art of Living, and much 
more likelihood of its being improved, when minds ceased to be engrossed 
by the art of getting on’ (Mill 1848: book IV, chapter VI).

The notion of degrowth (décroissance) is more recent. It was coined by 
French political ecologist André Gorz in the early 1970s. In a later work 
he observes that ‘today a lack of realism no longer consists in advocating 
greater well-​being through the inversion of growth and the subversion of the 
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prevailing way of life. Lack of realism consists in imagining that economic 
growth can still bring about increased human welfare, and indeed that it is 
still physically possible’ (Gorz 1980: 14). From the outset, then, degrowth 
formed part of a critique, an opposition, a discourse of deviation from the 
pursuit of economic growth and hence from the destruction of life on earth. 
It opposed capitalism with its growth imperative, its ever-​increasing pro-
duction and consumption, its overuse of material and energy resources, its 
exploitation of human and non-​human life and beings, its commercialisa-
tion of almost everything. Having laid dormant for many years, the concept 
of degrowth was revived in the new millennium. This happened in France 
where Serge Latouche emerged as a leading proponent of degrowth and 
where the first international degrowth conference took place in 2008. Over 
the past decade or so, degrowth has become a concept around which both 
the works of a fast-​growing number of researchers and the activities of an 
international social movement have come to revolve.

The concept of degrowth does not have a single definition or meaning 
that all advocates of it equally accept. However, there is broad consensus 
that the energy and matter throughput of the rich countries is to decrease 
significantly, and that this shrinking process would need to be organised 
democratically and without undermining critical levels of wellbeing. One 
matter that deserves to be highlighted is that degrowth, despite its (perhaps 
unfortunate) name, is not opposed to growth per se (Buch-​Hansen and 
Nesterova 2023). Degrowth is consistent with certain forms of non-​material 
growth. These include growth in everything that can be associated with the 
goodness of human nature, such as care, solidarity, mutual aid, empathy, 
creativity and imagination, cooperation, connectedness, consciousness and 
attention, concern for others, and benevolence. Some forms of material 
growth also resonate with degrowth, the reason being that degrowth targets 
aggregate growth. For instance, selective growth in desirable industries (such 
as in renewable energy provision, organic agriculture and permaculture) is 
necessary. So are improvements in material conditions, material consump-
tion and access to infrastructure for those whose genuine needs are not met. 
Such needs include basic needs as well as needs for education, self-​realisation 
and even spirituality. Yet another type of growth that does not go against 
degrowth is growth in alternatives and in the diversity of forms of production. 
This is something diverse economies scholars have researched and described 
extensively throughout recent decades (e.g., Gibson-​Graham 2006; Gibson-​
Graham and Dombroski 2020). The diverse economies approach identifies 
a wide variety of non-​capitalist options which currently exist in, and even 
sustain, capitalist societies, and which can become essential parts of the 
landscape of degrowth societies. In terms of the forms of production, for 
instance, they may include cooperatives, artisanal production and foraging.

 

 

 

 



6 Deep transformations

Further to these reflections, degrowth can be seen to imply a reduction 
in humanity’s use of the material and energy resources wherever it can be 
done, growth in their use where necessary, growth in diversity and growth 
in human qualities in pursuit of harmonious coexistence. Naturally, when 
such equal access to resources (material and immaterial) and satisfaction of 
needs are pursued and when growth in the non-​material is encouraged, it 
precludes capitalistic strivings. By definition, then, degrowth cannot be capi-
talist. Apart from being anti-​capitalist in seeking to transform all capitalist 
forms of social being and human organisation, degrowth is also a process 
which does not define itself purely in terms of being against, but also in 
terms of continuously and adventurously being for. Throughout the book 
we emphasise this processual and fundamentally hopeful and positive char-
acter of degrowth. Finally, we perceive degrowth as a phenomenon that, 
far from merely involving less and different consumption and production, 
involves deep change on all planes of social being. We return to this matter 
in the next section when we outline the ontology underpinning the theory of 
degrowth transformations.

As noted above, a growing field of research revolves around the con-
cept of degrowth. Initially, the main scientific base of this field was politi-
cal ecology and especially ecological economics. In contrast to mainstream 
neoclassical economics, ecological economics regards the economy to be a 
subsystem of society, which in turn is a subsystem of nature (Spangenberg 
2016). As a result, there are natural limits as to how big the economy can 
grow. To ecological economists, economic growth denotes ‘an increase in 
the physical scale of matter/​energy throughput that sustains the economic 
activities of production and consumption of commodities’ (Daly 1996: 31). 
Considering that throughput has grown far too big relative to the capac-
ity of the biosphere, they argue that it is necessary to drastically reduce 
throughput in the rich countries. While it is the expectation that doing so 
will mean a reduction of GDP (the standard measure of economic activity), 
the goal is not a GDP reduction (Kallis 2018).

These insights of ecological economics are widely embraced by degrowth 
scholars. Yet with the growth of the degrowth research field, its scientific 
base has broadened considerably. Sociologists (e.g., Koch 2022a), political 
economists (e.g., Buch-​Hansen 2014; Chertkovskaya et al. 2019), geogra-
phers (see e.g., Schmid 2018) and scholars from many other disciplines now 
work with the concept of degrowth, resulting in a highly diverse and inter-
disciplinary body of scholarship. Degrowth has been put in conversations 
with a wide range of perspectives, including, for instance, feminism (Dengler 
and Seebacher 2019), historical materialism (Leonardi 2019), diverse econ-
omies thinking (Schmid 2020), existentialism (Nesterova 2021a) and criti-
cal realism (Bhaskar et al. 2012; Buch-​Hansen and Nesterova 2021, 2023; 
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see also Morgan 2021 and Schoppek 2020). Moreover, degrowth thinking 
has been applied to and related with multiple phenomena, such as busi-
ness and organisation (Hankammer et al. 2021; Nesterova 2020a, 2021a; 
Schmid 2018, 2020), housing (Mete and Xue 2021), social policy (Koch 
2022b), urban planning (Xue 2021) and technology (Heikkurinen 2018).3

A social movement calling for degrowth emerged in the context of the 
first international degrowth conferences. The conferences, which continue 
to take place regularly, bring together activists, artists and academics –​ and 
conference contributions span both conventional presentations of research 
and various forms of activism. More generally, a wide variety of move-
ments can be seen as degrowth compatible (Burkhart et al. 2020). Implicitly 
degrowth-​compatible movements such as voluntary simplicity, the tiny 
house movement and the zero-​waste movement have many commonalities 
with degrowth, but do not identify themselves as degrowth, though some of 
the people within those movements might do or generally share degrowth 
sentiments, arguments and pursuits.

Degrowth can also be regarded as a diverse political project. It is diverse 
because despite sharing the critique of capitalism and having a desire to 
achieve harmonious coexistence, views as regards the means by which such 
coexistence can be achieved differ. Some perceive degrowth to be an eco-​
socialist project (Swift 2014). Others advocate anarchism (Trainer 2014) 
and call for change in individuals’ values and worldviews first and fore-
most (Nesterova 2021a, 2021b). Still others do not propose a single politi-
cal ideology but rather highlight the variety of political systems, and hence 
propose a variety of pathways through which degrowth can be achieved in 
practice, which include both top-​down and bottom-​up strategies or a com-
bination of eco-​socialist and anarchist means.

The journey(s) of degrowth as a field of research, a social movement and 
a political project is ongoing. It is motivated by a shared desire for a better 
future, for a lasting, harmonious, peaceful co-​existence between humanity 
and nature, between humans and non-​humans, and within humanity, which 
includes one’s own self (Bonnedahl and Heikkurinen 2019; Nesterova 
2021a). In the field of research, the collection of knowledge is deepening 
and becoming broader. Yet degrowth scholarship also remains a collection 
of often dispersed and contradictory knowledge and it still lacks a solid 
foundation in the social sciences. Deepening of degrowth knowledge is done 
from a variety of philosophical standpoints (whether explicit or implicit), 
which, while not being bad in itself, often makes degrowth knowledge(s) 
incompatible. The breadth of degrowth knowledge makes it increasingly 
challenging to know what degrowth is and what it is not. Without a solid 
foundation in the social sciences, degrowth risks going down the path of 
remaining a mostly academic social movement rather than becoming at 

  

   

   

    

 

  

  

 

 



8 Deep transformations

once an established and influential academic paradigm, a successful and 
attractive political project and, of course, an inclusive and effective social 
movement. For the social scientific foundations to be solid, philosophical 
underpinnings need to be explicated.

The planes of social being

Any social scientific theory incorporates a set of ontological assumptions, that 
is, assumptions about the general nature of social being. The social ontology 
accompanying a theory regulates the type of explanations we can provide 
when applying it. For example, a structuralist ontology precludes agency-​
oriented explanations. It is thus crucially important that a theory aspiring to 
provide a holistic perspective on degrowth transformations is underpinned 
by a comprehensive and anti-​reductionist ontology, that is, an ontology that 
recognises social being in its entirety, including its relation to nature, and 
which reduces no aspect of social reality (say, the activities of agents) to 
a by-​product of another (say, culture). We contend that the critical realist 
perspective in the philosophy of science, and specifically Roy Bhaskar’s four 
planes of social being model (Bhaskar 1986, 1993, 2016), offers precisely 
such an ontology. Indeed, Bhaskar’s philosophy of science perspective is dis-
tinct in that it starts out from deep ontological reflections based on which 
it subsequently develops its perspective on the form and purpose of (social) 
scientific knowledge. The reason why this specific sequence is advocated is 
that it makes little sense to take a position on what forms knowledge should 
take without having first reflected on the overall nature of the reality that 
this knowledge concerns (Bhaskar 2008). In what follows, we briefly outline 
the ontology underpinning our theory of degrowth transformations (for a 
general introduction to critical realism, see Buch-​Hansen and Nielsen 2020).

Critical realist ontology covers both physical and social realities, consid-
ering them to be deep and layered. In the present context, we focus on social 
ontology as we consider it particularly relevant in relation to degrowth. 
After all, transformations need to happen in social reality, whereas nature 
needs to become subject to transformation as little as possible. The con-
ceptualisation of the relationship between structure and agency is of cru-
cial importance to the analysis of social change and stability. It has thus 
attracted attention ever since the beginning of the social sciences and is also 
at the heart of critical realist social ontology (Bhaskar 1998; Archer 1995). 
Reductionist approaches that privilege structure over agency or vice versa 
have traditionally prevailed. Yet several social theorists, including, for exam-
ple, Marx, Giddens and Bourdieu, occupy various types of middle positions 
in the social structures/​individual actions continuum (Koch 2020a).
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Critical realism also advocates a specific type of middle position, accord-
ing to which the social structures confronting human beings are never made 
in the present by those same human beings, but are the outcome of human 
activities undertaken in the past. In the words of Bhaskar (1998: 45–​46), 
‘people do not create society. For it always pre-​exists them and is a nec-
essary condition for their activity. Rather, society must be regarded as an 
ensemble of structures, practices and conventions which individuals repro-
duce or transform, but which would not exist unless they did so’. The social 
structures of today face us as an objective reality and they are not going 
to disappear so that new structures can be created. The implication for a 
theoretically informed analysis of degrowth transformations is that it needs 
to start out from currently existing structures. Not only do these structures 
condition agency, future degrowth societies would also evolve from them.

Burkhart et al. (2020: 18) note that degrowth movements generally 
‘share a holistic image of human beings, which they express either explicitly 
or implicitly. People are not seen as rational utility maximisers à la homo 
oeconomicus, but rather as social and emotional beings living in relation-
ships with and depending on each other.’ This view of human beings is con-
sistent with the ontology of critical realism. The latter emphasises that while 
agency is conditioned by structure, it is never determined by it. Although 
they are ontologically dependent, social structures and people are funda-
mentally different from each other (Bhaskar 1998: 42). Like structures, 
people are different. But unlike structures, people have identities, emotions, 
intentions and reasons. Unlike structures, people can be reflexive, creative, 
loving, aggressive and impatient. And unlike structures, people have the 
capacity to exercise agency, understood as intentional causality (Bhaskar 
1998). These are important insights in relation to degrowth transformations 
as they suggest that human beings –​ through concerted actions –​ are able 
to change currently existing social structures. A key task of the theoretical 
perspective to be outlined in this book is to fill this and other ontological 
statements with sociological content to render more concrete the nature of, 
and pathways to, change. For example, drawing on Pierre Bourdieu, we 
propose that some groups are more likely to be in favour of degrowth than 
are others.

Whereas Bhaskar’s initial thinking on social ontology to a large extent 
centred on the agency–​structure relationship, subsequently he expanded it 
and proposed that social being –​ that is, any social phenomenon, event or 
person –​ exists (is and is in becoming) simultaneously on four social planes 
(Bhaskar 1986: 128–​130, 2016: 53). The planes are interconnected and 
include (a) material transactions with nature, (b) social interactions between 
people/​inter-​subjectivities, (c) social structure and (d) the inner being of indi-
viduals. Viewing social being as existing and unfolding on the four planes at 

 

 

 

 

  



10 Deep transformations

once is valuable for degrowth because it provides a holistic and, by defini-
tion, anti-​reductionist perspective. It precludes simple answers and unsus-
tainable or unrealistic solutions. Degrowth transformations will concern all 
planes of social being. Transactions with nature (a) need to be improved via 
a (selective and equitable) reduction in matter and energy throughout. Social 
interactions between people (b) need to become more humane (involving 
for instance caring, empathy, solidarity, kindness, generosity and tolerance 
of diversity) as opposed to taking capitalist forms (exploitation, competi-
tion). Social structures (c) need to undergo a significant transformation, for 
instance involving redistribution of resources to massively reduce economic 
inequality. Human selves (d) are where unprecedented growth needs to hap-
pen. After all, transformation arises from human agents: ‘agency provides 
the effective causes for what happens in society –​ only human beings can act’ 
(Danermark et al. 2002: 12).

Human agents are cultural beings (Tuan 2001). Culture is often defined 
in opposition to nature (Benton 2001). In the words of Benton (2001: 137), 
such ‘opposition renders literally unthinkable the complex processes of 
interaction, interpenetration and mutual constitution which link together 
the items which are misleadingly dissociated from one another and allocated 
abstractly to one side or other of the Nature/​Culture great divide’. In the 
course of degrowth transformation(s), one task is to overcome this opposi-
tion which permeates all four planes of social beings. Currently, nature is 
seen as a collection of resources (plane a), social interactions and structures 
(planes b and c) are seen as separate from nature or human-​made, while 
the embodiment of personality is viewed through the lens of mind–​body 
(Cartesian) dualism. Degrowth should aim to transcend such dualism by 
recognising our ultimate dependence on nature and a deep interconnection 
with it. Even as individual humans we are not only em-​bodied, but also em-​
placed, and the nature of the place co-​creates our subjectivity (Næss 2016). 
Such em-​placement refers not only to a person’s immediate location, but 
also to the cosmos at large (Tuan 2013), that is, nature includes existence 
far beyond the nature in one’s region or even the earth.

As Bhaskar pointed out, one immediate virtue of the four-​planar model ‘is 
that it pinpoints the ecological dimension of social being that social theorists 
have been prone to ignore’ (2016: 83). Displacing human beings from the 
central position in ontology and incorporating the human being as well as 
humanity as a whole into nature indicates transcending anthropocentrism. 
Critical realism taken seriously and to its latest stage (the philosophy of 
metaReality; see Bhaskar 2012a, 2012b) calls for and can effectively under-
pin a holistic and processual theory of transformation. The four-​planar 
model is, as is ontology in general, formulated at a high (philosophical) 
level of abstraction. It is the task of substantive theory to render concrete 
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the nature of the structures, agents, interactions, cultures etc. on the various 
planes that matter in relation to whatever phenomenon the theory concerns.

As noted above, the theory to be developed in this book proposes that 
degrowth transformations will unfold on various planes, scales and sites. As 
the four planes encompass social being in its totality, both the scales and sites 
exist within each of them. For instance, material transactions with nature 
concern the local, the regional, the national and the international scales. 
Improving material transactions with nature on the local scale while caus-
ing damage elsewhere is not a degrowth transformation. Likewise, policies 
which improve the state of affairs for the local population while destroying 
livelihoods elsewhere should not be considered degrowth compatible. The 
concept of a site brings our attention to places which may be small and 
otherwise overlooked when theorising planes, scales and places with their 
own lasting constellation of structures and relationships. For instance, a 
human individual can be a site of transformation where a different mode 
of being can be nurtured and a different way of relating with the world can 
be encouraged. We identify and theorise three interconnected but relatively 
well-​defined sites of transformation: civil society (including human individ-
uals), state and business. Naturally, such sites can take different forms, and 
degrowth journeys will depend on this form.

Further to its deep ontology, critical realism advocates the view that 
social scientific practice should illuminate causal mechanisms, including 
underlying social structures, cultures and agency. An analysis of degrowth 
transformations underpinned by critical realism should thus aspire to illu-
minate both the mechanisms that make current societies in the rich countries 
grossly unsustainable, and the mechanisms needed to bring about degrowth 
transitions in specific settings. No individual discipline can on its own cap-
ture the nature of multidimensional degrowth transformations. Psychology, 
sociology, political economy, ecology, geography and other disciplines thus 
all need to participate in the uncovering of possibilities for (time-​ and place-​
sensitive) transformations.

A final feature of the critical realist philosophy of science perspective to 
be mentioned here is that it views normativity as a necessary and significant 
part of scientific practice (Bhaskar et al. 2010). In Bhaskar’s view, social 
science can come to be emancipatory by illuminating constraining social 
structures that sustain various ills in social life, structures that people may 
be unaware of (Bhaskar 1998: 32). For example, while some aspects of 
social being across the four planes are clear to people, others may be less 
obvious. A human being may have a sense of selfhood or individuality, but 
may find it less clear which social structures influence his/​her life and how. It 
becomes a responsibility of social scientists to explicate such structures and 
look deeply into social phenomena while critiquing oppressive structures 

 

 



12 Deep transformations

and false knowledge, including capitalist myths. Cases in point are the 
myths that one is poor because of laziness and that consumption makes one 
happy. Degrowth is also orientated towards emancipation, including libera-
tion from the constraints imposed onto human beings and non-​humans by 
capitalism. Thus, degrowth research in general –​ and the theory of transfor-
mation outlined in the chapters that follow –​ has much to gain from being 
rooted in a philosophy of science perspective that can bolster such criti-
cal aspirations, legitimising them as constituting a key feature of scientific 
practice.

On the content of this book

The purpose of this book is to propose a scientifically and philosophically 
informed, holistic account of degrowth-​inspired change: a theory of deep 
transformations. By introducing the reader to the four planes of social being, 
we hope to encourage the academic community, policymakers, activists and 
practitioners to become attentive to the depths and connectedness of social 
reality both within itself and with nature, and when facing complexity to 
go beyond labelling something as ‘complex’, attempting instead to disen-
tangle and theoretically structure complexity. When contemplating trans-
formations, this involves, for instance, avoiding placing hope, resources and 
efforts into any single policy, pursuit or place, and when indeed targeting 
any particular aspects of social reality, to ask oneself, what does it mean for 
other planes, scales and sites?

The book starts out from an account of capitalism both in its general and 
specific forms (Chapters 1 and 2). In Chapter 1, drawing mainly on Marx 
but also on other social theorists, we consider the growth imperative and the 
nature of work and consumption in capitalism. Moreover, we reflect upon 
capitalism in relation to (human) nature. Chapter 2 introduces the notion 
of institutional forms to consider capitalism as it actually manifests itself in 
concrete places and time periods. The notion is subsequently used to reflect 
upon possible features of degrowth societies and economies. In Chapter 3 
we initiate the theorisation of deep transformations. Drawing inspiration 
mainly from contemporary political economy scholarship, we distil various 
prerequisites for transformative change, including a deep crisis, the articula-
tion of a political project, the mobilisation of a comprehensive coalition of 
social forces and the building of consent.

The following three chapters enrich the theorisation by zooming 
in on the sites of civil society, the state and business (Chapters 4 to 6). 
Chapter 4 conceptualises civil society and reflects on its diversity and scales 
in degrowth transformations, paying attention to individuals and their 
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self-​transformation. Chapter 5 considers the state’s roles in capitalist econo-
mies and its potential roles in degrowth transformations, bringing into focus 
various forms and scales of state intervention. Chapter 6 reflects on the role 
of business in degrowth transformations, addressing questions related to 
scale, diversity and business practices. Chapter 7 then provides an illustra-
tion of how a part of the book’s theorisation of degrowth transformations 
can be applied empirically. The chapter relates data from empirical research 
on Sweden to the four planes of being, contemplating the potential uptake 
of degrowth ideas by different groups of people. Finally, in the Conclusion 
of the book, we synthesise the main arguments of the book, considering 
degrowth transformations in relation to the various planes of being and 
presenting our definition of degrowth. Further to this, we outline some key 
areas and focus points for future degrowth research and practice.

Notes

	 1	 The notion that sustainability and growth can be reconciled can be seen, for 
instance, in the United Nations’ 17 ‘sustainable development’ goals. On one 
hand these concern, for instance, clean water, climate action, sustainable use of 
the seas and ecosystem protection, while on the other hand Goal 8 is to pro-
mote economic growth (UN 2015).

	 2	 Only in the long run is capitalism itself in danger as a result of the climate 
breakdown. In the words of Malm (2018: 194), it is only likely to happen 
long after this breakdown ‘has killed those at the greatest distance from the 
bourgeoisie’.

	 3	 Many other strands within academia share degrowth advocates’ desire of a good 
and harmonious life for all, including humans, nature and non-​human beings. 
Such strands include diverse economies (Gibson-​Graham and Dombroski 
2020), deep ecology (Næss 2016), and scholarship on technological scepticism 
and pessimism (Heikkurinen and Ruuska 2021).

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



Historically, humankind survived and advanced because humans lived in 
groups in which they learned to collaborate and divide tasks and in which 
they developed and used tools. This division of labour resulted in a differen-
tiation of roles among members of society. In the earliest times, when pro-
ductivity was low and members of society lived near the subsistence level, 
the differentiation was probably not very hierarchical. Yet as productivity 
increased with the innovation of ever more advanced technologies, it became 
possible for small classes of individuals to escape ordinary, physically hard 
labour and perform other societal functions. From this point onwards, hier-
archical, class-​based societies emerged and developed. These were societies 
in which members of lower classes performed the work needed to support 
all of society while members of higher classes –​ from slave owners in ancient 
Greece and Rome, over feudal lords in medieval Europe to capital owners in 
all capitalist societies –​ enjoyed the privilege of not being directly involved 
in the production of everyday necessities while still benefiting from them 
(Hunt 1975: 3–​4).

In the present chapter we turn our attention towards capitalism. Doing 
so in a book on degrowth transformations is relevant insofar as the capi-
talist organisation of societies and the capitalist growth imperative are –​ as 
noted in the Introduction –​ root causes of the multidimensional crisis cur-
rently facing the earth and its inhabitants. As degrowth transformations 
cannot but start out from what currently exists, that is, capitalist socie-
ties, a holistic understanding of capitalism is a prerequisite for being able 
to theorise such transformations. By a holistic understanding we mean 
an understanding that takes into account capitalism’s means of subsist-
ence as well as effects on nature and human (and other) beings, instead 
of merely considering it narrowly as an economic system. In this context, 
we take up the question of whether egoism and greed are universally key 
human attributes. This issue is of key importance to any consideration 
of deep transformations, as deep social change beyond capitalism is only 
conceivable to the extent that human beings are able to change or manifest 
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existing human qualities which transcend egoism and greed. Throughout 
the chapter we take selected ideas of Karl Marx as our point of departure, 
supplementing them with insights from a range of other social theorists 
along the way.

The growth imperative

Capitalism is a complex system of structures and other mechanisms, which 
is continuously transformed and reproduced through the activities of actors. 
The reproduction of the class structure through day-​to-​day working pro-
cesses or the use of commodities and money through practices such as buy-
ing a cup of coffee is typically not the intended outcome of individual action 
(Koch 2020a). Unintended structural consequences follow from practices 
such as working and shopping because these phenomena are embedded in 
wider sets of, often unacknowledged, social structures, including the com-
modity form of work products, money and capital.

As countless scholars have observed, both in the degrowth literature and 
beyond, capitalism is structurally reliant on economic growth for its sta-
bility. For Marx, the origin of the imperative of capitalist economies to 
expand in scale and grow in value lies in the logic of exchange relations, 
especially the money form. He associated capitalism with endless M-​C-​M' 
cycles, where capital as money (M) is invested, then assumes commodify 
form (C), before it again assumes money form with added profits (M') 
(Marx 1990: 247–​257). The amount of money invested in the beginning of 
the cycle (M) is transformed into a larger amount at the end of it (M') via 
wage labour using natural resources to produce commodities (C). Capital 
accumulation, then, depends on capital owners making profits by initiating 
the production of goods and services and subsequently being able to sell 
them (Jessop 2002).

Wage labour entails a commodification of work which occurs because 
employees have no alternative but to offer the only commodity at their 
disposal on ‘labour markets’. Employees, in other words, exchange their 
capacity to work for a wage and are then forced to accept the right of 
their employer (the capital owner) to reap the profit (or absorb any losses) 
that results from the sale of the goods and services they have produced. 
Analysing the last step in the M-​C-​M' cycle, Marx (1990: 728) observes 
that there is ‘not one single atom of its value that does not owe its existence 
to unpaid labour’. Further to this, the ‘ownership of past unpaid labour is 
thenceforth the sole condition for the appropriation of living unpaid labour 
on a constantly increasing scale’ (Marx 1990: 729).1 Capitalism, then, is a 
system that is based on and produces deep inequalities.

  

 

 

 

 

  



16 Deep transformations

The social structure of capitalism is complex and contradictory. Under 
feudalism, the vast majority of the population were bondmen and bond-
women subject to direct legal and political domination by feudal lords.2 
Capitalism came to coexist with legal independence and political equality for 
citizens, including the right to be geographically mobile within the jurisdic-
tion of the state. Citizens, including wage labourers, formally became politi-
cally and legally free to, for instance, vote and start a business. Nevertheless, 
they remained socially unequal in that most people found themselves hav-
ing nothing to sell but their labour power while being separated from the 
means of subsistence such as land.3 The production and reproduction of this 
inequality became one of the central questions for the social sciences from 
Marx onwards.4 In addition to exploitation related to class differences, cap-
italism exhibits other, often intersecting (de los Reyes and Mulinari 2020), 
inequalities pertaining to, for example, gender, race and age.5

Capital accumulation generally unfolds in the context of corporate com-
petition, that is, rivalry between firms for profits and market shares (on 
capitalist competition, see Buch-​Hansen and Wigger 2011). In its most 
intense forms, competition ‘strikes not at the margins of the profits and 
the outputs of the existing firms but at their foundations and their very 
lives’ (Schumpeter 1947: 84). If they wish to survive, capitalist firms have 
no choice but to compete. The capital accumulation process, then, instils a 
grow-​or-​perish logic in the corporate sphere, as a result of which the interac-
tions of capitalists can become like ‘a fight among hostile brothers’ (Marx 
2006). Under this system, to avoid going out of business, companies seek 
to increase their productivity by being ever more efficient. As for capital 
owners, they are constantly watching out for investment opportunities that 
yield higher returns (extra profits) than those they get on their existing 
investments. In the words of Streeck (2016: 206), ‘Social institutions that 
demarcate areas of trade against areas of non-​trade, from national borders 
to laws prohibiting, say, the sale of organs, children, or cocaine, will find 
themselves under pressure from profit-​pursuing actors seeking to extend 
economic exchange across demarcation lines.’

As a historical system, capitalism has been defined by making ‘structur-
ally central and primary the endless accumulation of capital’ (Wallerstein 
2000: 147). Certainly, other systems, including ancient civilisations and feu-
dal societies, knew commitments to accumulation of wealth, especially the 
expansion of territory and riches earmarked for particular purposes such as 
the building of palaces or pyramids. Yet in such systems the pursuit of profit 
for its own sake tended to be seen as deviating from the norm. In medieval 
Europe, for example, economic interests tended to be subordinate to reli-
gion and the quest for ‘salvation’ (Weber 1958). Consequently, before the 
1820s, when economic growth accelerated in the context of the Industrial 
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Revolution, economic activity around the world was characterised by peri-
odic swings, yet expanded only by an average of 0.05% annually, due 
largely to slow population growth (Maddison 2001, 2007; see also Büchs 
and Koch 2017: chapter 2). In comparison, the annual average compound 
world growth rate was 2.21% from 1820 to 1998 (Maddison 2001: 28). 
Considering the nature of the capital accumulation process and the actual 
history of the capitalist economic system, there is little to suggest that a 
smaller and overall non-​growing economy is potentially compatible with 
capitalism as a few scholars have suggested (e.g., Lawn 2011; for a critique 
of the suggestion, see, e.g., Spash 2020). By implication, far from being a 
process that can be reconciled with capitalism, degrowth points beyond and 
stands in opposition to it.

Work and consumption

In the chapter’s introduction we noted how human beings have historically 
advanced as a species by dividing tasks. Marx (1875) viewed the division of 
labour as the necessary precondition for the ‘all-​round development of indi-
viduals’ and their productive powers. Far from viewing economic growth 
as an ahistorical and quasi-​eternal goal of economic action, he regarded 
economic expansion and a simultaneous intensification of the division of 
labour as a temporary and historically specific necessity to reach a develop-
ment stage in which basic needs can be satisfied relatively easily, and where 
social actors are able to devote more time to purposes other than economic 
ones (Koch 2019a). He famously distinguished between the ‘realm of free-
dom’, which ‘lies beyond the sphere of actual material production’, and the 
‘realm of physical necessity’ of material production, which can be tempo-
rarily reduced but not eliminated. Indeed, he was optimistic that the devel-
opment of the productive forces under capitalism would create conditions 
making possible a reduction of the time devoted to material labour. Like 
many contemporary degrowth proponents, Marx viewed the shortening of 
the working day as the basic prerequisite for the realm of freedom to blos-
som (Marx 2006: chapter 48; see also Saito 2023: 238–​239).

In capitalism, work is organised around the production of goods and ser-
vices that the employer can sell with a profit, the very profit that allows capi-
talists to sustain and increase their powers. ‘Workers’, writes Harvey, are 
hereby ‘put in a position where they can do nothing other than reproduce 
through their work the conditions of their own domination’ (2014: 64). 
Work assumes the form of a paid activity that an individual performs in 
accordance with goals and procedures determined by the employer. The 
typical worker in capitalism, then, is an individual ‘who produces nothing 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



18 Deep transformations

she or he consumes and consumes nothing he or she produces; for whom 
the essential objective of work is to earn enough to buy commodities pro-
duced and defined by the social machine as a whole’ (Gorz 1989: 22). To 
the extent that the concrete work process of products is dominated by the 
valorisation process of capital, the employee is estranged or alienated (Marx 
1977), not just from the products he or she contributes to producing, but 
also from nature, fellow humans and community. Alienation from nature 
can result from the work taking place in locations with a lack of access to 
nature, such as cities. It can also result from attributes of the workplace, the 
nature of the work itself and from long working hours that ‘tie’ the worker 
to the workplace.

Degrees of exposure to alienation vary with the position of the individual 
worker in the division of labour of a company. Ultimately it is a question 
of the extent ‘to which involvement in one’s work implies the enrichment 
or sacrificing of one’s individual being. After my day’s work, am I richer or 
poorer as a human being?’ (Gorz 1989: 80). Though, potentially, work can 
be a source of fulfilment, personal growth and learning, a space where one’s 
creativity can be exercised, the bulk of work under capitalism does not leave 
those who carry it out richer as human beings. The notion of alienation is 
therefore as relevant to the type of industrial work that was performed in 
the ‘dark satanic mills’ of the Industrial Revolution in Marx’s lifetime, as 
it is to much work in contemporary capitalism. Cases in point include the 
work performed by today’s global working class, most of which is located in 
developing and rising economies, and the widespread and growing existence 
in developed countries of ‘bullshit jobs’ (Graeber 2018), that is, jobs in, for 
example, financial services, administration, corporate law and public rela-
tions that are, according to the workers themselves, essentially meaningless 
and unnecessary.6

This brings us to the issue of the technology of work. As an economic 
system, capitalism is, on one hand, characterised by a ‘strange stillness’ in 
the form of the recurrent pattern of the M-​C-​M' cycle, a pattern which is 
repeated over and over again (Sewell 2008). On the other hand, there is 
flux. As a result of competition and the accumulate-​or-​perish logic, compa-
nies continuously reshape and innovate technologies, products and organi-
sational forms to succeed in capitalist markets. The history of capitalism 
has thus been marked by deep changes in technologies and organisational 
forms –​ and these changes have, in turn, been accompanied by radical 
transformations of work. Much of the technological change that has hap-
pened over the course of capitalist history has been used to disempower 
and replace workers, in other words to the opposite of enriching their being 
(Harvey 2014: 270). Such transformations have been guided by what André 
Gorz referred to as economic rationality: the aspiration to use the factors 
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of production, labour power included, as efficiently as possible to maximise 
profits. The economic rationalisation of work sweeps away ‘the ancient idea 
of freedom and existential autonomy’ and ‘produces individuals who, being 
alienated in their work, will, necessarily, be alienated in their consumption 
as well and, eventually, in their needs’ (Gorz 1989: 22).

As noted above, Marx (1977: 94) pointed to ownership of capital as the 
condition for accumulating more capital. He observed that

private property has made us so stupid and one-​sided that an object is 
only ours when we have it –​ when it exists for us as capital, or when it is  
directly possessed, eaten, drunk, worn, inhabited, etc., –​ in short, when it  
is used by us. … In the place of all physical and mental senses there has there-
fore come the sheer estrangement of all these senses, the sense of having.

Building on these and other observations, German psychoanalyst Erich 
Fromm later developed an elaborate distinction between what he called the 
mode of having and the mode of being. The modes constitute two different 
ways of existence, two different orientations towards oneself and the world, 
which shape how a person thinks, feels and acts (2013: 21). The mode of hav-
ing prevails under capitalism and is thus the mode we will focus on here –​ in 
later chapters we deal also with the mode of being. In the mode of having, a 
person’s relationship to everything and anybody in the world is one of want-
ing to possess and own it/​them. The relationship between the having person 
and what she owns is one of deadness: she has things because she has made 
them hers; but conversely things have her in the sense that her identity rests on 
what she has –​ money, stuff, prestige etc. –​ and what she consumes (2013: 21). 
Fromm notes that the most important form of having is consumerism and that 
the attitude inherent in it ‘is that of swallowing the whole world’ (2013: 24).

Pierre Bourdieu (1984) points to correspondence between individual con-
sumption and positions in social space, especially class positions (see Koch 
2019b). The cultural sphere is regarded as a site of symbolic struggles over 
the societal acceptability of lifestyles in which the dominant class manages to 
maintain a hierarchy of cultural forms that subjects all consumptive acts to 
the legitimate taste (its own). This process is objective and effective insofar 
as it operates largely independent of the (manipulative) intentions of domi-
nant groups. While members of the middle and working classes may eschew 
legitimate cultural practices or regard them with suspicion and disdain, the 
position of the dominant class at the pinnacle of the cultural hierarchy nor-
mally goes unchallenged because it appears to be built upon ease, casualness 
and natural superiority. The competition for positional goods (Hirsch 1976) 
is mediated through a social logic referred to by Bourdieu (1984) as distinc-
tion, perceived as natural differences. The result of the naturalisation of the 
specifically capitalist character of production and consumption relations is 
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that economic growth appears to be the ideal breeding ground for upward 
mobility and progress and in everyone’s interest. With regard to production 
relations, a strong work ethic seems to be a worthwhile and rational indi-
vidual strategy to ‘get ahead’, while in consumption, growth guarantees the 
creation of ever-​new generations of consumer articles which are the material 
basis for individual distinction.

In capitalism, then, competition exists far beyond the marketplace. 
Fromm notes that a society revolving around profit and property produces 
a social character oriented around the having mode of existence, due to 
which key attributes of the relation between individuals are antagonism, 
competition and fear.

If having is the basis of my sense of identity because ‘I am what I have,’ the 
wish to have must lead to the desire to have much, to have more, to have most. 
In other words, greed is the natural outcome of the having orientation. It can 
be the greed of the miser or the greed of the profit hunter or the greed of the 
womanizer or the man chaser. Whatever constitutes their greed, the greedy can 
never have enough, can never be satisfied.

(Fromm 2013: 97)

Fromm observes that in capitalism, ‘the having mode of existing is assumed 
to be rooted in human nature and, hence, virtually unchangeable’ (2013: 86). 
This brings us to the question of human nature.

Human nature

The classical liberal creed asserts that human beings are innately egoistic, 
greedy, atomistic, coldly calculating, lazy and generally independent of soci-
ety (Hunt 1975: 55). It is moreover assumed that it will benefit both the indi-
vidual and society at large if such human beings are given the unrestrained 
freedom to compete in capitalist markets. In The Wealth of Nations, for 
example, Adam Smith (1976: 454) writes that

every individual is continually exerting himself to find out the most advanta-
geous employment for whatever capital he can command. It is his own advan-
tage, indeed, and not that of the society, which he has in view. But the study 
of his own advantage naturally, or rather necessarily leads him to prefer that 
employment which is most advantageous to the society.

The notion that the actions of all humans flow from them being, in their 
essence, egoistic utility-​maximisers has survived to this date, most nota-
bly in the homo economicus (economic man) of mainstream neoclassical 
economics.
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Marx (1977, 1990) adopted a fundamentally different perspective, one 
involving a distinction between human nature in general and human nature 
as it is affected by a given type of society. As regards human nature in gen-
eral, productive labour is held to be at the core of its essence. ‘It is just in 
his work upon the objective world … that man really proves himself to 
be a species-​being. This production is his active species-​life’, writes Marx 
(1977: 69). Although other species are also productive, building nests and 
dwellings for themselves and their young, only human beings produce with 
tools. As a result, the productive powers of human beings –​ unlike the pro-
ductive powers of other species –​ develop over time, and what is being pro-
duced takes a greater variety of forms than does the production of any other 
species. Moreover, only human beings produce even when they are free from 
the physical need to do so (1977: 68).

Seen from this perspective, human beings are not egoistic, greedy and 
competitive because their human nature dictates them to have such character 
traits; rather, the extent to which they are egoistic, greedy and competitive is 
a result of their character being moulded by the specific societal context in 
which they are situated. Instead of claiming that human beings are driven by 
egoism and the desire to maximise material gains, Marx claims that the way 
human beings produce in a specific spatio-​temporal context has a decisive 
impact on his/​her thinking and desires (Fromm 1961: 12). Consequently, 
being shaped by –​ and in turn contributing to shaping –​ the transformation 
of their natural and social environment, the concrete psychology of human 
beings will differ from one setting and one era to the next (Collier 2004: 25).

If engaging in productive labour is at the core of what defines human 
beings, it follows that the alienation of such labour under capitalism can 
only impact the inner being of humans in profound ways. In the words of 
Collier (2004: 25),

the alienation of the human essence –​ productive labour –​ creates a totally 
different moral atmosphere from that, which, if Marx is correct, is natural to 
humankind. It makes people egoistic, not only in the sense that it sets everyone 
in mutual competition for survival, and thus corrupts our relations with our 
fellow humans, but also in the sense that it destroys our feel for the intrinsic 
value of things.

The commodification of labour under capitalism runs deeper than labour 
power itself being a commodity. It is not just that people come to experience 
themselves as commodities to be sold; it is also that, simultaneously, they 
have to act as the sellers of that commodity (Fromm 2013: 127). Because 
success depends on how well a person is able to sell him or herself in com-
petitive labour markets, a decisive issue becomes how nice a ‘personality 
package’ that person is or can appear to be. That is, how reliable, robust, 
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ambitious and so on he or she comes across. Offered for sale on the ‘per-
sonality market’, personality structures come to continuously adapt to 
the employer’s desires and thus to exhibit great plasticity. Being saleable 
becomes the overriding concern of human beings. Associating this state of 
affairs with the having mode of existence, Fromm (2013: 86) notes that 
while humankind’s biological urge for survival tends to further this mode, 
greed, selfishness and laziness ‘are not the only propensities inherent in 
human beings’.7

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, the question of human 
nature is crucial when theorising degrowth transformations. Were capital-
ism a system existing in natural extension of an immutable human nature, 
deep transformations along the lines of degrowth would be ruled out. 
Fortunately, human nature is not fixed once and for all. Rather, as already 
noted, it is shaped by pre-​existing social structures and cultures. Whereas 
capitalism produces ‘as a chief incentive the desire for money and property’, 
different ‘economic conditions can produce exactly the opposite desires, like 
those of asceticism and contempt for earthly riches, as we find them in many 
Eastern cultures and in the early stages of capitalism’ (Fromm 1961: 11). 
Under different socio-​economic circumstances, then, greed and selfishness 
may become less prominent features of the personalities from which peo-
ples’ actions flow. In the words of Kallis et al. (2020: 42–​43):

To keep systemic expansion going, growth imperatives are internalized in life 
purposes and identities, making it feel like the impetus for growth is in our 
DNA. But … [h]‌uman nature offers many possibilities: we can be selfish and 
we can be altruistic, we can want more and we can do well with less, we can 
accumulate but also share. Which propensities get cultivated and which ones 
constrained depends on sociocultural systems.

Further to this, it can also be noted that several degrowth scholars have 
referred to human needs theory (e.g., Büchs and Koch 2019). Such scholars, 
for instance, draw on Max-​Neef’s distinction between universal needs and 
culturally, socially and locally specific needs satisfiers (Max-​Neef 1991; see 
also Chapters 5 and 7). This distinction draws attention to how, on one 
hand, human beings, qua their biological nature, universally have various 
needs in common and, on the other hand, to the specific spatio-​temporal 
social conditions in which human lives are lived.

The capitalist consumerist culture incentivises people to work hard and 
long so as to be able to purchase commodities and commodified experi-
ences. These commodities and experiences replace deeper, more enriching 
and lasting satisfactions (Soper 2020: 55). While human nature is shaped 
by consumer culture, it is not dictated by it. Human agency and inner being 
possess emergent properties making them irreducible to structures and 
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discourses. A person can thus live in a capitalist consumer society without 
(entirely) internalising the prevailing culture of that society. Indeed, many 
people under capitalism live lives that are shaped by altogether different 
discourses, discourses that do not equate the ‘good life’ with consuming 
fashion items, air travel, cars, electronic goods, spacious accommodation 
and so forth. And there is growing realisation that the consumerist lifestyle 
is a source of over-​work, depression and health problems (Soper 2020: 54). 
Even so, people in capitalist consumer societies are generally slow to change 
their lifestyles in ‘a less energy-​intensive and climate-​adverse direction’, both 
because they face many structural and cultural barriers such as the consum-
erist culture (Næss 2010: 69) and because the desire to have more is deeply 
ingrained in the social character (Fromm 2013).

In this and the preceding sections we have considered some key features 
of capitalism and some of the ways in which this economic system affects 
social life and the inner being of humans. As such, our perspective on cap-
italism so far has been an anthropocentric one. In the following section 
we broaden the perspective to situate capitalism in relation to the natural 
environment.

Capitalism and nature

Fundamentally opposing views as to the relationship between expanding 
capitalist market economies and the natural environment can be found in 
extant scholarship. Mainstream neoclassical economics regards the growth 
of monetary value as indefinite. Economic processes are conceptualised as if 
they were a closed system within which flows of services and goods are com-
pensated by financial flows in the opposite direction. Energy, other natural 
resources and the earth in general are treated as if they were infinite and/​or 
irrelevant. In this view, then, ‘nothing enters from the environment, nothing 
exits to the environment. It does not matter how big the economy is relative 
to its environment’ (Daly 1991: xiii). Yet economics has not always been 
synonymous with a science of prices, economic value and monetary growth. 
Political economists of the pre-​industrial period did not conceive growth in 
abstract, quantifiable terms (Dale 2012a, 2012b) or as a key policy goal for 
governments.8 Although Smith, David Ricardo and other classical econo-
mists pointed out that it is labour that produces exchange value, they did 
not go as far as to leave out nature from their analysis of economic processes 
(Koch 2012: 18).

For Marx, who witnessed a largely industrialised economy where most 
labour products had taken the form of commodities that were produced for 
the purpose of exchanging them on markets, labour is the connecting link 
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between nature and human beings. In order to survive, humans must interact 
with nature and transform natural raw materials into use values. Building 
on Justus Liebig, Marx viewed this metabolism between human beings and 
nature through the labour process as an anthropological constant, as the 
‘everlasting nature-​imposed condition of human existence’ (Marx 1990). In 
this view, human life and society are embedded in and dependent on nature 
and the two are considered to exist in a dialectical relationship in which they 
continuously shape one another. In the words of Marx (1977: 67), ‘That 
man’s physical and spiritual life is linked to nature means simply that nature 
is linked to itself, for man is a part of nature.’

Under capitalism, the endless accumulation of capital is, as mentioned, 
made possible through the appropriation of unpaid labour or its prod-
uct. Yet Marx (1990: 134) also observed, following William Petty, that 
‘labour is not the only source of material wealth, of use values produced by 
labour. … labour is its father and the earth its mother’. To put it differently,  
the capital accumulation process is premised on production processes com-
bining labour power with land, raw materials, fuels and the like. The C in 
the M-​C-​M' cycle, then, refers to commodity production processes that, in 
addition to creating increased exchange value, also involves the use and the 
destruction of nature. Gorz (1980: 20) notes that this destruction is inevi-
table: ‘The earth is not naturally hospitable to humankind. Nature is not a 
garden planted for our benefit. Human life on earth is precarious and, in 
order to expand, it must displace some of the natural equilibriums of the 
ecosystem.’ All human activities and social forms inevitably affect nature, 
but they can reshape it to smaller or larger extents and do so in more or 
less destructive ways. Capitalism is an extraordinarily destructive system, a 
system under which nature has been reshaped more than under any other 
system.9

Further to the above observations regarding the alienation of work and 
consumption under capitalism, Gorz (1989: 86) writes that ‘learning to 
work means unlearning how to find, or even to look for, a meaning to non-​
instrumental relations with the surrounding environment and with other 
people’. In his analysis, the dominant culture in capitalism leads people to 
treat nature and fellow human beings in instrumental ways, doing violence 
to them. This violence is seen ‘in the functionality both of our everyday 
tools and of the objects and spaces we have designed to support and con-
tain our bodies: chairs, tables, furniture, streets, means of transport, urban 
landscapes, industrial architecture, noises, lights, materials and so on’ 
(1989: 86). Again, it is important to recognise that there is a scale of vio-
lence. While some transactions with nature, such as fracking and large-​scale 
conventional agriculture, are extremely violent, other transactions, such as 
small-​scale organic agriculture, are hardly violent at all.
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The logic of capital accumulation pushes companies to not only produce 
an ever-​expanding range of commodities but also to invent ever-​new wants 
that can be satisfied by means of these commodities. Historically, this pro-
cess has resulted in (over)production divorced from basic or universal needs 
as defined by scholars such as Max-​Neef or Doyal and Gough. And in paral-
lel, it has resulted in the consumption of ever more nature. While the logic 
of capital accumulation reigns supreme, this process will not end until all 
of nature has been consumed. As an economic system, capitalism ‘cannot 
help but privatise, commodify, monetise and commercialise all those aspects 
of nature that it possibly can. Only in this way can it increasingly absorb 
nature into itself to become a form of capital … This metabolic relation nec-
essarily expands and deepens in response to capital’s exponential growth’ 
(Harvey 2014: 262). Because it unfolds under the condition of competition 
which forces individual companies to speed up the overall turnover process 
as much as possible, the use and commercialisation of nature is continu-
ously intensified and expanded, subsuming new geographical areas.

Though capitalist development cannot and does not get rid of the mate-
rial and energy sides of production altogether, it nevertheless tends to negate 
and dispel them as much as possible (Burkett 1999). Whereas money and 
valorisation are quantitatively unlimited and, hence, reversible, natural 
resources are generally limited as the result of which the consumption of 
them is irreversible. The earth’s stock of fossil fuels, in particular, is con-
fined, and the existing stock can only be burnt once.10 These contradic-
tions and limits nevertheless place an expiry date on a growth-​dependent 
economic system such as capitalism. When that date is depends on how 
successful capitalists are in pursuing their objectives: ‘a way of life that bases 
itself on materialism, i.e. on permanent, limitless expansionism in a finite 
environment, cannot last long, … its life expectation is the shorter the more 
successfully it pursues its expansionist objectives’ (Schumacher 1993: 121). 
Still, capitalism exists, and, while it is not exactly thriving (see, e.g., Streeck 
2016), it continues to overall grow five decades after Schumacher made this 
observation –​ and indeed after the Club of Rome published its Limits to 
Growth report (Meadows et al. 1972). While environmental limits to capi-
tal accumulation certainly exist, such limits will not by themselves bring an 
end to capitalism. Capital accumulation seems likely to continue well into 
the future, while the earth becomes increasingly uninhabitable for an ever-​
greater number of human and non-​human beings.

Recognition of biophysical limits and the social and ecological downsides 
of endless growth led to the establishment of the field of ecological econom-
ics within heterodox economics. Pioneered by thinkers such as Georgescu-​
Roegen (1971), Herman Daly (1991) and Inge Røpke (2004), the field views 
economy and society as subsystems of nature. In the words of Clive Spash 
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(2020: 2), reality is ‘a hierarchical structure with the economy emergent from 
and embedded in social relations, while social and economic systems are also 
subject to biophysical structures and their law like conditions’. In this view, 
capitalist growth some decades ago passed a point beyond which it became 
uneconomic in the sense that its social and ecological costs came to exceed 
the benefits of growth (Daly 1991). As mentioned above, ecological eco-
nomics initially constituted the main scientific base for degrowth scholarship  
(Buch-​Hansen and Nesterova 2021). It calls for limiting ‘the physical scale 
of matter/​energy throughput that sustains the economic activities of produc-
tion and consumption of commodities’ (Daly 1996: 31; see also Puller and 
Smith 2017).11

The notion of the Anthropocene has been used to describe a new geo-
logical era in which the activities of humankind have come to have a sig-
nificant impact on the climate and ecosystem of the earth. While few deny 
that the activities of human beings have had and continue to have a mas-
sively negative impact on nature, the notion of the Anthropocene has been 
questioned for creating the appearance that the predicament we are now 
in is the unavoidable outcome of human biology or that it is an outcome 
for which all human beings are equally responsible. Yet some countries, 
classes and human beings are clearly more responsible for it than are others. 
In the words of Hornborg (2019: 141), ‘the Anthropocene is the creation 
of a minority of the human species in its struggle to dominate and exploit 
the global majority’. The consequences for human beings of the violence 
and irreversible damage done to nature in the Anthropocene are also dis-
tributed unequally, with the severe overshooting of the earth’s ecological 
boundaries having more fatal ramifications for ‘those at the neo-​colonised 
periphery’ than for those ‘in the neo-​imperialising centres’ (Soper 2020: 17). 
The fact that, historically, various modes of production have existed under 
which humanity did less violence to nature than has been the case under 
capitalism (Soper 2020) has led some to adopt the notion of Capitalocene 
(Moore 2017).

In conclusion: from capitalism in general to capitalism  
as a social formation

In the book’s Introduction we noted that any social phenomenon exists 
simultaneously on four planes: material transactions with nature, social 
interactions between people/​inter-​subjectivities, social structure, and 
inner being. As shown in the present chapter, capitalism is no exception. 
Capitalism shapes humans’ transactions with nature by exploiting, com-
modifying and transforming it into human artefacts at an ever-​increasing 
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rate. It alienates people from one another on the plane of social interactions. 
Its production relations hierarchise people on the plane of social structures. 
Finally, on the plane of inner being, capitalism brings out, nurtures and 
rewards greed and egoism, in combination with illusions of meritocracy. 
It promotes and normalises these traits, rendering opposition to capitalism 
more difficult.

In this chapter we have dealt with capitalism at a rather general level, 
for the most part at the level of what Marx called a ‘mode of production’, 
entailing for example that an abstraction is made from institutional reg-
ulation while individual actors are reduced to economic character masks 
(Marx 1990). Though the analysis of the mode of production allows for 
insights into the general tensions between economy, ecology and society 
that characterise all capitalist societies, it does not sufficiently consider how 
these structural tensions are articulated in actual societies and institutional 
circumstances.

For example, the long-​term expansion of the scale of production and the 
associated increase in material and energy throughput under capitalism, 
and the ensuing rise of CO2 emissions and the transgression of planetary 
limits, can be analysed at the level of abstraction of the mode of produc-
tion. But such a perspective is too abstract and general to explain why 
CO2 outputs per economic unit differ from one era to the next or why 
one capitalist country has considerably lower CO2 outputs per capita than 
another (Fritz and Koch 2016). The tensions existing within the capitalist 
class in particular sectors also cannot be adequately analysed at the level 
of the mode of production. For example, whereas the profits of companies 
operating in some sectors may be negatively affected by specific forms of 
environmental protection, companies in other sectors may benefit from it 
(Görg 2003: 286). And whereas for most entrepreneurs the overconsump-
tion of raw materials and natural resources is a means of valorisation, for 
others it threatens profitability. When, for example, the rainforest is cut 
down, it places strain on resources required by the pharmaceutical industry 
(Dietz and Wissen 2009).

Actual capitalist economies and societies, that is, capitalist social forma-
tions (Poulantzas 1968), are far more complex than capitalism viewed as a 
mode of production. They are dominated by this mode yet also feature ele-
ments of non-​capitalist economies, corresponding forms of domination and 
a range of real-​type combinations of productive and unproductive as well as 
paid and unpaid work contexts (Gibson-​Graham 2006; Koch 2011).12 And 
over time social formations change profoundly (Buch-​Hansen 2014; Lipietz 
1992). In other words, it should be recognised that not only do different, 
coexisting and competing forms of capitalism exist, but also that capital-
ism as an economic system is not all-​pervasive. In each of the four planes 
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capitalist manifestations coexist with non-​capitalist ones (Buch-​Hansen and 
Nesterova 2023). Proceeding along these lines, that is, taking into consid-
eration diversity within and beyond capitalism, the following chapters add 
nuance to the perspective presented in this chapter.

Notes

	 1	 The transfer of surplus labour is hidden through the continuing distortion of 
specifically capitalist economic categories and social relations into objects and 
natural features (Koch 2018a). Consequently, while capitalism is premised on 
the exploitation of employees, it comes to appear as if all labour is paid and as 
if profit derives from other sources than surplus labour.

	 2	 Bondmen and -​women were part of the personal possession of their feudal 
lords, just as the land or the tools used in agriculture. They were tied to the 
place where they worked and could not move without the consent of their 
landlords. Both were politically and legally unequal.

	 3	 Marx (1990: chapter 24) described the historical separation process of labour 
and land using the example of the Scottish Highland Clearances. This case 
of ‘enclosing the commons’ gave later rise to the formulation of the general 
concept of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Luxemburg 1951; Harvey 2005), 
which was applied to processes of corporatisation, privatisation and commodi-
fication of previously public assets, from water and public utilities to social 
housing and academia.

	 4	 This tension between the spheres of production and circulation made Marx 
regard capitalism as a historical transition period. The experiences of equality, 
individual independence and mutual respect, associated with the circulation 
of commodities, awaken and increase the will and the potential in humans to 
also make these core characteristics of their work relations and hence a post-​
capitalist mode of production.

	 5	 The latter are forms of ‘exclusion’, denoting a situation in which the mate-
rial benefits of one group are acquired at the expense of another group, coer-
cive practices being an essential part of the process. ‘Exploitation’ is a specific 
form of exclusion in that the ‘material well-​being of exploiters depends on the 
effort of the exploited’ (Wright 1994: 40), whereas in non-​exploitative exclu-
sion there is no labour transfer from the excluded to the excluding group. The 
crucial difference is that in the former case, the exploiter needs the exploited, 
whereas in the latter case the excluding group is sometimes better off if the 
excluded group simply disappeared (Koch 2017: chapter 1).

	 6	 Schumacher (1993: 39–​40), arguing for a Buddhist economics, noted how 
organising ‘work in such a manner that it becomes meaningless, boring, stul-
tifying, or nerve-​racking for the worker would be little short of criminal: it 
would indicate a greater concern with goods than with people, an evil lack of 
compassion and a soul-​destroying degree of attachment to the most primitive 
side of this worldly existence’.
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	 7	 The philosopher Baruch Spinoza thought of greed and ambition not as natural 
aspects of human nature but as mental illnesses. In Ethics (1677) he makes the 
following observation: ‘if the greedy person thinks only of money and posses-
sions, the ambitious one only of fame, one does not think of them as being 
insane, but only as annoying; generally one has contempt for them. But factu-
ally, greediness, ambition, and so forth are forms of insanity, although usually 
one does not think of them as “illness” ’ (cited in Fromm 2013: 82).

	 8	 This changed in the course of the nineteenth century, when use values, mat-
ter and energy were reduced to abstract numbers and monetary magnitudes 
started to become a salient feature of economic life. In the first half of the 
twentieth century, this development reached a new level when, in 1932, the 
US Congress commissioned the economist Simon Kuznets to devise a means 
by which to measure the nation’s output. This resulted in the Gross National 
Product (GNP) and later the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), a measure that 
estimated the market value of all final goods and services produced within a 
country per year, including the costs of government services (Paulsson 2019). 
Subsequently, not least in the post-​Second World War period, GDP growth 
became a dominant priority for all countries, informing practices and policies 
that have deeply shaped societies and the planet (Schmelzer 2016).

	 9	 This is, of course, not to suggest that capitalism is the only environmentally 
unsustainable type of economic system. Most notably, Soviet communist coun-
tries were fossil fuel-​based economies that strove for high economic growth 
rates. As a result, their ecological footprints were very large.

	 10	 Hornborg (2019: 17) speaks of ‘modernity as a social condition founded on the 
capacity to externalize biophysical burdens and risks’.

	 11	 While it is, as such, not first and foremost preoccupied with GDP growth, limit-
ing the scale of matter/​energy throughput to a level where the economy works 
within ecological boundaries would undoubtedly result also in a smaller GDP.

	 12	 If we do not consider the fact that capitalism proceeds in different growth strat-
egies and modes of regulation, then we run the risk of repeating the errors 
of earlier generations of Marxists who thought that the social tensions and 
contradictions inherent in capitalism as mode of production would lead to its 
inevitable and in some cases immediate collapse.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The capital accumulation process is pervaded by several tensions and con-
tradictions that manifest as continuous features of, or ruptures in, the 
development of capitalism (Harvey 2014). Due to its contradictory nature, 
capitalism depends on the existence of societal institutions beyond the mar-
ket to temporarily stabilise it (Jessop 2002: 19). Various strands of scholar-
ship deal with this phenomenon.1 In this chapter, we build upon regulation 
theory, which was designed to consider the specific social, cultural and insti-
tutional forms and frameworks within which capitalist growth in actual 
social formations proceeds. According to this theory, accumulation regimes 
need to be stabilised by modes of regulation conceptualised in terms of vari-
ous institutional forms: the wage–​labour nexus, the enterprise form, the 
monetary regime, the state and insertion into international regimes (Boyer 
and Saillard 2002; Koch 2012; Lipietz 1992). In addition to this, regulation-
ist scholarship has dealt with the relation to nature of specific accumulation 
regimes.

Consideration of institutional forms has so far predominantly entered 
analyses of capitalist social formations. Degrowth scholarship has not, for 
the most part, adopted the concept, or for that matter regulation theory 
terminology more generally (but see Koch and Buch-​Hansen 2021). It is 
thus safe to say that comprehensive answers as to what the various insti-
tutional forms could involve in relation to degrowth (that is, whether they 
could come to stabilise a degrowth economy) have not been provided. 
Nevertheless, to varying extents, ideas or visions related to each form have 
been developed, both by degrowth scholars and scholars working on, for 
instance, eco-​feminism and diverse economies. In this chapter we relate to 
some of these ideas to contemplate what transformations towards degrowth 
could entail. Moreover, we bring up the issue of what capitalist diversity 
means for such transformations. First, however, we consider institutional 
forms under capitalism.

2

Institutional forms and diversity:  
from capitalism to degrowth
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Institutional forms

The concept of institutional forms refers to the various institutional 
arrangements that, in a given spatio-​temporal setting, lend stability to a 
specific regime of accumulation (Piletic 2019: 1310). By implication, insti-
tutional forms vary in place and time. The examples of Fordist and neolib-
eral capitalism can be used to exemplify this point. The Fordist era in the 
decades after the Second World War is often referred to as the Golden Age 
of Capitalism (e.g., Glyn et al. 1990). It entailed ‘a virtuous circle of growth 
based on mass production, rising productivity based on economics of scale, 
rising incomes linked to productivity, increased mass demand due to rising 
wages, increased profits based on full utilization of capacity and increased 
investment in improved mass production equipment and techniques’ (Jessop 
2002: 56). Overall, institutional forms in this era delivered stable accumu-
lation and social progress in the advanced capitalist countries for approxi-
mately three decades (Neilson 2020).

The content of the institutional forms in the Fordist mode of regula-
tion was characterised by the following features. Its wage–​labour nexus 
involved industrial relations systems with minimum wage levels and 
generalised collective agreements that coupled wages and productivity 
increases. Its enterprise form involved large corporations oriented towards 
economies of scale production and an oligopolistic form of competition. 
Its monetary regime entailed credit money and credit policies oriented 
towards maintaining aggregate demand in national markets. In terms of 
state form, a Keynesian welfare state provided social security for citizens, 
ensuring that they remained consumers even in the absence of employ-
ment. And, finally, the international system was oriented towards the 
expansion of trade and investment in the Atlantic zone (Jessop 2002: 57; 
Boyer and Saillard 2002; Lipietz 1992). Of these institutional forms, the 
wage–​labour nexus prevailed in the Fordist mode of regulation: ‘The 
necessity of a parallel evolution of mass consumption and mass produc-
tion for the coherence of Fordism put the institutional arrangements of 
the wage–​labour nexus at the centre of the whole institutional architec-
ture’ (Amable 2000: 665). As this indicates, not only does the content 
of the various institutional forms vary, so does their internal hierarchy, 
which is to say that one or more institutional forms matter more than the 
rest in a given mode of regulation.

After the 1970s, Fordist-​Keynesian capitalism gave way to a postfordist-​
neoliberal form of capitalism (henceforth denoted neoliberal capitalism). 
In Chapter 3 we consider some of the mechanisms causing this shift. In the 
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present context we can note that the new form of capitalism entailed deep 
changes in all the institutional forms making up the previously existing modes 
of regulation. Neoliberal capitalism involves a finance-​dominated accumu-
lation regime, and a key feature of its mode of regulation is financial deregu-
lation (Skyrman 2022; see also Koch 2012: 87). Entailing deregulation of 
domestic financial systems combined with the liberalisation of international 
capital flows, financial deregulation fundamentally changed the financial 
landscape and enhanced the power of the financial sector (Stockhammer 
2011: 239). The growing weight of finance in the economy is often referred 
to as financialisation (Krippner 2005). As observed by Frieden (2007: 385), 
‘By the late 1990s international financial activities were so intertwined with 
domestic financial markets that for all intents and purposes there was one 
global financial system that included all the developed countries and many 
developing and formerly Communist countries.’ In terms of the hierarchy of 
institutional forms, regulation theorists have suggested that this monetary 
regime is at the top under neoliberal capitalism (e.g., Boyer and Saillard 
2002; Piletic 2019).

It is not so much the transnationalisation of finance, however, as the 
transnationalisation (globalisation) of the production process that quali-
tatively sets the neoliberal era apart from previous eras (Robinson 2004). 
This development was closely related to gigantic, transnational corpora-
tions (TNCs) becoming the dominant enterprise form. The number of 
such corporations increased from approximately 7,000 in 1970 to over 
38,000 in 1995 and to more than 100,000 in 2010 (Jaworek and Kuzel 
2015; Robinson 2004: 55–​56). Paralleling this development was a massive 
increase in foreign direct investment (FDI) –​ that is, investments that are 
made to acquire interests in companies operating outside the economy of 
the investor. In the neoliberal era, deindustrialisation, technological change 
and the growing transnationalisation of ownership structures and produc-
tion circuits marked a gradual and partial transition towards a more flex-
ible type of capitalism (Jessop 2002). The transnationalisation of economic 
structures intensified competitive pressures and forced many companies to 
become more flexible.

This development translated, for instance, into a push for more flexible 
labour markets, resulting in a move away from the existing wage–​labour 
nexus. ‘The developed economies needed to adjust to a new and emerging 
division of labour, where huge differences in unit labour costs stimulated 
the relocation of production especially in manufacturing’ (Dannreuther and 
Petit 2006: 106). As a result, wages and social protection came under pres-
sure in the advanced capitalist countries. This development was to no small 
extent driven by changes in the state form. Keynesian welfare states were 
gradually transformed into competition states. These expose citizens to the 
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forces of competition and promote social solidarity only insofar as it con-
stitutes an asset in global competition (Cerny 1997; Hirvilammi and Koch 
2020; Streeck 2000). In parallel, state regulation of the economy in a broad 
range of areas was ‘neoliberalised’, the areas of competition policy, indus-
trial policy and monetary policy being cases in point (e.g., Buch-​Hansen 
and Wigger 2011; Bulfone 2022). This development was to no small extent 
due to the emergence in the international system of loose networks made up 
of trans-​ and supranational organisations such as the OECD, IMF, WTO, 
World Bank and EU, together with national states. These networks, which 
can also be thought of as transnational state apparatuses (Robinson 2004), 
serve to organise the conditions of transnational accumulation. In this trans-
national architecture, states compete with one another to attract mobile 
capital.

A sixth institutional form? The social relation to nature

Different accumulation regimes correspond to specific forms of appropria-
tion of nature by society. For example, accumulation regimes may be linked 
to specific forms of energy consumption such as biotic, fossil and renewable 
energy sources. This is reflected in regulation theory, where some scholars 
speak of ‘energy regimes’ or more broadly ‘the social relation to the environ-
ment’. There is some disagreement among regulation theorists as to whether 
the social relation to the environment constitutes an institutional form in its 
own right. Some argue that the relation to the environment is governed by 
all the fundamental social relations of capitalism, as a result of which it does 
not constitute an institutional form in its own right (Douai and Montalban 
2012). Others argue that it is meaningful to consider the relation to the 
environment as a sixth institutional form inasmuch as the specific manner 
in which energy/​matter is utilised is subject to regulation (Becker and Raza 
2000). This institutional form, then, regulates ‘access to, and utilization of, 
the material world both for productive and reproductive activities. Hence, 
it also regulates the spatial and temporal distribution of the ecological costs 
and benefits of these (re-​)productive activities’ (2000: 10). Synthesising these 
perspectives, Cahen-​Fourot (2020) proposes that while each of the five tra-
ditional institutional forms is likely to influence society–​nature relations, 
the combination of all their effects is what produces a particular relation 
between the mode of regulation and the environment.

Here we proceed on the assumption that the social relation to the envi-
ronment can meaningfully be considered a distinct institutional form, yet 
consistent with the terminology used in Chapter 1, we refer to it as the social 
relation to nature. Considering this institutional form first in relation to 
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Fordist capitalism, we can note that this type of capitalism delivered some 
decades of economic growth and social progress in the advanced capitalist 
countries. It did so, in processes mediated by global value chains, on the 
basis of highly violent social relations to nature (Brand and Wissen 2012). 
That is, the aforementioned Golden Age of Capitalism in the Global North 
was premised on massive consumption of fossil energy and only possible 
due to the overexploitation of natural resources. Had all people led lifestyles 
corresponding to what many Westerners came to think of as adequate mate-
rial welfare levels after the Second World War, the planet would have ended 
in an acute climate emergency significantly earlier (Koch and Mont 2016; 
Fritz and Koch 2016). Fordist progress, then, was accompanied by massive 
growth in CO2 emissions. Indeed, the origins and development of the global 
climate crisis relate directly to ‘the upswing and generalisation of the Fordist 
production and consumption norm in the Western world and of the simulta-
neous establishment of an international division of labour in industrialised 
and extraction societies’ (Koch 2012: 83; see also Lessenich 2019). For this 
and other reasons (Laruffa 2022: 124), Fordism and the Keynesian welfare 
state should not be glamorised.

As for neoliberal capitalism, it certainly inflicts no less violence on 
nature than did its predecessor. Aside from remaining overwhelmingly reli-
ant on fossil fuels, an inbuilt problem of neoliberal capitalism is that with 
the weakening of labour, wages and thus aggregate demand levels in the 
advanced capitalist countries came under pressure (e.g., Kotz 2010). This 
inbuilt problem was dealt with partly by maintaining and even increasing 
levels of private consumption by facilitating the increased indebtedness of 
households, partly by exporting the Western consumption norm to other 
parts of the world. The result is that ‘at no other point in time have so many 
people in the world participated in consumption patterns that used to be 
the privilege of elites’ (Koch 2012: 120). Under neoliberal capitalism, then, 
despite greener technologies, more natural resources are being used than 
ever before –​ with the distribution of this use and extraction being massively 
unequal (e.g., Soper 2020: 39; see also Neilson 2020). The violent extrac-
tion of natural resources continues, mainly in the Global South. Yet it is also 
important to recognise that it occurs within countries in the Global North. 
For example, peripheral regions of Finland have ‘been one of the key tar-
gets of the recent global boom in the quest for untapped mineral resources’ 
(Lassila 2018: 1).

As noted above, the social relation to nature in a given social formation 
will be influenced by other institutional forms. The state form is a case in 
point. Some scholars speak of the emergence of a green or environmental 
state in the last third of the twentieth century (Eckersley 2004; Hausknost 
2020; Koch 2020b). Just as the welfare state emerged together with the 
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institutionalisation of the wage–​labour nexus to mediate capital–​labour 
relations and to limit the social damages caused by capitalist production, so 
the environmental state serves to limit, to a certain extent, the environmen-
tal damages caused by capitalist accumulation (Gough 2016). Similarly, the 
structures of the international system have a major impact on social relations 
to nature in every country. For example, patterns of resource extraction are 
shaped by free trade legislation enforced by international organisations.

In the context of degrowth social formations, the social relation to nature 
would be altogether different from how such relations are and have been 
in different capitalist social formations. Transactions with nature would be 
characterised less by violence and more by gentleness and care (Buch-​Hansen 
and Nesterova 2023). In capitalist social formations, nature is regarded as a 
pile of resources that can be extracted, monetised, exchanged and consumed. 
Nature, then, is valuable because it is a source of raw materials and energy 
that humans can use. Degrowth, conversely, views nature, including non-​
humans, as inherently valuable irrespective of their usefulness for humans. 
In economic and social practice, gentleness and care towards nature would 
involve both reduction and growth in different domains. An overall far 
smaller throughput of matter and energy necessitates growth in nature-​ and 
place-​based economic activities as well as more sufficiency-​based modes of 
being. A major reduction of fossil fuel use requires growth in renewable and 
localised energy production. Importantly, there are limits as to how local-
ised such production can meaningfully become, especially in the short run. 
Equipment such as wind turbines, solar panels and the like typically requires 
long supply chains, which are themselves associated with high energy con-
sumption. Existing localised production of renewable energy, for example 
using wood as biofuel, is not necessarily more sustainable than production 
requiring long supply chains. Considered as a distinct institutional form, 
gentle social relations to nature would be placed high in the hierarchy of 
such forms in degrowth social formations. In other words, it would have a 
deep impact on the functioning of the other institutional forms.

This consideration brings us to the more general matter of what 
degrowth could entail in relation to the remaining institutional forms. Being 
an anti-​ and post-​capitalist project, it is clear that institutional forms under 
degrowth would not serve to stabilise capital accumulation. Instead, they 
would be oriented towards facilitating gentle social relations to nature as 
well as social equity to ensure satisfaction of the basic needs of humanity 
now and in the future. It is an open question whether the same institutional 
forms –​ the wage–​labour nexus, the enterprise form, the monetary regime, 
the state form and insertion into international regimes –​ would also be the 
key forms in the post-​capitalist context of degrowth. In the following, we 
will assume that they would (in versions profoundly different from their 
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current manifestations) and bring together ideas and visions from degrowth 
scholarship and related literatures that more or less closely connect to each 
form. The purpose of this exercise is not to present a blueprint of institu-
tional forms under degrowth. Providing such a blueprint would be meaning-
less, both because the future is not predetermined and because institutional 
forms under degrowth would neither be uniform across space nor be fixed 
once and for all. Rather, the purpose is to think, at a general level, about 
what degrowth could entail in various interrelated dimensions and in this 
context indicate the depth of the transformations it would require. While 
touching upon all the institutional forms in the following sections, we devote 
most attention to the wage–​labour nexus and money, as later chapters deal 
in greater depth with the remaining forms.

The wage–​labour nexus

Several growth-​critical scholars have observed how, under capitalism, work 
is intimately entangled with the growth imperative. Jackson and Victor 
(2011) speak of a productivity trap, which involves companies, in order to 
increase profits and market shares, seeking to grow labour productivity. As 
a result, fewer employees are needed to produce the same quantity of goods 
and services, meaning that unemployment increases in the absence of eco-
nomic growth. For those affected, unemployment entails a loss of meaning, 
identity, social status and the ability to consume. The trap, then, contributes 
to creating widespread support for economic growth. While not necessarily 
involving the abandonment of wage labour, degrowth would involve break-
ing with productivity growth and entail various transformations of work. 
Barca (2019), for example, advocates a liberation from and of work. The 
liberation from work involves a reduction in work time and the simultane-
ous creation of time and spaces beyond work-​life for regenerative activi-
ties, community building and activism. The introduction of a universal basic 
income is a policy that could contribute towards this end. The liberation of 
work involves changing the predominant nature of work, for instance in 
terms of how it is controlled, organised and distributed. This could entail 
that work is increasingly controlled by those carrying it out, that work is 
organised more democratically and less hierarchically, and that both stimu-
lating work and less pleasant but necessary work is distributed more equally 
(see also Chertkovskaya and Paulsson 2021).

Wage labour is the predominant form taken by work under capitalism, 
yet zooming in on existing societies it can be seen that labour, including 
wage labour, takes multiple forms. Diverse economies scholarship brings 
into focus this diversity (e.g., Gibson-​Graham and Dombroski 2020).  
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It notes that some labour is unpaid, including labour undertaken by non-​
human species, housework, family care, emotional labour, neighbourhood 
work, volunteering and slave labour. As for waged work, it also takes a 
variety of forms, ranging from salaried and unionised work to increasingly 
common precarious forms of work, such as part-​time, non-​unionised, tem-
porary, freelance and seasonal work. Finally, several forms of work that are 
remunerated in ways other than with wages exist, including, for example, 
self-​employed, self-​provisioning, cooperative, indentured, feudal, reciprocal 
and bartered labour (Gibson-​Graham and Dombroski 2020: 13).

It is in non-​profit-​oriented work contexts that niches relevant for 
degrowth transformations are most likely to be developed and expanded 
(Hinton 2020). Feminist scholars have long noted that work of essential 
importance to the functioning of society either does not take the form of 
wage labour or is underpaid and under-​recognised. Most notably, reproduc-
tive care work –​ taking care of children and elderly and various household 
work –​ is mainly undertaken by women and is not regarded as proper work. 
In the Global North, where many women work in the wage-​labour market, 
much care work has been commodified, for example by being outsourced 
to privatised care providers employing underpaid, mainly female, caregivers 
from the Global South (Dengler and Seebacher 2019). Feminist degrowth 
scholars envision gender-​just care beyond monetary valuation (Dengler and 
Lang 2022). They note that the reorganisation of care needs to take into 
consideration the diversity of currently existing care arrangements existing 
around the globe and that ‘many of today’s examples for caring commons 
are found in the Global South, where communitarian caring commons … 
and more generally, communal modes of living have survived colonial intru-
sion at the margins of capitalism’ (2022: 17). It is important to add to this 
that in many places communal modes of living come with family obliga-
tions, arranged marriages, traditional gender roles and restricted freedoms, 
especially for women. As such, these communities should not be romanti-
cised in general. Also, for the sake of nuance, it is important to recognise 
that not only women perform underpaid, under-​recognised and undesirable 
work: for example, many dirty industries with dangerous work employ 
mainly male workers. For degrowth, then, the point is not just to emanci-
pate women but to emancipate humanity (see also Bhaskar 2012a).

As noted in the Introduction, degrowth as we understand it involves 
massive growth in some sectors such as organic agriculture and renewable 
energy, combined with the shrinkage or abolition of other sectors. These 
other sectors include polluting sectors such as oil and coal, sectors pro-
moting unsustainable consumption such as advertising, sectors manufac-
turing products that inflict harm on people and nature such as the military 
industry, and sectors creating little use value, finance being a case in point.  
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By implication, the distribution of jobs across sectors –​ and thus the preva-
lent nature of work –​ would be very different in the context of degrowth. 
Under degrowth, the bulk of employment would have to be shifted from 
jobs that are environmentally harmful to jobs that entail gentler relations to 
nature. An aspect of such gentleness relates to the types of outputs resulting 
from work. Desirable outputs are goods and services that directly benefit 
nature (for example, composting food waste) or constitute ecologically gen-
eralisable need satisfiers (for example, organic horticulture providing people 
with food). Conversely, undesirable outputs are ones entailing unnecessary 
violence done to nature. Cases in point are work outputs designed to sat-
isfy luxury wants for, say, holidays in distant locations, SUVs and villas 
(Bohnenberger 2022). Another sustainability-​related aspect of work con-
cerns lifestyles. A sustainable work-​lifestyle exists when a job does not 
prevent the employee and his or her household from leading a sustaina-
ble lifestyle. A job can do so in various ways. It can, for instance, provide 
income that is too low for the employee to be able to make sustainable 
choices, such as buying organic food. Conversely, a job can provide income 
that is so large that it enables the employee to lead a grossly unsustainable 
lifestyle (Bohnenberger 2022).2

In the previous chapter we noted how, in capitalism, most jobs alienate 
workers. Moreover, many jobs result in employees suffering from burnout 
and stress. Degrowth advocates envision a post-​capitalist society in which 
the pace is slower, including in the area of work. Soper (2020) imagines 
a society in which state-​of-​the-​art technologies in the energy and medical 
areas blend with the reinstatement of previous ways of producing and pro-
viding. Specifically, she has in mind the expansion of craft ways of working 
with ‘their emphasis on skill, attention to detail, and personal involvement 
and control’ (Soper 2020: 100). The use of skill, the exercise of mental 
concentration and the satisfaction it can give rise to means that such work 
has relevance in post-​capitalist contexts. Soper underscores the importance 
of not reproducing the exploitative nature of labour processes associated 
with artisan work in premodern times, of cutting the link between economic 
growth and progress without dismissing ‘the advances in democracy and 
social and sexual emancipation that have accompanied the development of 
market society and mass production’ (2020: 104).

The monetary regime

As noted above, a monetary regime characterised by deregulated financial 
systems and liberalised international capital flows is at the top of the hier-
archy of institutional forms in neoliberal capitalism. More generally, the 
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nature of money and the financial system is at the core of what makes pos-
sible the commodification of nature and social life under capitalism, leading 
to a variety of ills. The current international financial system, for exam-
ple, facilitates the drain of natural resources from the Global South to the 
Global North due to debt relations and financial dependency (Dziwok and 
Jäger 2021). Money is unlikely to disappear in a degrowth society, yet in the 
literature on degrowth, various proposals are discussed that involve money 
coming to play a different and overall far less prominent role. In other 
words, the monetary regime would be placed much lower in the hierarchy 
of institutional forms than is the case under neoliberal capitalism.

A demonetisation of pursuits such as food and energy production is a 
key way in which money could become less important in degrowth social 
formations. That is, to the extent people can use or share energy and food 
they themselves have contributed to producing, these activities come to exist 
outside the capitalist accumulation process and thus no longer translate into 
economic growth (Heikkurinen et al. 2019). Demonetising these and other 
pursuits could not only result in all basic human needs being satisfied out-
side the framework of capitalism, it could also free time and energy for 
other activities, such as activism and education. This would mark a shift in 
relation to (neoliberal) capitalism where, as previously noted, much such 
time and energy is tied to wage labour. The use of time banks, where time is 
the unit of currency, is a means through which demonetisation can unfold. 
Other practices of demonetisation could be barter (Trainer 2012) and the 
introduction of local currencies (Dittmer 2013). Demonetisation, then, is a 
process that would result in the shrinking of the space in which monetised 
relations and the accumulate-​or-​perish logic of capitalism prevail.

Another proposal discussed in the literature on degrowth is to put the 
creation of money under public control, so as to democratise the monetary 
regime and increase the probability that money is provided for societally 
desirable purposes (Cahen-​Fourot et al. 2022: 344). Investments would, 
for instance, be channelled to sustainable, non-​growing businesses, com-
munity energy initiatives, and improvements of public infrastructure and 
transport, as well as worker-​led organisations (Chertkovskaya and Paulsson 
2021: 417). This would require legislation at the national and international 
levels, legislation requiring public banks to serve the common good by pro-
viding money for activities satisfying human needs (as opposed to wants) 
and gentler relations to nature.

In recent years there has been much talk of green finance in degrowth 
circles and beyond. Originating in financial-​sector strategies, green finance 
initiatives for the most part serve mainly to turn the climate and biodiver-
sity crises into profit opportunities for the sector. Such initiatives, then, are 
reformist in nature and do not point beyond capitalism. Yet other visions of 
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green finance are more progressive. Distinguishing between different varie-
ties of green finance and monetary policy, Dziwok and Jäger (2021) iden-
tify a variety which they consider broadly compatible with degrowth. They 
call, for instance, for the expansion and transformation of so-​called debt-​
for-​nature swaps. Such swaps involve forgiving foreign debt obligations, 
allowing debtor nations to use the money for environmental purposes. They 
also suggest that monetary policy can provide a global institutional setting 
within which resources for the attainment of global sustainable welfare can 
be provided (Dziwok and Jäger 2021). For green finance to become compat-
ible with degrowth, the financial sector would need to give up its one-​sided 
fixation on growth and focus instead on the common good and relocate 
vast sums of finance to other areas (Dörry and Schulz 2022). That is, in 
contemporary capitalism, money is channelled to where returns on invest-
ment are high or acceptable. In degrowth social formations, the point would 
be to channel money to where ecological and social returns are high, that 
is, where it is needed, irrespective of the potential return. For instance, this 
may include financing small-​scale businesses which do not plan to grow and 
pursue sufficiency in the size or scale of the business.

Currently a lot of so-​called green finance is channelled to activities aim-
ing to lower carbon emissions, such as renewable energy. The main struggle 
small, non-​growth-​oriented sustainable companies are currently facing is a 
lack of access to finance. Under degrowth, financing would not depend on 
businesses wanting to grow (Nesterova 2021a). Seen from the perspective of 
degrowth, this focus is inadequate as it risks forgoing support towards other 
transformative forms of business. Cases in point could be local craft and 
artisanal businesses, small-​scale organic farmers, repair cafés, libraries, rent-
ing services, lower and appropriate technologies, businesses that produce 
durable products, and alternative, affordable dwellings. If so-​called green 
finance is to make a difference in degrowth transformations, the meaning of 
‘green’ needs to be redefined and expanded, to concern not just low carbon 
but to also include other degrowth-​compatible businesses and initiatives.

Under normal (capitalist) circumstances, little investment which does not 
promise return would be happening. To avoid such an outcome in degrowth 
social formations, the state would in all likelihood need to oversee financing 
and change the terms on which it takes place. One aspect could be to pre-
vent investment in undesirable industries while facilitating resources being 
channelled towards genuinely green industries. Another aspect could be to 
provide financing without interest repayment. Such financing would reduce 
pressures on businesses –​ including pressures to grow because of borrowing 
necessitating repayment with interest. In contemporary capitalism, innova-
tive businesses experimenting with local materials and new business models 
particularly struggle to obtain funding as they are often perceived as risky. 
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Green finance (as understood here) without interest could help such busi-
nesses and encourage more people to perhaps seek and try such employ-
ment rather than employment in ‘bullshit jobs’ in inhumane multinational 
corporations. A third aspect of the role the state could play in facilitating 
(genuine) green finance concerns the principles of financing. Many people 
feel powerless in relation to the current financial system. They are con-
fronted with certain rules of the game which they are required to accept as 
something given. For example, if they want to start a business, they have to 
promise growth to the financing institution, borrow, repay with interest or 
even adjust their business plan (which may go against their original idea) in 
order to be granted a loan. Changing these rules of the game, the state could 
pave the way for different principles of financing, making it more accessible 
to a wider range of people and purposes.

In thinking about money, it is important to recognise that it is not a 
homogeneous artefact. Hornborg (2019) distinguishes the currently prevail-
ing form of general-​purpose money from special-​purpose money. General-​
purpose money is underpinned by the notion that anything can be converted 
into anything else. Child labour can be bought for money deriving from the 
sale of wine gums or guns. ‘In making all values interchangeable’, Hornborg 
(2019: 6–​7) writes, ‘general purpose money dissolves the kinds of distinc-
tions on which all living systems depend: between the short term and the 
long term, the small scale and the large scale, the trivial and the essential’. 
The problem with this form of money is that there are no constraints on 
what can be bought for it. Consumers, then, are incentivised to search for 
the best deal and use the money to purchase the least expensive products 
available. That these products are cheap is often a function of how they 
were produced in the first place, that is, with little regard for the wellbeing 
of employees and nature. Hornborg envisions a reform of the currency sys-
tem which leads to the introduction of a digital, special-​purpose currency 
that exists next to general-​purpose money. This complementary currency, 
which is to be introduced in each country and be distributed to all its citizens 
as a basic income, can be used only for local use. That is, the currency can 
only be used for purchasing goods and services produced within a certain 
geographical radius of the location of the purchase. Key purposes of such 
a currency are to limit the damage done by transnational financial specula-
tion and reduce long-​distance transportation of goods and the associated 
harm done to nature, while increasing local cooperation and integration 
(Hornborg 2019: 233–​242).

Hornborg’s proposal is appealing but not without challenges. While local 
production may sound, and is often presented as, desirable, it is important 
to be aware that such production (if at all possible) may itself conceal long 
supply chains. That is, as also touched upon above, a locally made product 
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may still require equipment and ingredients made elsewhere, equipment and 
ingredients that may themselves be products requiring long supply chains. 
Even locally grown food requires the use of equipment and machines (if not 
the chemicals, packaging or energy) made outside the location where it is 
grown. If, then, consumers are to be able to make informed decisions with 
respect to the purchase of products which are eligible for being bought with 
special-​purpose currencies, full disclosure of what went into the production 
of these products would be necessary. Another noteworthy consideration 
is the digital nature of special-​purpose currency. While in the minds of the 
public the currency may be geographically restricted, enabling its use is far 
less geographically limited. For instance, data centres which make data stor-
age possible may be located elsewhere. Digital currencies also require digi-
tal/​electronic devices which likewise necessitate long supply chains. This is 
not to discount the potential value of special-​purpose currencies, but rather 
to highlight that reduction in, for example, long-​distance transportation in 
one domain does not necessarily eliminate the issue of long-​distance trans-
portation altogether.

The state, the international system and business

The state in capitalist social formations is, unsurprisingly, a capitalist state. 
That is, it is a state that in various ways serves to facilitate the capital accu-
mulation process. It does this in a variety of ways, which differ from one 
formation to another. In neoliberal capitalism, which primarily serves the 
interests of transnational capital, a key function of the state and international 
organisations is to serve as promoters of competition both in the corporate 
sphere and in society at large. Owing to a deep suspicion of democracy, key 
state institutions, such as central banks, are insulated from democratic pres-
sures (Buch-​Hansen and Wigger 2011; Harvey 2005). Moreover, even when 
it assumes the guise of an ‘environmental state’ that reduces the damage 
caused to nature by the working of capitalism, the social relation to nature 
remains a grossly violent one.

For degrowth social formations to work, a very different type of state 
would be needed. For one thing, the orientation of the ‘degrowth state’ 
would be profoundly different from that of the neoliberal capitalist state. In 
degrowth social formations, state interventions at all scales (local, national, 
transnational) would promote gentle social relations to nature and human 
needs satisfaction for all. This would be reflected in how tax revenues are 
used, namely on sustainable welfare (see Chapter 5), universal basic income 
and universal basic services rather than on, say, the military complex and 
subsidies for dirty industries. The degrowth state would heavily tax polluters 
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and income and/​or wealth above a certain level and use these and other tax 
revenues for subsidising a wide range of degrowth-​compatible businesses 
and initiatives (see also Latouche 2009). As noted above, many such busi-
nesses and initiatives currently have few possibilities for gaining funding 
and encounter regulatory obstacles. As such, they would benefit from state 
involvement in the form of policies that in various ways support small-​scale, 
local production, not-​for-​profit organisations and other alternative forms.

More controversially, to accomplish degrowth on a societal scale, the 
state may well have to nationalise dirty sectors, such as conventional mono-
culture, industries engaged in natural resource extraction and fossil fuels 
and companies producing chemicals, metals, mineral products and paper 
products.3 The state would do so with a view to taking charge of either 
transforming (‘greening’) these sectors or dismantling them altogether 
(see Chapter 5). Such steps would have negative consequences relating to 
employment, and risk affecting the mental health of individuals employed 
in the sectors in question. Many of these individuals would be concerned 
about future occupation, pensions, meaning and identity. To alleviate these 
consequences, the state would need to proactively facilitate the reskilling of 
such employees and ensuring that genuinely green jobs are available.

Aside from reskilling for individuals leaving dirty industries, the degrowth 
state would provide free education for all and make available diverse options 
of education including higher education and vocational training. Moreover, 
the very nature of education would need to be transformed. Currently, the 
system of education is geared towards the reproduction of capitalist struc-
tures, whereas degrowth would require creating spaces for new imaginaries, 
reflection and critical approaches to capitalism and its structures, as well 
as emphasising genuine sustainability (Kaufmann et al. 2019). Educational 
pursuits of individuals can be facilitated by the state not only by making 
education accessible (free) and useful for a more sustainable future, but also 
by introducing supporting mechanisms which make education affordable 
and possible for everyone. Such mechanisms could include universal basic 
income, affordable housing and the provision of free services such as trans-
portation, healthcare and childcare.

In terms of steering, the literature generally envisions degrowth transi-
tions and societies to be profoundly democratic (Schmelzer et al. 2022). For 
instance, this may, in addition to representative democracy, involve more 
direct participatory decision-​making, allowing citizens to be involved in tak-
ing decisions affecting their lives. This is relevant, for instance, in relation 
to green finance where, as we touched upon above, the state could play a 
key role. Its activities in this area could be guided or supported by vari-
ous democratic forums. Relatedly, some scholars envision citizens’ councils 
which facilitate public control over banking and financial regulation (e.g., 
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Cahen-​Fourot et al. 2022). Similar forums could be involved in deciding 
on tax-​funded (low or no interest) green investments. Such a democratisa-
tion of green investments could be paralleled by steps taken by the state to 
reduce the space for investments by angel investors and venture capitalists. 
These forms of investment are widespread in capitalism (S. C. Parker 2018). 
They commonly entail the investors being entitled to a share in a business 
and its profit. Apart from putting immense pressure on the businessper-
sons to grow their businesses to repay debts, these forms of financing may 
alienate businesspersons from their business as a project and an idea since 
the investors acquire an opportunity to have a say in its matters. For more 
people to come to have a say on decisions in democratic forums, a redistri-
bution (decentralisation) of power from the state to the local scale would be 
necessary (cf. Chapters 5 and 6).

As regards scale, degrowth scholarship has mainly focused on the 
local and the national levels (albeit see Fritz and Koch 2016; Koch 2015; 
Hasselbalch et al. 2023; Babic and Sharma 2023). Treatment of the inter-
national dimension has predominantly revolved around the Global North–​
Global South distinction, with many scholars arguing that degrowth mainly 
or exclusively concerns the Global North. While this is in some respects a 
fair argument, in others it is problematic: deep transformations across all 
four planes of social being are as relevant in the South as they are in the 
North, although the very different contexts are of course essential to take 
into consideration. Degrowth scholarship has yet to focus in any depth on 
the insertion of local and national scales into a global architecture. This 
is unfortunate, as it is difficult to imagine degrowth (national-​scale) social 
formations functioning –​ or coming into being in the first place –​ in the 
absence of international coordination (see also Neilson 2020: 104).4 Indeed, 
it is hard to envision one country succeeding in pursuing degrowth while all 
others remain integrated in the architecture of global capitalism. The state 
seems best positioned to ensure such coordination. That is, it makes more 
sense to coordinate international degrowth on the state level than the micro 
or grassroots level of individuals, businesses and movements. States can 
direct transformations in the international spaces and organisations they 
form part of (the EU, the OECD, the United Nations etc.).

The prevailing type of organisation of production and service provision 
in the growth-​based economy is a large and growing business motivated 
by profit and owned by shareholders (Johanisova et al. 2013; Roman-​
Alcalá 2017). Such organisations are always in pursuit of minimising costs 
and maximising profit. They do so by externalising their costs to work-
ers, the environment and future generations and exploiting nature, humans 
and non-​humans. The competitive setting in which such organisations 
operate further facilitates this externalisation of costs and exploitation.  
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The whole world is viewed by such organisations as a resource pool and a 
market, while humans and nature are reduced to mere factors of produc-
tion. Human desires for belonging, respect, comfort and so on are utilised 
by corporations as a platform for creation of wants. Many have pointed to 
multiple problems associated with such an inhuman scale of production and 
the inhumanity and alienation which derive from this scale, and called for 
human-​scale production and production carried out in a humanistic way, 
with people and nature in mind (Schumacher 1993; Max-​Neef 1991, 1992). 
For instance, for Max-​Neef (1992), smallness or human scale indicates 
transparency, lack of bureaucracy and a relative ease of solving problems as 
they become manageable.

For Schumacher (1993), smallness meant lower ecological as well as 
social impact. Schumacher suggested that small-​scale operations are less 
likely to be harmful to the environment than large-​scale ones because their 
force is smaller in relation to the forces of nature. According to him, people 
organised in small units would take better care of natural resources than 
‘anonymous companies’ which perceive the universe to be their quarry 
(Schumacher 1993: 23). The principles of production and business for a 
degrowth society have been known at least since the 1970s. Localisation, 
increased self-​sufficiency, smallness and production to satisfy genuine human 
needs are some of those principles. However, more recently attempts have 
been made to more holistically outline what a business should look like in a 
degrowth society. While we discuss this in more detail in Chapter 6, here we 
briefly summarise the key aspects of degrowth business. First and foremost, 
business needs to be transformative of itself as well as the socio-​economic 
structures of production. Transformations need to unfold in the domains of 
the business’s material transactions with nature, people and non-​humans 
and profit. In a degrowth society, production would be localised and place-​
sensitive, and, above all, humane.

It is important to recognise the nuance associated with business and 
degrowth transformations. For instance, not all businesses currently oper-
ating in the capitalist setting are large and profit-​maximising, faceless and 
inhumane corporations. There are multiple examples of diverse forms of 
organising production (Gibson-​Graham 2006). Not all businesses are striving 
to maximise their profits, exploit humans and nature and grow indefinitely. 
Cases in point are non-​growing firms, lifestyle businesses and small-​scale 
craft and artisanal production. Moreover, it is unrealistic to assume that 
degrowth transformation would, at least initially, entail conversion of all 
large-​scale production into small-​scale initiatives. Indeed, large-​scale pro-
duction is likely to remain in a degrowth society, while the principles –​ the 
reasons, ends, means and ownership patterns –​ under which such produc-
tion is carried out would need to change substantially (see Chapter 6).
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From capitalist diversity to degrowth diversity

A diversity of economies already exists alongside capitalism (Gibson-​
Graham 2006). Yet when moving from considering capitalism at an abstract 
level to considering its actual forms in specific spatio-​temporal settings, 
it also becomes clear that capitalism itself continues to take a variety of 
forms –​ despite the pressures for convergence associated with economic 
globalisation and neoliberal policies. Aside from changing over time, 
institutional forms differ geographically. The field of comparative politi-
cal economy is devoted to studying this diversity. Starting with the seminal  
work of Shonfield (1965), which identified a liberal model of capitalism 
typical of Britain, a statist model typical of France and a corporatist model 
typical of Germany, a range of typologies have been developed to aid the 
study of capitalist diversity. The most well-​known examples are Esping-​
Andersen’s three welfare regime ideal-​types (Esping-​Andersen 1990) and 
the ‘varieties of capitalism’ approach which distinguishes between coordi-
nated and liberal market economies (Hall and Soskice 2001). Comparative 
political economy scholarship brings into focus how advanced capitalist 
countries differ with respect to their industrial relations systems, corporate 
governance arrangements, competition policy, the generosity of social trans-
fers, and taxation and education systems, to give but a few examples.

Although the environment has generally been neglected by scholar-
ship on capitalist diversity (Koch and Buch-​Hansen 2021), such scholar-
ship still provides important insight into the nature of capitalism, insights 
constituting a crucial supplement to the considerations of how institu-
tional forms differed in Fordist versus neoliberal capitalism.5 For example, 
Keynesian welfare states took a variety of forms, with the social democratic 
Scandinavian countries having welfare arrangements exhibiting a higher 
degree of decommodification than the conservative regime in Germany or 
the liberal one in the US (Esping-​Andersen 1990). Fordism itself also varied 
among the advanced capitalist countries. For example, whereas Germany 
extensively introduced Fordist production techniques, in Denmark it was 
mainly the demand side of the Fordist growth model, that is, mass consump-
tion of standardised goods, that manifested itself. In all its forms, however, 
Fordism relied on overexploitation of natural resources, not least in devel-
oping countries, where Fordism did not materialise. In a similar vein, a vari-
ety of competition states can be identified (Genschel and Seelkopf 2015).

When accounting for why different types of capitalism have emerged in 
different countries, one of the key factors pointed to by scholars of capital-
ist diversity are historical legacies of various kinds. For example, welfare 
regime scholarship has pointed to the importance of religious roots, noting 
that liberal welfare regimes mainly emerged in Protestant countries, whereas 
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conservative welfare regimes typically appeared in countries dominated by 
Catholicism. Such scholarship also notes that the degree to which work-
ers were organised in unions contributed to determining the nature of the 
welfare regime that emerged. In a similar vein, scholarship concerning the 
post-​socialist countries in Central and Eastern Europe points out that insti-
tutional and cultural legacies mattered greatly in the transition from ‘com-
munism’ to capitalism (Bohle and Greskovits 2007). Feldmann (2006), for 
example, identifies diverging legacies as a major reason why Estonia and 
Slovenia witnessed the emergence of fundamentally different varieties of 
capitalism.

The implications for degrowth transformations are vast. Aside from 
entailing systemic changes (Buch-​Hansen and Carstensen 2021), such trans-
formations would also entail incremental changes (Barlow et al. 2022) start-
ing out from current social formations. That is, just as all capitalist societies 
took shape on the basis of what came before them, whether that was specific 
manifestations of feudalism or communism, so degrowth transformations, 
if they were in fact initiated on a wide scale, would to no small extent be 
shaped by the diverse structures, including institutional forms, of contem-
porary capitalism. Certainly, ‘institutions can vary in their degree of path 
dependency, such that we can envisage institutions in the Anthropocene 
that are able to adapt to a rapidly changing (and potentially catastrophic) 
social-​ecological context’ (Dryzek 2016: 942). Still, path dependencies and 
ideational legacies would mean that instead of simply disappearing, exist-
ing forms would be recalibrated via a combination of existing practices and 
principles with new ones originating in various strands of thinking, includ-
ing contemporary degrowth thinking. Within countries transformations 
would thus exhibit at least some continuity with the past, guaranteeing that 
a degrowth transformation in, say, Iceland would look very different from 
a degrowth transition in, say, Poland, Australia or Argentina (Buch-​Hansen 
2014; Buch-​Hansen et al. 2016).

In conclusion

In this chapter the regulation theory concept of institutional forms was 
considered, first in relation to Fordist and neoliberal capitalism, then in 
relation to degrowth. Whereas institutional forms in capitalist social forma-
tions overall serve to facilitate capital accumulation (albeit not always suc-
cessfully), we envision that under degrowth they would instead be oriented 
towards facilitating gentle social relations to nature and the satisfaction of 
basic human needs for all. Here we considered visions on the social relation 
to nature, the wage–​labour nexus, the enterprise form, the nature of money, 
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the state, and insertion into international regimes in relation to degrowth. 
Given that degrowth has yet to materialise on a societal level, and given 
that it would vary from one setting to the next, no attempt was made to 
outline more than the contours of how the institutional forms could look 
in degrowth social formations. Nor was an attempt made to specify their 
hierarchy, although it was suggested that, in comparison to under neolib-
eral capitalism, (gentle) social relations to nature would be placed high in 
the hierarchy, whereas the monetary regime would take a less prominent 
position.

The idea would be for the various institutional forms to entangle and 
produce synergies. For example, the state and international organisations 
may oversee green finance, channelling economic resources to degrowth-​
compatible businesses, creating meaningful green employment. Participation 
in/​working for degrowth-​compatible businesses, which opens spaces for 
deviation from profit maximisation and shorter working hours, would allow 
individuals to dedicate more time towards taking part in direct democracy, 
thus having an impact on how the state makes decisions and shapes soci-
ety’s relations to nature. A similar effect of increased participation in direct 
democracy can be achieved, for instance, by the state providing universal 
basic income. Demonetisation of spaces, such as producing one’s own food 
and energy, may require more time spent in and with nature and work-
ing with the land and nature more closely, thus deeply transforming and 
reshaping social (and individual) relations to nature. In turn, a transformed 
relation to nature may encourage people to participate differently in other 
spaces such as business and democracy and seek meaningful employment 
and education for genuine sustainability.

Notes

	 1	 One strand of critical political economy research speaks, for example, of social 
structures of accumulation to denote the set of institutions that serve to stabilise 
the capital accumulation process in specific times and places (e.g., McDonough 
et al. 2010).

	 2	 In this context it can be noted that in the degrowth literature proposals for both 
minimum and maximum incomes are discussed (e.g., Buch-​Hansen and Koch 
2019; Hickel 2020).

	 3	 On the delay tactics currently used by the petrochemical industry to avoid gen-
uine sustainability transitions, see Tilsted et al. (2022).

	 4	 On how to combine such coordination with localised, human-​scale develop-
ment, cf. Max-​Neef (1991).
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	 5	 Because mainstream (constructivist and rationalist) comparative political econ-
omy scholarship studies capitalism as if nature does not matter, critical issues 
become none-​issues in such research. This is seen in how economic growth 
is viewed, namely in an altogether one-​sided (positive) manner. GDP growth 
is regarded as the most important measure of economic performance and is 
thus widely used as the key parameter for comparing how successful specific 
countries are. With inspiration from mainstream economics, ‘good’ institu-
tions are seen as those capable of delivering high GDP and productivity growth 
rates, while ‘bad’ institutions are those delivering the opposite (Amable and 
Palombarini 2009: 123–​124). The massive ecological downsides of capitalist 
growth are neglected (Koch and Buch-​Hansen 2021; see also Loewen 2022). 
Although all forms of capitalism inflict harm on nature, there are still differ-
ences in their social relations to nature (Cahen-​Fourot 2020). Differences also 
pertain to access to nature, ranging from restricted access rights in the UK to 
Everyman’s rights in some Scandinavian countries.

 

 

  

 



Capitalism, with its growth imperative, is a key structure –​ or rather web of 
social structures –​ that degrowth as an anti-​ and post-​capitalist political pro-
ject aspires to transform. To initiate the theorisation of how this deep trans-
formation can be accomplished, the present chapter draws on insights from 
contemporary political economy scholarship, mainly but not solely research 
and theoretical perspectives in the historical materialist tradition. A range of 
historical materialist perspectives –​ including regulation theory (Boyer 1990; 
Koch 2012; Staricco 2017), the social structures of accumulation approach 
(Gordon et al. 1982; McDonough et al. 2010) and transnational historical 
materialism (Cox 1987; Overbeek 2013) –​ all seek to explain when and why 
institutional and societal changes take place. In what follows, we distil vari-
ous prerequisites for deep transformative change from such scholarship (see 
also Buch-​Hansen 2018; Koch 2015), supplementing it with insights from, 
for example, anarchism and scholarship on diverse economies. We draw 
on such additional literatures because degrowth as conceptualised in the 
Introduction would entail transformations the depths of which necessitate a 
theorisation going well beyond what critical political economy (or any other 
single field) can provide. This is the case because degrowth entails metamor-
phoses not only of social structures and relationships, but also of the inner 
being of individuals and the social relation to nature. Moreover, the range 
of actors, structures and processes such perspectives ascribe importance to 
may not suffice to theorise degrowth transformations in a holistic manner.

The political economy of capitalist transformations

As noted in Chapter 2, the institutional forms making up a mode of reg-
ulation stabilise capitalism. They ‘codify the fundamental social relations 
that shape a given kind of capitalism. … They stabilize and normalize 
social conflicts and power struggles amongst antagonistic social groups 
or classes. They embody political compromises between them and ensure 
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the reproducibility of the system until the next major crisis’ (Cahen-​Fourot 
2020: 3). Far from emerging automatically in response to the ‘needs’ of an 
accumulation regime, then, a mode of regulation is the outcome of politi-
cal conflicts and struggles. When focusing on such conflicts and struggles, 
critical political economists ascribe much importance to the social forces 
engendered by the capitalist production process, namely fractions of capital 
and labour. These social forces are regarded as the most important drivers of 
social change. The ‘members’ of a class fraction perform similar economic 
functions in the process of capital accumulation and, consequently, tend to 
have specific ideological inclinations (van der Pijl 1998). Seen from a class 
fraction perspective, Fordist capitalism was underpinned by a ‘historic bloc’ 
comprising a coalition between the dominant fraction of industrial capital 
and bank capital and organised labour (van Apeldoorn 2002: 52).

The outcomes of struggles between class fractions to no small extent 
depend on the relative power they command. It is, for instance, far from 
coincidental that wage and wealth inequalities in the advanced capitalist 
countries were much lower in the 1960s than now: trade unions in Fordism –​ 
in the context of full employment of the (male) workforce and much smaller 
geographical capital mobility –​ were in a much better bargaining position 
than is the case in today’s globalised, finance-​driven and flexible accumula-
tion regime (Koch 2012; Leonardi 2019). This also goes to show that over 
time, social forces undergo transformations through dialectical interplays 
with the capitalist system itself, and in this process, power relations change 
and socio-​economic transformations become possible (Wigger and Buch-​
Hansen 2014).

This brings us to the topic of structural crises. Seen from the vantage 
point of critical political economy, capitalism is a crisis-​prone economic 
system. This insight has roots in the works of Marx, the scholar to discover 
that capitalism is replete with contradictions causing harm to people, other 
species and the planet (Collier 2004). Institutional forms can temporarily 
provide a fix to many of these contradictions, but eventually all modes of 
regulation break down because they can no longer sustain capital accumu-
lation. Structural crises are crises necessitating the appearance of a new 
accumulation regime and mode of regulation to allow for continued capital 
accumulation (Boyer and Saillard 2002). Upsetting existing arrangements 
and throwing ‘social and class forces into states of flux and reorganization 
that involve struggles over hegemony’ (Robinson 2014: 217), such crises 
constitute moments when deep change can happen. Ultimately, structural 
crises can pave the way for new historic blocs, accumulation regimes, insti-
tutional forms and modes of regulation. An example of a structural crisis 
leading to such changes was the crisis of Fordist capitalism in the 1970s. 
The crisis, which had multiple causes (see e.g., van Apeldoorn 2002; Jessop 
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2002; Kotz and McDonough 2010), was impossible to resolve within the 
framework of existing institutional forms, some of which started (or were 
perceived) to undermine the capital accumulation process. The extensive 
Keynesian welfare states were cases in point. Eventually a new neolib-
eral form of capitalism materialised in the Western world and elsewhere. 
Neoliberal ideas came to prevail because they were developed into a politi-
cal project that a powerful constellation of actors came to perceive as in 
their interest and thus advocated (Stahl 2019).

Three phases can be delineated in the process of a political project 
becoming hegemonic, namely phases of deconstruction, construction and 
consolidation (van Apeldoorn and Overbeek 2012). In its deconstructive 
phase, neoliberal ideas provided intellectual ammunition for the disruption 
of the post-​Second World War social order of embedded liberalism/​social 
democracy. Neoclassical economists and right-​wing (organic) intellectuals 
such as Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Friedman played an important role 
in questioning existing institutional arrangements such as the Keynesian 
welfare state and in devising the emerging neoliberal project (Peck 2010). 
Characterised by ‘a mix of liberal pro-​market and supply-​side discourses 
(laissez-​faire, privatization, liberalization, deregulation, competitiveness) 
and of monetarist orthodoxy (price stability, balanced budgets, austerity)’ 
(van Apeldoorn and Overbeek 2012: 5), the neoliberal project provided a 
clear alternative to the Fordist type of capitalism and came to be widely 
perceived as providing convincing solutions to its crisis.

In the constructive phase, neoliberal ideas increasingly achieved the sta-
tus of being the only game in town. Countless policies and reforms came 
to be shaped by such ideas. Corporate actors played a major role in these 
developments. For example, research has documented how, against the 
backdrop of economic crises, German and Swedish employers created and 
funded think tanks and public relations campaigns that led to neoliberal 
reforms of existing institutions (Kinderman 2017). The research finds that 
‘these think-​tanks have facilitated processes … that have led to a marked 
transformation of the German and Swedish social models and of German 
and Swedish capitalism over the past decades’ (2017: 590). In the final, 
consolidative phase, neoliberal policies had been widely implemented, albeit 
with major variations from one country to the next (Brenner et al. 2010). 
At this point, the neoliberal project had become hegemonic in most parts 
of the capitalist world in that the ideas underpinning it had become ‘com-
mon sense’, something to which also subordinate groups lent their consent 
(Robinson 2014).

Neoliberal capitalism primarily served (and serves) the interest of the 
fraction of transnational financial capital (Overbeek and van der Pijl 1993). 
This fraction came to lead a historic bloc which also comprised other 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



53

53

Theorising deep transformations

leading transnational corporations, the middle classes and even organised 
labour (van Apeldoorn and Overbeek 2012: 5). The latter was, however, 
in a much weaker position than had been the case under Fordist capital-
ism, due, for instance, to overseas competition, declining union member-
ship, weaker links to social-​democratic parties and changes in the nature of 
work. From the late 1970s onwards, the balance of class power gradually 
shifted (Baccaro and Howell 2017: 176–​177).

What are the implications of the above reflections of capitalist transfor-
mations for degrowth? That is, what of value to degrowth transformations 
can we learn from critical political economy scholarship on past transforma-
tions? As argued elsewhere (Buch-​Hansen 2018), at least four prerequisites 
for deep socio-​economic change can be derived from such scholarship: a 
deep crisis, an alternative political project, a comprehensive coalition of 
social forces, and public consent. When considering these prerequisites, it 
is important to be mindful that degrowth on a societal scale would involve 
systemic transformations, that is, transformations that are far more compre-
hensive and profound than those seen in the context of shifts from one type 
of capitalism to another (Buch-​Hansen and Carstensen 2021).

Deep crisis

The first prerequisite for socio-​economic transformations is deep crisis. As 
noted in the previous section, critical political economists use the notion of 
a structural crisis to denote crises that cannot be resolved within the exist-
ing type of capitalism. For capital accumulation to resume in the face of 
such a crisis, a new accumulation regime with a new mode of regulation 
is required. Structural crises, then, give rise to transformations within the 
framework of capitalism. Yet if degrowth entails systemic change, then a 
prerequisite for it to materialise may be a systemic crisis. A systemic crisis 
is one that can only be resolved if the economic system itself is changed. 
As such, it ‘involves the replacement of a system by an entirely new system 
or leads to an outright collapse’ (Robinson 2014: 129). Such a crisis may 
also be thought of in terms of a ‘crisis in the dominant mode of produc-
tion’, implying that ‘no new accumulation regime can emerge, even taking 
into account the ability of institutional forms to adapt’ (Boyer and Saillard 
2002: 43–​44).

As noted in the Introduction to the present book, humanity currently 
faces not one but several deep and intertwined crises, including a social cri-
sis, a political crisis and the escalating biodiversity and climate crises. These 
crises would seem to constitute something approaching a systemic crisis in 
that it is difficult to see how capitalism can survive them. It says quite a lot 
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when one of the leading social scientists of our time asks not whether but 
how capitalism will end (Streeck 2016). In Streeck’s analysis, capitalism is 
in its final crisis, partly because it is collapsing from its own contradictions, 
partly because it has defeated its traditionally most powerful opponents. 
That is, whereas in the past capitalism’s enemies (say, the labour movement) 
often forced it to assume a new form, thereby rescuing it from itself, today 
its enemies are too weak to push through such changes (2016: 13).

In the Introduction we noted that the climate and biodiversity crises will 
eventually undermine capitalism itself. Yet unfortunately capitalism will, 
in all likelihood, not end until long after it has made the earth uninhabit-
able for most human and non-​human beings. As Malm (2018: 194) puts 
it, ‘there is little evidence that profitability is under any atmospheric sword 
of Damocles, but plenty of proof that people with no advanced means of 
production occupy such a position’. Consequently, he warns against eagerly 
anticipating ‘the imminent climate-​induced collapse of the capitalist mode of 
production’ (2018: 195). Harvey (2014: 254–​255) makes the related obser-
vation that capitalism thrives on localised catastrophes caused by climatic 
changes. Such catastrophes not only constitute business opportunities, they 
also serve to mask that it is capitalism itself, rather than the unruliness and 
unpredictability of ‘mother nature’, that is their root cause. If the climate 
and biodiversity crises will not in themselves bring about the end of capital-
ism, the ensemble of crises they form part of may nonetheless contribute to 
facilitating such an outcome. Indeed, if deep crisis is a precondition for deep 
change, today’s world is certainly a world in which such change ought to 
be possible.

The articulation of a political project

The second prerequisite for the degrowth vision to materialise is that it 
informs an alternative political project, based on which policymakers and 
other agents can interpret reality and act. In the opening paragraph of this 
chapter, we referred to degrowth as a political project. Yet whether degrowth 
constitutes a political project of course depends on what is understood by 
such a project. If we take it to mean a full-​fledged political programme with 
detailed policies with which all those embracing the concept agree, then 
degrowth is not a political project. As mentioned in the introductory chap-
ter, proponents of degrowth neither agree on one definition of the concept, 
nor on what it would take for degrowth to materialise on various scales 
(the local, national and transnational) in different locations. For example, 
as we come back to in Chapter 5, some degrowth advocates are critical 
of the state owing to their own political/​philosophical convictions, shaped 
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for example by anarchist perspectives (such as anarcho-​primitivism). Others 
may be anti-​ or non-​state oriented because they have experienced too many 
statist barriers to transformations (Liegey and Nelson 2020: 137–​138).

Still, most advocates of degrowth seem to take the position that dem-
ocratically adopted top-​down policies are an important precondition for 
degrowth transformations to materialise.1 In the literature on degrowth, a 
wide variety of policies are being proposed and discussed (Fitzpatrick et al. 
2022). To mention but a few, these relate to, for example, promoting work-​
sharing and reduced working time (Schor 2015), placing a ceiling on income 
and wealth (Buch-​Hansen and Koch 2019), taxing high-​carbon luxury goods 
(Gough 2017), placing limits on flights and reducing the number of planes 
and airports (Hassler et al. 2019), providing sustainable welfare benefits, 
for instance in the form of universal basic vouchers (Bohnenberger 2020), 
banning advertising (Latouche 2009) and introducing regulation compel-
ling companies to introduce extended warranties on products to remove 
their incentive to design products with a short lifespan, as well as regulation 
making it illegal for companies to produce products that cannot be repaired 
(Hickel 2020: 211). Many of the discussed policies are eco-​social policies, 
that is, policies that simultaneously advance the goals of environmental sus-
tainability and social equity (Gough 2017). For example, train tickets and 
other forms of slow travel are unaffordable to many, just as organic foods 
are considerably more expensive than inorganic food. As a result, many 
people fly and eat inorganic food. Subsidising train tickets and organic food 
would serve the purpose of making more sustainable diets and forms of 
transportation affordable to all.

In later chapters we return to some of these policies, exploring them in 
greater depth. In the present context it suffices to note that if we understand 
a political project to denote a general vision of a different society that points 
beyond the major crises of our time, a vision that is accompanied by discus-
sion of policies and initiatives that can materialise it, then degrowth does 
qualify as a political project (see also Alexander and Gleeson 2022: 59). 
Degrowth is, however, a political project in a different sense from how this 
notion is often used in critical political economy scholarship, in that this 
literature for the most part focuses on political projects aiming to transform 
but not move beyond capitalism. Van Apeldoorn and Overbeek (2012: 5) 
write that ‘any hegemonic project needs … a more or less coherent accumu-
lation strategy serving the interests of the leading capital fraction and their 
immediate allies’. Degrowth is neither premised on benefiting any capital 
fraction nor is it a political project that comes with an accumulation strat-
egy. If anything, it offers a vision of ‘de-​accumulation’ in many sectors of 
the economy and it aspires to benefit not merely humans but also nature and 
non-​human beings –​ now and in the future.
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Mobilising a comprehensive coalition of social forces

For a political project to shape societal developments, a comprehensive 
coalition of social forces with sufficient power and resources needs to 
find it attractive and worth fighting for. As noted above, critical politi-
cal economy scholarship gives primacy to the social forces rooted in the 
capitalist production process, that is, representatives of different fractions 
of capital and labour. The power balance between these social forces is 
regarded as a key determinant of overall societal developments. Degrowth 
is, however, different from traditional political projects in that it is not 
class-​based. Inevitably, those advocating degrowth are rooted in classes, 
most of them probably in the middle classes, yet degrowth is not a project 
aspiring to promote the interests of this or other classes –​ or only human 
beings. Liegey and Nelson observe that ‘being a degrowth activist sets one 
apart from traditional class identities as the movement fights for a class-​
free world’ (2020: 128). Currently, the main proponents of degrowth 
are grassroots, small fractions of left-​wing parties and labour unions, as 
well as academics and other citizens who are concerned about the loom-
ing eco-​social collapse. In other words, those who promote degrowth do 
it not because they themselves stand to gain more from its realisation 
than would others, but because they believe that it is necessary if the cur-
rent and future needs of human beings and other species are to be met  
(see Chapter 7).

Seen from a critical political economy perspective, the problem is that the 
social forces currently supporting degrowth are far from powerful enough 
for this project to come to shape wider socio-​economic developments. 
Leading political parties, labour unions, business associations and interna-
tional organisations have yet to embrace degrowth –​ indeed, they typically 
strongly support economic growth, perceiving no desirable alternative to 
it. That none of the powerful actors in advanced capitalist societies finds it 
appealing has been identified as ‘the weakest spot in the degrowth project’ 
(Barca et al. 2019: 6). The resources of the degrowth movement are modest, 
certainly compared to the resources commanded by those who were success-
ful in promoting projects that became hegemonic in the past. For example, 
it is in a far weaker position than was the labour union movement under 
Fordist capitalism, and its resources are dwarfed by those available to those 
representing corporate interests in contemporary neoliberal capitalism. It is 
not just the degrowth project that finds itself in this situation; more gener-
ally, no alternative project to the currently still prevailing neoliberal project, 
let alone to capitalism as an economic system, enjoys support from a coali-
tion of social forces strong enough to make deep social change a reality. 
Indeed, this is the main reason why neoliberalism and capitalism linger on. 
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Streeck (2016: 36) puts it this way: ‘Before capitalism will go to hell … it 
will for the foreseeable future hang in limbo, dead or about to die from an 
overdose of itself but still very much around, as nobody will have the power 
to move its decaying body out of the way.’

In Barca’s analysis, attracting support from ‘ecologically minded’ mem-
bers of the global middle classes who are willing to consume and work less 
does not suffice if the degrowth project is to shape overall societal devel-
opments. In her words, the project will ‘remain politically weak unless 
it manages to enter into dialogue with a broadly defined global working 
class –​ including both wage labor and the myriad forms of work that sup-
port it –​ and its organizations’ (2019: 214). This is undoubtedly true. Yet 
to imagine a coalition powerful enough to bring about degrowth, it is nec-
essary to transcend the class-​based perspectives of historical materialist 
critical political economy. No single type of actor is powerful enough to 
make it happen. Degrowth transformations can only materialise through 
the combined actions of myriad actors positioned in states, civil society and 
business. Related to this, diverse economies scholars Gibson-​Graham and 
Dombroski (2020) place hope in the movements and activism that young 
people, women and Indigenous peoples engage in globally. They note, for 
instance, that ‘because women are everywhere and therefore always some-
where, change can be enacted in all those many somewheres’ (2020: 20). 
Important insights can also be gleaned from anarchist thinking, according 
to which the successor project of capitalism is already in the process of being 
built within micro-​level bottom-​up initiatives that exist at the margins of 
contemporary neoliberal capitalism, such as cooperatives and sustainable 
communities (Chomsky 1999: 138; Wigger and Buch-​Hansen 2013; see also 
Bärnthaler 2023). Given the depth of change that degrowth transformations 
entail, and the speed with which they would need to happen, it is, however, 
just as improbable that they could materialise solely through bottom-​up, 
grassroots initiatives as it is improbable that they can emerge solely via top-​
down policies. And just as degrowth cannot be realised without policies 
implemented by state apparatuses at the local, national and transnational 
scales, so it cannot come about without the involvement of businesses and 
large groups of citizens.

In terms of temporality, the various policies that are being discussed in 
degrowth circles are unlikely to initiate degrowth transformations; rather, 
such policies are more likely to be the outcome of the efforts of social move-
ments and other actors in civil society (Alexander and Gleeson 2022). In the 
current ideological environment, it would be political suicide for most polit-
ical parties to embrace the aforementioned policies. For degrowth trans-
formations to be initiated, a massive civil society mobilisation, combined 
with a surge in degrowth-​compatible business (Nesterova 2020a, 2020b, 
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2021a) would be required. If such a mobilisation of growth-​critical and 
socio-​ecological social forces were to gain a decisive momentum, it could 
make it attractive, or at least feasible, for political parties and states to pur-
sue degrowth policies (Koch 2022a). The outcome could be ‘a combination 
of bottom-​up mobilisations and action and top-​down regulation, resulting 
in a new mix of property forms including communal, state, and individual 
property and a new division of labour between market, state, and “com-
mons” ’ (Koch 2020b: 127). The thousands of degrowth-​compatible micro-​
level civil society and business initiatives that are mushrooming in recent 
years may, together with various social movements (Burkhart et al. 2020), 
come to provide the basis for a mobilisation of a comprehensive coalition 
of social forces.

Building consent

The final prerequisite for degrowth to happen on a wider scale is popular 
consent to its overall vision. There are some indications that growth-​critical 
ideas are gaining ground. A petition run by the European Environmental 
Bureau, which inter alia called on the European Union, its institutions and 
member states to devise policies for post-​growth futures and reconsider 
the pursuit of growth as an overarching policy goal, was signed by more 
than 90,000 people. Drews et al. (2019: 150) suggest, based on data on 
Spain, that ‘a considerable part of the population exhibits sceptical views 
about growth’. Even so, it is safe to say that overall there is no consent 
to the idea of degrowth in the advanced capitalist countries. In fact, the 
vast majority of people in these countries are unlikely to have heard of 
degrowth. If this observation is correct, it speaks volumes of just how 
marginalised the idea of degrowth remains, even if it has gained traction 
over the past decade. But it is not just that many people are unaware of the 
idea of degrowth, it is also that it is doubtful that they, if they were to hear 
about it, would consider it a good idea to move beyond capitalism to a 
system with reduced and different production and consumption. One rea-
son why degrowth may not be intuitively appealing to many people in the 
advanced capitalist countries and beyond is that it is incompatible with the 
Western norm of consumption (Brand and Wissen 2013; Koch 2012) and 
more generally the Western view of nature.2 If degrowth were to material-
ise, most citizens in the rich countries would have to adapt to a materially 
lower standard of living. Limits placed –​ in one way or another –​ on car 
ownership, flights, accommodation forms, diets and other environmen-
tally damaging aspects of the Western norm of consumption would go 
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against currently prevailing understandings of what constitutes a good life. 
As such they would, to put it mildly, not be popular. A further reason why 
consent to degrowth would be difficult to achieve is that advocates of the 
green growth discourse and other pro-​market ideologies have been suc-
cessful in creating the illusion that companies, markets and new technolo-
gies will take care of the problems so that people will not have to change 
their lifestyles in major ways.

Nevertheless, there are cracks in the hegemony of the pro-​growth dis-
course. In Germany, a country with strong environmental movements that 
have, for instance, advanced sufficiency and reduction of working hours, 
labour unions have traditionally sided with business and the state in fighting 
for ‘a good life of consumption’ and ‘the right to work’ (Komlosy 2018). 
Yet recent research finds that previously hegemonic views are called into 
question within major German unions, with counter-​hegemonic views as to 
what a good life entails being expressed to varying degrees (Keil and Kreinin 
2022). Although this obviously does not mean that these unions now con-
sent to degrowth –​ far from it –​ it does suggest that there are openings for 
consent to other views on work, production and growth than the currently 
prevailing view.

The word consent derives from Latin where it means ‘feel together’. 
Further to this, consent to degrowth is not something that could be imposed 
on individuals or something that can be reduced to a question of social struc-
tures and social interactions. Consent would require individuals to feel that 
degrowth is a sensible development and welcome degrowth practices in their 
everyday life and in society at large. For this to happen, self-​transformation 
at the level of individuals is required. Such self-​transformation could, for 
instance, involve taking steps from the ‘mode of having’ to the ‘mode of 
being’ (Fromm 2013). As noted in Chapter 1, the mode of having entails 
an outlook revolving around possessions, accumulation and status. By 
contrast, the mode of being revolves around focusing on who we are as 
humans and our capacities for learning, loving, caring, altruism, solidarity, 
forgiveness, presence, joyfulness and so on. We deal in greater length with 
this matter in Chapter 4. In the present context it suffices to observe that 
without such self-​transformations it is difficult to imagine that degrowth –​ 
with its logic evolving around gentleness and care for humans, non-​human 
species and nature more generally –​ could materialise and work. There is no 
single source of transformations of this kind. Rather, various combinations 
of a multitude of causal mechanisms could bring them about. These mecha-
nisms could include interactions with people and with social structures and 
experiences in and with nature, and involve becoming aware of new and 
gentler ways of relating to the world (see also Conclusion, this volume).
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In conclusion

Capitalism will never fall on its own. It will have to be pushed. The accumula-
tion of capital will never cease. It will have to be stopped. The capitalist class 
will never willingly surrender its power. It will have to be dispossessed.

(Harvey 2010: 260)

Harvey notes that the task of stopping capital accumulation and dispos-
sessing the capitalist class requires a strong social movement with a strong 
political vision of an alternative around which a collective political subjec-
tivity can revolve (Harvey 2014). In this chapter, we have pointed to some 
of the same prerequisites for degrowth to materialise on a societal scale, yet 
pointing also to the importance of consent, self-​transformation and crisis. 
Although the current economic system finds itself in a deep structural or 
even systemic crisis, a key prerequisite for deep social change, it is of course 
by no means a given conclusion that such change will take the form of 
degrowth. While the current crises facing advanced capitalist democracies 
can be seen to have paved the way for progressive social forces, they have 
also facilitated the rise of right-​wing populism and authoritarianism.

Moreover, as noted in the Introduction, powerful actors (corporations, 
governments, international organisations and unions) have so far primarily 
responded to the climate and biodiversity crises by embracing the politi-
cal project of ‘green growth’ –​ at least at the level of discourse. Beyond its 
green rhetoric, the corporate world does not stand united behind this pro-
ject. Ougaard (2016), for instance, speaks of a conflict line between trans-
national companies involved in the extraction and processing of coal, oil 
and gas, thus having a material interest in the carbon-​based economy, and 
companies that have a material interest in decarbonisation. Examples of 
the latter include ‘producers of equipment for renewable energy production 
and companies that stand to lose from the consequences of global warming, 
such as insurance companies’ (Ougaard 2016: 467; see also Buch-​Hansen 
and Carstensen 2021). Within business, then, there is no universal consent 
to the green growth project. Going forward, the main challenge for this pro-
ject is the anomaly at its heart, that is, the lack of evidence to suggest that 
it is possible to rapidly and drastically bring down CO2 emissions while the 
economy keeps growing exponentially. As the gap between, on one hand, 
the green growth discourse and, on the other, the material reality of increas-
ing CO2 emissions, climate emergency and biodiversity loss widens in the 
years to come, it may become increasingly difficult to uphold the illusion 
that the green growth project delivers a serious response to the predicament 
humanity is in. Against this background, degrowth ideas may come to enjoy 
wider consent.
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Notes

	 1	 Or, in the case of anarchists who find it better to side with Marxist than pro-​
capitalist views, top-​down policies and government involvement are seen as a 
necessary evil.

	 2	 Whereas in the Western view nature is seen as composed of objects, under 
degrowth, nature would be seen as composed of subjects (cf. Rodman, 1983).

 

 

 

 

 



Civil society is where ideas challenging the growth paradigm could come 
to prevail and where a shift away from the current consumer culture could 
happen. Civil society is a space in which more citizens could come to experi-
ment with alternative, sustainable forms of living. Civil society is the site 
of degrowth activism, the site in which the degrowth movement can form 
alliances with other movements (Burkhart et al. 2020). And civil society 
is the realm in which broad consent to, and a demand for, profound eco-​
social transformations could arise, prompting policymakers to adopt more 
ambitious policies. Certainly actors in other sites are also of key impor-
tance if degrowth is to happen on a societal scale, states (Chapter 5) and 
businesses (Chapter 6) being cases in point. Yet on their own they cannot 
bring degrowth about. In short, then, changes in –​ and emanating from –​ 
civil society are an essential part of degrowth transformations. Enriching 
the theoretical perspective outlined in the previous chapters, in this chapter 
we conceptualise civil society and we reflect on its scales and diversity in 
degrowth transformations. Moreover, we highlight the importance of indi-
vidual self-​transformation for civil society to become a sufficiently potent 
driving force towards degrowth.

Conceptualising civil society

Civil society is a broad social domain rather than a ‘thing’. It can be defined 
negatively by what it is not: it excludes the state and business, though it is 
inherently interconnected with them.1 For example, members of civil society 
interact with businesses as businesspersons, employees, customers, activ-
ists, organisations and so on. The same person can run a business (and 
thus belong to the site of ‘business’) and be a member of, say, a degrowth 
network or volunteer for a charity (and thus belong to the site of the ‘civil 
society’). Some forms of business or organisations involved in production 
of goods and services belong to the sites of both civil society and business. 
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This applies, for instance, to consumer-​producer arrangements such as 
community-​supported agriculture, politically inclined cooperatives and eco-​
social enterprises. Still, civil society as a site excludes business.

Civil society can also be defined positively by what it encompasses: a 
plenitude of relationships and commitments between humans and various 
social structures and entities (civil society organisations) outside the state 
and business. This implies that civil society refers to many very diverse 
formal and informal ‘social forms’, such as community organisations, net-
works, trade unions, voluntary associations, non-​government organisations 
and academia. Often, then, civil society is ‘understood to refer to the realm 
of autonomous group action distinct from both corporate power and the 
state’ (Cox 1999: 19). Yet the associations, encounters, organisations, net-
works etc. of civil society rest on the voluntary actions of individuals (Adloff 
2021: 151). As such it is important not to separate social forms in civil soci-
ety from what makes them possible, namely individuals. Thus, we include 
human individuals in our contemplation of civil society transformations.

The concept of civil society has a long history. Cox (1999: 7–​8) identifies 
two broad understandings of civil society in capitalist settings. The first is a 
top-​down understanding in which civil society is regarded as a site in which 
the prevailing social forces form a hegemony, so as to secure the popula-
tion’s consent to the social order. The other is a bottom-​up understanding 
which views civil society as a site from which groups and classes can build 
a counter-​hegemony that can challenge and ultimately replace the previous 
hegemonic order.

Further to this, in relation to degrowth transformations we propose 
viewing civil society as a site as well as a force of transformations. On one 
hand, civil society is a site of transformations due to its existing and poten-
tial role of being the space where diverse and multiple emancipatory trans-
formations occur and where new ones begin. Civil society is ‘the realm of 
contesting ideas in which the intersubjective meanings upon which people’s 
sense of “reality” are based can become transformed and new concepts of 
the natural order of society can emerge’ (Cox 1999: 10). Transformations 
do not, of course, necessarily point in the direction of degrowth, and it 
should also be kept in mind that the activities of individuals and groups can 
contribute to reproducing existing ideas and social forms in civil society 
rather than transform them. The hegemony of particular ideologies, path 
dependencies and material interests are some of the mechanisms facilitating 
this outcome. Also, it should not be assumed that actors in civil society are 
civilised, democratically minded or tolerant. Forces in civil society can be 
uncivil, reactionary, violent etc., and more generally civil society is better 
understood as a plural, unequal and sometimes conflicting site than as an 
equal and harmonious public sphere (Gready and Robins 2017).
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It is thus important not to romanticise civil society, seeing it as the domain 
of hope for degrowth while regarding, for example, the state and business 
as an enemy thereof. Instead, the ways in which existing civil society forms 
can and do contribute to the status quo and even deterioration rather than 
to emancipation and degrowth transformations should be recognised. 
For instance, academia to a large extent reproduces capitalist structures  
(M. Parker 2018). In a degrowth society it would undergo a significant 
transformation and would need to adopt a different approach to what it 
means and entails to educate and take part in people’s growth as human 
beings and citizens. Likewise, some networks and movements within civil 
society can organise for and pursue political agendas and worldviews which 
are incompatible with degrowth, right-​wing ideologies being an exam-
ple. Having said that, in civil society one can also find many examples of 
empowering, counter-​hegemonic social forms (Gibson-​Graham 2006; see 
also Ehrnström-​Fuentes and Biese 2022). They include, for instance, various 
alternative social groups, intentional communities and alternative organisa-
tions of production.

Civil society is a force of transformation because humans not only repro-
duce, but also intentionally transform social structures (Bhaskar 1989; 
Buch-​Hansen and Nielsen 2020; Hartwig 2007). Participation in civil soci-
ety organisations can entail a step away from the assumption that trans-
formations can be brought about merely individually (for example, by 
changing one’s consumption patterns) and exploring and strengthening 
various existing non-​capitalist and anti-​capitalist civil forms together with 
one’s fellow humans. Despite its relative separation from the state, civil 
society is political. That is, with their activities, civil society organisations, 
as well as individuals within civil society, support and manifest particular 
worldviews, ideologies, affiliations and visions of the future. Different social 
forms in civil society are forces aiming for different kinds and degrees of 
transformation. For example, trade unions for the most part operate within 
a pro-​capitalist, pro-​growth horizon and do not seek deep societal trans-
formations. At the other end of the spectrum, the degrowth movement is 
an example of a force in civil society which repoliticises topics such as the 
primacy of economic growth while aiming for a post-​capitalist social order.

The political nature of civil society can also be manifested in implicit 
political and ethical commitments such as in everyday and largely degrowth-​
compatible activism without an explicit reference to degrowth. For instance, 
the voluntary simplicity movement (Elgin 2013) is largely degrowth com-
patible but not explicitly degrowth oriented. Whether explicitly oriented 
towards degrowth or not, important principles for civil society to play a 
role in degrowth transformations are cooperation and organisation of, and 
in, alternative-​to-​capitalism arrangements and social forms (Trainer 2012) 
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and realising their benefits for transforming the current society towards one 
co-​existing harmoniously with nature and within itself. These alternatives 
may include networks which advocate degrowth, community organisations, 
trade unions and others. Importantly, such initiatives and forms do not have 
to be created from nothing. Degrowth-​compatible alternatives already exist 
in society alongside capitalist structures (Gibson-​Graham 2006), contribut-
ing to prefiguring a degrowth society.

A prerequisite for civil society coming to act as a stronger force of 
degrowth transformations may be that individuals in civil society seek out, 
learn about and participate more in such alternatives. Having said that, 
it remains essential not to assume that collective actions, though impor-
tant and necessary, are suitable for everyone. Thus, some members of civil 
society may prefer to participate in degrowth transformations without 
actively participating in organisations by, for example, pursuing a differ-
ent way of living focused on solitude or co-​presence with non-​humans and 
nature. Suggesting organising as the solution and organisation as the mode 
of participation in degrowth transformations may be alienating, and this 
is something degrowth cannot afford, considering the limited support the 
movement currently enjoys (Chapter 3).

Civil society never exists in a vacuum. Its nature, and the nature of the 
role different social forms in civil society can play in degrowth transforma-
tions, varies from one setting to the next. For instance, in countries char-
acterised by the liberal form of capitalism, transformations would likely 
arise from social movements, while in countries with coordinated forms 
of capitalism, that is, where trade unions are strong and welfare provi-
sion ensured, ‘a process of “negotiated de-​growth” –​ involving a societal 
compromise between governments and employers’ and employees’ organi-
sations as well as various interest and expert groups –​ may be envisaged’ 
(Buch-​Hansen 2014: 170). Finally, in countries where capitalism is state 
led, degrowth transformations are more likely to originate from the state 
while also being influenced by social movements and organisational prac-
tices (Buch-​Hansen 2014).

Scales and diversity of civil society in degrowth transformations

Civil society varies across different scales as well as across different fields. 
Fields can be seen as relatively autonomous societal arenas characterised by 
particular activities, strategies, forms of capital and rules (Bourdieu 2014). 
What can be done by an individual on their own is different to what can 
be achieved by a larger social organisation. The change that can be imple-
mented in, say, academia is different to change that can be manifested in, 
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say, community organisations. Having said that, there are overlaps, com-
mon underlying principles as well as possibilities for different forms of civil 
society to work together. Seen from the vantage point of the theoretical 
perspective unfolded in the present book, then, no particular social form or 
scale of civil society should be given primacy in relation to degrowth trans-
formations. Rather, a prerequisite for such transformations to occur are civil 
society activities spanning multiple scales and social forms.

Starting at the micro level, this is where initiatives appear to be potentially 
most in line with the eco-​anarchist strand of thought within degrowth (e.g., 
Trainer 2012, 2014). Eco-​anarchism advocates a highly localised and self-​
governing mode of social living. This strand of thought places hope in vari-
ous small-​scale community organisations and requires multiple civil society 
organisations. That is, the social life that eco-​anarchism envisions must be 
practised collectively. Community gardens and orchards, reclaiming of pre-
viously industrial spaces, local currencies and repair workshops cannot be 
implemented by isolated individuals. Thus, as highlighted by eco-​anarchists 
within degrowth, a high level of cooperation is required alongside partici-
pation and democratic decision-​making (Trainer 2012). The eco-​anarchist 
way of life, in other words, relies fully on civil society and not on the state or 
business. The only desired type of businesses are very small-​scale, privately 
owned companies (Trainer 2012), most likely craft or artisanal producers.

While local initiatives such as community gardens and local currencies 
are by definition localised, movements do not have to be constrained to 
a certain town, urban space (Schmid 2022) or region. They can span the 
globe. As mentioned above, some movements are explicitly degrowth ori-
entated while others are implicitly degrowth compatible. Degrowth itself is 
a broad movement within civil society (Buch-​Hansen 2021), a movement 
embodying a plurality of, in some cases, conflicting views. For instance, 
the political alignment of the degrowth movement remains unclear if not 
contradictory: while some advocate for eco-​socialism, others advocate eco-​
anarchism. This diversity has led to the suggestion that it makes sense to 
speak about degrowths in the plural rather than of a single degrowth move-
ment (Nesterova 2022b).

Apart from the degrowth movement itself, there are multiple existing 
civil society movements which can be degrowth compatible (Burkhart et al. 
2020). The Transition movement is a case in point. In the words of its  
co-​founder Rob Hopkins, it constitutes ‘a social experiment on a massive 
scale’ (2011: 16). It was established in 2006 in the English town Totnes, and 
subsequently spread rapidly to several parts of the world. The core purpose 
of the Transition movement is to address climate change and peak oil by 
building community resilience. With a view to reducing carbon emissions 
and oil dependence significantly, those involved in Transition initiatives 
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seek to make their communities self-​reliant with respect to energy and food 
production, waste and transport. Like ecovillages, Transition initiatives dif-
fer substantially, owing to varying local conditions and because they build 
on community experience and knowledge instead of relying on external 
experts or one-​size-​fits-​all recipes. For instance, there are Transition initia-
tives in villages, towns, cities, universities, neighbourhoods and districts. 
Everywhere they are rooted in local cultures. Consequently, ‘Transition in 
Brazil, emerging with a distinctly Brazilian flavour, will look very different 
from Transition in Edinburgh or in New Zealand’ (Hopkins 2011: 74).

Other movements which are generally degrowth compatible are, for 
instance, voluntary simplicity, zero-​waste and minimalism. These move-
ments are not without challenges both in terms of their practice and defi-
nition. For instance, minimalism can be viewed as a movement driven by 
aesthetics rather than by ethics, specific political or philosophical commit-
ments, or respect towards nature. It does not require a non-​anthropocentric 
philosophical perspective to be practised (on minimalism, see Nesterova 
2023). The aspirational zero-​waste movement likewise focuses on the level 
of personal consumption, though some adherents may participate in polit-
ical actions and otherwise be involved in civil society organisations. Yet 
even in the sphere of personal consumption, the zero-​waste movement faces 
issues. For instance, you can still practise a zero-​waste lifestyle while flying, 
as long as you bring your own water bottle and plastic-​free snacks with you. 
Moreover, such movements which primarily target individual consumption 
do not necessarily focus on some vision of a future, such as a society that 
exists differently in the world or a worldview which encourages gentleness 
and care towards the self, others and nature. In fact, attempting to achieve 
such lifestyles may take the attention of individuals away from political 
actions, making them focus instead on micromanaging their consumption. 
Despite these downsides, such movements remain important allies to the 
degrowth movement. They carry the potential of providing humans with a 
feeling of being active, of achievement and of hope in the face of ecological 
degradation. Moreover, since by definition movements such as voluntary 
simplicity (Elgin and Mitchell 1977) and zero waste deviate from consumer-
ism, being part of them may allow more free time for other activities, such 
as participating in a community initiative or a trade union or connecting 
with nature.

On the large scale, civil society organisations may include NGOs and 
trade unions. One strength of an NGO is already implied in its definition: it 
is an organisation which operates independently of the government and 
which thus may be (but not necessarily is) critical of its ideology. In capi-
talist social formations, NGOs can create spaces for promoting degrowth-​
compatible ideas and transformations (Burkhart et al. 2020). To give but 
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one example, the degrowth group of environmental NGO Friends of the 
Earth Denmark arranges seminars and summer schools about degrowth for 
the public and it makes podcasts and publishes books to increase aware-
ness of what degrowth (in Danish: modvækst) is. However, NGOs may also  
be –​ and in many cases are –​ hierarchical and narrowly focused on a particu-
lar interest rather than on the deep transformations needed in every domain 
of societal being. Indeed, today many, if not most, NGOs are embedded in 
capitalist structures and do not stand in opposition to the growth impera-
tive. In a degrowth society, many of the functions currently performed by 
NGOs, such as raising awareness and bringing to the surface inequalities 
and instances of social and ecological degradation, would become societal 
functions.

As regards unions, they are for the most part married to the idea that 
a green form of capitalism is possible and desirable. Their proposals of a 
Green New Deal are underpinned by the notion that it is possible to drasti-
cally reduce CO2 emissions while the economy grows, increasing the num-
ber of green jobs. Barca (2019: 212), however, also points to various cases 
exemplifying that ‘there exist, at this historical conjuncture, concrete pos-
sibilities for articulating degrowth and labor politics in new ways, via grass-
roots mobilizations in community unionism and social movement unionism, 
pushing labor organizations toward a radical critique of the growth par-
adigm’. While not degrowth oriented, unions can engage in degrowth-​
compatible struggles. For example, Bieler (2021) analyses how various 
coalitions between organised workers and other social forces at different 
scales have effectively waged struggles against the privatisation of water in 
Europe. The result of many of these struggles against the commodification 
of the commons have been that water companies have remained publicly 
owned. Another case is the International Labour Organization’s ‘just transi-
tion’ approach: workers in brown industries should be assisted in finding 
employment in greener sectors through reskilling programmes and financial 
support. Though originally married to the green growth mainstream, key 
organisations such as the European Social Observatory and the European 
Trade Union Institute have started to question the growth paradigm and 
engage with sustainable welfare and degrowth approaches,2 linking ‘just 
transition’ to these approaches (Sabato et al. 2021).

While trade unions could potentially come to play a role as a force of 
degrowth transformations, it is important to keep in mind that the politi-
cal power of this type of civil society organisation has been drastically 
weakened, as a result of which its past achievements have to some extent 
been rolled back (Chapter 3). Increasingly, unions ‘appear like large but 
aging dinosaurs struggling to adapt as the climate changes. The propor-
tion of workers who belong to unions is in decline. Centralized systems of 
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wage-​setting are breaking apart. Incentive pay schemes and profit-​sharing 
arrangements subvert negotiated wage scales’ (Wallerstein and Western 
2000: 355). The major unions, then, are far weaker potential allies of the 
degrowth movement than would have been the case in the heyday of the 
trade union movement in the 1960s and 1970s. Trade unions in many 
cases also have shortcomings in addition to those already mentioned. They 
may be bureaucratic, and they may have greater concern for their own 
interest as an entity than for the interests of their members (or nature). 
Here anarchist trade unions may provide an alternative, aimed at ‘work-
ing with communities rather than trying to take them over or lead them in 
instrumental manner’ (Wilkin and Boudeau 2015: 1338). It is also worth 
adding that while unions are in decline everywhere, they are stronger in 
some countries than in others. In the Scandinavian countries in particu-
lar, trade unions have better bargaining powers than in countries with 
liberal forms of capitalism. In the former countries, trade unions would 
thus be in a relatively better position to contribute to degrowth trans-
formations should they come to be so inclined (Buch-​Hansen 2014). For 
instance, they can advocate for better working conditions, contracts and 
wages, which would guarantee stability for the workers. Without such 
stability, it is difficult to imagine that humans would prioritise degrowth 
transformations.

Civil society organisations are diverse, spanning a wide variety of for-
mal and informal organisation on various scales. Again, seen in relation to 
degrowth transformations, no particular civil society social form is superior 
to all others. To give but a few examples of social forms, within academia, 
groups and networks exist which promote the degrowth discourse as well 
as broader discourses such as post-​growth. Various neighbourhood organi-
sations are compatible with an eco-​anarchist vision of degrowth trans-
formations and degrowth society (Trainer 2012, 2014). Such small-​scale 
organisations can contribute to degrowth transformations without waiting 
for a larger change and the end of capitalism. Organisations of production 
(see Chapter 6) such as cooperatives, not-​for-​profit businesses and eco-​social 
enterprises may be, theoretically, at the border between civil society and 
business. Small-​scale organisations of production can provide an answer 
to the call within the degrowth discourse for more localisations and place-​
sensitivity (Trainer 2012; Nesterova 2022b).

Multiple online communities which likewise can and do participate in 
degrowth transformations exist.3 The issue with such communities is their 
reliance on technology and the internet. The ever-​increasing and intensi-
fying use of technology is problematic for multiple reasons (Heikkurinen 
2018). Technology is not neutral; one technology does not exist in isola-
tion from others, the result being the creation of a technological society 
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(Ruuska and Heikkurinen 2021). Ruuska and Heikkurinen (2021: 13) note 
that ‘the technological world is an atomized and detached world which 
often leaves people alone and feeling alienated with little or no sense of 
agency’. A technologically reliant mode of living is difficult to imagine in 
a world in which energy reduction is pursued: high technology requires 
energy. Still, some online spaces and organisations can indeed be helpful 
for transformations towards degrowth, for instance, in terms of organis-
ing political actions for degrowth transformations, sharing knowledge, and 
making more effective redistribution of existing goods and services possible. 
Currently, many initiatives which target waste reduction and redistribu-
tion are based on high technology. For instance, initiatives such as REKO 
rings (Hushållningssällskapet 2022), where producers and consumers come 
together without intermediaries, require the use of technology: they connect 
most often via a popular social media website. Payment is likewise done 
using apps.

It is important to stress that while no social form is ‘the best’ in relation 
to degrowth transformations, individuals are different and as such they will 
always be attracted to different types of civil society organisation depending 
on personal worldviews and political commitments (that is, provided they 
are at all attracted to such social forms). For instance, adherents of individu-
alist anarchism or anarcho-​primitivism are unlikely to be drawn to formal, 
bureaucratic and hierarchical organisations. For the adherents of socialism 
as a political ideology for a degrowth society, formal organisations such as 
trade unions may be more acceptable.

State policies can support civil society organisations, placing them in 
a better position to become driving forces in degrowth transformations. 
Owing to the wide variety of forms taken by civil society organisations, a 
diverse range of policies could be implemented to this end. Many civil soci-
ety organisations operate on a voluntary basis. People who contribute their 
time, energy and skills are often not paid for their efforts. This excludes 
many individuals from participation. A suitable policy to increase partici-
pation in various civil society organisations is the provision of a universal 
basic income or universal basic services: without reliance on a job and an 
income, at least partially, people can familiarise themselves with the range 
of civil society organisations they can get involved with, or dedicate more 
time to the ones they are already part of. Apart from the universal basic 
income, increasing monetary support is required for multiple civil society 
organisations. For instance, this applies to NGOs, academic groups and 
networks involved in researching degrowth transformations, community 
initiatives and neighbourhood groups. Some organisations, such as those 
involved in the production of food, require policies which support access 
to land.
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Individuals and their self-​transformations

In discussing civil society as something singular (for example, as a site or 
an entity), it should be remembered that civil society, and everything within 
it, emerges from and through the causal powers and actions of individual 
human beings (Danermark et al. 2002). For their existence and operations, 
as well as their reproduction and transformation, organisations within civil 
society likewise rely on the involvement of individuals.

While placing causal powers within the domain of human agency, theo-
rising human beings is essential. Otherwise, it may be asked, what lets us 
assume that civil society members would take part in transformations? First 
and foremost, it is important to reject the notion of a human being as a 
rational utility maximiser, otherwise known as the ‘economic man’ of neo-
classical economics. It is difficult to imagine that degrowth transformations 
can be carried out by humans if humans are greedy, egocentric and nar-
rowly self-​interested (Chapter 1). It is likewise difficult to pursue degrowth 
transformations if such ideas of humans are promoted in society, such as in 
the system of education. After all, the ‘way in which we think of ourselves –​ 
the picture we form of our essential nature –​ directly affects the way we 
live’ (Midgley 2003: xvi). Neoclassical economics is notorious for misrep-
resenting human nature (Bhaskar 1998; Eskelinen and Wilen 2019; Gills 
and Morgan 2021; Lawson 2019; Schumacher 1993; Söderbaum 2008). In 
this school of thought, humans are reduced to materialistic and egocentric 
beings (Bhaskar 1998; Lawson 2015; Söderbaum 2008; Spash 2017). Even 
if human beings exhibit such characteristics, in reality they are much more 
complex than that (see Chapter 7). Moreover, human beings are always in 
the process of evolution, becoming and growing. That is, the self of humans 
is more akin to a journey than to a fixed entity (Polkinghorne 2015). Thus, 
instead of assuming that a human being is an ‘economic man’ with one or 
a few particular attributes (Lawson 2019), the notion of a real, unique, 
relational and complex human being, capable of transforming the world 
around her/​himself as well as being capable of self-​transformation, should 
be embraced. Seeing humans this way is not unusual. For instance, it is a 
feature of some strands of heterodox economics (Becker 2006; Spash 2012) 
as well as neighbouring sciences and humanities such as human geography 
(Tuan 1974, 1998), philosophy (Bhaskar 2012a) and psychology (Schneider 
et al. 2015).

Excluding ‘economic man’ as a member of civil society means looking 
into other disciplines which may assist in understanding who the members 
of civil society are. Human nature has traditionally been a major focus for 
philosophy and psychology (Boss 1988). In terms of philosophy, critical real-
ism and existentialism may be helpful in understanding humans in relation 
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to degrowth transformations (Heikkurinen 2018; Nesterova 2021c). The 
philosophy of metaReality (Bhaskar 2012c), which is the continuation of 
Bhaskar’s original philosophy of critical realism (Bhaskar 1989, 1998), has 
in recent times also become a feature of the degrowth literature landscape 
(e.g., Buch-​Hansen and Nesterova 2021, 2023; Nesterova 2021c). Critical 
realism assumes that agents have causal powers and the ability to act on 
the world, including themselves (Buch-​Hansen and Nielsen 2020; Collier 
2003; Danermark et al. 2002). A better society is possible via this causa-
tion and human qualities (Nesterova 2021b). Critical realists contend that 
humans are naturally concerned about the state of the world around them 
(Sayer 2011) and are inherently capable of love, fellow-​feeling, care, empa-
thy, creativity and freedom (Bhaskar 2012a, 2012b). Love in this case does 
not simply refer to a feeling towards a particular individual. Rather, it sig-
nifies an overarching sense of interdependence and togetherness (Bhaskar 
2012b). Naturally, being capable of something (such as fellow-​feeling and 
care) does not mean that these qualities do not require nurturing. Indeed, 
wars, violence and exploitation provide evidence of humans being capable 
of suppressing or not exercising their humane capacities.

Existentialist philosophers whose works provided inspiration within the 
degrowth field include, for instance, Albert Camus and Martin Heidegger. 
Existentialist philosophy conceptually places humans into a concrete, but 
imperfect and complicated world (Boss 1988; Heidegger 2001; Sartre 
2000). That is, while human nature itself is contentious, our being in and 
dwelling (belonging) in concrete locations and places is something that can-
not be denied. This means that humans are always subject to certain natural 
and social structures such as topographies and social, cultural and political 
systems (Buch-​Hansen 2014; Hägerstrand 2012). Humans’ experiences, cir-
cumstances and possibilities for actions differ depending on the constella-
tion of structures within which they exist.

Existentialism views humans as embodied, that is, having a real, phys-
ical presence in the natural and the social worlds (Heidegger 2001; van 
Deurzen and Adams 2016). Being part of the social world means that even 
though humans are singular and unique, we are always co-​present with 
other humans. Existentialism structures human existence around three or 
even four dimensions, hence presenting humans as relational beings. These 
relations concern the environment (Umwelt), the social dimension (Mitwelt) 
and the personal dimension (Eigenwelt) (Heidegger 2001; van Deurzen and 
Adams 2016). The spiritual dimension (Überwelt) can also be included (van 
Deurzen and Adams 2016). The nature of every person’s embeddedness in 
each and all of those dimensions or worlds is different, as is the experi-
ence of humans even within the same structures. For degrowth to come into 
being, transformations need to occur in each of these dimensions. That is to 
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say that humans need to transform their relationship with the environment, 
within society and with themselves.

While navigating these dimensions or worlds, each human being infuses 
their own life with meaning (Camus 2005). Seeking meaning may be the 
core function of human consciousness (Frankl 2006). The meaning a human 
assigns to their own life and relationships within each of these worlds may 
direct their behaviour and the mode of being in the world. Under capitalism, 
the meaning of human existence tends to be reduced to the accumulation of 
material wealth. Yet various perspectives exist that are better aligned with 
human qualities and that emphasise genuine human experiences over mate-
rialism. This is reflected, for instance, in the mode of being of Erich Fromm. 
As noted in Chapter 1, Fromm (2013) identifies two modes in which a 
human being can be: the mode of having and the mode of being. The mode 
of having focuses on possessions, profit, status and the material. This mode 
is characterised by a utilitarian position towards nature, others and the self, 
that is, the self is imagined as a tool for achievement of status. In this mode, 
the engagement of humans with civil society organisations may be inau-
thentic and driven by the pursuit of status or material/​financial benefits for 
example, rather than human emancipation, care and harmonious coexist-
ence with nature. For instance, one may join a trade union for one’s own 
benefits rather than as a political act aimed at human emancipation.

The mode of being, conversely, is the mode of authentic existence, where 
empathy, solidarity and generosity are nurtured and thrive. To live in this 
mode ‘means to renew oneself, to grow, to flow out, to love, to transcend the 
prison of one’s isolated ego, to be interested, … to give’ (Fromm 2013: 76). 
In the mode of being, private property and having more generally is of little 
importance inasmuch as ownership is not the prerequisite for being able to 
use and enjoy something. As Fromm (2013: 99) writes, ‘Nothing unites peo-
ple more (without restricting their individuality) than sharing their admira-
tion and love for a person; sharing an idea, a piece of music, a painting, a 
symbol; sharing in a ritual –​ and sharing sorrow.’

While it is important that humans step onto the path of being rather 
than having, it is likewise important to recognise the uniqueness of every-
one’s journey. In placing much value and hope in cooperation (e.g., Trainer 
2012), the degrowth discourse overlooks the needs and inclinations of those 
who, while remaining part of the civil society, may not desire to organ-
ise with others (Nesterova 2022b). For instance, such individuals may find 
value in solitude and connectedness with the wider community of life (e.g., 
Thoreau 2016) and not necessarily strive to be part of formal organisa-
tions with their fellow humans. Adherents of deep ecology (Næss 2016) 
attempt to nurture fellow-​feeling towards other beings beyond humans 
(Diehm 2007). This, by definition, widens one’s circle of connection and 
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relationships. Trees, mountains, rivers and lakes, as well as other beings and 
features of nature, become morally and relationally significant. This may 
encourage individuals to seek to spend more time in and with nature, adopt 
an outdoors-​based lifestyle, live in a sparsely populated or rural area and 
practise self-​sufficiency.

This does not necessarily indicate withdrawal from society (this indeed 
would be impossible), but rather expanding the notion of who one’s fellow 
beings are far beyond humans. For such individuals, a more isolated mode 
of being or small eco-​communities may be suitable. While such individuals 
may be in the minority (Leopold 1949), they still should be accounted for in 
the degrowth discourse. Apart from such cases of individuals who find the 
sense of connectedness and belonging in the wider community of life, oth-
ers, due to their personalities, worldviews or ideological commitments, may 
actively strive to organise and participate in social forms in civil society such 
as social groups, charities, NGOs, trade unions and others.

In conclusion

In this chapter we have considered civil society in degrowth transformations. 
We conceptualised civil society as a site and force of transformations, noting 
that it constitutes a space where diverse and multiple transformations occur 
and in which a large variety of social forms (organisations, networks etc.) 
exist through which individuals can work collectively to pursue different 
kinds and degrees of transformation. The chapter also reflected on the scales 
and diversity of civil society, noting that degrowth transformations would 
require agency spanning multiple scales and social forms. Finally, further 
to the importance we ascribe to individuals in our consideration of civil 
society, we highlighted the importance of self-​transformation. We include 
individuals in our contemplation of civil society because neither can civil 
society exist without individuals reproducing it individually and collectively 
(Bhaskar 1998), nor is any individual unaffected by civil society. The same 
observations can be made about the state and businesses, and for this reason 
we also touch upon individual self-​transformation in these sites in the fol-
lowing two chapters. Still, we decided to devote particular attention to the 
matter in the present chapter for the simple reason that whereas individuals 
positioned in those other sites are members of civil society, the reverse is not 
necessarily the case.

Activism for degrowth may take very different forms in civil society and 
thus needs to be understood in broad terms. It does not need to be limited 
to participating in political campaigns, protests or strikes. It can take more 
personal and subtle, but still important, forms such as adopting different 
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lifestyles and modes of being, creating music, poetry and art, and different 
approaches to teaching and knowledge sharing. Despite the focus on the 
‘self’ in self-​transformations, the journey and the acts of self-​transformations 
are a social practice since one is always an inseparable part of society. Self-​
transformation is at its core an activity whose ultimate aim is to create a 
better world while realising that one’s agency is the best place to start. In 
this sense, self-​transformation is a form of activism for degrowth. Since self-​
transformation requires and entails personal growth, it may enhance self-​
knowledge (Neisser 1988) and thus help the person to identify the other 
kinds of activism that, apart from self-​transformation, are best suited for 
them as a unique human being.

Notes

	 1	 Whereas in its modern use civil society is different from the state, it was syn-
onymous with the state or political society up until the end of the eighteenth 
century (Kumar 1993). In Aristotle’s thinking, for example, civil society is syn-
onymous with the ruling elites of the polis, the Athenian civic community.

	 2	 An example is the commissioning of a chapter on ‘Sustainable welfare, 
degrowth and eco-​social policies in Europe’ in the annual publication Social 
Policy in European Union: State of Play (Koch 2018b).

	 3	 Schmelzer et al. (2022: 217) discuss Wikipedia as a case of global common-
ing: The world’s largest encyclopaedia developed on the grounds of ‘contribu-
tion rather than exchange’.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



In green political thought, including degrowth thought, it is not uncommon 
to see the state as part of the problem rather than the solution (Gough 2017). 
Nevertheless, most of the eco-​social policies that are typically suggested to 
initiate and deepen degrowth transformations –​ be it in relation to respecting 
ecological ceilings or social floors (Khan et al. 2022; see Chapter 7) –​ would 
require a great deal of intervention by states and/​or international organisa-
tions (Cosme et al. 2017). Degrowth advocacy has therefore suffered from 
a tension between viewing the state as incapable of initiating transforma-
tional change and appealing to it to do precisely that. This tension has, on 
occasion, taken the form of passionate arguments between ‘state-​orientated’ 
and ‘state-​opposed’ (often anarchist) degrowth advocates such as during 
the 2018 6th International Degrowth Conference in Malmö. In the present 
chapter, we seek to overcome the tension via a broad theoretical perspective 
on the state, a key institutional form (Chapter 2). We first analyse the state’s 
roles in the capitalist growth economy, focusing for instance on the welfare 
and the environmental state. Subsequently, we turn to the potential role of 
the state in degrowth transformations, considering the form and scales of 
state intervention, as well as its content in terms of sustainable welfare and 
eco-​social policies.

State roles in capitalist growth economies

In developing our perspective, we draw on recent degrowth scholarship 
which has started to reconcile state-​orientated and state-​opposed thinking 
through a rereading of some classics of state theory (Koch 2020a, 2022a; 
see also D’Alisa and Kallis 2020 and Görg et al. 2017). Koch unifies the 
state theories of Gramsci (1971), Poulantzas (1978) and Bourdieu (2014). 
The three understand the state in relation to wider society, while theorising 
corresponding patterns of dominance and subordination. They also bring 
together the two most established social science traditions on the subject, 
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namely the Marxian and the Weberian traditions. Whereas the Marxist 
tradition emphasises the interconnection of state policies and the capital-
ist growth imperative, the Weberian tradition focuses on the socio-​historic 
processes that led to the modern bureaucratic state. The three theorists are 
furthermore united in viewing the state as a relatively autonomous sphere 
where dominating and dominated groups represent and struggle for their 
interests. Accordingly, existing state policies do not reflect the interests 
of any single group of actors. Rather they are outcomes of compromises 
between social forces within and beyond the state apparatus.

In capitalism, processes of production and wealth creation are structur-
ally separated from the political processes of exercising coercive power and 
administrative control. Marx, in particular, linked the autonomous exist-
ence of the state to the structural prerequisites of the market economy. To 
be able to exchange goods, individuals must ‘recognize one another recip-
rocally as proprietors’ (Marx 1973: 243). The state legally facilitates such 
exchanges, guaranteeing the legal and economic independence of the own-
ers of commodities, preventing, for instance, the appropriation of commodi-
ties by force. In this context, the modern state constitutes an independent 
third party that monopolises the legitimate use of physical force (Weber 
1991: 78).

Complementing this perspective, Bourdieu introduced the notion of the 
state as the monopoly of legitimate symbolic violence. Like Gramsci’s con-
cept of hegemony, symbolic capital is the power of making people see the 
world in a specific way, which, if this power is sufficiently strong, appears 
as the only possible, universal and natural way. This manifests itself, for 
instance, in the state’s power to judge sentences and regulate the rules of 
spelling. More than merely shaping peoples’ consciousness, symbolic domi-
nation entails bodily aspects being submitted to (state) power (Bourdieu 
1994, 2014). State power, then, takes on both physical and symbolic forms. 
Because of the strength of symbolic power, the state rarely has to resort to 
the use of physical force (Bourdieu 2014: 166). Bourdieu understands state 
power as the historical process of concentration of different forms of capital 
(including physical force and economic, cultural, informational and sym-
bolic capital). The state is itself a field like others with oppositions such as 
that between its ‘left hand’ (public education, health and social welfare) and 
‘right hand’ (judiciary, domestic affairs and finance departments). However, 
unlike other fields, the state transcends different forms of capital and has 
historically played an important role in differentiating civil society into fields 
(Chapter 4). With his notion of the ‘integral state’, which combines political 
(the formal state apparatus) and civil society, Gramsci (1971) addresses a 
similar topic: that contemporary states and civil societies are interlinked in 
myriad ways, making them empirically difficult to keep apart.

 

 

  

 

 

 



78 Deep transformations

Symbolic state power becomes embodied and fixed in dispositions and 
habits (what Bourdieu refers to as ‘habitus’, see Chapter 7) and affects the 
various planes of social being. For example, the school system and other 
state institutions often reinforce the view of extractivism as the one and only 
possible form of human transaction with nature, and utilitarianism as the 
only form of interaction between humans. Nature is here seen as a ‘free gift’ 
for (economic) capital expansion, and other humans as means to materialist 
ends. Capitalist state institutions expose citizens to the ideal of ‘economic 
man’ and the corresponding values of competitiveness, individual advance-
ment and short-​term gain, paired often with intolerance, racism, sexism and 
a general hate of everything and everyone presumed to be different and 
‘other’. Further to this, the symbolic power of the capitalist state shapes 
peoples’ inner being in the direction of entitlement, materialism and egoism.

In a social formation based on exploitative and exclusionary relation-
ships, pertaining for instance to class, race, religion and gender (Chapter 1), 
the state is the main location for the political regulation of conflicts and for 
the maintenance of social order (Offe 1984). Since society risks disintegra-
tion without such regulation, states ensure the maintenance of a minimum 
of social cohesion and, at the same time, the legitimisation of remaining 
inequalities. For example, countless sociological studies since Bourdieu and 
Passeron (1977) have shown that the existing school system largely repro-
duces and reinforces inherited inequalities, that is, the children’s original 
social differences. Not least by mystifying and naturalising such differences, 
the state has proven quite capable of temporarily harmonising conflicting 
group interests. Still, state policies do not normally simply follow the inter-
ests of dominant classes and groups; they also reflect the interests of the 
dominated ones to some extent. Specific state structures and activities, as 
well as corresponding modes of governance, are linked to ‘social forces, 
practices and discourses, the (changing) societal context as well as the con-
tested functions or tasks of the state in societal reproduction’, including that 
of ‘existing societal nature relations’ (Görg et al. 2017: 9).

The state constitutes a relatively autonomous political sphere, where social 
classes and groups represent their interests in indirect and mediated ways. As 
political parties and civil society groups raise various issues, they sometimes 
become the focus of government action, only to be superseded by others at 
later points in time. State policies develop, then, as results of the heterogeneity 
and changing dynamic of social forces that influence state institutions (Jessop 
2002). Once such a coalition of relatively powerful actors has been formed 
and has managed to influence the general direction of state policies, it takes 
on the character of a relatively homogeneous social force. The more socially 
coherent the coalition of forces that influences the state is, the less the contra-
dictions there will be across state policies. Gramsci and Poulantzas referred 
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to such a coalition of groups capable of temporarily dominating state poli-
cies as a ‘power bloc’ (akin to what was called a ‘historic bloc’ in Chapter 3). 
To underline the state’s role in securing and stabilising wider societal rela-
tions and various social struggles and power asymmetries, Poulantzas (1978) 
used the term ‘condensation’. The state, then, is a powerful actor which itself 
is created and recreated by social forces.

On the one hand, the state facilitates the stabilisation and maintenance 
of the social order via its force, laws, regulations, curricula, resources and 
its discourses of legitimation. On the other hand, however, concrete state 
strategies are the results of the material and symbolic struggles and tensions 
between social forces within and beyond its institutional borders, which 
may take the form of contradictions between different state apparatuses 
and branches. Different state apparatuses may, in fact, address problems in 
different ways. For instance, while one may promote growth and the use of 
fossil energy, another may attempt to reduce carbon emissions by reducing 
the use of fossil energy (Brand et al. 2011). Social movements can poten-
tially use such contradictions within the state to advance their interests and 
turn their projects into hegemonic ones (Görg et al. 2017; Poulantzas 1978).

The post-​Second World War welfare state resulted from struggles between 
organised labour and capital as well as between factions within the wider 
state apparatus. This Western welfare state defined the extent to which 
labour power is ‘decommodified’ (Esping-​Andersen 1990). Subsequent 
work in comparative social policy was dedicated to national divisions of 
labour between markets, states and the third sector, taking the institutional 
forms of ‘welfare regimes’ (Arts and Gelissen 2002). It pointed to how 
the social-​democratic countries in Northern Europe traditionally featured 
greater amounts of equality than did liberal (such as the UK) or conservative 
(such as Germany) countries.

A further landmark step in the internal differentiation process of the state 
in advanced capitalist countries has been the establishment of the environ-
mental state (Chapter 2). Paralleling the development of the welfare state, 
the creation of the environmental state can be traced back to struggles 
between environmental groups and initiatives against large business and 
state interests. Duit et al. (2016: 5) define the environmental state as a ‘set 
of institutions and practices dedicated to the management of the environ-
ment and societal-​environmental interactions’. In addition to being a pro-
vider of welfare to a smaller or larger extent, then, contemporary states in 
some respects protect nature. In other respects they simultaneously allow 
for violence being done to nature and in some cases states directly cause it 
themselves. For example, some of the world’s largest oil companies are state 
owned (Babić 2023). Just as in the case of the welfare state, the expansion 
of the environmental state is not a linear and uncontested development. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



80 Deep transformations

A recent example of a drawback of the environmental state is the right-​wing 
populist Swedish government abolishing the environmental ministry as an 
independent department.

Recent scholarship explored the similarities and differences in the his-
torical developments and current roles of welfare and environmental states. 
It found that their institutional, political and economic contexts differ 
significantly, as does the composition of supporting and opposing social 
groupings and associated constellations (Gough 2016). Esping-​Andersen’s 
welfare regime approach has inspired debates on the environmental state. 
According to Dryzek et al. (2003), for example, social-​democratic welfare 
states are better placed to manage the intersection of social and environmen-
tal policies than are liberal market economies and welfare regimes. Social-​
democratic welfare regimes generally make a conscious and coordinated 
effort to manage this intersection and regard economic and ecological values 
as mutually reinforcing (Gough et al. 2008). Yet, although these regimes are 
the most equal ones in socio-​economic terms, their ecological performance 
is not superior (Koch and Fritz 2014; Duit 2016; Jakobsson et al. 2018). 
Rather, roughly speaking, the richer a country the worse its environmental 
performance (Fritz and Koch 2016; O’Neill et al. 2018).

State regulation is permanently subject to rescaling processes resulting 
in new, multi-​scalar structures of state organisation and socio-​economic 
regulation operating on different scales (Kazepov 2010). Particular capital-
ist growth regimes are oriented towards different scales. The Fordist growth 
model, for example, focused on the national level. Eventually, it came under 
pressure through various processes of rescaling and deregulation. In this 
process, powers were delegated from the national state apparatus to other 
scales, such as the subnational, regional and transnational ones (Jessop 
2002: 206). Increasingly, transnational processes of capital accumulation 
require regulation extending beyond the borders and capacities of individ-
ual states. On the one hand, this led governments to create and strengthen 
regional and global regulatory systems and institutions such as the EU, 
the World Bank and the IMF. On the other hand, in the neoliberal era, 
transnational class actors and institutions have become significant sources 
of domestic policy ideas and design, and implementation. The contempo-
rary international regulatory sphere constitutes a ‘multi-​scalar and poly-​
centred system of governance’, where states and international organisations 
interact, albeit not on equal terms (Ougaard 2018: 129). Up until now the 
interests of the rich countries have largely managed to define the rules of 
this international regulatory sphere (Castree 2008; Brand and Wissen 2013; 
Hickel 2020).
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Scales and diversity of degrowth transformations

We now turn to the potential role played by the state in degrowth trans-
formations. As in previous chapters, what is provided here is not a precise 
blueprint. Indeed, no serious treatment of degrowth can deliver this. What 
is offered instead is a broader framework for thinking about the state in 
degrowth transformations, which builds on the previous section and our 
reflections in Chapter 2 on the ‘degrowth state’ as an institutional form. In 
what follows, we first consider issues related to scale and form, and then 
focus on content by turning to the notion of sustainable welfare and the 
eco-​social policies that are currently being discussed in degrowth circles.

Many degrowth thinkers advocate strong localist visions (Trainer 2012) 
and in this context regard municipalities as key change agents. They envi-
sion international networks of towns and cities as driving forces behind 
transformations. The local ‘scale of politics is considered ideal for degrowth 
as it is in the municipality that people can practise face-​to-​face political 
deliberation’ (Schmelzer et al. 2022: 249).1 As regards the state, it is per-
ceived mainly as a negative force which is, for instance, disrupting the neces-
sary transformations, maintaining borders and acting in authoritarian ways 
(2022: 291). In this view, then, there is little room for national states to play 
a positive role in degrowth transformations. Such transformations are, it 
would seem, mainly to be driven by actors in other sites or state appara-
tuses on other scales. Our take on degrowth transformations is somewhat 
different, in that we find it difficult to imagine how such transformations 
could ever come to enjoy the necessary momentum on a societal scale in 
the absence of comprehensive state involvement. This is not to turn a blind 
eye to the negative aspects of contemporary state activities or to say that 
we see the state as the key actor in degrowth transformations; it is to say 
that we see national state policies as one very important mechanism that, 
alongside action at the local and transnational levels, can facilitate such 
transformations.

Further to the observations in the previous sections, it should be recog-
nised that degrowth processes unfold from the starting point of a regula-
tory architecture that spans several scales. State apparatuses existing on the 
local, national and transnational scales may act to block transformations, 
but potentially they could also come to play more positive roles. In our per-
spective, primacy should not be ascribed to state interventions on any one 
particular scale. Rather, state activities on various scales are important to 
degrowth transformations. Importantly, on each scale, the state would have 
different functions.
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On the national scale, the state has a key role to play as a provider of 
‘sustainable welfare’ (a matter we come back to in the next section) and 
more generally as an actor initiating a host of degrowth-​compatible reforms 
and other activities in collaboration with civil society actors and businesses 
to ensure the respect of ecological and social limits in production and con-
sumption patterns. Most eco-​social policies, including, for instance, a reduc-
tion in working hours, most taxation and many green finance initiatives, 
would seem suitable for this scale. State power can also be used to build 
transnational networks connecting myriad local economies.

As regards the transnational scale, interstate collaboration would be 
important, for instance in the context of international bodies such as the 
United Nations, the OECD and the EU. Just as the capitalist national state 
would need to gradually be transformed into a degrowth state in order to 
come to play a positive role in the transition, international organisations –​ 
the bulk of which currently (at best) promote ‘green growth’ –​ would also 
need to be profoundly reformed. One reason the transnational scale is 
important in relation to degrowth transformations is that it is the scale at 
which local and national policies can be coordinated. Such coordination 
is crucial inasmuch as the adoption of a particular degrowth-​compatible 
policy, say a tax on pollution, in one country may have no or detrimental 
effects if other countries introduce no such tax. In a similar vein, if a policy 
such as caps on income and wealth is not to result in capital flight on a 
major scale, it would either need to be implemented directly by international 
organisations or, if implemented by national states, be closely coordinated 
at the transnational level (Buch-​Hansen and Koch 2019). Sustainable wel-
fare, for instance, entails that some of the distributive principles underly-
ing existing OECD welfare systems are extended to include people living 
in other countries and into the future (Brandstedt and Emmelin 2016). To 
make this happen, cooperation at the transnational scale would undoubt-
edly also be required.

It would also be important for the degrowth state to delegate powers 
to the local scale. This is the scale at which direct participatory democracy 
(complementing representative democracy) is most feasible and the scale at 
which degrowth initiatives tailored to local circumstances can be launched. 
As such it is a crucial scale. A range of eco-​social policies may well be imple-
mented at the local level, cases in point being policies related to funding of 
local degrowth-​compatible businesses, many educational activities, trans-
portation and housing provision.

In proposing that state action at multiple scales is important to degrowth 
transformations (see also Moore et al. 2014), and in linking the scales with 
particular eco-​social policies, we do not mean to suggest that the relative 
importance of state activities at different scales would not vary over time 
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and geographically. As regards the temporal aspect, it is conceivable that 
state action at the national level would be more important in early stages of 
degrowth transformations than later on. An example would be nationalis-
ing the currently enormous fossil energy sector as a precondition to a quick 
phase-​out of the burning of oil, gas and coal2 to retain any chance of meet-
ing the Paris climate targets.3 As a corollary, the state’s wealth and power 
would increase in an initial phase, only to decrease again in sync with the 
disappearance of fossil energy extraction and the concomitant transition to 
renewable energy sources and their communalisation/​localisation in a sec-
ond phase. Smaller states may be acceptable as long as these are embedded 
in an economic system that provides relatively egalitarian outcomes and 
costs related to inequality, (unhealthy) work-​life balances and environmen-
tal deterioration. During the transition, state policies would be indispensa-
ble to steer just transitions for those currently employed in the fossil fuel 
industries (Chapter 4). In the long term, the involvement of the state may be 
essential in safely handling technologically complex and expensive opera-
tions, such as management of nuclear waste, which cannot be handled by 
local communities.

In terms of geography, it is important to keep in mind that transforma-
tions start out from currently existing institutional arrangements, arrange-
ments that vary considerably from one place to the next. That is, further to 
the observations regarding capitalist diversity and the importance of exist-
ing institutions to degrowth transformations that were made in Chapter 2, 
divergent non-​identical driving forces are likely to initiate degrowth trans-
formations in different countries, transformations that start out from differ-
ent forms of capitalism. Keeping things simple, we can distinguish between 
three varieties of capitalism: a liberal, a state-​led and a coordinated variety 
(Chapter 4; see also Buch-​Hansen 2014). Countries currently characterised 
by the market-​oriented liberal form of capitalism such as the UK, the US and 
Australia are premised on the view that competitive relations between busi-
nesses are essential to maximising wealth in society. The state generally does 
not intervene directly in markets but sets rules and settles conflicts. In such 
countries a broad movement in civil society initiating the transformation 
itself is a more likely scenario than it is that the state or a coalition of social 
forces cutting across the traditional class divide would initiate it.

Countries with state-​led capitalism, in which the state, for example, inter-
venes in market relations to steer business development, is where the pros-
pects of centrally steered initiations of degrowth transformations are most 
likely. Cases in point, at least in some respects, are France, Japan, Russia and 
China. State-​led degrowth transformations are most likely in countries with 
strong social and intellectual movements that support these transformations 
and provide inputs to them. Thus, of the countries just mentioned, France 
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is the more likely candidate to witness this sort of degrowth trajectory. In 
countries with coordinated capitalism, in which business relationships tend 
to be coordinated and network-​based, the state typically does not intervene 
directly in the market. In such countries –​ the Scandinavian countries and 
Germany being cases in point –​ degrowth transformations could conceiv-
ably be initiated via broad societal compromise between governments and 
employers’ associations and unions, perhaps in alliance with various interest 
groups and social movements, such as the environmental movement.4

Our point is not to suggest that the degrowth trajectories just outlined 
are currently the most likely scenarios to unfold in the various types of capi-
talism (it follows from the argument in Chapter 3 that degrowth transfor-
mations are currently not very likely to happen on a societal scale). Rather, 
the point is that in some contexts, the national state is more likely to play a 
prominent role in facilitating such transformations than in others. Because 
of the diversity of the institutional frameworks in different types of capi-
talism, and because degrowth transformations would materialise through 
open-​ended democratic processes, degrowth would take different forms in 
different settings.

Sustainable welfare, eco-​social policies and self-​transformations

The matter and energy throughput, and the associated ecological footprint 
of global society would need to shrink if it is to respect ecological limits. 
This concerns, above all, the rich countries, yet the populations of many 
developing countries also already live beyond their ecological means (Fritz 
and Koch 2016). Reduction of humanity’s ecological footprint, however, 
is not the end in itself to be achieved by any means possible. It should 
come together with the satisfaction of the basic needs of all. To pursue the 
achievement of this dual aim, several frameworks conceptualise a ‘space’ 
where ecological and social considerations meet (Rockström et al. 2009; 
Raworth 2017). Ecological considerations would ensure that the use of 
nature’s resources is below the level of planetary limits, while social consid-
erations establish social boundaries whereby basic needs (but not hedonic 
wants) of all humans are satisfied. This resonates with the calls for ‘sustain-
able welfare’, which combines social welfare approaches with sustainability 
beyond economic growth (Koch and Mont 2016).

The satisfaction of human needs rather than hedonic wants is central 
both to sustainable welfare and degrowth (Koch et al. 2017; Büchs and 
Koch 2019).5 Needs differ from wants in that they are non-​negotiable and 
universal (that is, they do not vary over time and across cultures) and that 
failure to satisfy these produces serious harm (Gough 2017). While needs 
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are universal, how they are satisfied varies geo-​historically (Max-​Neef 1991; 
see also Chapter 7 for an empirical operationalisation based on a combina-
tion of academic/​codified and practical knowledge). For instance, the need 
for food or subsistence was satisfied by hunter-​gatherer communities via 
foraging, while the same need is most often satisfied by modern societies via 
global, industrial production and distribution of food mediated by money.

To achieve the satisfaction of the basic needs of all humans while staying 
within the ecological limits of the planet, corresponding policies need to 
be introduced. In the literature, state policies are frequently highlighted as 
mechanisms of key importance to bring about degrowth (e.g., Fitzpatrick 
et al. 2022). Many of the discussed policies are eco-​social policies, that is, 
policies advancing at once ecological and social goals (Dukelow and Murphy 
2022; Gough 2017). For example, slow travel by train may be less afford-
able than flying and thus unaffordable to many. As a result, many people 
fly. Subsidising train tickets can thus simultaneously serve the purpose of 
making transportation affordable to all as well as reducing the environmen-
tal impact of transportation. Caps on income and wealth, and income and 
wealth taxes, are likewise eco-​social policies. They can at the same time 
reduce economic inequality via redistribution and prevent rich individuals 
from overconsuming and leading environmentally unsustainable lifestyles 
(Pizzigati 2018).

To ensure that the basic needs of all are satisfied, suggestions have been 
made for the introduction of a universal and unconditional basic income 
(e.g., van Parijs and Vanderborght 2017), the expansion/​introduction of 
universal basic services such as housing, education, healthcare and trans-
portation (e.g., Coote and Percy 2020), a voucher system (Bohnenberger 
2020), or a combination of these policies (Büchs 2021). Implementation 
of such policies is an expensive undertaking which can initially be financed 
via greater taxation of wealth or caps on income and/​or wealth. Proposals 
to place a cap on income usually suggest some quantitative proportion 
to minimum incomes such as 10:1 or 20:1 (Concialdi 2018; Martin et al. 
2023). Beyond this, 100% taxation would take place. There is, however, 
no agreement about where exactly the cap level should be set and which 
forms of wealth should be targeted (Buch-​Hansen and Koch 2019). Beyond 
suggesting income caps and wealth taxation as the policies which target the 
ecological aspects of consumption, other ecological policies include decar-
bonisation of energy supply, carbon rationing and protecting nature and 
the commons from the interests of multinational corporations (Büchs and 
Koch 2017).

Some policies target the quality of life and wellbeing beyond the satisfac-
tion of basic needs. Working time reduction is an example of such a policy 
(Spencer 2022). Reduction of working time, combined with the reassurance 
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that basic needs of a person are (and will be) satisfied, can free up time 
for engaging in, for instance, activism, spiritual pursuits and education. 
Education in itself is a sphere in need of reform. Currently, it is often the 
case that instrumental views of nature and other humans are promoted by 
the education system. Employability, or becoming appealing and useful to 
someone else’s pursuits of profit, rather than personal growth and respon-
sibility towards the self, others and nature, is highlighted. Starting from 
the very first stages of formal education, environmental and social values 
need to be nurtured. This concerns the content of curricula as well as teach-
ing spaces, forms and methods. For instance, nature-​ and art-​based didacti-
cal traditions can be utilised alongside more traditional, classroom-​based 
modes of interaction between teachers and students (Huizinga 1950; Macy 
and Johnstone 2022).

It is important to note that the policies identified above should not 
be seen in isolation from one another. No single policy can bring about 
degrowth transformation on its own. For instance, it may be unaffordable 
for governments to implement a universal basic income without wealth tax-
ation in the longer term. Changing school curricula without reforming the 
labour market and creating space for a different way of running business 
(see Chapter 6) can create a mismatch between the graduates’ skills and 
employers’ desires. Enforcing carbon and income caps and thus reducing 
the possibilities for consumption would only result in frustration if humans 
are not encouraged to relate to the self, others and nature differently from 
the beginning of their life.

The challenge to implementing such policies is not a lack of knowledge 
about them or a lack of ideas. Yet, as mentioned, financing of a programme 
including a multitude, if not all, the policies identified above, would be enor-
mously expensive. In the absence of GDP growth it is very likely that rich 
countries would experience tax losses despite the new sources of income 
deriving from, for instance, the taxation of wealth (Bailey 2015: 795). 
Combining sustainable welfare and deviation from GDP growth thus 
remains a challenge (Büchs 2021; Koch 2022b). One way to make financ-
ing easier is a new transnationally coordinated system of taxation which 
requires cooperation and solidarity between nations. Here, national govern-
ments would need to play active roles in achieving this new tax system and 
consider the interests of humanity as a whole rather than the interests of 
one’s own nation. The issue of financing comes with another challenge, that 
of orchestrating the eco-​social policy cycle, that is, combining these policies 
in such a way which will result in synergies and ultimately in all humans’ 
needs being satisfied sufficiently and sustainably within nature’s limits (see 
e.g., Hirvilammi 2020).
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In orchestrating the eco-​social policy cycle, it is important to avoid glam-
orising these policies by assuming a direct and immediate link between their 
implementation and human wellbeing. It may well be that the process of 
implementation would be riddled with difficulties. Moreover, though basic 
human needs can presumably be met during the transition, many individu-
als may experience decreased subjective wellbeing, at least in the short term 
(Koch et al. 2017). Eco-​social policies will significantly alter humans’ way 
of life. Though the current way of life is not ecologically sustainable or 
solidaric, it is familiar. Stepping on a different path may cause anxiety, fear 
and ultimately search for a new meaning (Frankl 2006) and one’s place in 
the world. Only if members of civil society self-​transform are they likely 
to embrace a fundamentally different way of life. Importantly, the need 
for self-​transformation applies well beyond civil society. Although it has 
unfortunately so far barely been recognised in the degrowth discourse, the 
role of the state regarding self-​transformations is not limited to facilitat-
ing such transformation of the ‘subjects’ of the state (members of the civil 
society). It also includes nurturing self-​transformations in individuals posi-
tioned within state apparatuses, including, for instance, politicians, judges 
and administrators.6

Currently, the green growth discourse continues to shape the worldviews 
and hence policymaking of many of these individuals –​ that is, provided 
any ecological and social reflections arise at all, which may typically not be 
the case with respect to, for instance, law enforcement and military person-
nel. Self-​transformations of the state ‘from within’ entail largely the same 
self-​transformations that would need to unfold in all the other members of 
society. As we have already discussed this in some detail in Chapter 4, suf-
fice it to say that self-​transformations would entail reflecting on one’s being 
part of the broader natural and social world. This reflection would involve 
acting in and upon the world correspondingly, with genuine concern and 
with immaterial values such as love, friendship, care, fellow-​feeling, solidar-
ity and empathy guiding one’s actions.

Such self-​transformation ‘from within’ the state is necessary if the emer-
gence of new state nobilities, that is, occupants of power positions in various 
government and administrative departments, is to be prevented. Even state 
philosophies (such as social democracy and communism) which claimed 
to have broad human interests in mind repeatedly led to the emergence of 
new state nobilities. Rather than tackling ecological and social issues, such 
individuals and their groups focused on defending their power against com-
peting groups within the state bureaucracy. While the degrowth discourse 
insists on its inherent difference from other approaches and its genuine con-
cern for all humans and nature, it is not immune to a similar unfolding of 
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power relations. Discussions on how the focus on power can be discour-
aged beyond the call for self-​transformations are important. Proposals may 
include limiting public office to a certain number of years and complement-
ing the institutions of representative democracy with the elements of direct 
democracy.

In conclusion

In this chapter we have outlined a broad theoretical perspective on the state 
and used it to shed light on the state’s role both in capitalist social for-
mations and in degrowth transformations. Our perspective, which seeks 
to transcend state-​oriented and state-​opposed thinking, entails viewing the 
state and civil society as strongly interconnected. Consequently, state policy 
is regarded as fundamentally shaped by social forces within and beyond 
the state. In this view, the state could come to play a positive –​ indeed cru-
cial –​ role in degrowth transformations if a comprehensive coalition of 
social forces (a power bloc) united around the political project of degrowth 
were to gain sufficient momentum. The state can play an important role in 
facilitating self-​transformations in civil society and business, yet it is equally 
important that such transformations occur within the individuals occupy-
ing positions in the state itself. It also follows from this perspective that any 
strategy for degrowth exclusively targeting civil society and not the state (or 
vice versa) is unlikely to be successful (Koch 2022a).

What, then, are the main differences between the capitalist state and the 
degrowth state? In capitalist circumstances, the growth paradigm delineates 
the limits for state action in economic, social and environmental domains 
to a significant extent. Environmental policies are feasible only so long as 
these do not undermine the overall growth orientation. Hence, state action is 
largely reduced to the facilitation of ‘green growth’. In a degrowth context, by 
contrast, the policy priority of achieving economic growth is replaced by the 
goal of moving the economy and society into a space where both ecological 
and social considerations are met. The economic, social and environmental 
policies of the state would be oriented towards minimising matter and energy 
throughput and maximising sustainable welfare, specifically the provision of 
sufficient need satisfiers for all people now and in the future. Another dif-
ference pertains to the nature of steering: although degrowth would prob-
ably require many policies oriented towards the national scale as well as 
transnational coordination, substantial powers would be delegated from the 
national to the local scale, where citizens can shape policies through direct 
participation.
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Thinking about how different kinds of eco-​social policies may be com-
bined to initiate a new virtuous circle of policymaking in degrowth con-
texts is important (Hirvilammi 2020). Such thinking could be enriched by 
considering time and scale as we have done in this chapter. That is, the 
achievement of synergy across policies would need to go beyond the general 
orientation towards planetary boundaries and social floors and include con-
crete ideas at what scales (local, national, transnational) particular policies 
should be applied and in which temporal sequence.

Notes

	 1	 The primacy ascribed to the local-​level steering in much of the literature is 
related to the vision of a thoroughly localised economy. That is, localisation 
advocates highlight the need to replace the current global production and trade 
systems with economies based on cooperative principles and oriented towards 
local production and consumption cycles (Dietz and O’Neill 2013). Some local 
and voluntary grassroots initiatives have proven quite efficient in environmen-
tal terms even though they often face difficulties in sustaining themselves over 
time (Howell 2012). While some of the obstacles to local production cycles 
could be removed in the context of degrowth, it is still the case that much 
production cannot feasibly be made entirely local. For this reason alone, state 
activities at different scales would be desirable in degrowth transformations.

	 2	 The alternative, currently favoured by most capitalist states, is to reach agree-
ments with transnational corporations on ‘voluntary’ withdrawals from fossil 
fuel energy production. For instance, RWE, historically one of the top 100 indi-
vidual greenhouse gas emitters, will receive over 2.8 billion euros in compensa-
tion from the German government for the exit from coal in 2030. However, in 
the meantime, RWE is allowed to expand and intensify the burning of fossil 
fuels; hence the struggle about the by-​now famous village of Lützerath, below 
which lie an additional 280 Mio tonnes of CO2 in the shape of lignite coal.

	 3	 For an analysis of the Paris Agreement, see e.g., Morgan (2016).
	 4	 Though countries with coordinated forms of capitalism have not yet achieved 

better ecological results than uncoordinated ones, the governments of the coun-
tries with coordinated capitalism may nevertheless be in a better position to ini-
tiate a degrowth transformation based on a deprioritisation of growth. In fact, 
recent comparative attitude studies (Fritz and Koch 2019; Otto and Gugushvili 
2020) show that support rates for ‘sustainable welfare’ (see below) strategies 
are the highest by citizens of social-​democratic countries.

	 5	 While human needs theories can be traced back to Aristotle (Lamb and 
Steinberger 2017), the two most systematic and influential approaches have 
been (independently) tabled by Doyal and Gough (1991) and Max-​Neef (1991) 
in the early 1990s. Doyal and Gough identified adequate nutritional food 
and water, adequate protective housing, non-​hazardous work and physical 
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environments, appropriate healthcare, security in childhood, significant pri-
mary relationships, physical security, economic security, safe birth control and 
child-​bearing, and basic education as ‘general characteristics’ to meet the two 
basic human needs of ‘physical and mental health’ and ‘autonomy of agency’. 
Max-​Neef (1991: 32–​3) suggested subsistence, protection, affection, under-
standing, participation, idleness, creation, identity and freedom as universal 
needs, each of which can be expressed through needs satisfiers in the four 
dimensions of being, having, doing and interacting.

	 6	 It would be interesting to study if, due to their dominated position within the 
state, employees located in what Bourdieu calls its ‘left hand’ (welfare and envi-
ronmental state, for example) are more susceptible to such self-​transformation 
than the currently dominating members of the judiciary and financing depart-
ments (located on the state’s ‘right hand’).

 



Having considered civil society and the state in degrowth transformations, we 
now turn to the role of business. In recent years, discussions in the degrowth 
literature have increasingly revolved around issues related to ‘degrowth 
business’ –​ or some other combination of the terms ‘degrowth/​post-​growth’ 
and ‘business/​organisation’ (Hankammer et al. 2021; Nesterova 2020a, 
2020b; Schmid 2018). Such discussions have sought to come to terms with 
what business would be like as part of a degrowth society, if it can indeed 
be part of it (Nesterova and Robra 2022), and what, if any, roles business 
can play in transformations towards such societies. In what follows, we first 
provide some general reflections on degrowth and business, explaining why 
we regard the latter to be an important actor on the roads to degrowth. As 
in the preceding chapters, we then consider various matters related to scale 
and diversity before we analyse what practices businesses would need to 
implement to render them consistent with degrowth. We end the chapter 
with a contemplation of whether a degrowth business is necessarily a non-​
growing business –​ concluding that this is not the case.

A primer on business and degrowth

Within the degrowth discourse, some claim that business in most of its 
forms is simply inconsistent with degrowth. The reasoning is that whereas 
the business is an inherently capitalist entity established to seek, make and 
maximise profit (Nesterova and Robra 2022), degrowth is both anti-​ and 
post-​capitalist. Here, Perlman’s logic is followed. Perlman notes that a ‘busi-
nessman is a human being whose living humanity has been thoroughly exca-
vated’ (Perlman 1983: 31). Others assume that business can indeed be part 
of a degrowth society. Or they assume that at the very least business can be 
part of the journey towards such a society, whereas the final elements of a 
degrowth society remain obscure (Nesterova 2020a; Trainer 2012).
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We agree with the second viewpoint for two reasons. First, businesses 
currently exist in large numbers. Thus, a strategy of some kind is necessary 
for them to participate in a broader societal transformation –​ in coopera-
tion with social forms in civil society (Chapter 4) and the state (Chapter 5). 
To exclude the domain of business, a large part of the modern economy, 
from a theory of degrowth transformations seems unwise. Moreover, while 
some businesses are not compatible with degrowth, businesses operating 
in destructive sectors being cases in point, there are also forms of business 
which can be compatible with and part of a degrowth economy. Moreover, 
it seems likely that a time will come when uncomfortable questions such as 
‘how about multinational corporations?’ will need to be asked in relation 
to degrowth and answered in more sophisticated ways than proposing that 
they will not exist in a degrowth society.

Our second reason for viewing business as part of degrowth is the 
acknowledgement that human beings are central to business. Individuals 
who are currently owner-​managers and employees of businesses may not be 
opposed to transformations, and in fact be supportive of both sustainability 
more broadly and even degrowth as a strand of sustainability thinking if 
they (come to) know what it is. Some people may be participating in busi-
ness due to the absence –​ or their unawareness –​ of other choices rather than 
because they aim to reproduce the capitalist system and maximise profits by 
exploiting fellow humans, non-​humans and nature. Ironically, claiming that 
a business is necessarily a profit-​maximising entity is relying on the same 
logic as neoclassical economics, the school of thought from which degrowth 
tries to deviate and whose premises it counters.

Making a distinction between business as trade and a business as a social 
entity (for example, a company or firm) can be helpful. If degrowth soci-
ety is seen as a journey rather than as something that can be brought into 
existence overnight (Nesterova 2022c), it is to be expected that trade would 
remain part of degrowth society, even if such a society were in later stages to 
move towards consumers becoming producers, greater self-​sufficiency, low 
technology, and even barter (Skrbina and Kordie 2021). Yet what are some 
of the transformations that business as trade could undergo on journeys 
towards degrowth society? For one thing, business as global trade would 
need to be reduced, since long supply chains are unsustainable, energetically 
and materially intensive, and obscure. More human needs should be satisfied 
locally and in a place-​sensitive manner, where the meaning of ‘location’ can 
be fluid rather than precisely defined (for example, as a town) depending on 
a product or service. More alternative forms of business and organisations 
would participate in trade (Nesterova and Robra 2022). Moreover, fewer 
activities would in general be carried out by ‘doing business’. This includes 
less marketisation and less commercialisation. Indeed, in a degrowth society 
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more space (physical and metaphorical) should be dedicated to other activi-
ties outside business, and opportunities should be sought which allow peo-
ple to produce goods themselves (in households) and collectively via, for 
example, community-​based organisations (Trainer 2012). In other words, in 
a degrowth society not only production and consumption would be reduced, 
so would exchange or trade. Instead, other forms of redistribution of both 
goods and skills can be employed, such as sharing, gift and provision (for 
example, via universal basic services).

Turning to businesses as social entities, ‘degrowth business’ is a term that 
has so far mostly been used to refer to a business suitable for a degrowth 
society.1 What would business look like in such a society and during trans-
formations towards it? A business can engage in transformations in at least 
two ways. First, it can be self-​transformed via the intentional efforts of 
humans involved in the business, such as businesspersons and even employ-
ees, naturally considering the difference in power of those groups as well 
as the policy environment in which the business exists. Second, it can be 
transformative towards social structures it is embedded in, possibly by col-
laborating with actors in civil society and the state. These processes are 
deeply interrelated. In transforming itself, a business also contributes to 
transforming socio-​economic structures (Nesterova 2021c), and business-​
as-​usual becomes less acceptable and less desirable. For instance, nurtur-
ing a fellow-​feeling by owner-​managers and employees towards nature 
goes against the current norm of exploitation and seeing nature as merely 
a resource pool. Such attitudes may find manifestations in the practices of 
the business in which these people are involved. Transforming the business 
itself may encourage its networks as well as customers to reconsider their 
own relationships with nature, prompting them, for instance, to make more 
ecological choices and source more sustainable materials. While this may 
appear almost unrealistic and a utopian view of business, our own work 
with businesspersons shows that often they are normal human beings who 
are not any less concerned with the state of the world around them than 
are other people (e.g., Nesterova 2020b, 2022c). It is often the case that 
businesspersons do not promote or support degrowth because they do not 
know about it or were educated or brought up believing that capitalism is 
the only system that works.

Theoretically, business can be seen as both an agent in economies and 
societies, as well as a structure. Viewing business as a structure places focus 
on the transformation of business via the agency of the individuals involved 
in business. In this case, the interest is in internal processes, relationships, 
hierarchies, power, culture, teams and dynamics. Disambiguating a business 
as a structure and considering its internal principles and logics allows one 
to appreciate the depth of transformation, which goes all the way to the 
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psyches of the individuals involved. Viewing business as an agent focuses 
on the role of business as a single social entity and how this entity can 
participate in transforming the social world as an agent. In this case, the 
relationships between businesses, the empowering and constraining struc-
tures a business is subject to, are the aspects to consider. Neither focus suf-
fices on its own, and both remain important. For instance, it is challenging 
to imagine that a business can become an agent of change if it is not also 
transformed as a structure.

Scales and diversity of business in degrowth transformations

In this section we consider various matters related to the scale and diversity 
of degrowth business. The first thing to note here is that business comes in 
different scales, ranging from micro businesses and sole traders (sole pro-
prietorship), in which case the businessperson is also the business entity, to 
large transnational corporations which themselves represent complex struc-
tures and systems of ownership and subsidiaries spread across numerous 
locations. With degrowth advocating reduced matter and energy through-
put, qualitative change, localisation, production for needs and redistribution 
of power, it is safe to assume that transnational corporations will not form 
part of degrowth societies. The reason for this is that such corporations 
are characterised by, for instance, obscure ownership patterns, enormous 
power, including the power to shape and direct consumption, and highly 
unequal remuneration of workers. The most suitable scales of business for 
degrowth are the micro and small scales. Some argue, however, that large-​
scale production and service provision such as steelworks and railways 
would continue to exist in a degrowth society (Trainer 2012). This is indeed 
likely, unless a degrowth society is understood to be a highly localised, low-​
technology society (see e.g., Skrbina and Kordie 2021). If such a society 
does not seem realistic or even desirable, then degrowth theorists need to 
contemplate challenging questions such as what will happen with large-​
scale production and transnational corporations on the journey towards 
a degrowth society. Moreover, if industries such as the railways industry 
and steelworks are deemed desirable, many more industries become neces-
sary. That is, like any other industries, the railways and steel industries do 
not exist in a vacuum: they require supply chains, complex machinery and 
equipment which, in turn, require large and high-​technology factories.

While it may be controversial to see large-​scale producers as allies of 
degrowth, to exclude them entirely from discussions of transformations 
is unwise. Interestingly, degrowth scholars often advocate services pro-
vided and made possible by large corporations (such as travelling by train), 
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while also seeing such companies as not immediately degrowth compatible. 
Arguably, other strands of sustainability thinking such as circular econ-
omy and green capitalism scholarship –​ including various corporate social 
responsibility discourses –​ have been more attentive to the sustainability 
question of large-​scale production and have not shied away from contem-
plating the role of large corporations in bringing about a sustainable society 
and proposing ideas for their participation (for example, business models, 
certification). While we do not consider large corporations the ideal form of 
degrowth business (or even suitable for degrowth society), focusing mostly 
on small firms or alternative organisations and theorising ideal degrowth 
organisations does not suffice.

How can large businesses become more degrowth compatible? First and 
foremost, the question of (fair and more transparent) ownership may be 
reflected upon. In contemporary capitalism it is typically incredibly challeng-
ing to understand the structure of a large company’s ownership, especially 
because it is common for companies to own and control other companies 
as is the case with holding companies. Statements such as the following 
from Fair Squared GmbH (2022) are rare: ‘FAIR SQUARED is a limited 
company registered in Cologne, Germany. The company is family owned 
with no other companies or investors directly or indirectly involved. Our 
headquarters and warehouse are located on 700 m² rented space in Cologne 
Marsdorf. Additional warehouse capacity is available through logistics pro-
viders if and when needed.’ Complicated ownership structures exist for the 
purpose of valorisation of capital rather than for the purpose of produc-
tion for genuine human needs in a society living in harmony with nature. 
It remains unclear whether an appropriate path for degrowth is to pursue 
nationalisation (public ownership) beyond selected industries. Such a path 
may lead to bureaucratic structures and require a strong state able to man-
age vast resources (see also Chapter 5). A mixture of ownership can also be 
pursued, for instance, if only large-​scale production and service provision 
is run by the state (such as railways or steelworks) while the majority of 
other types of production and service provision is owned by communities 
or individuals.

Micro and small-​scale businesses are more degrowth compatible for sev-
eral reasons. Such businesses do not possess the same level of power as 
transnational corporations and many such businesses are localised in var-
ious ways such as with respect to ownership, operation, employment or 
sourcing. Localisation is an important aspect of degrowth society (Latouche 
2009; Trainer 2014). However, localisation of ownership and operation 
is distinct from localisation of supply chains. For instance, even a simple 
bar of soap produced in Sweden requires materials from far-​away desti-
nations: shea butter from Ghana and essential oil from France. Producing 

 

 

  



96 Deep transformations

wine from local wild berries in Northern Sweden (based on an example 
from our own research) requires equipment imported from Italy, expertise 
from Canada and laboratory services from Denmark. Thus, often the ‘local’ 
appearance of a company conceals what actually goes into the production 
of a certain product.

Small-​scale business can lead to positive outcomes for humans (and 
nature). For instance, small businesses can ensure a higher level of control 
over the processes of production and responsibility towards a place. They 
can also create spaces for psychological wellbeing (Nesterova 2022b). Such 
outcomes are due to a small business’s ownership patterns, embeddedness 
within their local community and their independence. However, scale does 
not in itself qualify a business for a degrowth society. Even a small business 
can be hierarchical and a less than pleasant space to work in. Such busi-
nesses might also not have dedicated human resources departments which 
could assist in, for instance, conflict resolution. Smallness of business also 
does not guarantee better practices. A small business can focus on niche 
products which are unaffordable for the general public, or common prod-
ucts which are likewise unaffordable precisely due to the small and local 
nature of a business. For instance, Russell (1994) mentions innumerable 
unnecessary small shops in London that operated for the leisure of the idle 
rich. While Russell’s example goes back over 80 years, his critique remains 
as relevant today. Businesses in a degrowth economy should focus on the 
satisfaction of genuine human needs and do so in a manner which allows 
more people to consume the product. In other words, it is important to 
contemplate each business individually rather than rely on broad statements 
such as ‘small is beautiful’ (Schumacher 1993). It may or may not be –​ or it 
may be for some but not for others.

In a degrowth society, businesses would be likely to assume a diversity of 
legal forms. They could, for instance, take the form of private companies, 
cooperatives, not-​for-​profit businesses or (eco-​) social enterprises. Crucially, 
the form of business, just like the scale of business, in itself does not deter-
mine its degrowth compatibility. In other words, a degrowth society would 
not be brought about if all existing privately held companies (of various 
legal forms such as ‘limited’ in the UK and ‘GmbH’ in Germany) suddenly 
became cooperatives. A small privately held company can be a pleasant 
place to work in, it can be non-​growing and practise ecological orientation 
and pro-​sociality. A cooperative can be hierarchical, have unhealthy inter-
nal dynamics and produce products which are unnecessary.

The best approach to organising production and service provision in a 
degrowth society would probably be to allow for a plurality of organisa-
tional forms and ways of cooperation. Each form has its positive aspects 
and downsides. For instance, private companies can offer a person or a 
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group of people more control over the company’s operations. This might 
be the most suitable form for, say, a small-​scale artisanal and craft pro-
duction firm (Nørgård 2013), as well as for small local cafés and stores. 
Such firms can still cooperate with others, for example by sharing resources 
and collectively implementing circular economy practices, fulfilling larger-​
scale projects in cooperation and establishing formal and informal networks 
(Nesterova and Buch-​Hansen 2023; see also Savini 2023). Such firms may 
allow individuality and relative autonomy –​ and facilitate a higher level of 
wellbeing for those who prefer to operate a small business by themselves or 
in cooperation with friends and family. Doing so is not necessarily a sign 
of individualism or egocentrism and does not go against the principles of a 
degrowth society.

Larger-​scale production of food, for example, can be organised in a 
degrowth society in the form of a cooperative and, for instance, be owned 
by workers. Again, however, this is not the only degrowth-​compatible 
form such production can take. Food production can likewise be car-
ried out by small-​scale independent farmers. In the degrowth discourse, 
some have placed hope in cooperatives as a prevalent form of business 
in a degrowth society (see e.g., Johanisova et al. 2015). However, while 
such a form can be beneficial since it emphasises counter-​capitalist values 
such as democratic member control, it may not be the most suitable form 
for some strands within anarchist tradition (Stirner 2005). For instance, 
some may see a democratic structure as constraining, and membership in 
a cooperative as an obligation or a pressure to participate. Such an indi-
vidualist perspective is not necessarily incompatible with degrowth if one 
assumes human goodness to be central to human nature (see Conclusion, 
this volume).

Apart from cooperatives, (eco-​) social enterprises have been proposed 
as a form of business for a degrowth society (Johanisova and Franková 
2017). Such businesses, as the name suggests, prioritise ecological and 
social outcomes over profits. In doing so, they reinvest profits into eco-
logical and social commitments and projects. The distinction between such 
forms and a ‘normal’ business is not always clear. While it may be assumed 
that a ‘normal’ business prioritises profits and ignores ecological and social 
embeddedness, it is not necessarily so in reality. Especially in the case of 
small companies, what practices and principles are prioritised depends on 
the owner-​managers as well as the employees of the business (Nesterova 
2021a). Some business owners operate their business less with a view to 
pursue profit and more for cultural reasons, as a family tradition and/​or as 
a commitment to a certain location. In other words, a business can behave 
akin to an (eco-​) social enterprise without necessarily being one or identify-
ing itself as such.
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Above we have considered some of the diverse forms that businesses can 
take in degrowth transformations. However, if society were to embark and 
progress on degrowth journeys, it is conceivable that the differences between 
these diverse forms of business eventually become less prominent. That is, 
ultimately, the need for a specific form such as ‘not-​for-​profit business’, 
‘(eco-​) social enterprise’, ‘community interest company’ etc. may become 
obsolete in a degrowth society where all businesses would deviate from the 
primacy of profit seeking and find more freedom to pursue other commit-
ments, many of which businesses are pursuing already.

Degrowth business practices

In this section, we contemplate what practices businesses could implement 
to become degrowth compatible. To this end we use the four planes of social 
being model (Bhaskar 2020: 116; Bhaskar 1993) outlined in the book’s 
Introduction so as to provide a holistic perspective. We suggest that busi-
ness transformations would pertain to their transactions with nature, rela-
tionships between people, social structure and people’s selves (Table 1). For 
this reason, elsewhere we identify degrowth business as a business of deep 
transformations (Nesterova 2022b). Certainly, it is not always straightfor-
ward to assign specific business practices to a specific plane. For instance, 
localisation of production can be seen as a degrowth practice of improv-
ing humanity’s material transactions with nature. Yet it can also facilitate 
a closer connection between the business and the people in the location in 
which the business is. Likewise, moral growth, a kind of growth that should 
be welcomed and nurtured in a degrowth society, may naturally result in 
rethinking of business’s relationship with nature and its practices in this 
domain. In other words, the planes are interconnected, a matter we return 
to in the Conclusion to the volume.

Starting with material transactions with nature, an overall goal of 
a degrowth economy is the reduction in humanity’s matter and energy 
throughput. This does not necessarily easily translate to the level of busi-
ness. Still, businesses can contribute to this pursuit by centring their pro-
duction around the principle of sufficiency, that is, produce what is needed 
and not more. A firm may also be able to decrease the wastes that go into 
the environment. This can be achieved, for instance, by revising the process 
of production and by working with other businesses that can make use of 
the wastes created by a firm. For instance, cardboard waste generated by 
one firm may be shredded and used by another firm to package its prod-
ucts (Nesterova 2020b). Here, degrowth business can in both practice and 
theory benefit from existing knowledge of how to close matter and energy 
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loops in the process of production by implementing circularity as a principle 
(Bauwens 2021; Nesterova and Buch-​Hansen 2023).

Using renewable material and energy is a degrowth business practice. 
However, it is doubtful whether renewable energy can sustain a degrowth 
society (Trainer 2022), especially considering the aspirational and theoreti-
cal nature of a degrowth society. That is, it remains unclear what such a soci-
ety will look like and what will be produced in it, how it will be produced 
and by whom. In this case, renewable energy use needs to be combined 
with other practices, such as sufficient and efficient production. Another 
important practice is producing goods which are durable and repairable. 

Table 1  Degrowth business practices and the four planes of social being

Planes of social being Practices

Material transactions with nature Sufficiency in energy and material use
Waste and pollution minimisation
Efficiency in the use of materials/​energy, 

circularity
Renewable resource/​energy use
Durable and repairable products
Localisation of production

Social interactions between people Non-​hierarchy
Democratic decision-​making
Wellbeing
Work as a process of learning and growth
Knowledge sharing
Collaboration

Social structure Appropriate technology
Decreased productivity
Reduction in working hours
Embeddedness within society
Production for needs satisfaction
Plurality of business forms
Working with likeminded businesses, 

activists and consumers
Transparent and fair ownership patterns

Inner being Moral growth
Non-​anthropocentrism
Long-​term view
Fellow-​feeling towards humans and 

non-​humans

Source: Adapted from Nesterova (2020a, 2021a).
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This means deviating from single-​use products and packaging (including 
near-​single-​use products such as fast fashion and fast furniture), planned 
obsolescence and other common but destructive practices. Production of 
durable and repairable items can support the efforts of degrowth-​compatible 
social movements. As described in Chapter 4, such movements may include 
the zero-​waste movement as well as minimalism and voluntary simplicity. 
Consumers who align themselves with such movements seek to engage in 
slower and more mindful consumption and demand durable and repairable 
products. In a degrowth society such movements would probably become 
the norm.

As mentioned above, yet another important aspect of degrowth busi-
ness practice is localisation (Nesterova 2022b; Trainer 2012). Localisation 
is not only or simply about the shortening of supply chains, thereby improv-
ing humanity’s material transactions with nature. It is also about practis-
ing responsibility towards places and embeddedness within them. This may 
include understanding the local culture, knowing one’s community, under-
standing the rhythms of local nature and climate, the patterns of topography 
and the patterns of the social life. Clarke (2013: 496) notes that ‘localities 
are not produced and then fixed in perpetuity, but get made, unmade and 
remade over time’. Businesses can participate in this process of making or 
transforming localities towards more ecological ones, rendering them better 
places to dwell in for humans and non-​humans alike.

Turning to social interactions between people, they would undergo a sig-
nificant transformation in degrowth business. Non-​hierarchical organisa-
tion can enable democratic decision-​making where everyone can participate 
in the process of business transformation. Interactions between business-
people should be aimed at wellbeing, learning and fulfilment in the process 
of production rather than competition. Replacing competition with coop-
eration and collaboration could likewise facilitate knowledge sharing and 
mentoring of fellow workers. Improved social interactions between business 
and the surrounding community can materialise if a business considers not 
only the location where it is, but also the place. The notion of a place goes 
far beyond that of a location (Tuan 1979, 2001) in that a place is defined as 
a ‘particular location that has acquired a set of meanings and attachments’ 
(Cresswell 2009: 169). Business, alongside its customers and participants 
in networks, can develop a shared meaning, for instance, exemplified in a 
collective desire for harmonious coexistence. Also, it can arrange economic 
interactions in ways making co-​existence possible. This requires expanding 
the notion of social interactions beyond the ones internal to business to also 
include the interactions between the business and its ‘outside’.

Next, we contrast existing social structures with what could be transform-
ative structures both within and outside business. Usually, social structures 
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are seen as constraining towards degrowth business. This is indeed so if the 
social system is seen as uniformly capitalist and homogeneous. However, 
within contemporary societies and economies, a diversity of structures and 
practices exists (Chapter 2; see also Gibson-​Graham and Dombroski 2020). 
Some social structures can be empowering towards degrowth businesses. 
Such structures include formal and informal networks as well as the pres-
ence of like-​minded businesses and customers (or even activists and politi-
cians) who share similar worldviews and are likewise on a journey towards 
a society living in harmony with nature. Business as a social structure can 
be organised in a variety of forms. As we discussed above, no form is per-
fect, and the plurality of forms should be highlighted. No matter which 
forms a degrowth business assumes, its ownership patterns should be fair 
and transparent.

While many businesses exist as abstract and mobile entities in the capital-
ist system, a degrowth business is embedded within other social structures in 
its location. Such embeddedness may be multi-​scalar and refer to the busi-
ness’s own location, the broader region and nature at large. Embeddedness 
of a business is unavoidable. Production and service provision by degrowth 
businesses should be carried out for the purpose of satisfaction of genuine 
needs. Degrowth does not suggest that only basic needs must be satisfied, 
although satisfaction of basic human needs of all humans sufficiently is non-​
negotiable and should become a priority.

While indeed there is much that businesses can do by themselves, for 
example by organising networks or working with suppliers and distribu-
tors with similar worldviews, a range of policies could also assist business 
participation in the transformation of societal structures. Policies can target 
various levels of business. Universal basic income can facilitate the creation 
of small businesses engaged in artisanal and craft production. It can offer 
humans some ‘breathing space’ to deviate from their current, often mean-
ingless, employment (Graeber 2018) and do something in which they find 
meaning and fulfilment, for example, turn their existing hobby into a small 
business. The costs, both in terms of identity and income, of quitting a job 
and establishing a degrowth-​inspired business instead, are rather high. In 
the capitalist system, the risk is likewise high. A basic income and the provi-
sion of universal basic services can counter some of this risk.

Currently, policies facilitate conventional, capitalist dynamics. For 
instance, they aim to support growing businesses which comply with the 
capitalist definition of success and that can demonstrate growth aspirations. 
Support should be given to a much wider range of businesses, including 
those businesses which operate in desirable sectors (such as organic agricul-
ture) and those which do not seek to grow. Below we argue that a degrowth 
business is not necessarily a non-​growing one, yet non-​growing businesses 
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should receive more recognition. In the capitalist setting, businesses often 
seek growth not due to a certain desire to sustain capitalism, but rather to 
address the issue of borrowing and debt. This dynamic is externally imposed. 
Addressing interest repayment can be a way of facilitating businesses that 
are more degrowth compatible. Policies in the current system likewise target 
technological innovation and digitalisation. Some argue that in a degrowth 
society the focus would be on appropriate and even simplified technology 
rather than high technology (Heikkurinen 2018; Heikkurinen and Ruuska 
2021; Nesterova 2021b). Further to this, policies can provide support for 
businesses which make use of lower technology. Having said that, no con-
sensus exists as regards the relationship between technology and degrowth. 
It may be that some technological innovations can serve degrowth trans-
formations, for example by facilitating a more effective sharing of existing 
resources, items and food, gifting, borrowing and lending existing goods, 
organising for degrowth, learning about degrowth and sharing experiences.

Finally, degrowth business transformations would also pertain to the 
plane of inner being. This plane has so far not received much attention in the 
field of degrowth (Brossmann and Islar 2020; Buch-​Hansen and Nesterova 
2023). A reason for this may be that degrowth scholarship seeks to devi-
ate from methodological individualism, that is, explaining what happens in 
society with reference to the actions of individual humans. The degrowth 
discourse often emphasises social structures and systems and human-
ity’s material transactions with nature, thus tending to overlook people’s 
inner life. Degrowth advocates tend to suggest that to transition towards 
a degrowth society, humans need to organise with others, collaborate and 
cooperate. While we have no argument with this, it is also important to 
recognise that there are differences between individuals. For this reason, it 
is important that degrowth business is diverse and allows different people 
to choose different forms of business, production and provision which can 
be more or less collective, ranging from being self-​sufficient to relying on 
networks and communities.

We would contend that growth in people’s inner being is universally 
required for transformations towards degrowth to become reality. This 
applies equally to businesspersons and employees of businesses. Such growth 
may signify a shift towards harmonious coexistence between humans and 
nature, and hence make the degrowth business practices outlined above 
appealing to businesspersons and employees. Orientation towards harmo-
nious coexistence is in stark contrast with what the current capitalist system 
promotes: short-​term goals, overproduction and overconsumption, mon-
etary gains, power and status seeking, and materialism. Implementation 
of degrowth business practices, which often go against the norms of the 
capitalist system, is a daunting process. However, growth in people’s inner 
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being would make this process meaningful and valuable. Such growth is a 
journey. Undoubtedly, as indicated above, business transformation should 
be seen in a similar way.

It is disempowering and unnecessarily pessimistic to assume that cur-
rently businesses are not doing anything to contribute to making degrowth 
society reality and that profit maximisation is the only pursuit businessper-
sons have. Typically, degrowth is not explicitly considered by businesses, 
but multiple practices that businesses currently engage in and multiple 
principles according to which they operate are degrowth compatible. An 
absence of the word ‘degrowth’ or a lack of knowledge about this concept 
does not mean that something akin to degrowth is not unfolding in the 
pockets and niches of the capitalist system and in the ways agents relate to 
the world, including within businesses.

It is important to remember that businesses are communities of humans. 
While the degrowth discourse revises every premise of mainstream eco-
nomics and assumes that ‘economic man’ is a false and misleading model 
of a human being (see Chapter 4), it at the same time assumes that those 
involved in business, especially owner-​managers, are ‘economic men’ 
working intentionally towards the reproduction of capitalist structures. 
Empirical work reveals that this is not the case, even if it may be the case in 
some businesses (e.g., Nesterova 2021a). Individuals are different and they 
employ a great diversity of practices in their businesses. Like other humans, 
owner-​managers and employees are in their own ways trying to navigate the 
capitalist landscape and have varying views in terms of personal practice, 
politics, and how they relate with others, nature and non-​humans. In their 
capacity as consumers, hardly any degrowth scholars are able to practise 
degrowth fully and live according to the principles we advocate (see also 
Ehrnström-​Fuentes and Biese 2022). It is likewise unfair to expect that busi-
nesses can be fully degrowth compatible in the capitalist system.

In conclusion: growth vs non-​growth

In the early development of the degrowth discourse, it was common to 
translate the goal of an overall reduction in matter and energy throughput 
into the notion that non-​growth is necessary at the level of business. The 
relationship between humanity’s reduction in matter and energy throughput 
and the so-​called microeconomic level is, however, much less straightfor-
ward. Moving towards an economic system that functions within planetary 
boundaries does not mean that no businesses can grow or indeed that con-
sumption cannot increase in some cases. In other words, a degrowth busi-
ness is not necessarily a business which does not grow (although it can also 
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be a non-​growing business). Imposing non-​growth on businesses, especially 
micro and small business, is oversimplifying and mathematising the issue –​ 
something that was common in earlier growth-​critical scholarship (see e.g., 
Daly and Townsend 1993). It is more fruitful to pay attention to the quality, 
nature and journey of a business as a community of individuals who are try-
ing to navigate the capitalist landscape, hopefully towards a better world. 
Moreover, mathematising the issue and prescribing, for instance, how many 
items a business can produce or how many employees it can have, requires 
bureaucratic oversight and top-​down control. The questions then arise of 
who would be overseeing and enforcing such rules or guidelines, how much 
power they would have and whether a market would be created for trading 
various permits for quantities. A change in values and culture, whereby indi-
viduals internalise non-​capitalist pursuits, appears to be a more sustainable 
option in relation to a long-​term change.

As we noted in the book’s Introduction, growth in some parts of a 
degrowth economy is in fact desirable and necessary. For instance, growth 
in the number and size of businesses involved in organic agriculture does 
not contradict degrowth. Craft and artisanal production is also often high-
lighted positively in the degrowth discourse (Nørgård 2013; Soper 2020). 
It may thus be expected that the number of such businesses would grow, 
and that existing businesses of this sort could expand their production and 
employ several more people. New possibilities in the built environment 
open spaces for alternative buildings and modes of living, thus new busi-
nesses may be established in this industry, just as existing ones may grow 
(Nesterova 2022a). This does not mean that no limits should be placed on 
business. For example, allowing businesses to turn into transnational corpo-
rations is counterproductive for a degrowth economy.

Overall, a more holistic approach to business growth needs to be taken. 
The scientific community as well as practitioners may consider deviating 
from the growth vs non-​growth binary and see the question of growth in 
more processual terms. For instance, a business may grow in some peri-
ods of time when a new and good idea arises but maintain its capacity in 
other periods of time. Other businesses may not want to grow (Nesterova 
2020b). Some businesses face increasing demand which they cannot satisfy 
since satisfaction of this demand comes at a cost of reduced quality of life. 
Still others may want to remain a certain size but are forced to expand to 
meet their debt obligations. A degrowth economy should offer more space 
for creativity and imagination as well as flexibility in engaging in business 
ventures. As consumers also transform their ways of relating with the world 
towards harmonious co-​existence and thus consuming less, some businesses 
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may naturally reduce their product ranges and even shrink. For such an atti-
tude towards business growth to become reality, culture needs to change. 
Currently business growth is seen in hierarchical terms, as necessarily bet-
ter than non-​growth or more creative growth, or growth to a certain limit. 
Business growth is seen as a manifestation of success and entrepreneurial 
abilities. Transformations towards a degrowth economy require that such 
logics are challenged and deconstructed. This has major implications for 
business education including that in business schools and economics depart-
ments as well as in other fields of knowledge which derive from economics 
and business (such as economic geography).

Note

	 1	 By a business we mean a social entity which produces and provides services. 
While recently a number of scholars have taken an interest in degrowth organi-
sations (e.g., Vandeventer and Lloveras 2021), we avoid the use of the term 
‘organisation’ in this context due to this term being even broader. That is, an 
organisation can encompass such greatly diverse social forms as, for exam-
ple, religious organisations, informal organisations or institutions. A business 
can be seen as an organisation of production and service provision, and some 
organisations are engaged in business practices, community-​supported agricul-
ture being an example.

 

 

 

 



Though the main contribution of this book is theoretical, it is important 
to indicate how our approach may inspire empirical studies into degrowth 
transformations. Much theorising would indeed be in vain if it could not 
illuminate the gap between theory and practice, which is especially obvi-
ous in the case of the climate emergency. For decades, scientists have pre-
dicted climate disaster, without this provoking much change in dominant 
production and consumption patterns or social practices. Social scientists 
are well positioned to shed light on this inertia of social structures, which, 
despite all their connections to the natural system, are different from natural 
structures. Worse still, remaining on the theoretical terrain risks reproduc-
ing what Bourdieu (2000: 51) called the ‘scholastic fallacy’: projecting one’s 
‘theoretical thinking into the heads of acting agents’, theorists have too 
often mixed up the world as an ‘object of contemplation, a representation, a 
spectacle’ with the world as it ‘presents itself to those who do not have the 
leisure (or the desire) to withdraw from it in order to think it’.1 In a political 
and strategic perspective, too, an empirical investigation into the type and 
share of people susceptible and opposed to degrowth transformations may 
be an important contribution to such change.

Previous chapters have identified eco-​social policies as a key mechanism 
for degrowth transformations. Thus, in this chapter, a part of the book’s 
theoretical perspective is applied in an analysis of the support for such 
policies. Specifically, we reinterpret recent quantitative and qualitative data 
from research projects in which Max Koch was involved in Sweden and 
relate these data to the four planes of social being. We start with a descrip-
tion of the support in the Swedish population2 towards selected eco-​social 
policies that degrowth and sustainable welfare scholars identified as impor-
tant mechanisms of transformational change (see Hirvilammi et al. 2023 
for an overview). This is followed by a more in-​depth view into the kind 
of social groups in favour of and opposed to degrowth transformations. 
Finally, we introduce a method that we regard as helpful for the expansion 
of alternative societal spaces and thus the support for degrowth. We show 
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how the codified knowledge of researchers can be combined with the prac-
tical knowledge of citizens in the perspective of initiating transformative 
change, and present corresponding qualitative data from deliberative citizen 
forums on needs satisfaction.

How popular are transformational eco-​social policies?

To assess the popularity of key eco-​social policies, the present chapter pre-
sents and interprets representative survey data from the projects Sustainable 
Welfare for a New Generation of Social Policy collected in 20213 and 
The New Urban Challenge: Models of Sustainable Welfare in Swedish 
Metropolitan Cities (2020).4 Six policy items in Table 2 operationalise the 
policies regulating maximum levels of needs satisfaction. These are designed 
to respect the ‘ceilings’ or ecological boundaries of the ‘safe and just operat-
ing space’ (Chapter 5; Gough 2020; Khan et al. 2022). They include limiting 
living space per person, limiting the number of flights per person per year, 
introducing a cap on incomes from work and wealth (‘maximum income’), 
a tax on wealth and meat consumption, and working time reduction. Five 
further items operationalise critical minimum levels or sufficiency ‘floors’ of 
needs satisfaction. These include an unconditional basic income (UBI) and 
the introduction or expansion of universal basic services (UBS) in the areas 
of water, public transport, electricity and internet provision.

Most of the policies designed to limit production and consumption pat-
terns are rather unpopular. Over 70% are against limitations of living space 
and almost 60% are against limiting the number of flights a citizen can take 
during a year. Over half of the sample is against a tax on meat and a cap on 
incomes.5 The somewhat less radical alternative of a wealth tax is, however, 
quite popular at 42.5%, and about the same percentage against. This policy 
was previously in place and is apparently still part of the Swedish collective 
memory. The most popular of the policy items regulating maximum levels 
of needs satisfaction is the reduction of working time. This policy enjoys 
support from over half of the population, whereas about a third is against it.

The selected policy items regulating critical minimum levels of needs sat-
isfaction via the provision of universal basic services at low fees are very 
popular. About 50% are in favour of basic provision of water, 48% of elec-
tricity, 45% of internet and 54% of local public transportation. By contrast, 
the introduction of a universal basic income is by far the least popular policy 
suggestion, with over 70% against it. This should be seen together with the 
rather high approval rates for the different universal basic services propos-
als, indicating path dependency in a country with a tradition of universal 
services within a social-​democratic welfare regime, especially in the health 

  

 

  

   

 



Table 2  Support for eco-​social policy proposals in Sweden (%)

Policy items regulating maximum levels of needs satisfaction Policy items regulating critical minimum levels of needs 
satisfaction

Limit 
living 
space 
(2021)

Limit 
number 
of 
flights 
(2021)

Limit 
(maximum)  
income 
(2021)

Tax on 
wealth 
(2020)

Tax on meat 
consumption 
(2020)

Working 
time 
reduction 
(2020)

UBI: Basic 
income 
(2020)

UBS: Water 
low fee 
(2021)

UBS: Public 
transport  
in nascent  
area 
low fee 
(2021)

UBS:  
Electricity 
low fee 
(2021)

UBS: 
Internet 
low fee 
(2021)

Against 70.4 59.7 50.7 42.7 52.7 31.4 71.1 25.1 22.6 25.9 24.6

Undecided 21.1 18.8 22.1 14.8 17.1 17.0 17.6 24.7 22.7 25.4 29.0

In favour 8.4 21.4 27.2 42.5 30.3 51.6 11.3 50.2 54.7 48.8 46.5

Sources: Representative surveys conducted within the projects The New Urban Challenge: Models of Sustainable Welfare in Swedish Metropolitan Cities 
(2020) and Sustainable Welfare for a New Generation of Social Policy (2021). Respondents were asked to evaluate the above policy suggestions and answered 
on five-​point Likert scales that contained the following categories: very good and fairly good (‘in favour’), quite bad and very bad (‘against’), neither good nor 
bad (‘undecided’).
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and care sectors. Further contributing factors include the rather articulated 
work ethic in Sweden, according to which full-​time employment is expected 
for men and women. It seems indeed easier to expand universal basic ser-
vices in these institutional circumstances than to implement a universal basic 
income system with unclear consequences for service provision. However, in 
countries with a liberal welfare tradition and correspondingly rudimentary 
universal welfare provision, universal basic incomes may well be the quick-
est and easiest way forward to safeguard basic needs satisfaction (see Koch 
2022b and Khan et al. 2022 for more detailed discussions).

Taken together, the survey results point to a considerable gap between 
most of the far-​reaching measures that sustainability researchers consider 
necessary to address the climate emergency and the measures that Swedish 
citizens presently support.6 However, approval rates for guaranteeing mini-
mum needs satisfaction levels –​ universal basic services schemes in particu-
lar –​ are much higher than for measures oriented at introducing maximum 
levels. Explanation for the hesitation to implement policies targeting maxi-
mum levels of needs satisfaction may include normalisation and naturali-
sation of the growth imperative in people’s minds and day-​to-​day social 
practices (Koch 2018a). As a corollary, the ‘trickle-​down effect’, celebrated 
by neoliberal economists, according to which policymakers should not 
target the revenues of the rich because some of their gains will automati-
cally benefit the greater good, is deeply anchored in the consciousness of 
many people. Welfare systems and multiple other institutions (legal, edu-
cational) historically co-​developed with the provision of economic growth 
and remain coupled to it. The existence of this link is engrained in collective 
consciousness, as a result of which any political move beyond the capitalist 
growth economy needs to reckon with concerns about wellbeing loss and 
social exclusion (Büchs and Koch 2017).

However, not all people are equally disposed to the normalisation of the 
capitalist growth imperative. In what follows, we provide an analysis of 
how attitudes on eco-​social policies and transformational change are linked 
to the four planes of transactions with nature, social interactions, social 
structures and inner being.

Eco-​social dispositions and habitus types

Sociological understandings of the relationship of inertia and change are 
linked to positionings in the ‘structure–​agency’ debate. The challenge is 
to explain how societal structures result as intended and often unintended 
consequences of individual practices. Different sociologists have emphasised 
either ‘objective’ structures or ‘subjective’ action, or positioned themselves 
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at different points in a corresponding structure–​action continuum (Koch 
2020a). At one extreme of this continuum are positions which examine the 
whole of society and its institutions as interrelated systems first and then 
make their way down to address individuals and small-​scale interactions.7 
At the opposite end of the spectrum are interactionist approaches that work 
their way up from the analysis of individual intentions and small-​scale rela-
tionships to institutions and entire societies.8

We are drawn to intermediate positions in the structure–​agency debate, 
represented for example by Marx, Bourdieu, critical realism and ‘social 
practice’ approaches (Røpke 2009; Shove et al. 2012; Bhaskar 2016; Büchs 
and Koch 2017). These take the position that social structures are –​ mostly 
unintended –​ results of individual actions. Bourdieu’s theory of practice 
(understood as repeated, regular and routinised forms of individual action) 
simultaneously distances itself from structuralist (or objectivist) and inter-
actionist (or subjectivist) positions (Bourdieu 1990). He introduces the 
habitus as a system of structured and structuring dispositions in terms of 
thoughts, perceptions, expressions and actions. Social agents are thought 
to be capable of making a difference, but always within the limits set by 
the historical period and the social conditions in which they live (Bourdieu 
1993; Koch 2020a). This notion recognises that social structures are ‘not 
literally internalized by individuals, but only metaphorically, through the 
influence they have on our subjectivity’ (Elder-​Vass 2007: 345). Following 
Bourdieu, it may be assumed that the dispositions of the habitus, acquired 
during socialisation in the family and the education system, are durable 
and for the most part subconscious. As such it constitutes an objective limi-
tation to our capabilities and possibilities of creating societal alternatives. 
Yet human beings should also be considered reflexive and ‘able to critically 
evaluate and thus modify our dispositions in the light of our experience, our 
reasoning capacities, and our value commitments’ (Elder-​Vass 2007: 345). 
The possibility of carrying out such reflexive choices is, however, unequally 
distributed in a structurally unequal society. In exploring the links between 
objective positions and subjective position-​takings (Bourdieu 1998), we aim 
to understand why positive attitudes towards degrowth transformations 
are more likely within certain social contexts and groups than within oth-
ers.9 While the possibility of acting and initiating social change is generally 
limited by the socio-​historical conditions of habitus formation, it also var-
ies with one’s position in society. People with more economic and cultural 
capital generally have greater impacts than others (Atkinson 2019: 954). 
Habitus types are combinations of ‘traits’ (Adorno et al. 1950) or ‘disposi-
tions’ that are developed and occur in specific social contexts (Bremer and 
Teiwes-​Kügler 2013: 161). It is essential not to schematically apply theo-
retically constructed habitus types but to generate them from the empirical 
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material. Fritz et al. (2021) identify the dispositions and the habitus types in 
which they appear in the emerging Swedish eco-​social field. The study also 
relates these dispositions to position-​taking on various eco-​social policies. 
In what follows, we refer to some of the study’s main findings and reinter-
pret these in relation to people’s susceptibility to degrowth transformations 
along the four planes of being.

Fritz et al. (2021) empirically identify eight dispositions that structure the 
eco-​social field: state redistribution versus liberal market orientation, trust, 
self-​transcendence versus self-​enhancement, sustainable welfare, individu-
alised environmentalism versus preference for traditional welfare policies 
(‘red crowding-​out’), neoliberal carelessness versus caring responsibility, 
‘fossilism’, and power and control.10 Differing significantly with respect to 
age, education, gender, income, occupation, religiosity, political orientation, 
climate and welfare policy preferences and practices such as flying or eat-
ing meat, seven clusters constituting typical combinations of these disposi-
tions are identified below. We elaborate on the characterisation of the seven 
groups in Fritz et al. (2021) by commenting on their proximity and distance 
from degrowth transformations along the four planes.

The first habitus type, passive anti-​ecological conservativism, is prevalent 
in about 10% of the sample, especially in the lower regions of social space 
and among older and retired persons. Among the employed respondents in 
this group, jobs with either a technical or an interpersonal work logic are 
frequent. Incomes are the lowest of all respondents, and education levels are 
lower than average. While men and women are about equally represented, 
religiosity is above average. Passive anti-​ecological conservativism features 
anti-​welfare attitudes and a more general ‘neoliberal carelessness’ (Fritz et al. 
2021), which is reflected on all planes of social being, albeit in somewhat 
unique ways: in relation to transactions with nature, the view predominates 
that environmental protection should not be prioritised over economic 
growth. This is related to the perception of oneself as not being affected 
by climate change. Regarding social structure, benefits, services and social 
policies as means to address structural inequalities are rejected, and this is 
embedded in a more general scepticism towards the idea of a potentially 
positive role of the state in societal development. However, on the individual 
and social interaction planes, people with this habitus display the highest 
scores for ‘self-​transcendence’ of an ecological kind, expressing concern and 
care for future generations as well as other human beings and species –​ a 
sort of care that takes an individualised and anti-​collective form. Political 
‘position-​takings’ in terms of voting preferences reflect a deeply anchored 
reluctance towards societal change: the ‘red-​green’ parties and the Liberals 
are rarely mentioned as preferred options, while the Sweden Democrats  
(a populist right-​wing party) are overrepresented. The conservative trait of 
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this habitus manifests itself in very high rejection rates of the statement 
that one’s municipality should become ‘more modern’ 15 years from now. 
The ‘passive’ element –​ meaning a low involvement and interest in public 
affairs and civil society –​ is expressed by a low incidence of memberships in 
organisations and a reluctance to become active in improving welfare and 
the climate. For instance, three-​quarters of this cluster ate meat and would 
not stop eating meat or flying, and would not join a demonstration.

The habitus trait of self-​centred privatism is prevalent in about 8% of 
the sample, particularly among those with lower educational degrees and 
slightly below-​average incomes. It is predominated by older persons, men, 
and skilled and unskilled workers. This group distinguishes itself by the 
highest scores for ‘self-​enhancement’ (the opposite to ‘self-​transcendence’). 
That is, respondents are concerned with their personal and private mat-
ters and do not demonstrate much interest in broader political or societal 
issues, let alone transactions with nature, future generations or other human 
beings and species. Though this habitus type features a clear political ten-
dency toward the right, with a preference for the Sweden Democrats, the 
Social Democrats are nevertheless also mentioned more often than average 
as preferred party. The evaluation of climate policies is a bit more negative 
than average, but not the worst among all clusters, while opinions about 
welfare policies do not differ much from the average. Similar to passive anti-​
ecological conservativism, the habitus of self-​centred privatism involves a 
reluctance to become active in ecological and social matters. For example, 
over 70% would not stop eating meat or join a demonstration.

Environmental centralism is prevalent in a relatively large cluster (21% 
of the sample) and widespread among persons of average age, born in 
Sweden. It enjoys the uppermost socio-​economic status due to typical work 
positions in the higher service class. Awareness of climate change is greater 
than average, indicating an acknowledgement that nature is a necessary 
precondition for any kind of social life. State action in this policy area is 
appreciated. Yet this is combined with laissez-​faire views in relation to ine-
quality and social structures more generally, whereby public welfare poli-
cies, particularly directed at economic inequality such as income tax and 
maximum and basic incomes, are rejected. There is also a liberal trait domi-
nating perceptions of social interaction with others, expressed in moderate 
approval rates of an inclusive multiculturalism. In correspondence with the 
predominating upper locations in social space, people with this habitus feel 
immune when it comes to environmental risks and display low care for oth-
ers. Yet in contrast to a plain market liberalism, environmental centralism 
is characterised by the highest trust for established institutions such as the 
government, political parties and trade unions. The unique combination of 
moderate and liberal habitus traits makes this cluster strategically central 
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and contested. This is reflected in party preferences for the Centre and 
Liberal parties, which have in different political constellations joined the 
centre-​left and centre-​right blocs. While there is also some support for the 
Social Democrats and Greens, the political extremes (Left party and Sweden 
Democrats) are largely rejected. Concerning climate-​related political prac-
tices, this cluster actively supports environment-​friendly lifestyles, indicated 
by a greater than average approval of reduced meat consumption and flying.

The relatively large habitus group (16%) of eco-​modernist conservativ-
ism assembles people of average education, income and socio-​economic sta-
tus. It consists of slightly older than average people, usually born in Sweden 
and living in rural areas. Sixty per cent are women. Employment in the 
lower service class is widespread, with over 40% having jobs with an inter-
personal work logic. This corresponds to relatively high ‘self-​transcendence’ 
scores: people in this group care for nature (also indicated by an advanced 
climate-​change awareness and a rejection of fossil energy solutions), as well 
as other human beings and species. Yet, in relation to social structure, this is 
paired with a rather strong liberal market orientation and distrust in insti-
tutions, particularly the state. Inequality is, in other words, mostly seen as 
just and following from natural and meritocratic differences. Politically, 
this group is located on the right, with voting preferences for the Christian 
Democrats, Moderates and Sweden Democrats. The support for climate 
policies is average when it comes to personal contributions like increased 
taxes, but rather high concerning renewable energy and green electric-
ity –​ measures that do not financially hurt directly and are compatible with 
‘ecological modernisation’ and ‘green growth’, that is, market-​driven ideas. 
Ideas about the ‘autonomous individual’ that should be left in peace by state 
and society in the interest of the common good are correspondingly popular 
and predominate imaginaries of the inner being.

The trait fossil liberalism is dominant in about 10% of the sample and 
typically found among male (over 70%) and urban people with higher 
incomes. Self-​employment and independent and technical work predomi-
nate. The most distinctive disposition of this habitus type is what Fritz et al. 
(2021) call ‘fossilism’, the structural opposition to ‘sustainable welfare’, 
combining liberal market orientations, an animosity towards all kinds of 
climate and welfare policies, and a general lack of trust in institutions, par-
ticularly the state. Rejecting climate policies more than any other group, 
transactions with nature are interpreted in an almost exclusively instrumen-
tal way. Policies towards limiting inequalities within the social structure are 
likewise rejected. The individual’s place in society and nature is regarded 
as justly deriving from one’s own previous investments in work and educa-
tional system. One can conclude that ‘others’, human beings and species, are 
seen as mainly means to the end of individual achievement. Politically, this 
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cluster holds views closest to the right, with party preferences split across 
the Christian Democrats, Moderates and Sweden Democrats.

About 19% of the sample feature the habitus of active sustainable wel-
fare, in particular highly educated young people in urban areas, with an 
over-​representation of women (57%) and non-​religious persons (42%). 
With incomes somewhat below average and employment most often in inter-
personal work contexts, and disposing of a maximum of cultural capital but 
merely average amounts of economic capital, this is the social group that is 
most receptive to degrowth transformations. It features high scores on ‘self-​
transcendence’, that is, environmental values indicating non-​instrumental 
views on transactions with nature, and an advanced feeling of care respon-
sibilities, be it towards other human beings or other species. The high regard 
of others and equality is also reflected in the imaginary of the social struc-
ture: the group displays the strongest support of egalitarian values and for 
welfare via state redistributive policies. As a corollary, the individual self is 
here typically perceived as embedded in the social and environmental con-
text. Not surprisingly, this group tends to take political positions at the 
opposite pole from ‘fossil liberalism’ and ‘passive anti-​ecological conserva-
tivism’, with clear preferences for the Greens and the Left Party. It features 
not only the strongest support for all kinds of climate and welfare policies 
but also the most frequent actual activities (from stopping flying and eating 
meat, demonstrating and social media posts, to lobbying politicians).

In contrast, the habitus type moderate traditional welfare includes per-
sons with below average education and slightly below average incomes and 
socio-​economic statuses (16% overall). It also features the highest share 
of persons not born in Sweden (25%) and of people who belong to some 
official religion (80%). Though welfare concerns are held in higher regard 
than environmental concerns, this group is largely in support of both (the 
exception being taxation of meat), featuring the highest scores for caring 
responsibility and slightly above average self-​transcendence values. Hence, 
most people in this cluster neither prioritise economic growth over the envi-
ronment nor present individual wants over future needs, indicating transfor-
mational potential both on the planes of material transactions with nature 
and inner being. Yet in relation to social structure, the support for welfare 
policies and state redistribution is average. Regarding interaction with oth-
ers, this group submits to traditional hierarchical social relations and struc-
tures. Interestingly, people in this group hold individuals to be responsible 
for welfare and ecological degradation. It is politically drawn to the Social 
Democrats in combination with a dislike of Christian Democrats and the 
Left, taking positions somewhat left of the environmental centralists.

The seven habitus groups described and reinterpreted above in relation 
to their susceptibility to degrowth transformations are the empirical results 
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of a relational approach in which political position-​takings in the emerg-
ing eco-​social field are assumed to be the products of the intersection of 
habitus, field and capital. What becomes apparent is the structural habitus 
traits that lie behind the attitudes towards policy suggestions that normally 
remain unconsidered and/​or naturalised. Not only do the objective positions 
of the seven groups within society become intelligible, so do their relative 
distances, tensions and rupture lines, as well as their structural proximities 
and commonalities that complicate or facilitate the formation of political 
cross-​group coalitions for and against degrowth transformations.

Understood in this relational way, the social structure displays somewhat 
contradictory features. On the one hand, climate change and related eco-
logical threats have hitherto been picked up in rather classical and expected 
ways, the result being the reproduction rather than transformation of tra-
ditional social hierarchies (Fritz et al. 2021). The most ‘progressive’ social 
groups, featuring a maximum of cultural capital but finding themselves, in 
Bourdieu’s terminology, at the ‘dominated’ end of the ‘dominant’ class, are at 
the forefront of degrowth and transformational change (‘active sustainable 
welfare’). Meanwhile, the liberal right, characterised by a predominance of 
economic capital, is located at the opposite pole, resisting eco-​social efforts 
(‘fossil liberalism’). Not only do these two groups occupy opposite positions 
within the upper regions of social space and share correspondingly different 
dispositions and political position-​takings (see Figure 2 in Fritz et al. 2021), 
they also differ fundamentally in relation to the four planes of social being, 
indicating different degrees of susceptibility to degrowth transformations 
(Table 3). In fact, these two groups are the only ones that display largely 
consistent habitus traits in their diametrically opposed perceptions of mate-
rial transactions with nature, interactions with others, social structures and 
inner being. It is safe to say that a political convergence of the two structural 
poles can largely be excluded. Given the long-​term inertia of habitus traits, 
people with the habitus of fossil liberalism are unlikely to be convinced by 
the degrowth movement anytime soon. Fortunately, this is a rather small 
group comprising about a tenth of the population.11

On the other hand, the vast majority of people today feature habitus 
structures of an inconsistent kind, displaying varying degrees of susceptibil-
ity to degrowth on different planes. This makes new coalitions for socio-​
ecological transformations at least conceivable. Fritz et al. (2021) consider 
the example of a political alliance between representatives of active sustain-
able welfare and environmental centralism. Such an alliance would not only 
be structurally possible, it would also be capable of mobilising sufficient 
symbolic and material capital to achieve cultural and political hegemony. 
Differences that would need to be overcome lie in the respective views on 
the roles of business and social justice in socio-​ecological transformations. 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3  Degrowth transformational potentials of habitus groups along the planes of social being (O =​ Open to degrowth; 
S =​ Sceptical towards degrowth)
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Moreover, they lie in the planes of inner being and interactions with others 
(see Table 3). Proponents of ‘active sustainable welfare’ envision individuals 
as embedded in wider natural and social webs in combination with exhibit-
ing a feeling of care and responsibility towards them, while the liberal trait 
within ‘environmental centralism’ produces a tendency towards individual-
ism and low levels of care. Nevertheless, on three of the four planes there is 
at least some degree of agreement between the two groups, which political 
activism could try to enhance.

Beyond the two just-​mentioned habitus groups, people are not entirely 
against degrowth. To varying degrees on the different planes of social being 
they show some support for it. At this point it is worth remembering that 
habitus merely makes certain views and practices more likely than others. 
That is, it does not exclude the existence of other causal mechanisms behind 
practice, such as rational reasoning. The social sciences can generate knowl-
edge that makes it possible to target specific habitus groups in different 
ways, considering their current positions and position-​takings relative to the 
four planes of being. For example, when engaging with people characterised 
by habitus traits of ‘moderate traditional welfare’, one would need to think 
of ways to encourage them to contemplate their views on hierarchies and 
power. People in the habitus group of ‘passive anti-​ecological conservatism’ 
could be encouraged to reflect on the way they view humanity’s material 
transactions with nature. In the next section, we introduce a deliberative 
method of interaction between citizens, activists and researchers capable of 
facilitating such exchanges.

Deliberating degrowth transformations via citizen forums

Most people feature inconsistent habitus traits, making them more or 
less susceptible to degrowth transformations. This susceptibility may well 
increase in the current multidimensional crisis of capitalism. Yet whether 
the capitalist growth economy will eventually be overcome via a socio-​
ecological transformation and degrowth is far from certain. More often 
than not, the crisis of an established order has resulted in a new kind of 
orthodoxy where dominant interests are defended by replacing democratic 
rule by authoritarian rule and the use of force. New types of right-​wing 
populist movements combine a conservative critique of finance-​driven capi-
talism with chauvinistic and xenophobic slogans and provide the popular 
basis for an authoritarian solution to the crisis; that is, one in which the 
prevalent way of life in the rich countries is defended by, for instance, using 
military power and closing borders (Koch 2020a).
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At this juncture, strategies for bottom-​up mobilisations are critical. Such 
strategies also become possible due to a margin of freedom for political 
actions, projects and policies opening up at a time of crisis (Bourdieu 2000). 
These political actions and projects could rely on the dispositions of the 
habitus that are already susceptible to degrowth transformations, and be 
assisted by heterodox centres within academia. Academia can play a role 
in the processes of ‘counter training’ (Bourdieu 2000). This entails crea-
tion and expansion of spaces where the growth imperative ceases to occupy 
people’s minds. Examples of existing spaces include degrowth conferences, 
associated local events, and larger-​scale initiatives such as Transition towns 
(Chapter 4). An additional attempt of collaboration between researchers 
and other citizens are deliberative citizen forums, in which the knowledge 
of researchers, citizens and local stakeholders is combined to identify the 
goods and services necessary for sustainable needs satisfaction within a par-
ticular social context.

A framework for imagining and boosting transformational change is pro-
vided by the Human Scale Development methodology (Max-​Neef 1991). 
It introduces a distinction between fundamental human needs, which are 
understood as largely universal across time and space, and needs satisfi-
ers, which differ depending on specific historic, social and cultural contexts. 
Needs satisfiers may range from characteristics, attitudes, actions and norms 
to institutions, policies, physical environment or infrastructures and be 
operationalised at different scales and sites (including business, civil society 
and the state). Eleven citizen forums were carried out in 2020 on sustainable 
needs satisfaction in Sweden.12 In total 84 individuals participated in discus-
sions about how fundamental needs are satisfied today, and how this could 
be done in more sustainable ways. Forum participants discussed and distin-
guished between positive and negative needs satisfiers and then deliberated 
on linking satisfiers oriented at actions and measures to achieve an alterna-
tive future. In what follows, we relate selected forum data to our theoretical 
framework for degrowth transformations. Table 4 displays selected negative 
and Table 5 presents positive needs satisfiers as highlighted in the citizen 
forums in relation to the four planes of social being and the three sites of 
degrowth transformations: business, civil society and state. It is essential to 
recognise that any needs satisfier will exist simultaneously on all the four 
planes. Yet, it can also be argued that specific needs satisfiers feature more 
prominently on selected planes. Thus, in Tables 4 and 5 we assign specific 
needs satisfiers to one plane only to serve as examples.

In the site of civil society, participants highlight negative needs satisfiers 
such as fossil fuel dependency in transportations systems, limits to partici-
pation in democratic processes, privatisation of core infrastructures and 
services, and the corporate character of social media. The state is seen by 
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the participants as prioritising economic growth, reinforcing representative 
democratic systems, pursuing employment-​based pension policies and pro-
moting anthropocentrism. Finally, as regards business, participants identi-
fied negative needs satisfiers such as producing food via monoculture and 
promoting the culture of competitiveness, growth orientation, perfection-
ism, productivity and anthropocentrism.

In contrast to the negative needs satisfiers, the positive needs satisfiers 
identified by the participants in the site of civil society include advertisement-​
free spaces, renewal of democracy via deliberative citizen forums, public and 
localised systems of non-​commercial basic welfare provision, local curren-
cies, and life-​long learning. The state was envisioned by the participants as 
able to provide infrastructure for cycling and walking and life-​long learning 

Table 4  Negative needs satisfiers by sites of degrowth transformations (selection)

Civil society State Business

Material 
transactions  
with nature

Fossil fuel 
dependent and 
profit-​driven 
transport system

Overall policy 
priority of 
economic growth

Transport policies 
that complicate 
fossil-​free ways 
of travelling

Monocultures

Social interactions 
between people

Limits of 
representative 
democracy 
undermining 
social 
participation

Reinforces 
representative 
democratic 
systems

Competitiveness

Social structures Privatisation of core 
infrastructures/​
basic services

Standardised 
teaching practices 
in education 
system

Pension policies 
based on 
employment 
records

Growth imperative

Inner being Corporate social 
media

Anthropocentrism
Illusion of social 

differences as 
following from 
meritocratic 
principles

Perfectionism and 
productivity

Anthropocentrism
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opportunities for all, and strengthen deliberative elements in democratic insti-
tutions and socialise social media. Positive needs satisfiers discussed by forum 
participants in relation to the site of business include sufficiency, localisation, 
participatory budgeting, reduction in working time and the ethic of care.

In conclusion

A considerable gap exists between what sustainability researchers regard 
as necessary behavioural changes to bring production and consumption 
patterns within planetary and social limits and what large portions of the 
Swedish population are currently prepared to undertake. Reforms designed 
to introduce/​expand basic services are far more popular than reforms target-
ing the excessive lifestyles of the rich. This supports previous studies that 
have dealt with the ideological effect inherent in the capitalist mode of pro-
duction. Not only economic categories but also social structures appear as 
natural and just (Koch 2018a). Targeting the wealth of rich citizens tends 

Table 5  Positive needs satisfiers by sites of degrowth transformations (selection)

Civil society State Business

Material 
transactions  
with nature

Advertisement-​free 
zones

Infrastructure 
for cycling and 
walking

Sufficiency
Localisation
Sharing, repair 

and recycling 
economy

Social interactions 
between people

Democratic renewal 
via deliberative 
citizen forums

Introduce/​strengthen 
deliberative 
elements in 
democratic 
institutions

Participatory 
budgeting

Social structures Socialised/​public and 
localised system of 
non-​commercial 
basic welfare 
provision

Local currencies

Life-​long learning 
opportunities 
for all

Universal basic 
income and 
universal basic 
services

Working time 
reduction

Inner being Life-​long learning
Mindfulness, 

meditation

Decommodify/​
socialise social 
media

Care
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to be regarded as motivated by envy and is consequently rejected. This 
attitude is, however, not equally featured across social groups. Most peo-
ple exhibit rather inconsistent habitus structures. Only a small minority is 
against degrowth transformations; a larger share of the Swedish population 
welcomes such change outright, whereas the vast majority is susceptible to 
some elements of bottom-​up degrowth strategies while refusing others.

Future research could further explore group-​specific habitus formations 
in relation to various aspects of degrowth transformations along the four 
planes of being in the sites of civil society, state and business. Such theo-
retically guided empirical contributions potentially constitute important 
pursuits in addressing different segments of the population in ‘tailor-​made’ 
ways. Such studies could also be relevant in other countries and provide 
comparative data.

Citizen forums and similar deliberative methods are useful in bringing 
academic and practical knowledge together. The experiences of the Swedish 
forums suggest that it is possible to create conditions where people feel free 
to critically reflect on their life, nature, economy and society and share their 
thoughts. Even a superficial consideration of the positive needs satisfiers in 
Table 5 indicates the arrogance of the idea of leaving core societal tasks such 
as policymaking and planning exclusively to experts. The practical knowl-
edge of the dwellers of local communities is indispensable when co-​creating 
livelihoods with the potential of bringing production and consumption pat-
terns within planetary boundaries while satisfying human needs. We can 
only speculate as to whether the public support for the suggested eco-​social 
policies in Table 2 would increase if a significantly greater share of the popu-
lation partook in similar deliberative forums and had a chance to collec-
tively reflect. Governments could support such participatory exercises by 
enhancing the status of citizen forums and giving them advisory character. 
This would echo a range of degrowth proposals for more direct democracy.

Notes

	 1	 Conversely, environmental and social activists sometimes underestimate the 
structural power asymmetries they are up against. The results may include 
extreme stress and burn-​out experiences.

	 2	 The percentage of Swedish residents who are concerned about both welfare 
and environmental issues is comparatively high. More than in other EU coun-
tries, they tend to be supportive of sustainable welfare and eco-​social policies 
(Fritz and Koch 2019; Otto and Gugushvili 2020; Zimmermann and Graziano 
2020; Emilsson 2022). We therefore consider Sweden an appropriate case to 
study people’s susceptibility to degrowth transformations.
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	 3	 The final response rate of the survey study was 32% (951 out of 3,000 respond-
ents). See Lee et al. (2023) for more detailed information on data material and 
representativity, survey methodology and additional results.

	 4	 The overall response rate in this survey was 31%, that is, 1,529 out of 5,000 
(see Fritz et al. 2021, Emilsson 2022 and Khan et al. 2022 for more details on 
data material and representativity, survey strategy and additional results).

	 5	 In the 2021 survey the maximum income was set at 2 million euros per year 
and person, beyond which 100% taxation would kick in.

	 6	 There are sizeable shares of respondents that neither consider the proposals 
positively nor negatively (‘undecided’). One possible explanation is a lack of 
more detailed information as to how these policy reforms are to be applied –​ 
how they would be funded, which regulatory frameworks may be used/​created 
among many other issues –​ and with what outcomes. Another possibility is that 
some of these proposals are simply too novel and/​or radical for the respondents 
to take any stance. The idea of a maximum income, for example, is not pro-
moted by any political party in Sweden. If this situation changed, it is conceiv-
able that support rates would increase.

	 7	 This position is typically represented by Louis Althusser’s Marxist and Lévy-​
Strauss’s anthropological structuralisms, Émile Durkheim and Talcott Parsons’ 
functionalisms and Niklas Luhmann’s system theory.

	 8	 For this ‘bottom-​up’ approach stand sociologists as different as Erving 
Goffman, George Herbert Mead and Herbert Blumer, as well as Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s philosophy.

	 9	 Hence, the insistence on social structures and, as a corollary, statistical likeli-
hoods for certain preferences to be expressed by certain groups, does not at 
all deny the distinct existences of human beings within these structures, nor 
the empirical cases where individuals develop different subjectivities within the 
same social background (Archer 2003).

	 10	 Some of these dimensions have clear-​cut literal oppositions that we made 
explicit such as ‘self-​transcendence’ versus ‘self-​enhancement’. In relation to 
other dimensions such as ‘power and control’ there are no direct oppositional 
terms. Habitus types were constructed according to the combined scores on 
these dimensions.

	 11	 This share may of course be somewhat larger or smaller in other countries but 
is unlikely to be a majority.

	 12	 For methodological details and further forum results from the project 
Sustainable Welfare for a New Generation of Social Policy, see Lindellee et al. 
(2021), Koch et al. (2021) and Lee et al. (2023).

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

   



In the preceding chapters, we have unfolded a theoretical perspective on 
degrowth transformations. We contend that for degrowth to materialise on 
a societal level, it requires transformations so comprehensive that no single 
actor, no single type of process, and no single type of mechanism will suf-
fice to bring it about. In a nutshell, then, the perspective suggests that for 
degrowth transformations to occur, actions in the sites of civil society, busi-
ness and the state are necessary –​ and they are necessary also on all scales, 
including the local, the national and the transnational. For degrowth to 
materialise, in other words, activities of agents positioned everywhere are 
required. In conceptualising degrowth in terms of deep transformations, we 
also highlight that it would necessitate profound changes on all planes of 
social being: (a) material transactions with nature, (b) social interactions 
between people, (c) social structure and (d) people’s inner being (Bhaskar 
1986, 1993).

In this concluding chapter, we connect a number of the key arguments 
made in previous chapters and expand on our perspective on degrowth 
transformations by relating it more systematically to the four planes model. 
In this context, we propose a new, holistic definition of degrowth. We also 
elaborate on the view of human beings underpinning our perspective before 
we end the book by identifying various issues meriting further contempla-
tion and dialogue.

Less and more: on the dialectics of reduction and growth

Unsurprisingly, given the name that was chosen for it, degrowth is widely 
associated with reduction, with less.1 This is unfortunate, because while 
degrowth is indeed about reducing various aspects of what currently exists, 
it is just as much about expanding other aspects. Degrowth is, in other 
words, also about more. Proponents of degrowth frequently call for growth 
in wellbeing (Hickel 2020), specific economic sectors (Jackson 2016), moral 
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agency (Nesterova 2021c) and social justice (Demaria et al. 2013). Further 
to the distinction made between positive and negative needs satisfiers 
(Chapter 7), degrowth can be seen to entail both less and more on all the 
four aforementioned planes of being (Buch-​Hansen and Nesterova 2023). 
In what follows, we first look at features that would need to be reduced on 
the various planes before turning to an elaboration of what would need 
to grow.

The early chapters of the book outlined how capitalism has adverse effects 
on all planes of social being. The capitalist organisation of societies and 
the capitalist growth imperative shape humans’ material transactions with 
nature. Under capitalism, nature is exploited, commercialised, reshaped 
and destroyed more than under any other economic system. Against this, 
degrowth aims for a considerably smaller throughput of matter and energy, 
with reduced greenhouse gas emissions and less waste and pollution. This 
outcome is to be accomplished via, for example, less production and con-
sumption of unnecessary goods and services, less flying and fewer transpor-
tation miles (Hassler et al. 2019; Trainer 2012). Prerequisites for these and 
other reductions in the ecological footprints of humans, especially materi-
ally privileged ones, include a less exploitative and instrumentalist approach 
towards nature (Næss 1990) and that nature is to a far smaller extent trans-
formed into industrial sites (such as monoculture plantations of food crops 
and forests) and built environments (Nesterova 2022a).

Capitalist structures shape social interactions between humans, as a 
result of which they come to be based on, for example, antagonism, com-
petitiveness, instrumentalism and alienation. Degrowth entails that interac-
tions come to be shaped less by these and other intersubjective attitudes 
and features, including, for example, racism, sexism, intolerance and cli-
mate change denial. Capitalist social structures also produce hierarchies 
and deep inequalities within and between societies. Degrowth implies less 
competition among companies and other organisations as well as among 
individuals. It also implies moving towards socio-​economic systems on all 
scales with reduced social and economic inequalities, fewer hierarchies and 
less bureaucracy. This would involve, for instance, state steering different 
from the types prevailing in contemporary capitalism. For example, pow-
ers could be delegated from the national to the local scale, the idea being 
that this is the scale at which citizens could come to directly participate in 
shaping various policies affecting them (Chapter 5). Finally, while people 
are impacted differently by capitalism and internalise social structures dif-
ferently (as seen in the analysis of habitus types in Chapter 7), capitalist 
structures instil greed and egoism in the inner being of humans, contribut-
ing to nurturing the mode of having orientation (Fromm 2013) towards the 
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world. Degrowth, to the contrary, implies an altogether different outlook, 
that most people become less egocentric, entitled and hedonistic.

Bhaskar’s diagnosis was that our world finds itself in crises on all the var-
ious planes (Bhaskar 2016). On top of the ecological crisis on plane (a), the 
crisis of democracy on plane (b) and the inequality crisis on plane (c), comes 
an existential crisis on plane (d). While this is certainly a gloomy diagnosis, 
in a sense it does not capture the depth of the current crisis. That is, not 
only does the world confront a crisis on each plane, several intertwined, 
and mutually reinforcing, crises exist on each plane and across the planes. 
To give but one example, the climate and biodiversity crises unfolding on 
plane (a) amplify one another and have ramifications such as mental health 
issues on plane (d) (Cianconi et al. 2020). It follows from what was said in 
the preceding paragraphs that, seen from the vantage point of degrowth, 
the capitalist organisation of society and the capitalist growth imperative 
constitute direct or indirect causes of most of the aspects of contemporary 
societies that need to be reduced or altogether abolished if an eco-​social col-
lapse is to be avoided.

Yet as we observed above, degrowth is also about growth, expansion, 
more. Indeed, it is helpful to see reduction as standing in a dialectical rela-
tionship with growth. A smaller throughput of matter and energy (plane [a]‌) 
requires not only various forms of reduction, it also necessitates that more 
clean energy forms are used and that more behaviour comes to be informed 
by respect and regard for non-​human beings, biodiversity and life (Næss 
1990). This involves, for instance, that more economic activities become 
more nature-​ and place-​based, that increasingly the specific constellations 
of natural structures existing in specific locations are taken into considera-
tion (Nesterova 2022b). If social interactions (plane [b]) are to be premised 
less on antagonism, they need instead to become based more on values and 
principles such as tolerance of diversity, respect and concern for others, 
empathy, sufficiency, gentleness and care. If social structures are to involve 
fewer hierarchies, deep inequalities and competition, they need instead to 
involve more flat hierarchies and a more equal distribution of economic and 
other resources, as well as more collaborative relations (plane [c]). Finally, 
if the mode of having is to become less prevalent, substantial inner growth 
is required (plane [d]) so that the mode of being can become more prevalent 
(Fromm 2013). Most people would need to change themselves, becoming 
more attuned to joy, reflection and mindfulness, becoming more capable of 
feeling oneness with the world as a whole (cf. Fromm 2022; Næss 1990). 
In Table 6 we summarise some of the items on the four planes that would 
entail reduction or growth with degrowth; additional less and more items 
can be found in the analysis of, respectively, negative and positive needs 
satisfiers in Chapter 7.

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



Table 6  Less and more on four planes

Less More

(a) Material transactions 
with nature

Matter and energy 
throughput, extractivism 
and instrumental 
treatment of nature, 
waste, pollution, 
greenhouse gas 
emissions, production 
and consumption of 
unnecessary goods, 
transportation/​food miles, 
built environments

Cleaner energy forms, 
regard for nature, 
preservation of 
biodiversity and life, 
place-​sensitivity, 
place-​based activities/​
localisation, nature-​
based economic 
activities

(b) Social interactions Competitiveness, greed, 
individualism, intolerance, 
racism, sexism, 
climate change denial, 
homophobia, xenophobia, 
hate, fear, alienation, 
instrumental treatment  
of humans

Empathy, compassion, 
peacefulness, solidarity, 
sufficiency, kindness, 
generosity and 
tolerance of diversity, 
spontaneous right 
action, fellow-​feeling, 
respect and concern for 
others, care, mutual 
learning, democracy

(c) Social structures Growth imperative, 
competition, inequality, 
patriarchy, rigid 
hierarchies, bureaucracy, 
structures of oppression, 
exploitation, domination, 
poverty, suffering

Collaboration, equal 
distribution of 
economic and 
other resources, flat 
hierarchies

(d) Inner being Egoism and ego-​realisation, 
egocentrism, equating 
the ego with the self, 
short-​term orientation, 
entitlement, possessiveness 
and materialism  
(‘to have’), hedonism

Love, creativity, oneness, 
gentleness towards 
being and beings, 
awareness, curiosity, 
transcending the 
narrow ego/​self, seeing 
oneself as part of the 
broader existence, self-​
realisation, fulfilment, 
harmony, joy (‘to be’)

Source: Buch-​Hansen and Nesterova (2023).
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An advantage of our ‘less and more perspective’ is its ability to highlight 
that, although it implies deep transformations on all four planes, degrowth 
would still build on forms, practices, ideas and values that already exist. 
Indeed, everything in the ‘more’ column in the above table already exists. 
For example, multiple degrowth-​compatible initiatives, movements and 
modes of being already can be found alongside or even within capitalist 
economies, as well as alongside consumer societies (Burkhart et al. 2020; 
Gibson-​Graham and Dombroski 2020). Yet they do not yet exist on the 
necessary scale. It is paramount for degrowth practice and research to iden-
tify niches of such initiatives and modes of being and identify the structural 
preconditions within which they may be expanded to become ‘dominant’ in 
their own right.

A related advantage of the perspective is that it makes it possible to avoid 
viewing degrowth in overly crude and reductionist terms. We come back 
to other aspects of this below, but one aspect is that it becomes clearer that 
it is not the case that what currently exists will entirely disappear so that 
something entirely new can appear instead. Just as the items in the more 
column to a (typically limited) extent exist in contemporary capitalism, so 
the items in the less column would not right away, if at all, be obliterated in 
a degrowth society. For example, a certain matter and energy throughput is 
an inevitable part of human existence and activity. Still, degrowth transfor-
mations would entail that the balance tips decisively in favour of the items 
in the more column.

In Chapter 3 we pointed to various prerequisites for degrowth to mate-
rialise on a wide scale. Building on political economy scholarship, we iden-
tified a major crisis as a first prerequisite, noting that currently capitalism 
finds itself if not in a systemic crisis, then certainly in a multidimensional 
structural crisis. As a second prerequisite we pointed to the need for a politi-
cal project that can inform political decision-​making, suggesting that at least 
in some important respects degrowth may be considered such a project. In 
this context we pointed to some of the many policies that are being dis-
cussed in degrowth circles. A third prerequisite we identified was the mobi-
lisation of a comprehensive coalition of social forces (a power bloc) pushing 
for degrowth. We suggested that currently no coalition powerful enough 
to bring about degrowth exists. We also noted that whereas coalitions are 
typically analysed in class-​based terms in political economy scholarship, 
degrowth entails transformations of a depth and magnitude necessitating 
the combined actions of myriad actors positioned in states, civil society 
and business. Indeed, just as transformations would require democratically 
adopted policies implemented by local, national and transnational state 
apparatuses, so they would require a wide range of bottom-​up civil society 
and business initiatives on the same scales.
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As a final prerequisite for degrowth transformations, we highlighted the 
need for widespread popular consent to it, something that currently also does 
not exist. We observed that such consent would require self-​transformation 
at the level of the individual, involving that people come to view degrowth 
as something desirable and a sensible development. In the absence of such 
self-​transformation, it is difficult to imagine the rise of a pro-​degrowth com-
prehensive coalition of social forces and electoral majorities consenting to 
degrowth policies. Importantly, as the analysis of data collected in Sweden 
shows, not all degrowth policies are equally (un)popular. Moreover, differ-
ent habitus groups exhibit different degrees of susceptibility to degrowth 
policies on the various planes of being (Chapter 7).

In our view, for degrowth to materialise on the four planes, pervasive 
and sustained gentleness and care for and towards non-​human beings 
and nature, other people, society and one’s inner being are required. In 
other words, we see gentleness and care as underlying principles that can 
guide transformations across the various planes (Buch-​Hansen 2021). As 
we understand it, gentleness involves a felt sensitivity to the condition and 
suffering of humans and non-​humans (Bhaskar 1993; Sayer 2011; Næss 
1990), a reflective and genuine concern and intentional humanness and 
kindness towards being and beings manifested in our actions (see also 
Dufourmantelle 2018). As for care, we understand it ‘as a species activity 
that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our 
“world” so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes 
our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to inter-
weave in a complex, life-​sustaining web’ (Fisher and Tronto 1990: 40). 
Several scholars have pointed to care as an aspect of degrowth, highlight-
ing, for example, care for nature and that care work should be recognised 
as work (Spash 1993; Dengler and Lang 2022). Yet we understand care to 
be at the heart of what degrowth transformations entail and regard it as 
an act or practice that is exercised when gentleness constitutes one’s core 
attitude towards the world.

Further to the above observations, we conceptualise degrowth as deep 
transformations occurring on all four interrelated planes of social being, 
on different scales and in all sites, guided by gentleness and care, towards a 
society co-​existing harmoniously within itself and with nature.

Plane thinking: avoiding reductionism and binaries

In thinking of degrowth transformations, and in practising degrowth, it is 
crucial to avoid reductionism, acknowledge the interconnectedness of the 
planes of being and to recognise diversity on each plane.
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Reductionism with respect to the planes consists in giving primacy to one 
or more of them while excluding or downplaying the importance of the rest. 
Such reductionism should be avoided inasmuch as it leads to superficial and 
one-​dimensional perspectives, as well as to problematic practices. For exam-
ple, if human transactions with nature are regarded as the all-​important 
plane, it may well result in the adoption of policies that inflict harm on the 
inner being of human beings. A proposal such as that to introduce ‘birth 
permits’ to control population growth (Daly 1991) would be a case in point. 
A similarly problematic, indeed distorted, perspective results from giving 
primacy to self-​transformations on plane (d) of inner being to the exclusion 
of consideration of, say, the structural context within which such trans-
formations are to unfold. The point here is that, in relation to degrowth 
as well as in relation to any social phenomenon, all four planes should be 
recognised as important.

Our point is not to suggest that all research needs to focus equally on 
each plane. It may well be the case that particular research questions make it 
relevant to focus on particular planes and not others. For example, research 
on institutional forms (Chapter 2) and the processes through which they 
come into being may focus less on planes (a) and (d) than on (b) and (c), that 
is, on social interactions and structures. Yet any institutional form exists 
and has effects on all the planes. For example, money –​ whether taking 
the form of physical notes and coins or being digital –​ entails consumption 
of matter and energy and thus involves transactions with nature. And the 
extent to which society and markets are organised around money cannot 
but affect subjectivities. As such, it is ultimately insufficient (reductionist) 
to analyse the monetary regime (or any other institutional form) in terms of 
only some of the planes.

Extant degrowth scholarship does typically focus on multiple planes, 
albeit without using the plane terminology. Nonetheless, there is also a clear 
tendency for it to focus mainly on certain planes, not least those of mate-
rial transactions with nature (plane [a]‌) and social structure (plane [c]). The 
focus on the former plane is seen in, for instance, research dealing with 
questions related to the size of the economy and throughput of matter and 
energy, whereas the focus on the latter plane can be seen in, for instance, 
works focusing on the need to transcend capitalism and reduce economic 
inequality (e.g., Latouche 2009). In particular, the plane of inner being has 
received little attention, both in degrowth scholarship (Brossmann and Islar 
2020) and sustainability research more generally (Ives et al. 2020; Woiwode 
et al. 2021). As we have alluded to several times in this book, this plane 
is no less important than the other planes –​ in fact it is essential to take it 
into consideration in relation to degrowth transformations. Deep changes, 
indeed massive growth, is needed on this plane.
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It is also important to recognise the interconnectedness of the planes. 
Initiatives –​ be it in the site of civil society, the state, business or combina-
tions thereof –​ resulting in desirable results on one plane do not necessarily 
also result in positive outcomes on other planes. Consider, for example, 
the well-​known definition of degrowth according to which it is ‘an equi-
table downscaling of production and consumption that increases human 
well-​being and enhances ecological conditions at the local and global level’ 
(Schneider et al. 2010: 511). By pointing to how changes on plane (a) result 
in positive changes on plane (d), this definition recognises the interrelated-
ness of planes. This image of downscaling being a process leading directly to 
a state of wellbeing is very common in the degrowth literature (e.g., Hickel 
2020; Trainer 2020). Yet the question is how realistic this scenario is. On 
one hand, people would, hopefully, experience degrowth transformations 
as meaningful and pleasant in important respects. On the other hand, it 
seems very likely that giving up on the mode of having, adapting to a life-
style with a small ecological footprint, would cause people to have all sorts 
of concerns and problems. Observing how moving towards the mode of 
being can be challenging, Fromm writes that ‘ “to be” requires giving up 
one’s egocentricity and selfishness …. But most people find giving up their 
having orientation too difficult; any attempt to do so arouses their intense 
anxiety’ (2013: 76–​77). It should thus be recognised that it may well be the 
case that degrowth-​desirable changes on plane (a), such as a downscaling 
of production and consumption, does not lead to immediately improved 
human wellbeing on plane (d) (see also Koch et al. 2017).

This point is vital to keep in mind when designing and implementing the 
various types of policies discussed in degrowth circles (Chapter 5). While 
these policies are generally meant to absent or reduce ‘less’ items while pro-
moting the growth of ‘more’ items (Table 6), they may come to have posi-
tive effects on some planes and negative on others. When designing policies 
aimed to reduce humans’ ecological footprint on plane (a), effects on the 
three other planes should be carefully considered. It should also be consid-
ered that the same policy may have both positive and negative effects on the 
same plane. For example, a policy leading to the outsourcing of dirty pro-
duction or export of waste may improve material transactions with nature 
in one country while making them worse in other countries. Another exam-
ple is caps on income and wealth. This policy instrument could constitute 
a potent way to simultaneously reduce economic inequality (plane [c]‌) and 
undermine the ability of rich people to lead environmentally unsustainable 
lifestyles (plane [a]). However, if the revenue from such caps is redistrib-
uted to those at the bottom of the income ladder, the result may well be 
that aggregate demand is stimulated, leading to environmentally harmful 
production, consumption and growth (plane [a]) (Buch-​Hansen and Koch 
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2019). This suggests that it is necessary to not merely consider any particu-
lar policy in relation to each of the four planes, it is also necessary to con-
sider the combined effects of different degrowth policy mixes.

Finally, it is important to recognise diversity on each plane (Nesterova 
2022b). Unfortunately, when presenting visions of desired futures, much 
degrowth scholarship overlooks that not all individuals treasure the same 
forms of social interactions (plane [b]‌). This can be observed in, for instance, 
the context of visions centred around ‘conviviality’, a concept denoting 
that human beings enjoy one another’s company while acting in solidarity 
(Liegey and Nelson 2020: 2). It is also common to see degrowth scholars 
treat human wellbeing in a narrow way, as something that will come about 
from living in eco-​communities (Cattaneo 2015) or other small communi-
ties (Trainer 2020), as well as from engaging in activities like drama, medi-
tation or craft workshops in community settings (Jackson and Victor 2013).

The problem with presenting degrowth visions in this manner is that peo-
ple are different (plane [d]‌). Some thrive in settings with convivial interac-
tions, decentralised decision-​making, communal living and the like. Others, 
for a variety of reasons, by no means thrive in such contexts. For them, well-
being may be associated with spending time alone or in smaller groups and/​
or from engaging with non-​human beings and features of nature, say trees 
and lakes. In articulating visions of degrowth futures it is thus important to 
recognise that wellbeing has different sources for different individuals, and 
that one form of life, say a convivial life in an ecovillage, is not necessarily 
better than another form of life, say a solitary mode of being (e.g., Thoreau 
2016). This is the case in relation to degrowth transformations and it is the 
case in general. Degrowth, then, should not be equated with one specific 
life form.

Further to this, a nuanced perspective on degrowth transformations 
necessitates moving beyond crude binary thinking, that is, thinking in 
terms of opposites such as sustainable versus unsustainable, degrowth ver-
sus growth, all good versus all bad.2 The problem with describing complex 
social processes and entities in such terms is that most processes and enti-
ties contain a mixture of positive and negative elements. For example, the 
same business can incorporate multiple degrowth-​compatible and multiple 
unsustainable elements, and over time the constellation of these elements 
can change. It is also important to recognise that businesses operate under 
different conditions, which may hinder or facilitate their transformations. 
For example, the not-​for-​profit sector is subjected to different company 
laws in different settings, even in countries with similar legal traditions such 
as the Scandinavian countries (Gjems-​Onstad 1996). Again, however, it is 
important not to equate not-​for-​profit businesses with degrowth, the reason 
being that such businesses –​ like for-​profit businesses –​ may incorporate both 
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degrowth-​compatible and degrowth-​incompatible elements (Chapter 6). 
The aforementioned less-​and-​more dialectic in many ways already exists 
within organisations as well as in human lives. Avoiding binary thinking 
brings the plurality of practices and complexity to the surface, making it 
possible to evaluate the different elements, seeing how each of them can 
become more in line with degrowth. Taking such an approach is less likely 
to alienate people, businesses and policymakers than the approach of setting 
up unrealistic and perfectionistic standards.

Further to the observation that settings differ, it is also important to rec-
ognise that neither degrowth policies nor policy mixes can or should be the 
same in different locations. There are at least two reasons for this. One is 
that policies that come into being via genuinely democratic processes are 
unlikely to be identical across different settings. The other is that for poli-
cies to have the desired effects, their design and implementation need to be 
tailored to the uniqueness of the natural and social settings, people and sec-
tors they cover. To illustrate, the degrowth literature advocates small-​scale 
organic farming instead of large-​scale monoculture and it advocates work 
time reduction in the form of shorter workdays or workweeks. Yet it is 
important to recognise that organic farming involves working with nature 
in accordance with its rhythms rather than in accordance with a schedule. 
In some periods, intensive and extensive work is required; in other periods 
there is little work to do. As such, policies fixing daily, weekly or monthly 
work hours at a particular level could turn out highly counterproductive. 
Degrowth policies would also differ depending on the scales at which they 
are enacted. Some policies are suitable for the local scale, others for the 
national and still others for the transnational. For example, it is difficult 
to imagine how a cap on income and/​or wealth could work properly in the 
absence of extensive transnational coordination.

Hope and humanism: why degrowth is going to happen

The scale and depth of the transformations needed for degrowth to happen 
are vast. Only if one adopts a particular view of human beings can it be 
assumed that such transformations, despite the various challenges associ-
ated with them, will come to be perceived as desirable and be sought after. 
This view is overall hopeful, positive and optimistic, corresponding largely 
to the ideas and ideals of humanism and fields which draw inspiration from 
it, such as humanistic psychology (Schneider et al. 2015) and humanistic 
geography (Tuan 2008). Humanism emphasises general human goodness 
and human potential for growth and self-​realisation, while avoiding naively 
equating human goodness with sainthood or perfection. To assume general 
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human goodness is not to say that humans are only good. Indeed, it is easy 
to find examples of the contrary, manifested in exploitation, aggression and 
violence towards fellow humans, non-​humans and nature. Moreover, each 
human being is a unique individual. Importantly, the emphasis humanism 
places on humans does not entail anthropocentrism or a human-​centric 
approach. Humanism considers it to be within human capacity to experi-
ence and enact concern and care towards other beings and nature (Pilisuk 
and Joy 2015).

Humanism equally honours our selfhood (but not egoism) and our abil-
ity to relate in a healthy and intentional manner with the self, others (fellow 
humans and non-​humans) and nature. It highlights our human capacities for 
intentionality, creativity, love, benevolence, fellow-​feeling, empathy, con-
cern and care, as well as our ability, and even inherent need, for growth in 
relation to each of those capacities and development as persons. This holis-
tic development, made possible by our human nature (Chapter 1), is self-​
transformation. In our view, such self-​transformation, though not sufficient, 
is necessary for degrowth to materialise. We intentionally avoid singling out 
any particular group of agents such as businesspersons or politicians who 
need to self-​transform. Instead, we suggest that self-​transformation should 
be a wish, commitment and activity of all humans irrespective of their roles 
within societies.

The possibility of self-​transformation creates the sense of hope that a har-
monious, peaceful and long-​term coexistence between humans and nature, 
and within humanity, is possible. Self-​transformation can be brought about 
via a variety of mechanisms relating to the self, others and nature. In terms 
of the self, it is helpful to view personal growth as a meaningful and ‘life-
long process’ (Cassis and Birchmore 1985: 38). Personal growth is self-​
transformative when it aims at humanist ideals of creativity, love, freedom, 
empathy, fellow-​feeling, kindness, joy and others. Otherwise, it is illusory, 
or is a personal decline, if it is aimed at accumulation, status and other 
manifestations of the ‘mode of having’ (Fromm 2013).

Importantly, personal growth is not only a matter of learning about dif-
ferent modes of being and outlining an ecological worldview, but a matter 
of living this worldview, bringing it into one’s everyday practice. Indeed, a 
‘person can no more learn about humanism by reading about it than he can 
learn about music, painting, or teaching by intellectual effort alone. They 
must all be experienced to be known’ (Robinson 1977: 636). Since degrowth 
is an inherently ecological vision of the future which is acutely mindful of 
our interconnection with nature, nurturing one’s relationship with nature is 
essential. Connection with nature is self-​transformative and helps humans 
transcend the feeling of meaninglessness and emptiness of being in a tech-
nological and consumerist society (May 2009). Apart from nature, relating 
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with others can provide opportunities for working together towards a 
degrowth future: the scale of transformation required for degrowth is only 
achievable if the effort is collective. Yet the notion of ‘others’ does not have 
to be limited to humans or ‘others of my kind’ (Heidegger 2001: 156). Being 
with more-​than-​human others such as trees, mountains and rivers can pro-
vide inspiration for self-​transformations (Softas-​Nall and Woody 2017) and 
a sense of desire to preserve other beings, their future generations and their 
habitats (Regan 1981).

Self-​transformations unfold within the frameworks of social systems and 
structures. Fromm (2013: 8) observed that ‘a change of the human heart is 
possible only to the extent that drastic economic and social changes occur 
that give the human heart the chance for change and the courage and the 
vision to achieve it’. While it appears natural to emphasise the self and its 
becoming when discussing self-​transformations, it is thus important to con-
template structural mechanisms which can facilitate growth on the plane of 
inner being. Such mechanisms can be, for instance, a transformed system of 
education which is orientated towards personal growth and non-​utilitarian 
and non-​anthropocentric philosophies, and eco-​social policies which create 
spaces and opportunities for such growth. Throughout the book, we have 
offered multiple examples of such policies.

Towards new dialogues

Reflecting on all-​encompassing and deep transformations is an interdisci-
plinary endeavour. In this book, multiple fields of knowledge such as phi-
losophy, political economy, sociology and geography, which are outside the 
traditional disciplinary groundings of degrowth (that is, ecological econom-
ics and political ecology), have provided inspiration and made possible a 
deep and holistic theorisation of degrowth transformations. However, many 
possibilities for further unfolding our understanding of degrowth transfor-
mations remain. While acknowledging that it is impossible to fully cap-
ture and outline the multitude of interdisciplinary dialogues that could take 
place and be fruitful, in what follows we end the book by indicating some 
pathways for further investigations. We focus particularly on some of the 
loose ends of contemplations contained in this book.

In terms of pathways for further research, we invite investigations of 
problematic and uncomfortable areas where the somewhat idealistic vision 
of degrowth meets the existing structures of the real world. Such problem-
atic areas include, for instance, the question of large businesses and long 
supply chains, and questions of technology and our societies’ overwhelming 
reliance on it. Not only is it difficult to imagine the human world functioning 
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while relying on small-​scale production and lower technologies, but also the 
services and technologies which degrowth celebrates (for example, railway 
travel, modern healthcare and education) inherently rely on large-​scale pro-
duction and service provision, large businesses and global supply chains. 
Moreover, it may be the case that the ambitious objective of degrowth to 
reduce matter and energy throughput requires the use of technology to col-
lect and monitor data. The extent to which the large-​scale and global reduc-
tions envisioned by degrowth proponents are accomplished should not be 
merely intuitive: while transformations should be motivated by a deeply 
transformed worldview and ethic, measurement of progress towards them 
is necessary. Another problematic area deserving far more attention is the 
legal aspects of degrowth. That is, many questions remain unanswered with 
respect to the legal implications of degrowth transformations and with 
respect to what degrowth-​facilitating regulations and legislations may look 
like on different scales, in different places, and for different sites.

It appears timely to engage in more serious dialogues with other sustain-
ability fields and ideas such as circular economy and strong sustainabil-
ity. While ideological, political and philosophical differences between, say, 
degrowth and circular economy exist, the common desire for a genuinely 
sustainable society can provide a starting point for fruitful collaborations 
(Dzhenghiz et al. 2023; Nesterova and Buch-​Hansen 2023; Savini 2023). 
Circular economy can assist the efforts of degrowth researchers by provid-
ing insights into processes and designs which can help achieve more sustain-
able modes of production and service provision, as well as cases of concrete 
industries and examples of legislation. Equally productive dialogues can 
take place between degrowth and fields of knowledge which share with 
degrowth a deep appreciation of, and care towards, nature and the need for 
individual humans and humanity in general to relate with nature differently. 
Ecopsychology (e.g., Roszak et al. 1995) and humanistic psychology (e.g., 
Schneider et al. 2015) are such fields.

While in this book we have adopted a critical realist perspective as our 
philosophical grounding and commitment, other philosophies may shed light 
on deep transformations and open new spaces for new methodologies (eth-
nographies, sensory and embodied methods etc.) and new lines of inquiry. 
For instance, degrowth traditionally focused on human wellbeing and mostly 
included non-​humans under the label of nature. New materialism (see e.g., 
Coole and Frost 2010; Gamble et al. 2019) can provide an alternative per-
spective via its focus on agency of matter and more-​than-​human beings. Deep 
ecology (Næss 2016; Sessions 1995) likewise emphasises our unavoidable 
connectedness with nature and places, and our own materiality, and encour-
ages us to consider, and relate with, other forms of life and respect their right 
to self-​realisation. Finally, scholarship on degrowth transformations could 
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benefit from entering dialogues with other perspectives in the philosophy 
of science, constructionism and (moderated) positivism being cases in point 
(Buch-​Hansen and Nesterova 2021; see also Buch-​Hansen 2022).

Apart from new ideas and contents which new dialogues may engage 
with and create, it is our hope that new dialogues will emerge in, and in 
relation to, other places and contexts. In this book, as well as in our eve-
ryday research practice, we emphasise place-​sensitivity. Thus, much of our 
research, including the research reported in this book, is done in Europe 
and more specifically in the Nordics. We invite others to apply the same 
and other parts of the perspective we have unfolded here in empirical and 
comparative empirical studies in other locations.

While indeed our intention in this section is to present possibilities for 
new dialogues in relation to ideas and disciplines, we also emphasise that 
a new attitude to such dialogues appears timely. An appropriate guiding 
ethos for genuine dialogues and collaborations between degrowth and 
other fields can be what Gibson-​Graham (2003: 67) calls ethos of engage-
ment: ‘An ethos of engagement is an aspect of a politics of becoming, where 
subjects are made anew through engaging with others. This transformative 
process involves cultivating generosity in the place of hostility and suspi-
cion.’ Actively and intentionally cultivating generosity, engaging in team-
work despite perceived differences, and thinking together are essential. After 
all, deep transformations are not merely a theory of how changes (could) 
unfold; they are a practice of (de)growth.

Notes

	 1	 The present and the next section draw on Buch-​Hansen and Nesterova (2023).
	 2	 Some events, attitudes and practices cannot be part of degrowth, a case in point 

being violence directed towards humans, non-​humans and nature.
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