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Abstract

The present paper offers a systemic literature review on the concept of degrowth by
envisioning its impact on democracy. In so doing it first uses the methodology called SPIDER by
building on a number of relevant literatures derived from Scopus. Second, it introduces a variety
of degrowth concepts by starting from a narrow view to degrowth and then by transcending the
available literature by highlighting the fact that degrowth-like thinking has long-standing and
deeper interdisciplinary roots, that have been mainly neglected by degrowth-literature, in fields
ranging from evolutionary biology, happiness research, to systems theory of living systems as well
as to neuroscience. The very existence of degrowth concepts is in itself an argument for pluralism,

for the possibility of a liberal and democratic transition.
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1. Introduction

Thomas Kuhn, a well-known researcher on the structure of scientific revolutions, argued
that real change can only occur when a critical mass of anomalies is present.> The world economy
has been experiencing a complex set of highly intertwined and often self-organised criticalities
(i.e., polycrisis), a significant part of which can be derived from the nature of human activity and
the pursuit of continuous economic growth. For the latter, an entire new stream of economics, called
degrowth, has emerged by advocating that a world economy of which genre is exponential growth

is a self-inflicted suicide.

Cultivating therefore the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially SDG
No. 8 (i.e., ‘promoting sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive
employment and decent work for all’) is of paramount importance. The line of thinking that
economic growth should be restrained, i.e., it should be moved to an ecologically and socially
sustainable but definitely lower level, culminated into the emergence of a degrowth literature, a

term coined by an Austrian-French social philosopher André Gorz in 1972 during a conference in

1 This paper was supported by the Janos Bolyai Research Scholarship of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.
2 See: Kuhn (1962).



Paris, and has gained real momentum with the 2000s. The acceptance of such inevitable shift flows
extremely slowly from the developed and developing economies®, a good amount of cognitive
dissonance, denial, weakness of will, or failure to confront can be observed because of the
uncertainty hoovering around the issue (Berg — Hukkinen, 2011). This is a pattern that resembles
to what Thomas Kuhn did also show, namely that even during great revolutions, the acceptance of
the new paradigm was hindered by the emotional attachment of a significant portion of society to

the familiar paradigm.

What is more, a democratic approach to degrowth is crucial because it offers the framework to
confront the interconnected environmental and social crises we face, transition to a more resilient,
equitable, and sustainable economy, and to foster a society where power is distributed, and
communities have a genuine voice in shaping their future. However, anti-democratic has been on
the rise across the board. While democracy has been long considered as a backbone of innovation
and technological development (Popper, 2002, 2015; Wang et al. 2021), current anti-democratic
patterns might overshadow the future of innovation-based progress. Developed economies seem to
have switched to a dispiriting crisis mode affecting their democratic backing (by democracy the
project refers to the most common understanding of democracy which focuses on ‘freedom’, i.e.,
the power of the people, their ability to participate in decision-making, and the provision of rights
for each member of society, which has been accompanied with the rule of law, the separation of
powers, freedom of expression, and a commitment to the common good for achieving societal
changes without violence, see Dahrendorf (2003), Munck (2016)). The gap between the wealthiest
and the poor has expanded in most advanced economies including the United States and European
ones as well. Albeit economic growth is still with industrialized economies, in practice, the growth
rate of median household net income, what is more, the real incomes of workers has been negligible
since the mid-1970s, while the top 1% has been realising an annual income of 3.4%-3.9% during
the last three decades (Atkinson, 2015; Komlos, 2019a). Moreover, the real wages of low-skilled
workers went through a perceptible decrease. Economic and social problems are culminating in
crumbling democracy (Krishnan, 2023). According to Freedom House, the unfortunate lesson of
the past 17 years is that there are more countries that have lost their freedom than those that have
gained it. Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index 2023 reported that the share of world’s
population live under authoritarian rule has been creeping up in recent years (EUI, 2024).
Democracy is in peril in both sides of the Atlantic (Sajo et al. 2022). There is a fervent need for

reversal by moving toward sustainable degrowth that grinds democracy.

3 See: Angi¢ — Domazet (2015).



The present paper offers a systemic literature review on the concept of degrowth by envisioning its
impact on democracy. In doing so it follows the so-called SPIDER framework (Section 2) with the
aim at shedding some light on the question of what kind of impressions do the literature (N=46)
convey on the impact of degrowth on democracy. The paper then digs deeper (Section 3) by not
only deciphering the narrow view on degrowth (Section 3.1), but also by transcending the available
literature by examining degrowth from an interdisciplinary perspective whereby drawing the
contours of a variety of degrowth approaches increasing the freedom of choice of citizens and states
with respect to degrowth transition by potentially safeguarding its democratic fashion (Section 3.2).
In this way, the paper complements recent literature reviews such as Fitzpatrick et al. (2022) or
Engler et al. (2024). Then the paper concludes (Section 4-5) by pointing out the variety of

degrowth-interpretations and their often-imprecise nature by calling for a more systemic view.

2. Methodology

This systemic literature review is based on the SPIDER framework. As for Sample, the present
paper targets not only researchers studying degrowth but also policymakers considering its
implementation. Regarding the Phenomena of interest, the paper is to contribute to defining the
concept of degrowth in a more interdisciplinary fashion with its theoretical and historical
underpinnings by also focusing on potential policy aspects relevant to the task of degrowth
transition. One major consideration that narrows down the approach is whether the concepts are
about degrowth that occurs organically (autochthones) or through planned and deliberate action.
With respect to Intervention, due to the nature of the concept, the paper has a more holistic view
by incorporating socio-, economic and environmental dimensions. As for Design, the paper
concentrates primarily on academic and partly empirically-sound studies. With regard to
Evaluation, the paper builds only on studies obtained via Scopus and being published in well-
established peer-reviewed journals (i.e., with the exclusion of new publishing model mirroring in
the model of mdpi) and authoritative publishers. Scopus is a subscription database from Elsevier
that is an alternative to Thompson's Web of Science and Journal Citation Reports. This resource
offers a larger range of journals than Web of Science but, like Web of Science, also has a science

focus over the humanities and social sciences.



Table 1. Eligibility criteria of the systemic review

Sample I: Academic researchers and policymakers. E: International organisations,

think tanks

Phenomenon I: The quest for defining the concept of degrowth in a more interdisciplinary fashion
of Interest with its theoretical and historical underpinnings by also focusing on potential policy

aspects relevant to the task of degrowth transition. E: other-politics oriented studies;

Intervention I: Holistic approaches building on socio-, economic and environmental dimensions.

E: One-sided views targeting only a rather particular area of intervention (e.g., UBI);

Design I: concentrating primarily on academic and partly empirically-sound studies. E: blog-

posts and other ideology-driven shallow speeches of policymakers;

Evaluation I: studies obtained via Scopus and being published in well-established peer-reviewed
journals, books, book chapters and conference papers as well as authoritative

publishers. E: mostly pieces appeared in the new publishing model, e.g., mdpi);

Research I: Primary, quantitative and qualitative, empirical research (including mixed

type methods). E: Secondary and review works.

Note: ‘I’ denotes ‘inclusion’. ‘E’ denotes ‘exclusion’. The SPIDER-framework presented in this table is based on Cooke

etal. (2012).

Source: own compilation.

The paper has built on the scientific database of Scopus by using the following criteria to ever-
more limit the sample of ever-more relevant papers: (1) occurrence of the term “degrowth” in the
scientific content listed (N=1,349); (2) we limited our search to the years between 2019-2023,
because 2019 was the year of the COVID-19 outbreak which made the representatives of the
profession to ever-more consider the opportunity of degrowth simply because that time was widely
considered as one of the best testbeds for experiencing how a degrowth transition might emerge
(N=860); (3) focusing on Environmental Science (381), Social Sciences (551), and Economics,
Econometrics and Finance (182) in order to filter out irrelevant studies (i.e., degrowth is often
associated with bacteria or tissue in in medicine, life science and biology) (N=747); (4) preferring
only Articles, Book Chapters, Books and Conference papers to cover both already peer-reviewed
evidence and still unpublished insights that are however in the making) (N=659); (5) considering

publications in English-language with a geographical focus on developed (higher-income



countries) simply because the literature suggests that degrowth transition shall start in rich countries

(N=583); (6) limiting the findings on those having ‘degrowth’ among their keywords (N=336).

Then, as for paper screening, the abstracts of the papers that were juxtaposed were checked. Those
that satisfied any of the following criteria were not included: (1) the usage of the term "degrowth"
as catchphrase; (2) the concept of degrowth is a minor issue; while those that are dealing with
degrowth transition by considering the repercussions on ‘“democratic” society as well as
governmental intentions geared toward degrowth. Accordingly, the total number of studies

included in review was N=46.

As for reporting, we dwell briefly on the nexus between degrowth transition and democracy by
asking what kind of impressions do the literature (N=46) give on the impact of degrowth on
democracy (7able 2). Our paper refers to the most common understanding of democracy which
focuses on ‘freedom’, i.e., the power of the people, their ability to participate in decision-making,
and the provision of rights for each member of society, which has been accompanied with the rule
of law, the separation of powers, freedom of expression, and a commitment to the common good

for achieving societal changes without violence (Dahrendorf, 2003; Munck, 2016).

Table 2. How degrowth transition might affect democracy? Systemic review of the relevant

literature (N=46)

Author(s), Title Year Impression about the impact of degrowth on
democracy

Velicu L., De-growing  environmental | 2019 The paper emphasizes a dynamic involved in

justice: Reflections from anti- doing environmental justice, or ‘de-growing

mining movements in Eastern EJ’:  affected communities  organize

Europe themselves by

‘staying in place’, producing alternative
economies, organizing local democratic
institutions. It implies that democracy can be
enhanced (+).

Corvellec Resource shifting: | 2023 In order to thrive in a democratic society,
H.; Paulsson | Resourcification and de- degrowth needs additional (human) resources.
A, resourcification for degrowth It implies negative basic impact on

democracy (-).
Chaudhary Sustaining What? Capitalism, | 2022 Even while largely bracketing questions of
A.S., Socialism, and  Climate direct politics, it is hard not to notice the

Change continuities in degrowth’s deficiencies.
Without a discernible political strategy and
critique of the structural drivers of growth, it
cannot reach its emancipatory potential. The




chapter implies negative basic impact on
democracy (-).

Jarvis H., Sharing, togetherness and | 2019 Degrowth subverts the hopeless dictum that
intentional degrowth ‘there is no alternative’ with ‘conditions of
possibility’. By diminishing alternatives,
liberal, democratic fashion suffers by implying
that degrowth triggers negative basic impact
on democrary (-).
Grébner- Degrowth and the Global | 2023 Not examined.
Radkowitsch | South? How Institutionalism
C.; Strunk | can Complement a Timely
B., Discourse on Ecologically
Sustainable Development in
an Unequal World
Biichs M.; | Challenges for the degrowth | 2019 While degrowth is seen as an opportunity to
Koch M., transition: The debate about “repoliticise” society and bring about
wellbeing fundamental social transformation, it remains
marginalised within the political mainstream
and wider public debates, lacking broader
social and political support. It implies negative
basic effect on democracy (-)
Griftiths Education to transform the | 2021 Not examined.
T.G., world: limits and possibilities
in and against the SDGs and
ESD
Fitzpatrick Sowing the Seeds of | 2020 Excessive global resource use is a major driver
N.; Vrettos | Degrowth Futures: Reporting of ecological breakdown and biodiversity loss.
C.; Ruz | back from Degrowth Vienna To start envisioning democratic and
AM.; 2020 sustainable futures we must question the
Mendy L.; assumptions behind endless economic growth.
Tuckey A.; It implies that democracy can be enhanced
Ishihara S., ().
Pansera M.; | Unlocking  wise  digital | 2019 Wise futures should allow people to freely
Ehlers M.- | techno-futures: Contributions access digital technologies that are convivial,
H.; from the Degrowth just, environmentally  sustainable and
Kerschner community democratic. It implies that democracy can be
C., enhanced (+).
Sconfienza | The post-sustainability | 2019 The analysis of the opportunities for the
UM, trilemma practical implementation of the three
approaches shows a disconcerting
convergence towards illiberalism. It implies
negative basic effect on democracy (-).
Creutzburg | Growing Trees for a Degrowth | 2022 The democracy principle calls for more
L., Society: An Approach to (public) inclusion by democratic means. It
Switzerland’s Forest Sector implies that democracy can be enhanced (+).
Bell S.E.; | Toward feminist energy | 2020 However, renewable energy systems do not
Daggett C.; | systems: Why adding women guarantee democracy and equality, as they can
Labuski C., | and solar panels is not enough be easily harnessed by authoritarian and




exploitative regimes. It implies negative basic
effect on democracy (-).

Berglund E.; | Growth in WEIRD Helsinki 2020 Not examined.
Julier G.,
Koch M., Social Policy Without | 2022 An adequate response to the ecological crisis
Growth: Moving Towards requires augmenting the institutions of
Sustainable Welfare States representative democracy with mechanisms of
direct and deliberate democracy that carry the
potential of ‘disruptive deliberation’. It implies
that democracy can be enhanced (+).
Hirvilammi | The virtuous circle of | 2020 The pressing question is how to maintain equal
T, sustainable welfare as a and democratic societies when transitioning to
transformative policy idea welfare states beyond growth. It implies
negative basic effect on democracy (-).
Laruffa F., The dilemma of “sustainable | 2022 Representative democracy needs to be
welfare” and the problem of complemented by a more informal and
the future in capacitating inclusive political sphere. It implies that
social policy democracy can be enhanced (+).
Baranowski | Socially Responsible | 2022 Not examined.
M.; Kopnina | Consumption: Between Social
H., Welfare and Degrowth
Dale G., Karl polanyi, the new deal and | 2021 Not examined.
the green new deal
Mauerhofer | Sustainable Development | 2020 Not examined.
V., Law in (Only) One World:
Challenges and Perspectives
for Governance and
Governments
Brokow- Potentials of Climate | 2023 It can be stated that, despite their limitations,
Loga A.; | Emergency Declarations for deliberative  democracy and  “rational
Kriiger T., degrowth transformations. planning” continue to be portrayed as the only
The ambivalent stance of problemsolver. It implies negative basic effect
German municipalities in on democracy (-).
conflicts over a post-fossil
future
Gertenbach | Eating ourselves out of | 2021 The case further demonstrates the need to re-
L.; Lamla J.; | industrial excess? Degrowth, evaluate traditional concepts of politics and
Laser S., multi-species conviviality and democracy as well as sociological and
the micro-politics of cultured anthropological approaches that go along with
meat them. It implies negative basic effect on
democracy (-). Degrowth implies negative
basic effect on democracy (-).
Tzekou E.- | The Interconnection between | 2023 Thus, balancing sufficient diffusion of
E.; Gritzas | Ecology and Direct knowledge and avoidance of particularly time-
G., Democracy in Alternative consuming decision-making procedures is one
Food Networks of the challenges arising from the interplay

between ecology and democracy. Degrowth




implies negative basic effect on democracy (-

).

Smith T.S.J.; | Intentional Degrowth and its | 2021 A core mechanism of the functioning of the
Baranowski | Unintended Consequences: imperial mode of living is that worldwide
M.; Schmid | Uneven journeys towards relationships of domination, power and
B., post-growth transformations. exploitation remain intact and at the same time
invisible, i.e. that they are in a way normalized
within Northern societies. It implies negative
basic effect on democracy (-).
Eckersley The Green State in Transition: | 2020 While many green political theorists have
R, Reply to Bailey, Barry and argued that ecology and democracy can be
Craig made more compatible by strengthening
representation, transparency and
accountability and extending them across time
and space, ecologically rational governance is
clearly beyond the reach of liberal democracy
as we know it. It implies negative basic effect
on democracy (-).
Valdivielso | The social construction of the | 2019 Tourism degrowth is about democracy and, in
J.; Moranta | tourism degrowth discourse in this sense, could be considered a “triple
I, the Balearic Islands movement for emancipation”, mnot just
resistance for protection. It implies that
democracy can be enhanced (+).
Savini F., Towards an urban degrowth: | 2021 Not examined.
Habitability, finity  and
polycentric autonomism
Dukelow F.; | Building the Future from the | 2022 Participation Income (PI) might better enable
Murphy Present: Imagining Post- transition to a decommodified, post-growth
M.P, Growth, Post-Productivist and post-productivist future, and better
Ecosocial Policy complement a universal provision of social
services, erode consumerism, and foster
solidaristic and sustainable lives. It implies
that democracy can be enhanced (+).
Cattaneo C.; | A degrowth approach to urban | 2022 Turning the proposals into action could trigger
Kallis  G.; | mobility options: just, bottom-up democratisation, local
Demaria F.; | desirable and practical options policymaking and the (re)use of public space.
Zografos C.; It implies that democracy can be enhanced
Sekulova F.; ).
D’Alisa G
Varvarousis
A.; Conde
M.,
Gugushvili | Public  attitudes  toward | 2021 The proponents of degrowth acknowledge the
D., economic  growth  versus risk that ecological imperatives may be abused
environmental sustainability by authoritarian leaders as a pretext for curbing
dilemma: Evidence from individual  freedoms and undermining
Europe democracy. It implies negative basic effect on

democracy (-).




Aiken G.T.; | Degrowth-oriented 2023 Not examined.

Schulz  C.; | organisational value creation:

Schmid B., | A systematic literature review
of case studies

Neess P., Sustainable Development: A | 2020 Radical innovation is highly needed to develop
Question of ‘Modernization’ a new, democratic social order that can support
or ‘Degrowth’? sustainability. It implies negative basic effect

on democracy (-).

Smith T.S.J., | Mapping  complexity  in | 2023 Whether  intensifying  trends  towards
deglobalisation: A typology of regionalisation and deglobalisation take a form
economic localisms  from which reinforces mainstream economics and
‘hyper-localism’ to ‘strategic polarisation, or which enhances economic
autonomy’ democracy and post-growth tendencies,

remains to be seen. It implies negative basic
effect on democracy (-).

Kaika M.; | Urbanizing degrowth: Five | 2023 Not examined.

Varvarousis | steps towards a Radical

A.; Demaria | Spatial Degrowth Agenda for

F.; March H., | planning in the face of climate
emergency

Eimermann | Nuancing Holistic Simplicity | 2021 Not examined.

M.; in Sweden: A Statistical

Lindgren U.; | Exploration of Consumption,

Lundmark Age and Gender

L.,

Domazet M.; | Doughnuts for strategies: A | 2023 Not examined.

Fischer M.; | tool for an  emerging

Koves A., sustainable welfare paradigm

Olk C.; | How to pay for saving the | 2023 A targeted and democratically governed

Schneider world: Modern Monetary approach to credit regulation would serve as a

C.; Hickel J., | Theory for a degrowth compliment to public investment to both direct
transition private finance in line with a degrowth

transition, and to alleviate inflationary
pressures that emerge from a planned
reduction of production. It implies that
democracy can be enhanced +.

Kriiger T., Identifying strategic entry | 2020 Not examined.
points  for transformative
politics towards a degrowth
society: how to operationalize
the concept of the “imperial
mode of living” for empirical
research

Carson D.B.; | Spillover, sponge or | 2022 Not examined.

Eimermann | something else? Dismantling

M.; expectations for rural

Lundmark development resulting from

L.,




giga-investments in Northern
Sweden

Pirgmaier Roots, Riots, and Radical | 2019 Not examined.

E.; Change—A  Road  Less

Steinberger | Travelled for Ecological

JK., Economics

Akbulut B., | The ‘state’ of degrowth: | 2019 Not examined.

Economic growth and the
making of state hegemony in
Turkey

Eversberg From democracy at others’ | 2021 A problem with ‘consumer citizenship’ is that,

D., expense to externalization at since consumers are not equal, and the
democracy’s expense: relations of consumption permanently increase
Property-based  personhood inequality, it ultimately furthers an aristocratic
and citizenship struggles in rather than a democratic order. It implies
organized and flexible negative basic effect on democracy (-).
capitalism

Diesendorf | The Path to a Sustainable | 2023 The strategy proposed for planned degrowth to

M.; Taylor | Civilisation: = Technological, a steady-state economy is compatible with a

R., Socioeconomic and Political market economy that is more strongly
Change constrained by national governments and

international agreements than the present
system. It implies that democracy can be
enhanced (+).

Stuart  D.; | The climate crisis as a catalyst | 2020 Revolutionary transitions today are unlikely

Petersen B.; | for emancipatory and in fact undesirable, as they tend to not

Gunderson transformation: An result in democratic and egalitarian outcomes.

R., examination of the possible It implies negative basic effect on democracy

)

Feola G., Degrowth and the unmaking | 2019 To sacrifice also reaffirms the primacy of
of capitalism: Beyond social cohesion by establishing sacrifice as a
'decolonization of the ‘democratic fact’. It implies that democracy
imaginary can be enhanced (+).

Séderbaum | Reconsidering economics in | 2019 Not examined.

P, relation to sustainable
development and democracy

Temmerman | The Decolonisation of the | 2021 Not examined.

L.; Van Den | Smart City through Degrowth

Broeck W., and Serendipity

Source: own compilation.

As Table 2 indicates, there is no uniform view on how degrowth affects democracy. Figure I shows
the distribution of the three dimensions considered (more negative, more positive, unconsidered).
Out of the literature listed, 17 papers (37%) suggest that a degrowth transition could have a negative

impact on democracy. 12 papers (26%) suggest that it does not have a particular impact on



democracy of which quality can even be enhanced further. The remaining 17 papers (37%) do not

examine the impact on democracy.

Figure 1. The distribution of views over the impact of degrowth on democracy (N=46)

18
16
14
12

=
o

o N B OO

More negative More positive Not examined

Source: own compilation.

The literature on degrowth views the impact on democracy in various ways. Some argue that
degrowth transition is sought to undermine democracy (or at least force us to reconsider our concept
of democracy), some argue that it is associated with a hope to renew and radicalize democracy,
with a focus on the role of civil society and the public sphere within the representative democratic
model (Hausknost, 2017). Others suggest framing degrowth as the promotion of new vocabularies
within a deliberative account of democracy, aiming to fulfil the "unfinished project of modernity"
(Strunz — Bartkowski, 2017). There is also a debate on the relationship between democracy and
autonomy, with some authors considering democracy as one of the theoretical reference points for
degrowth, while others hold a misconception of the notions of autonomy and confuse the
possibilities for a degrowth transition within a liberal parliamentary democracy (Asara et al. 2013).
Overall, the literature recognizes the importance of democracy in the context of degrowth, but there

are different perspectives on how it should be understood and implemented.

In an effort to dig deeper and have a more comprehensive knowledge over the nexus between
degrowth and democracy, our paper now focuses on the narrow view to degrowth, then transcends
the available literature by highlighting the fact that degrowth-like thinking has long-standing and
deeper interdisciplinary roots, that have been mainly neglected by degrowth-literature, in fields
ranging from evolutionary biology, happiness research, to systems theory of living systems as well
as to neuroscience. More interdisciplinary knowledge might help us in demonstrating that
democratic degrowth transition is in the cards at least at the level of having options to choose among

a variety of degrowth concepts.



3. A Variety of Degrowth Concepts — Toward Democratic Transition?
3.1 A narrow view
Origins and objectives

One of the main advocates of degrowth, Jason Hickel, argues that humanity needs a planned
reduction of energy and resource use designed to bring the economy back into balance with the
living world in a way that reduces inequality and improves human wellbeing (Hickel, 2020).
Importantly, degrowth is about purposefully and intentionally planned downscaling of production
and consumption (Alexander, 2012; Xue et al. 2012; Phyfter, 2022). The spirit of the degrowth
literature, nourishing that the quantitative imposition of economic growth alone is an unsustainable
process, can be seen in the work of various schools and research activities of economics for a
relatively long time, especially since the report The Limits to Growth, published in the early 1970s
(Meadows et al. 1972). The foundations were laid in the 1970s, on which the degrowth trend was
later able to build on. One can think here, for example, of Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, who entered
the research community representing the economic elite under the wing of Joseph A. Schumpeter,
one of the great theoreticians of the innovation-based growth theory. Georgescu-Roegen
underscored that our economic activity triggers the irreversible deterioration of, the natural
resources we use (Georgescu-Roegen, 1971). Eight years later, he outlined a more mature narrative
in La décroissance (Georgescu-Roegen, 1979), of which subtitle (Entropy, ecology, economy)
already suggested a more holistic analytical framework, one of whose central tenets is that
restraining growth is, moreover, an indispensable duty of modern societies. If we only look at the
current situation, the countries with outstanding growth and competitiveness, and what is more,
innovation performance, are exactly the ones that are also world leaders in terms of waste
production per capita - such as South Korea, Denmark, Germany, Switzerland or Finland* —, then

we can easily argue in favour of the need to moderate the growth dynamics.

Of course, a lot of water has flowed under the bridge since the 1970s. Still, despite the voicing of
growth-critical concepts at the expert level (Lehmann et al. 2022), the degrowth trend was still
unable to break through the threshold that would have allowed it to enter the discourse in the
mainstream. The 2008 crisis and its aftermath created a chance for the latter when disappointment
in global capitalism led to a higher level of criticism of economic growth and GDP-based
accounting (Stiglitz et al. 2010; Enquete-Commission, 2012), and even, certain scientific degrowth

circles — partly operating in German-speaking areas — began to produce more and more new works,

4 See: https://www.developmentaid.org/news-stream/post/158 158/world-waste-statistics-by-country Accessed on: 03.02.2024




which then spread nicely in the Anglo-Saxon areas and in the Mediterranean area as well. The latter
trend refers to itself as degrowth (Baykan 2007, Fournier 2008, Latouche 2009, Kallis 2011) or
post-growth literature (D’Alisa et al. 2016), among its most outstanding representatives one can
find Giacomo D'Alisa, Niko Paech (2012), Ingo Balderjahn (2024), Manfred Folkers (2020), Peter
Victor (2009), or Mauro Bonaiuti (2012), who proposed the degrowth paradigm as a pledge of the
future democratic society. Some often consider the British Tim Jackson (2016, 2021) as prime
representative of degrowth theory too, however, his line of reasoning does not question the

economic and social structural fundamentals of our system (Borowy — Schmelzer, 2017).

Briefly and succinctly, the goal of degrowth is to achieve a good life that can be ensured for all.
The stream of degrowth, which has become a research programme (Weiss — Cattaneo, 2017;
Duverger, 2020), is to offer alternative fo growth. This requires the foundation of an ecologically-
compatible socio-economic paradigm that goes beyond current capitalism, in which living
according to needs is the defining social code, when, we will be able to make free time meaningful
and valuable both for ourselves and nature itself to fill with blissful activities through the new

dimensions of our social being.

Supermarket of Ideas on the ‘How's

Basically, degrowth advocates that progress requires decisive steps in front of enhancing
predistribution/redistribution as well as the promotion of technologies geared toward the objectives
of degrowth. As far as pre- as well as redistributive justice (Walker et al. 2021; Li, 2023; McGann
— Murphy, 2023) is concerned, degrowth theorists call for a fair distribution of resources by
diminishing the wealth- and income concentrations along the various strata of the society with the
aim at prioritizing equity and social justice. At the level of practice, this means broadening the
range of predistribution (i.e., private- and public education, trainings at firms, skills building to
reduce pre-tax inequality), a still rarely considered area, and redistribution (benefits, universal
income schemes to tackle inequalities etc.) mechanisms and increasing their intensity.> With respect
to the promotion of degrowth-compatible technology, education and cultural shift (Pradanos, 2015;
Bobulescu, 2022; Diez-Gutiérrez — Palomo-Cermefio, 2023), degrowth literature points out that

technologies that are able to minimize resource use and negative environmental impacts shall be

5 Lessening inequalities is far more important than pursuing quantitative growth that benefits only the upper strata of the society. As
Kolodko (2017) emphasised: “[...] The economic system and economic policy which acts for the profits of a few at the cost of
many can’t stand the test of the time. [...] up to a certain level of national income, a greater increase in social satisfaction can be
achieved through its less disproportionate distribution than through quantitative growth.” (p. 4).



advanced, while enhancing pluralism, ecological as well as critical thinking in education is also of

key importance.

Albeit the approach is strong at the level of philosophical imaginations and theorising (Polewsky
et al. 2024), its “Hows”, that is to say, policy front is lacklustre even though the welfare aspect is
of a central concern in degrowth theory (Demaria et al. 2013; Cosme et al. 2017; Koch, 2019;
Theuer — Hopp, 2019). Advocates of degrowth do not offer a holistic policy roadmap for reaching

out such transition but a supermarket of non-tested ideas based on strong assumptions.

As for the supermarket of ideas as well as assumptions, in a sense, degrowth means "do less",
namely that moderating our consumptions, investments, governmental spending and trade
activities, in other words, an artificial reduction of economic growth measured by GDP. There are
those who tend to interpret degrowth, loosely following the famous work of Bertrand Russell, as a
glorification of doing nothing in the good sense, because the representatives of degrowth proclaim,
inter alia, that it does not cause unforeseeable harmful consequences if capital accumulation stops,
what is more, it seems expedient to leave behind the culture of material accumulation, i.e., it is
worth focusing on ecological and social needs instead of profit; it is not a problem if the financial
resources do not flow from the banking system to the economic actors, because we want a smaller
cake in the end; it is not a problem if the state does not inject additional funds in a Keynesian way
to reinvigorate the economy in the event of a crisis; moreover, it is okay if we do not prefer
innovations that promise even more sophisticated labour-saving technologies, but rather those that
increase social and eco-efficiency. With a little exaggeration, it is better to melt down the gold
reserve and involve the parliament with it, or to keep our accumulated savings in the depths of the
vault, than to flow it into the economy in order to further accelerate the extraction of scarce
resources and through it the destruction of the natural environment, since in this way we only hasten

the destruction of ourselves.

Sustainable degrowth by no means leads to the paradigm of glorifying doing nothing, rather, it tries
to offer an alternative based on serious steps (see Table 3), based on the sustainable reduction of
production and consumption, through which human well-being can be increased, fairer wealth and
income conditions can be constructed, and the ecological environment can be improved
(Whitehead, 2013; Ramcilovic-Suominen et al. 2022; ). Its goal is to outline a vision of the future
in which societies are protected from exceeding their ecological limits, in which local economies
and new types of democratic institutions ensure a more balanced allocation of resources (i.e.,
resource allocation is comprehensively regulated and controlled and limits are set by leading to

“real democracy” as Kallis (2019) nourished).



Table 3. Policy recommendations under the confine of degrowth

Economic policies

Social policies

Global policies

Reducing GDP dependency:

Shift focus from constant
economic growth to well-being

indicators like happiness, life

Promoting sufficiency and well-
being: Shift cultural values
away from materialism and

consumerism towards

Debt cancellation and fairer
Address
by

unsustainable debt burdens and

trade: global

inequalities cancelling

distribute work more fairly,

public participation in decision-

expectancy, and ecological | community, social connections, | promoting fair trade practices
sustainability. and intrinsic goals. that prioritize people and planet
over profit.

Universal Basic Income (UBI): | Guaranteed public services: | International resource sharing
Providing a guaranteed income | Ensure universal access to | and redistribution: Establish
for all would decouple work | healthcare, education, and | mechanisms for equitable
from income and allow | essential services, reducing | sharing of resources and
individuals to choose work | dependence on material | technologies between
arrangements based on values | consumption for individual | developed and developing
and sustainability, not just | well-being. nations.

survival.

Reduced  working  hours: | Democratic participation and | Global degrowth movement and
Shorter ~ workweeks  could | degrowth planning: Encourage | collaboration: Strengthen

international cooperation and

currencies:

of

and alternative

Encourage localization
production and consumption,
alternative

and explore

currencies that value
sustainability and local well-

being.

taxes on the wealthy and
corporations could redistribute
wealth, incentivize sustainable
and fund

practices, social

programs.

reduce overall resource | making processes related to | knowledge sharing among
consumption, and improve | degrowth strategies and | degrowth advocates to promote
well-being. implementation. systemic change.

Support for local economies | Progressive taxation: Higher | Regulations on resource

extraction and use: Implement
stricter environmental
regulations, carbon pricing, and

resource depletion quotas.

Source: own compilation.




It is of course compelling at the level of sonorous rhetoric, but when it comes to the Hows, degrowth
theorists often seem to be pollyannaish when recommending universal basic income, shorter
workweeks, provision of basic public services universally together with ecological basic income
(financed via green taxes imposed on harmful and quantitative growth-enhancing production and
resource-depleting spheres of activities) without clearly indicating what are the consequences of
such direction for the welfare states that should be reckoned with. Additionally, and by bearing in
mind the goal of degrowth, in an ideal world, the theorists of this movement should be able to say
something about the nature of the system-level arrangement as well, whether degrowth is inherent

to capitalism or leading toward something completely different.

Nexus between degrowth and capitalism

A sort of clash can be perceived between degrowth and capitalism. While the concept of degrowth
rejects the idea that endless economic growth is necessary or desirable, highlighting its ecological
and social costs; capitalism has its core principle stating that growth in production and consumption
is essential for economic prosperity and individual well-being. In addition, capitalism's reliance on
growth for profit generation and employment creation creates a significant barrier to degrowth
implementation. Shifting away from growth could lead to economic instability and job losses. The
picture becomes ever more blurred when considering that some argue degrowth and capitalism are
fundamentally incompatible and advocate for systemic change towards alternative economic
models like socialism or ecological economics (Boillat et al. 2012; Pineault, 2019; Vandeventer et
al. 2019); while others believe degrowth can be achieved within capitalism through significant
policy interventions and cultural shifts towards more sustainable consumption patterns (Bloemmen

et al. 2015).

To make the differentiation somewhat clearer, it is instructive to cite on the one hand a few apostles
of degrowth, and to summon Janos Kornai's work on the nature of capitalism on the other (Kornai,
2010). On the one hand, Kallis (2017:165) claimed that degrowth goes beyond capitalism. André
Gorz argues that degrowth is a sort of “eco-socialist modernisation” along which “[...] a policy of
free choice of working hours, expanded possibilities of self-determined activity and
democratization of economic decision-making are the only paths which lead in freedom to a more
frugal, ecologically sustainable consumer model based on self-restraint.” (Gorz, 1991:54). It is
hardly by chance that the most recent works imply a sort of degrowth communism, i.e., they explore
the Marxian traces (i.e., use-value consumption and the change of the nature of labour

fundamentally by shrinking working hours, de-commodification of economic relations, as Cassiers



et al. (2018) showcased, democratizing the production process, abolishing the uniform division of
labour to get jobs for ourselves instead of pure money, and turning to essential tasks) in illustrating
that slowing down economic growth, that is to say, deceleration is the “[...] natural enemy of
capitalism, which can only function by accelerating.” (Saito — Bergstrom, 2024:150).% Still, the
literature seems to be weak in unequivocally arguing that degrowth is an alternative to capitalism.
However, once degrowth theorists introduce a system being pervaded by a “beyond profit” leitmotif
by putting well-being and use values into the core, the raison d'étre of capitalism — based on private
property — is called immediately into question since such objectives are only perspectival in a social
ownership setting. As Isikara (2020) noted: “[...] the degrowth literature at large becomes timid
before the task of confronting capitalism as a mode of production, instead it continuously

problematizes its symptoms.”’

On the other hand, the dynamism of capitalism can basically be attributed to five factors, following
Kornai (2010), these are decentralized initiation (a kind of liberal arrangement so that anyone who
wants to start a business with an innovative idea in their pocket can get the green light); competition
(as a mechanism for maintaining the process of finding continuous efficiency improvement
opportunities, which of course also ensures Darwinian selection in an organic way); the high reward
(those who come up with risky innovations can realize a high income and profit, which they can
reinvest); the flexibility of financial financing (there should be an effective financial intermediary
system that provides the necessary resources with due caution); and there should be room for
experimentation (the system can withstand failure and be able to support new and young businesses
again, because innovations are mostly risky, and 71% and 67% of production and service
companies that enter the market are able to survive for more than two years stay on the market).®
If one compares all this with degrowth concept, it emerges that degrowth navigates toward a system
which, by its very nature, and in the sense of Kornai, (i) curbs decentralised initiation due to the
extensive control of resources and the limits imposed (i.e., degrowth transition requires
entrepreneurs to refrain from innovations leading to pure productivity increases with additional
depletion of natural resources and those that are against social well-being, innovation shall be more

convivial®); (ii) harmfully affects the sanctity of competition since certain activities, that destroy

¢ Empirical backing on the emergence of ,bullshit jobs” started to garner attention since the 2010s. See the work of LSE
anthropologist, Graeber (2018). Even though Graeber’s approach is not flawless (i.e., using an extremely subjective definition for
bullshit jobs etc.), the number and intensity of processes and tasks that are needed to be addressed (because of bureaucratic
administrative reasons etc.) has been growing by giving us the impression that jobs are not geared toward the true human needs.
See: Tiratelli (2022). Note that the Rodrikian “good jobs economy” is in diametrical opposition to the degrowth narrative since it
refers to productivity-booster jobs, see: Rodrik — Sabel (2019).

7 See: https://developingeconomics.org/2020/01/05/is-degrowth-an-alternative-to-capitalism/ Accessed on: 05.02.2024.

8 See: https://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?queryid=21581 Accessed on: 06.02.2024

9 On convivial innovation, see Illich (1973). Of course, under the umbrella of degrowth, even private property seems to be
incompatible with the path the advocates are arguing for (Griethuysen, 2010).




natural resources to an excessive extent and result in an unjust society, prove to be eliminated and/or
reduced;'” (iii) replaces high rewards/profits with social well-being in an effort to result in a more
just society by upscaling wellbeing; (iv) requires financial sector to be directed toward long term
social and environmental sustainability (i.e., the issues of what to finance and in what to invest
become ever-more coordinated)!!; and (v) reshapes the room for free experimentation by making
it more directional. In such a system, which, of course, requires an entirely different post-
growth/degrowth organisational functioning (Pansera — Fressoli, 2020), innovation is requested to
be oriented toward the development of technologies being capable of preserving or enhancing

ecosystems, dampening unequal power relationships.

If we want to draw an important and unavoidable conclusion from this regarding degrowth, it is
that capitalism is a system of growth and crisis, it can never voluntarily be one of degrowth or
deceleration. At most, degrowth and the accompanying structural change can take place
temporarily, after which a lower growth potential is only targeted, after which the dynamism areas
also dominate in a more fine-tuned manner once further grassroot innovations resulting in

sustainable degrowth are still desired.

Nexus between degrowth and democracy

The debates surrounding degrowth and democracies centre on issues of scale, technology, and
autonomy (Hausknost, 2017). Proponents of degrowth advocate for democratic transitions towards
societies that can flourish without relying on economic growth. However, the precise relationship
between degrowth and democracy is still being investigated (Koch — Buch-Hansen, 2021). Property
distribution and productive resources are important considerations in creating liveable, equitable,
and ecologically sustainable societies. Alternative ways of conceptualising property can inform
new political projects (DeVore, 2017). Ongoing discussions include the role of direct democracy
and bottom-up organising in degrowth politics, as well as the potential and challenges of engaging
with the state. Furthermore, although local and small-scale energy systems have the potential to
promote degrowth-related ideals, their ability to reduce energy consumption and challenge the

growth orientation of societies remains limited (Tsagkari et al. 2021).

10 See more on how degrowth shall overcome profit, competition and growth, Burkhart et al. (2020).

11 Tokic (2012) gave an account on directional finance in the interest of degrowth, while on a financial sector geared toward a
regenerative economy, see: Tridos (2023). The financial sector shall put more weight on those companies filing for credits that are
operating with relatively less externalities. See Impact-weighted Accounts project initiated by the Harvard Business School:
https://www.hbs.edu/impact-weighted-accounts/Pages/default.aspx Accessed on: 05.02.2024




As for the core principles of degrowth and democracy are concerned, the literature (i) implies
deliberative democracy by advocating for broad and inclusive public participation in decision-
making processes about how society is organized and which sectors of the economy should be
prioritized or downscaled; (ii) suggests participatory planning by not only building on the state as
well as the markets, but also by engaging communities in participatory budgeting and democratic
deliberation to define the parameters of a socially just and ecologically sustainable economy; (iii)
prefers democratic control of resources by envisioning a system where vital resources and
industries are brought under democratic control, emphasizing collective needs over private profit;
(iv) considers reduced working hours and work redistribution as a means to downscale overall
production and consumption by resulting in more free time for leisure, social engagement, and
participation in democratic processes; and (v) focuses on well-being (i.e., more emphasis on well-
being indicators like strong social bonds, leisure time, health, and environmental quality, rather

than solely focusing on GDP growth).

In a way, degrowth literature considers a democratic transition by fostering local empowerment
(i.e., a focus on reducing global supply chains encourages localized decision-making and
production, empowering communities to have a greater say in the systems impacting their lives),
commons-based initiatives (i.e., degrowth prioritises reclaiming spaces and resources into the
commons, €.g., community gardens or tool libraries), while challenging power structures (i.e.,
dismantling structures that perpetuate inequality, such as corporate dominance in politics. It seeks
greater accountability and transparency in governance). Even with these euphonious approaches,
as showed building on Kornai’s theory, innovation dynamism may suffer by destructing the liberal
fashion of the system (i.e., limiting freedom), which is in line with the findings of the literature
analysis (see Figure ). Not to mention that implementing degrowth in existing democracies would
not be simple. It would require deep systemic changes and navigating the tensions between
sustainability and maintaining living standards short-term. What is more, strong political will, a
shift in cultural values, and overcoming entrenched interests in the growth-focused status quo are
essential to enact a democratic degrowth model. And finally, degrowth implies a greater
responsibility placed on the Global North, where overconsumption is most prominent, to initiate
downscaling. It per se raises critical questions about global justice and reparations by undermining

the political- and social feasibility of the project.



Nexus between degrowth and sustainable development

When it comes to the relationship between degrowth and sustainable development, one may argue
that this approach is sought to be the answer to a sustainable future. In contrast to the sustainable
development discourse, degrowth directly challenges the dominant growth narrative and
mechanisms of capital accumulation, making it difficult for the "power bloc" to accommodate
(Trantas, 2021). It approaches sustainable development in such a way that it builds on the narrative
that we need an economic and social system that does not threaten the satisfaction of the needs and
opportunities of the future generation. The goal of the degrowth trend is to make you think about
the expediency of the modern social system, to offer an alternative, to encourage pro-active politics,
and ultimately to influence the future-oriented and sustainable transformation of our socio-
economic ecosystem (Schneider et al. 2010; Videira et al. 2014; Cosme et al. 2017; Brossmann -
Islar, 2019; Krdhmer, 2022). Regarding the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a whole series
of research reports that the degrowth trend helps in converging towards them (Latouche, 2018;
Payan-Sanchez et al. 2019; Hoehn et al. 2021; Robra — Heikkurinen, 2021). Degrowth theorists
therefore investigate with sustainable development in mind and arrive at findings such as
D'Alessandra et al. (2010), namely that there is more room to attempt and achieve economic
sustainability if we move towards lower real economic growth rates, if and only a sufficient amount
of investment flows towards the creation and use of alternative energy sources, and our excessive
and predominantly credit-based consumption patterns will also be curbed. Importantly, this
approach, however, does not convincingly resolve the contradiction that the transition to that clean
energy future necessitates a significant increase in the supply of critical raw materials of which
exhaustion is already reaching critical levels (e.g., cobalt, lithium, graphite, nickel, rare earth

elements or platinum group metals etc.).'

As a corollary, in order for degrowth to be not just a utopia, but a real and democratic mechanism
toward sustainable development, a new kind of asceticism is needed, instead of chasing desires and
dreams, self-restraint prioritizing the sanctity of nature, inculcating behavioural patterns according
to needs, which is not easily achieved, in fact, it requires extraordinary effort. If we only start from
the fact that it is twice as difficult for a person to give up already acquired and achieved privileges
and consumption patterns than to be happy if he can increase them by one more unit — as the epoch-
making work of Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky (1979) highlighted in Prospect Theory —

then it can be seen that the human side of the transition to degrowth smuggles a lot of helplessness

12 See UN (2023) or see the report ,,4 European critical raw materials’ act: Shifting from extractivism to circularism” published by
The Greens/EFA in the European Parliament: https://www.greens-
efa.eu/files/assets/docs/ecological transition_cluster paper_on_critical raw_materials -march 2023.pdf Accessed on:
06.02.2024.




into the task. Even the quoted Charles Darwin noted that the bees in a hive have to work extremely
hard to collect and consume the infinite amount of diluted nectar in order to be able to count on
selecting a sufficient amount of wax for the combs that provide a home and a future. And during
the wax selection, the task of these many bees is nothing but to do nothing, to remain calm,
otherwise their lives will be unsustainable. Only today is the scientific community beginning to
understand that bees are extremely important in the achievement of sustainable development goals
(Patel et al. 2020), as they can expand our knowledge in areas such as food security, nutrition and
medicine, inclusive communities, biofuels, sustainable forestry, healthy and diverse ecosystems,
economic opportunities, and innovation and inspiration. Due to the myopia encoded in humans, it
is unlikely that degrowth transition would work easily, but at least in principle it is definitely
recommended that we learn bottom-up moderation from bees (Cheng et al. 2002) so that our
prospects are better. By the way, one of the striking points of the opponents of degrowth is that
moderation directed from above is in no way democratic, i.e., degrowth may therefore be a way
becoming inherently uncomfortable for democracy (Bergh, 2011; Deriu, 2012; Naud¢, 2023).!3
Thus, the education side of degrowth is of key importance in getting a more realistic picture of its

pros and cons and nuances in a more emphatic, and most importantly, scientific way.

Deliberated vs. Autochthonous Degrowth

The state-of-the-art literature on degrowth economics suggests that direct and indirect but still
democratically deliberated governmental actions as well as policies are needed (and possible)
(Asara et al. 2015; Kallis et al. 2012; 2018), so that high-income countries can descend to a lower
and sustainable level of economic growth. Degrowth theorists pinpoint that such downscaling of
economic growth is still a job in front of developed economies especially because 1) overall global
growth persists (i.e., despite regional slowdowns, global economic activity continues to expand,
driven by developing economies by grounding a global GDP growth of 2.9-3.0% in 2024 and
2025'); ii) limited implementation of degrowth policies still pervades (i.e., most developed
economies still prioritize growth, though some explore alternative metrics like wellbeing instead
of solely focusing on GDP); and iii) rebound effects are possible (i.e., periods of economic decline
often lead to "bounce-back" growth, negating potential degrowth progress) (Santarius, 2016). As a

corollary, degrowth theorists have a predilection to claim that developed economies face the task

13 Kallis et al. (2018) righteously admitted that further study is needed on the compatibility of degrowth with democracy.
Nevertheless, if one considers democracy in a degrowth paradigm as a highly decentralised system bearing the torch of participatory
governance at the very local levels, degrowth still has a flavour of democracy in terms of increased autonomy, as Whitehead (2013)
underlined, when it comes to prioratizing.

14 See: OECD (2024).



of downscaling production and consumption rather than claiming degrowth is already fully

underway.

Although downscaling can occur even without explicit degrowth policies (i.e., initiatives like green
technology, regulations on resource use, and promoting sustainable lifestyles can contribute to
resource reduction and lower consumption), acknowledging that this task is still ahead of developed
economies has been being reflected in the increasing number of policies devoted to such objective.
Policies have been covering a variety of intervention areas, as Fitzpatrick et al. (2022) showcased,
ranging from culture & education, energy & environment, finance, food, through public sector &
geopolitics, up until inequality, production & consumption, science & technology, and tourism.
Nonetheless, some scholars outside the degrowth narrative do not seem to be aware of the main
claims of degrowth advocates. Branco Milanovic, an authoritative researcher of inequalities and
growth as well as a staunch believer in the improvability of capitalism (Milanovic, 2019, 2023),
shed some light on the illusion of such deceleration especially when considering a more equal and
just society at the end. Milanovic made the point that in our currently poor and unequal world
economy, thinking about how to implement more taxes on the most emission-intensive goods and
services would be a more instructive way instead of trying to sharpen the consumption and
production of all sorts.!> Milanovic seems to have slightly misunderstood the concept of degrowth
since its goal is not to reduce all sectors’ capacity and production indifferently, rather, its objective
is to scale down ecologically destructive and socially less necessary production. Still, the hows

pertaining to this gargantuan task remains mostly unclear.

While there is a kernel of truth in the view of degrowth stating that downscaling is still a task in
front of the developed economies, it may get more wrong than right on the other hand. There has
been a slant of degrowth interpretation which says that degrowth has been actually happening for
decades especially in the developed countries in an autochthonous way. If economic history is any
guide, one may lead to the conclusion that the decline of flourishing periods was part of the natural
order of things. The economic historian, Jack A. Goldstone (2002) coined the term efflorescences
for describing such periods emerged for instance in case of Song China, Abbasid Mesopotamia, the
ancient Greek civilisation and so on. We therefore have no reason to reject the suggestion that,
beyond a certain point, quantitative growth is on a downward trajectory due to the nature of the

system configuration.

15 See: https://www.globalpolicyjournal.com/blog/13/12/2023/illusion-degrowth-poor-and-unequal-world Accessed on: 04.02.2024




In the period of hyper-globalisation, the world economy has become incredibly complex, and while
millions of people have been lifted out of poverty, the growth of income and wealth inequalities
within developed countries has reached a tipping point by becoming a brake on economic growth.
Today, a web of billions of transactions in the economic acts of some 50 million companies, 2
billion households and 3.3 billion workers weaves its way through our daily lives. Economic
governance is supposed to coordinate and influence an incredibly complex socio-economic system.
And while in the shadow of the aftermath of the 2008 crisis and despite the recurring shock of the
coronavirus, many would argue that we are living in the best of all worlds — with life standards and
life expectancy rising spectacularly over the past 200 years, child mortality falling, and poverty
and hunger dropping to historically low levels — the growth dynamics of the global economy have
been on a downward trend since the 1960s. Average growth of 5.5 per cent in the 1960s was
followed by 4 per cent in the 1970s, 3.2 per cent in the 1980s and 2.6 per cent in the 1990s. In
short, "[...] the West is already in a state resembling degrowth" (Naudé¢, 2023). Moreover, the
deteriorating growth dynamics may have taken place in a relatively low interest rate environment,
a constellation that some have even referred to as secular stagnation.'® It is hardly by chance that
there is a growing body of evidence suggesting that the perspective of future economic growth is
becoming ever-weaker in the developed and emerging economies alike (Bonaiuti, 2018; Gordon,
2018; Gordon — Sayed, 2022; Rodrik, 2012; Kovacs, 2023). The main problem is that, at the same
time, inequalities have been rising, that is, the ground has been lost in terms of economic
governance to address inequalities, and it looks very much as if the digital transformation promises
to be a period of further struggle in this respect. According to OECD terminology and data, it is
clear that between 1980 and 2015, the share of middle-income households in the total population
declined from 64 to 61 per cent of the OECD average. While it is true that this has taken the form
of small-scale change year on year, there have been - and still are - countries where it has happened
- and is happening - at a faster pace. In Israel, Germany, Finland and the United States, for example,
the change has exceeded 4.5 percentage points. This shrinkage calls into question the effectiveness
of the social dimension of economic policies and, moreover, codifies from within dissatisfaction
and serious concerns about the state's ability to act. Moreover, the shrinking middle class also
means that this social group is losing its political importance. The thinning of the middle class is
worrying from the point of view of development, because it is precisely this class whose
representatives have the critical level of aspiration that is indispensable at systemic level. This is

most evident in the investment in research, development and innovation that can be made with the

16 Meaning the decreasing productivity improvement since the midst of the 1970s in the developed world. See the works of Larry
H. Summers at http://larrysummers.com/category/secular-stagnation or Teulings and Baldwin (2014) for a sensitively given account.



help of intellectual and other resources and savings, and in self-improvement and self-education.
The members of this group do not want to be left behind and are therefore the guardians of the
democratic system, in the sense that they support the healthy maintenance of a system of checks
and balances. Bearing in mind that the middle class is the source of economic growth, thus, its
reduction is in fact a mechanism of the degrowth transition, but the downscaling process is also
supported by increasing income inequality (e.g., Komlos (2019b) reported about the squeezing
middle class with its income growing at almost zero between 1979 and 2011, while the top 1% saw
their annual income grow by 3.5-3.9%). Today we are experiencing a phenomenon of stalled social
mobility (in OECD countries it takes on average four and a half generations for a child born into a
poor family to reach the middle class), and the demographic self-movements of an ageing society
are also slowing down the growth dynamics (Jensen et al. 2021). These systemic problems are
increasingly perceived and propagated as a need for institutional change, but mainly to restore
economic growth!”, i.e., they are inclined to think that institutional renewal (in the interest of
cultivating intangible capital as Kling and Schulz (2011) advocated) may admit of further

quantitative growth.!'®

Consequently, there is a tension between a deliberation-led understanding of degrowth and an
autochthonous degrowth concept accounting for degrowth both in developed and developing
countries that will emerge naturally. One of the biggest future tasks is therefore sequencing the
initiatives in balancing between areas where degrowth-transition oriented changes are happening

already and the areas that are still untouched, but are key to achieve sustainable degrowth.

Degrowth in education

Degrowth, a concept advocating for planned economic contraction and prioritizing well-being
within ecological limits, is starting to appear in the education sphere, sparking both conversations
and challenges. The concept of questioning the prevailing quantitative approach, which is gaining
popularity thanks to a wide variety of international research communities'®, is also being adopted
by an increasing number of university courses (e.g., at the Autonomous University of Barcelona,

the University of Lund and Gothenburg in Sweden, the University of Oslo in Norway, Brown

17 Institutional renewal and innovation are necessary to end the slowdown of intangible investment and restore economic growth”
(Haskel — Westlake, 2022:82).

18 See: Gordon (2016), Haskel — Westlake (2022). In Europe, in 2018, an open letter signed by over 200 scientists was published by
the degrowth network by targeting the institutions of the European Union (“Europe, It’s Time to End the Growth Dependency”).
Still, strategies are still born in the spirit of productivity-enhancement or growth imperative when it comes to addressing the
problems of the Eurozone, see: European Commission (2023): Recommendation for a Council Recommendation on the economic
policy of the euro area, COM(2023) 903 final.

19 See: https://degrowth.org/




University in the USA, and the University of Tokyo). Along the courses, a critique of growth-
centric education may arise by giving place for a more dedicated degrowth education highlighting
the inherent unsustainability of the current education system, tied to economic growth models. It
may critique the focus on constant expansion, competition, and individual career success, arguing
it contradicts ecological reality and social equality. This could involve emphasizing sustainability
education (i.e., integrating ecological understanding and responsible resource use into various
subjects) as well as critical thinking (i.e., developing skills to analyse dominant narratives about
growth and question their validity). As for the key challenges regarding degrowth in education are
concerned, not only the resistance to change, but also the cumbersome issue of balancing various
perspectives of degrowth exist by potentially leading to uncertainties and the emergence of negative
attitudes toward the concept (Drews — Reese, 2018). Still, the momentum of the research field is
indicated by the emergence of degrowth networks, the growing number of self-driven circles that
want to disseminate one or more aspects of the shift to degrowth to a wider social base (see the
initiative of relationship-to-profit.net etc.), and the growing number of ambitious international
conferences on the topic of degrowth. The conference "Beyond GDP" in May 2023 has already
made tangible progress not only on the level of theory but also on the level of "Hows?", with the
active participation of Members of the European Parliament, academics and eminent researchers,

as well as policy makers from other EU institutions.

3.2 Deeper interdisciplinary roots of degrowth

If one broadens the research canvas, it becomes clearer that degrowth-like thinking has been long
having its deeper interdisciplinary roots, mainly neglected by degrowth-literature, in fields ranging
from evolutionary research, to happiness research, to systems theory of living systems affecting
our economics thinking. Thus, a variety of degrowth approaches emerges by improving the
freedom of choice of citizens and states with respect to degrowth transition by potentially

safeguarding the democratic fashion of the complex process.

Evolutionary science directing economics toward degrowth

As for evolutionary biology, it emphasises the finite nature of resources and the limitations of
adaptation (Smith — Szathmary, 1997). Organisms cannot grow indefinitely, as they are constrained
by environmental factors, competition, and internal limitations. This resonates with degrowth's core

tenet of questioning the sustainability of endless economic expansion. It is sufficient to go back to



Charles Darwin, who cherished the intellectual legacy of the ancient philosopher Heraclitus, whose
life's work clearly shows that it is worth guarding against so-called "runaway phenomena", i.e.,
when a change that initially appeared beneficial at the level of the individual goes beyond the
optimal scale and eventually becomes a self-defeating mechanism that endangers not only the
individual but also the species as a whole. This was the case with the peacock's huge coloured tail
feathers, which were intended to attract the attention of the opposite sex, i.e., to serve the higher
social purpose of species preservation, but the animal's movements became more difficult and more
conspicuous, making it easy prey for predators, thus reducing the species' chances of survival.?
Both evolutionary biology and the concept of degrowth emphasise i) resource limitations; ii)
adaptation and change (i.e., both highlight the importance of adaptation and change in response to
changing conditions. In evolution, species adapt to survive and reproduce in changing
environments. Degrowth proposes adapting our economic system to be more sustainable and
resilient in the face of environmental challenges); and iii) diversity and complexity (i.e., both
recognize the value of diversity and complexity. In evolution, biodiversity is crucial for resilience
and ecosystem health. Degrowth emphasizes the importance of diverse economic models and
localized solutions instead of a one-size-fits-all approach.). And today, more and more evolutionary
biologists are trying to bring this to a wider audience, such as Edward O. Wilson (2017) and Sir
David Attenborough. Recent — albeit undeservedly overlooked — work, born out of the combined
thinking of economics and evolutionary biology, also underscores the suicidal nature of our growth
paradigm (Snower — Wilson, 2022), where cooperation rather than competition can be the panacea

(Burlando — Tartaglia, 2022).

Bearing the above mentioned in mind, a defining feature of socio-economic evolutionary
development is the preference for patterns of behaviour that seek sustainability, the abstinence and
restful, collaborative, if you like, wise idleness that is often necessary for an active later life. This

kind of understanding had been long started to infiltrate into social sciences like economics.

However, the issue of overburdening nature was known to social scientists, including economists,
long before the work on The Limits to Growth. Apart from the fact that the entire economics
profession is to resolve the paradox between unlimited human desires and limited resources (i.e.,
scarcity), which equals to the admission of existing strict limits, perhaps Thomas R. Malthus was
the first champion of the idea that we should take natural limits into account, because he believed
that food production was arithmetic, while population growth was geometric, and therefore there

would not be enough food for all. With the benefit of hindsight, Malthus ignored technological

20 See: Csanyi (2012).



development and migration, and the fact that it is population growth that spurs better technologies,
agricultural productivity, the possibility of feeding more hungry mouths, and so there are always
feedback effects. Yet, following Malthus, a message seems valid for today: the state will be much
needed during the degrowth transition, because the more the population decreases, the less pressure
is given in pursuing ever-more effective and efficient technological development. Less than half a
century after Malthus, John Stuart Mill also pointed to the possibility of a general glut and argued
at length for the limitation of arable land (Mill, 1848, p. 30). Almost 50 years later, Alfred Marshall
highlighted to a peculiarity of human nature in relation to consumption, namely that people's
activities are not only for the satisfaction of their primary needs, but can also be desirable for
themselves (i.e., people strive for much more than mere primary needs), suggesting that people are
somewhere confronted with the limits of nature. Although concerns about emerging external
inefficiencies (i.e., that one person's increasing consumption might limit the availability of certain
goods for others) emerged in the 1920s — see in particular the pioneering work of Pigou (1920) —
such negative effects were then seen primarily as temporary aberrations. It was only later, with

population growth, that the issue began to gain ground.

The issue of creating harmful artificial wants appeared yet another half century later when John
Kenneth Galbraith published Affluent Society (1958) which concluded that modern American
society has been going through a runaway phenomenon since it shifted from the narrative of
scarcity and production to affluency and excessive consumerism grounding malignant inequalities
and environmental degradation. 1958 was also the year when, at an American symposium, the
doyen of growth theory, Sir Roy Harrod, mentioned that growth is indeed limited, but no one paid
any attention to his remark at the time. As for the European front is concerned, for instance,
Wilhelm Répke — who in his work Civitas Humana exactly warned that the inclusion of dimensions
beyond supply and demand in economic analysis is indispensable — repeatedly referred to the 1938
work of the German biochemist Ehrenfried Pfeiffer entitled "Bio-Dynamic Farming and
Gardening". For example, Fred Hirsch (1978), in his undeservedly forgotten work Social Limits to
Growth, coined a special term ‘positional goods’ most of which are given but for which the demand
appears to be unlimited, such as the ozone layer, clean air, drinkable water, natural beauty,
infrastructure (e.g., roads, sewers) etc. What is more, since the information revolution that began
in the 1970s, there has been repeated work on how growth is becoming more and more limited. On
the one hand, there is the literature that notes, during the rise of a transforming, immaterialising
economic nature, rich in intangible capital (Haskel - Westlake, 2017) and services, that productivity
growth and GDP growth may not be so spectacular, and that there are serious problems with the

measurability of value added (because it is more likely to generate qualitative value added, see



Kovacs, 2011; Mokyr et al. 2015). On the other hand, there is the argument that as the knowledge
economy progresses, it becomes more difficult for new ideas to emerge, but the ultimate limits to
growth lie very much in our ability to process an abundance of potentially new ideas into practice

in an efficient and effective way, as Weitzman (1998) pointed out.

The piquancy of knowledge expansion is that it is associated with an increase in household
consumption when it occurs in the area of financial literacy (Dinkova et al. 2021), which reinforces
the excessiveness already mentioned. Indeed, social science research now emphasises that over the
past 40-50 years our economic system has lost its old charm in applying the infinite desire for
growth (Dervis, 2016; Cohen, 2020), i.e., it has become systemically characterised by expulsion
and extraction, as the sociologist and economist Saskia Sassen (Sassen, 2014) neatly documented.
It seems that even the most prominent members of the economic mainstream cannot remain
completely immune, and are forced to think about the limits of quantitative growth. Among other
things, a serious reflection is underway within the Global Agenda Council on New Growth
Models?'under the umbrella of the World Economic Forum, led by Nobel laureate Michael Spence.
Another equally prominent scholar, Joseph E. Stiglitz is not in favour of degrowth, but he
encourages qualitative growth via high level public investments with more powerful regulation and
apt environmental pricing (Stiglitz, 2019). What is more, contemporary discussions over fiscal and
monetary policies have started to lend support to degrowth and green economy thinking
(Blanchard, 2023; Olk et al. 2023), in addition, the business sphere has also been recognising the
opportunity to tap by pursuing not-for-profit activities (Hinton — Maclurcan, 2016).

The process of shifting from the life ideal of profit to a more pro-social and value-based production
and consumption system, being permeated by cooperation as well as moderation, has been one of
the core tenets of a research programme within economics on happiness as well. The springboard
for happiness research was Richard A. Easterlin’s observation (Easterlin, 1974) that the growth of
income and happiness are departing from each other after a certain point. Research on happiness is
related to the concept of degrowth in several ways. First, studies have shown that a long-term
decline in economic standards, as seen in Japan, does not necessarily lead to a decline in subjective
wellbeing, supporting the case for degrowth (Komatsu et al. 2022). Second, the movement towards
degrowth involves a critique of wealth indicators, such as GDP per capita, and a rediscovery of
alternative goals for happiness and wellbeing, such as "frugal affluence" and joyful sobriety
(Latouche, 2020). Third, the concept of Gross National Happiness (GNH) from Bhutan challenges

the dominant GDP metrics and places socio-cultural, political-economic, and spiritual-ecological

2l See: https://www3.weforum.org/docs/GAC/2014/WEF_GAC_NewGrowthModels_ChallengesStepsGrowth_Report 2014.pdf
Accessed on: 05.02.2024




wellbeing at the center of national development, offering a holistic alternative to degrowth (Verma,
2017). To the latter, the spirit of Schumacher (2010) or Brown (2017) does also touch upon
degrowth by calling for a culture of suffering-mitigation coupled with self-restraint. One of their
important insights is that the paradigm of no-growth cannot be forgiven for the fact that serious
steps need to be taken to ensure that the majority of people have the capacity for self-fulfilment
and constructive use of the extra leisure time that is offered (e.g., artificial intelligence is recently
estimated to make 40% of jobs redundant (IMF, 2024), further reinforcing the gloomy employment

outlook in rich countries given by Industry 4.0, automation and robotisation??).?*

Overall, while not directly overlapping fields, evolutionary biology and degrowth share valuable
insights on resource limitations, adaptation via self-restraint, and the importance of diversity in
complex systems. Understanding these connections can inform discussions on sustainable

development and economic alternatives.

Systems theory directing economics toward degrowth

What is perhaps more noteworthy is that the work of many authors in the field of degrowth gives
us the impression that many of them are not even aware that some of their ideas are borrowed from
the field of systems theory, complexity science, or from the field of network science. Such ideas

are as follows: critical instability, bifurcation, heterogeneity, and becoming.

As far as critical instability and bifurcation are concerned, Per Bak (1997) emphasised self-
organised criticality as a basic constituent of nature, namely that critical instability refers to the
analysis of system instability and the detection of upcoming critical transitions in complex systems.
Such critical transition is envisioned and propagated by degrowth theorists in critiquing the growth-
compelled capitalist economy with the aim at reaching out smaller and more equitable social
metabolisms. It means that a bifurcation induced turning point emerges after which there is no point
of return to the previous functioning of the system. The concept of degrowth builds on the line of
thinking that constant economic growth leads to such a bifurcation point (Max-Neef, 1995; Lawn
2005), after which an unsustainable process may continue, or we may enter a "post-growth" phase.
The significance of the bifurcation-induced turning points was already vividly demonstrated before
the trend towards degrowth, for example by Ludwig von Bertalanfty (1968), a pioneer in systems
theory, and after him by such figures as Hermann Haken (1983), who founded the theory of

22 See: Frey — Osborne (2017), Acemoglu — Restrepo (2020).
23 Needless to say, in a degrowth society, employers shall tolerate much more the lack of job experience of candidates when it comes
to hiring (which otherwise causes discrimination nowadays, see: Baert et al. (2017)).



synergetics, and the biochemist and ecologist Frederic Vester (2007). With respect to instability
and bifurcation, the Russian-Belgian biochemist, Ilya Prigogine’s oeuvre, particularly his theory
on dissipative and far-from-equilibrium systems does offer important ammunition for the concept
of degrowth. Prigogine (1977, 1980) showed that closed systems tend towards disorder and
increasing entropy (disorganization). Degrowth argues for reducing resource consumption and
economic expansion to limit environmental degradation and maintain ecological balance, aligning
with the idea of minimizing entropy increase. Prigogine also explored how small changes in open
non-linear systems can amplify to the macro level by leading to drastic, even irreversible,
consequences (i.e., bifurcation) (Prigogine — Stengers, 1984). Degrowth emphasizes the potential
for environmental tipping points and advocates for precautionary measures to avoid them,
suggesting scaling back economic activity to stay within safe ecological boundaries. Axel
Leijonhufvud (2000), who analysed the economy from a systems perspective by relying on the
works on bifurcation, also drew attention to the inherent instability of the capitalist system and
therefore urged that it was time for re-evaluating and reimagining our economic systems to achieve
genuine sustainability. But the findings of scholars working on complex living systems today could
also be incorporated into the degrowth paradigm, since it is not necessarily true that there will be a
precisely calculable limit, which will mark a bifurcation-induced turning point in the life of our
modern society. Ritchie et al. (2023) for instance concluded that it is not necessary for the rate of
warming to reach a certain critical limit during climate change to arrive at a bifurcation; they even
suggest that it may be sufficient for the rate of the phenomenon to accelerate so that we are still

within the theoretical limit.

As for heterogeneity, systems theory, when dealing with complex, dynamic and open systems,
conveys that degrowth transition cannot be homogeneous, i.e., transitioning to degrowth cannot
happen with a universal constant rate applied everywhere, regardless of space and time. There is a
tendency to forget that the degrowth concept is intended to be born in and to achieve results in
high-income Nordic countries (Muraca — Schmelzer, 2017, p. 176). To understand this, it may be
helpful to turn, for example, to what Georgio Parisi**, who was awarded by the Nobel Prize in
Physics in 2021, has said. Parisi was awarded for his "pioneering contribution to the understanding
of complex physical systems" and showed that it would not be sensible and forward-looking to
start reducing emissions universally in all countries based on an average limit of 1.5 degrees
Celsius, because there are zones that are warming three to four times faster than the rest of the
globe, and therefore a differentiated approach is needed (somewhere the amount of reduction

calculated on the basis of the average is insufficient by necessitating more reduction; while

24 See: https://www.encyclopedie-environnement.org/en/physics/parisi-nobel-prize-physics-2021/ Accessed on: 10.02.2024




elsewhere less may be sufficient). Higher-income countries, for example, have now managed to
achieve the kind of economic growth that is associated with lower greenhouse gas emissions than
before, but this is not the case for many developing economies, including China and India. The
global degrowth transition must be a heterogeneous process. It is no coincidence that there is an
implicit suggestion in the literature that the transition to degrowth should be the property of the
richest countries first (Daly 1999; Meadows et al. 2004; Woodward and Simms 2006; Victor 2008;
Stiglitz et al. 2010; Alexander, 2012:364). Even Pope Francis declared that "[...] time has come to
accept reduced growth in some parts of the world, in order to provide resources for other places to
experience healthy growth" (Francis, 2014, p. 141). Degrowth must therefore be differentiated at
both individual and community level. From this perspective, the view of the movement's
proponents that the role of local communities is crucial in promoting and sustaining degrowth
would be immediately more plausible, but the question (Kish — Quilley, 2017) is also how to steer
the institutions and norms and rules of the global and integrated world economic environment

towards that aim.

As for becoming, Prigogine did also suggest that far-from-equilibrium systems can evolve and
create new order due to exchange with their environment. Degrowth argues for transitioning to
new, sustainable economic models and encourages experimentation and innovation within
constrained resource use. Degrowth needs to address how to minimize entropy increase while still
nurturing innovation and development within a reduced-consumption model. The key in the
concept of degrowth is the planned as well as deliberated transition initiated both at the micro
(grassroots) and macro (economic governance, public policies) levels. Becoming, i.e., structural
transition to a sustainable degrowth socio-economic innovation ecosystem, very much depends on
whether such collective initiation has a real perspective or not. To answer this question, we can
draw on our knowledge of economic history. First, as far as economic history is concerned, Charles
Kindleberger (1978) argued that serious change has only been achieved in very exceptional cases
— such as wars that shatter the existing institutional set-up, or defeats that create new ones. The
Roman Empire fell, and then succumbed to barbarian invasions, when the coherence of the imperial
socio-civic virtues had become infinitely weak, as Edward Gibbon's seminal six-volume History
of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire indicated as early as the 18th century (see Gibbon,
1776). Arnold J. Toynbee's twelve-volume, The Rise and Fall of Civilizations, concluded that
certain societies rise via technological advances and collapse when they fail to create and develop
social cohesion (Toynbee, 1934). In addition, the 1987 magnum opus of Paul Kennedy sensitively
illustrated that the runaway of great powers will eventually lead to their perceptible fall since the

more states increase their power, the larger the proportion of their resources they devote to



maintaining it. It implies that the overextensions of our economies will prove to become an
ecologically incompatible economic system. If we take into account that humanity is manoeuvring
itself into an "exceptional" situation that is real and perceived by an increasing number of people,
then there is a possibility of change strictly from the point of view of economic history. In his
famous work, Karl Polanyi (1944|2001) not only showed that the price of development can be
social upheaval if and when countervailing mechanisms are not established; he also pointed out
that the capitalist market economy was not the result of a bottom-up "unguided" process, but that
its institutionalisation was based on a series of violent state actions and interventions. To this,
Hodgson (2023) added that the time span was also relatively short, i.e., institutions were destroyed
and built as deliberated acts. Of course, degrowth advocates underline that economic, social,
cultural and ethical change is of essence. Many argue that this is almost impossible (Alexander,
2012). The western style of excessive consumerism shall be abandoned and it shall come from the
grassroots voluntarily (Alexander, 2013). Joel Mokyr (2018), however, argued that all major
transformations in economic history have been accompanied by, or even driven by, cultural change
(which is why we cannot say that reducing consumption is a utopia, because a sociogenesis based

on cultural change can emerge, in which it can be a kind of naturalness).

Undoubtedly, degrowth transition, whereby quantitative growth is becoming qualitative growth,
shall build upon the micro sphere’s innovation activities (including exaptations, i.e., when an
existing innovation or available technology is used for a different purpose elsewhere)? in a liberal
fashion.?® The latter is of course conditional on the preservation of individuality in societies, which
is the catalyst for the emergence of new ideas, the paving of new paths. It also follows, of course,
that a future society based on degrowth must be liberal, open and democratic based on well-

functioning virtues.

As far as the nexus among liberal fashion, democracy and degrowth is concerned, the literature
conveys the message that a degrowth paradigm requires more radical control over technological
development and production to be geared toward a sustainable degrowth society (Castoriadis, 1997:
416-417; 2010; Asara et al. 2013). A major shortcoming of the degrowth literature is that it says
nothing about a compatible and sustainable state model for degrowth but implies a more
interventionist state attitude. When discussing the European social market economy, Csaba
(2014a:83-125) stressed that the growth of state redistribution is in fact an irreversible historical

process, imbued with great inertia. The task is therefore particularly difficult because the interaction

25 See: Kovacs (2024).
26 Here we converge to the line of reasoning of the Nobel-laureate, Edmund Phelps (2013), even though He did not mention and
recognise the crucial importance of exaptations which is of essence when it comes to do smarter for less. See: Kovacs (2024).



between state, economy and society needs to be transformed in order to achieve a degrowth-
compatible configuration. A range of areas would have to be steered in parallel through a multitude
of interventions in a direction that would promote the possibility of sustainable degrowth. A
degrowth transition would require the state inter alia to have a say in what type of work, how and
by how many people, with some types of degrowth being affected by degrowth and some types of
expansion. A centrally planned “invisible hand” can become a new normal. Once one is acquainted
with the lessons what Friedrich August von Hayek,?’ or other Ordnungstheorists like Wilhelm
Ropke, underlined, namely that interventionist centralization might turn out to be an explosive tool
for disintegration; degrowth transition seems to be ever-more challenging. At this point, albeit the
literature has not yet considered what kind of state would fulfil such aim, it can be reasonably said
that degrowth society shall be equipped with a new culture, hence a new type of post-growth (non-
welfare) state shall emerge with a hybrid regime (i.e., allowing grassroots to initiate
innovations/exaptations, while still having a more expended but cautious supervision over what is
happening in the technological front). A potential manifestation of such development might be the
extensive application of participatory governance (Dias, 2018; Kovéacs, 2023; Sintomer et al. 2010;
Su, 2017) as an instrument of direct democracy, advocated by the degrowth propagandists such as
Fotopoulos (2010) as well as Latouche (2005), along which priorities can be chosen by the public,
but the final decision is at local, regional or national governments. It does not necessarily mean the
extension/expansion of welfare state, which has already become overloaded, on the contrary, a
post-growth non-welfare state shall admit that real progress will occur when self-care appears at
the level of individuals (through the downsizing of the welfare state — as Wilhelm Rdpke already
emphasized in 1979)?® and the risk associated with it, which can also be the driving force of the
local fight against climate change along the way of transitioning toward a degrowth society which

still growth qualitatively. Otherwise, degrowth would not be regenerative (Ryan et al. 2023;
Umantseva, 2022) but a socially destructive path (Samans, 2023).

As far as well-functioning virtues are concerned, importantly, a separate research programme could
be devoted to the question of how the consolidation of the social foundations of degrowth has been
hindered. This could be aided by a state analysis of the virfues necessary for social learning, since
these are the virtues that we have known since the Greeks to be the basis for creating, maintaining,
abolishing or modifying institutions and organisations, and for changing our attitudes and actions.?

These are prudence (originally the spirit of exploiting arbitrage opportunities in the present and

27 See: Hayek (1994), Ropke (1979).

28 Wilhelm Ropke claimed that state-organised care for the masses is nothing more than a prosthetic leg, one sign of progress could
be the success in reining in the welfare state (Ropke, 1979). But European states are defined by an expanding redistributive
imperative, as Vanhuysse et al. (2021) has shown, while giving renewed credence to Adolph Wagner's long-established law.

2 See: McCloskey (2007).



self-interest, maximising profit, a sense of what is practical and reasonable for the individual),
curiosity (synonymous with the search for change and risk-taking challenges, a capacity to take
into account context and the long term), fairness (which is a sense of what is good, and an
inclination to search for it), and temperance (which is the embodiment of self-care, self-control and
longer-term planning, an awareness and sense of limits). Together, these mark the boundaries, the
zones of moral comfort and discomfort where a mind-set change is inevitable. In the context of
prudence, economic growth and the pursuit of profit have caused serious cracks in the virtue of
prudence, e.g., the systemic preference for greater profit in the present has resulted in a breakdown
of the harmony between the real and financial sectors (Kovacs, 2023), with capital investment
becoming the dominant preference rather than real economic investment. The question of courage
arises because the overexpansion of the financial system and the marginalisation of the real
economy have strengthened the dominance of large firms, distorting the ability to challenge
markets and weakening the selection mechanism of intense competition. Justice also became a
problem because of the deliberate dismantling of progressive tax systems, which led to increased
inequalities, the proliferation of the financial system and the erosion of the sustainability of public
finances at the expense of future generations. Temperance has also been compromised, as

illustrated by the systemic risk-inducing indebtedness trend in the private and public sectors.
Neuroscience directing economics toward degrowth

So far, the literature has not tried to decipher the nexus between degrowth and the newly emerging
concept of brain capital or that of the brain-healthy economy which is basically a neuroscience-
informed approach to economics. The concept of a brain-healthy economy focuses on creating an
economic system that promotes individuals' and communities' cognitive, emotional, and social
well-being. This involves factors like equitable income distribution, access to education and
healthcare, strong social networks, and opportunities for meaningful work (Smith et al. 2021; Avan
et al. 2023; Hynes et al. 2023; Lock, 2023). A brain-healthy economy aims therefore at nurturing
creativity, innovation, and critical thinking, fostering an environment conducive to human
flourishing. Linchpins arise in the following fronts: degrowth, by reducing material consumption
and work pressures, could free up time and resources for individuals to invest in self-care, learning,
and social connection, potentially contributing to a brain-healthy environment; degrowth's
emphasis on local economies and community resilience could foster stronger social networks and
a sense of belonging, both crucial for mental well-being. Let us underscore that, however,
degrowth, if not carefully implemented, could also lead to economic insecurity and increased stress,
negatively impacting mental health. Despite the common grounds outlined, differences remain in

crucial aspects, namely that degrowth primarily focuses on ecological and social sustainability,



while a brain-healthy economy directly emphasizes individual and community well-being.
Moreover, degrowth proposes systemic changes to economic structures, while a brain-healthy
economy can be applied within different economic models. To the latter, brain healthy economy is
about optimizing each person brain performance — which should lead to greater productivity and
growth®® — but that is not the point. Advocates of brain healthy economy do by no means think that
such approach hitches its wagon inexorably to degrowth (Eyre et al. 2024; Occhipinti et al. 2023,
2024), what is more, brain healthy economics is about growth of innovative new products, new
medicines and treatments, creativity and research in the interest of all in the socio-economic and

environmental systemic configuration.

4. Discussion

So far, this paper has systematically reviewed the literature on the emerging post-growth narrative
called degrowth. It first relied on an approach (SPIDER) used for deciphering whether degrowth
literature associates positive or negative repercussions to degrowth transition on democracy.
Second, it has pointed out the variety of interpretations and their often-imprecise nature by using a
narrow approach as well as a broaden interdisciplinary one. A separate research programme could
be devoted to the question of how the consolidation of the social foundations of degrowth has been
hindered. This could be aided by a state analysis of the virtues necessary for social learning, since
these are the virtues that we have known since the Greeks to be the basis for creating, maintaining,
abolishing or modifying institutions and organisations, and for changing our attitudes and actions.
As the research field is considered young, many open questions remain such as the relationship
between degrowth and the welfare state, how the state apparatus and democratic relations are
affected by a degrowth transition, what happens in the freed leisure time, what social virtues are

needed for a sustainable degrowth society and so on.

5. Conclusion

While the degrowth movement presents a significant and growing field of study, the state-of-the-
art literature offers diverse and sometimes conflicting conclusions due to the inherently complex

and multifaceted nature of the concept. Although there has been a strong consensus that perpetual

30 Even the productivity-oriented OECD, which initiated the Global Forum on Productivity, started to emphasise more the human
side of productivity, hence accentuating the role of policies playing a crucial role in reinvigorating productivity growth such as
management training, education & training, social benefit and tax system, as well as immigration policies that are, undoubtedly,
having impacts on people’s mental health as well.



economic growth within ecological limits is impossible, the concept of degrowth itself lacks a
unified definition, ranging from controlled reductions in material consumption (deliberated

degrowth) to complete societal transformations while autochthonous degrowth is well underway.

When it comes to the policy proposals of degrowth theorists, approaches vary, with some
advocating for specific policies like reduced working hours and degrowth accounting methods,

while others focus on broader societal shifts in values and priorities.

Debates on degrowth are hovering around the relationship with capitalism (i.e., whether degrowth
inherently requires dismantling capitalism or can exist within its framework is a major point of
contention); the impact on well-being (i.e., critics worry degrowth would decrease living standards,
while proponents argue it can enhance wellbeing by shifting values towards non-material aspects)
and global equity (i.e., balancing degrowth strategies between developed and developing nations
presents complex ethical and practical challenges). Degrowth literature has so far failed to
incorporate the messages coming from a variety of fields meaning important interdisciplinary roots

for the concept of degrowth (e.g., evolutionary biology, system/complexity science, neuroscience).

The concept of degrowth can therefore in principle be interpreted in many different ways. Thomas
Kuhn, quoted in the introduction, referred to something along these lines, namely that reality can
be compared to a cloud, which we see and perceive, but whose fragments are variable and
intangible. The very existence of degrowth concepts, on the other hand, is in itself an argument for

pluralism, for the possibility of a liberal and democratic transition.

Overall, the state-of-the-art literature on degrowth presents a vibrant and evolving field with no
single, definitive conclusion. It raises crucial questions about our economic models and societal
goals, encouraging ongoing research and debate to navigate the complexities of achieving
sustainability and wellbeing for all and to imagine how the role of the state remains crucial in that

transition and thereafter.
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