Economic growth

What i
econowords come to mind when you read the word ‘growth’? Perhaps:
o my, progress, prosperity, Gross Domestic Product (GDP)'
" fr:):f;:menté well-being, wealth, jobs. In the news, we might read’
utthe predicted effects of a crisi ’
s on the annual rate of GDP, rj
next to an article about the j Wt
¢ Importance of meditation £
growth. All in one word, s i B
» growth’ is identified with i
social and political i i
goals, the dynamics of the eco indivi
social achievement. It fo Ve Hupuiat G
A rms what the cognitive lingui
e s goitive linguist George
gnitive frame’: in which a clust i is tri
e : ; uster of ideas is triggered
of a single word.! As on ¢
. e example, ‘regulation’ mij
denote somethin iti of the politieal o
g positive for those on the left of th iti
(ronie somet : of the political spec-
o fSIggifymg the curbing of corporate greed and greater prolzec
Or the poor, while, on the ri i i -
A X ght, it has negative connotati
ions:
'more coTltrol by the state over people’s personal lives o
Ism, socialism. ‘Growth) however ,
contest
improvzd. Int n;anylcorners of the political spectrum, it still signals
ment, development, more o iti :
: , pportunities, more mo
o ' 5 ney, and
n. This cluster of Interconnected ideas, where growth basyically

authoritarian-
as a cognitive frame, is as yet less

1 George Lakoff, ‘Why It Matters How We Frame ¢

Environmental Communication 4, no, 1 (2010): 70-81 he Frvironment,

37

gconomic growth

means ‘more of the good stuff” or ‘progress, is today almost ubiqui-
tous and largely unchallenged.

Because it is both so ubiquitous and ambiguous, we need to be very
clear and define what we mean by growth before we can even begin
talking about degrowth. But this gets complicated when we consider
that growth is often — almost purposefully, it seems — poorly defined by
the people who advocate for it, even as it is obsessed over. And, given
that it seems often simply to mean ‘more good things; it is often hard to
argue against.

In this book, we analyse growth as a core feature of capitalism. As we
discuss in more detail in chapter 3, capitalism can be understood as
society driven by accumulation. From this perspective, growth can be
understood as the materialization of this dynamic of accumulation. To
put it differently, capitalism appears as growth - and this materializa-
tion is not only social, but also biophysical or material. In this chapter,
we argue that, to understand and dismantle the politics of growth today,
we need to analyse economic growth as three interlinked processes that
have evolved dynamically over time. First, growth is a relatively recent
idea, the hegemony of which is the core ideology of capitalism, justify-
ing the belief that growth is natural, necessary, and good, and that
growth, as the increase of output and the development of productive
forces, is linked to progress and emancipation. Second, growth is a
social process that has long preceded the current hegemony of growth in
contemporary society: a specific set of social relations resulting from
and driving capitalist accumulation that stabilizes modern societies
dynamically and at the same time makes them dependent on expansive
dynamics of growth, intensification, and acceleration. Third, growth is
a material process — the ever-expanding use of land, resources, and
energy and the related build-up of physical stocks — which fundamen-
tally transforms the planet and increasingly threatens to undermine the
foundations of growth itself.?

2 See Iris Borowy and Matthias Schmelzer, ‘Introduction: The End of
Economic Growth in Long-Term Perspective), in History of the Future of Economic
Growth: Historical Roots of Current Debates on Sustainable Degrowth, ed. Iris
Borowy and Matthias Schmelzer (London: Routledge, 2017), 1-26; Eric Pineault,
“The Growth Imperative of Capitalist Society, in Degrowth in Movement(s):
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. Our central argument is that these three each have their own self.
reinforcing dynamics, which are nevertheless interlinked, fundamep,.

t}llon of livelihoods, Today; at the beginning of the twenty-first century,
these intertwined dynamics of expansion are increasingly reaching

tial proporj[ions, the opposite seems more accurate: If we do not rock
the boat of growth and pull the emergency lever, all lower decks will
soon drown. If we do not switch tracks now, we wil] continue to be
rocked by crisis after crisis until growth itself throws society from its

2.1. Growth as an idea

One of the more basic, and important, ways to understand growth s as
an .ideological construction ~ a collective myth that shapes modern
societies and how we are told to see the world and ourselves in it. While
growth is also much more than this - as we explore further. below

Exploring Pathways for Trans ormation, ed. Corinna Burkhart Matthias

Schmelzer, and Nina Treu (Winchester: Zer0, 2020), 29-43,
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- many people do not realize that the concept of growth itself, applied
to the economy;, is a surprisingly recent invention. Even though there
are various precursors - such as ‘development, ‘progress, or the much
quoted ‘wealth of nations’ by Adam Smith - the term ‘economic growth’
has only been used since the middle of the twentieth century. It was not
until the invention of GDP in the 1930s that growth in the modern
sense could be measured, and it was not until the 1950s that it became
the key ideology of capitalist and actually existing socialist societies.
Since then, the idea that growth was desirable, necessary, and essen-
tially infinite has become common sense: self-evident and far-reaching,
fundamentally shaping the political, social, and economic develop-
ments on planet Earth.* This increasingly global ideology, which plays
a central role in the hegemonic stabilization of modern societies, is
what we call the ‘growth paradigm’* Yet, as we explore in the following
sections, this is only one, and a relatively more recent, dimension of
growth. In order to go beyond a simplistic critique of GDP, we must
analyse how the modern growth paradigm builds on and is interlinked
with growth as a social and material process, going back at least to colo-
nization and early capitalism.

The invention of ‘the economy’

An important prerequisite for economic growth becoming so central to
state governance was the invention of ‘the economy, as an independent
sphere of social life based on specific laws which can be statistically
recorded and measured. As early as the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, political economists in England and France postulated
economic development as a relatively autonomous sphere that balances
itself through the famous ‘invisible hand’, This process was considered

3 Here we won't get into debates on the differences between hegemony and
ideology; see Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction (London: Verso, 1991);
and Matthias Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth: The OECD and the Making of
the Economic Growth Paradigm (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).

4 Borowy and Schmelzer, History of the Future of Economic Growth;
Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth; Gareth Dale, “The Growth Paradigm: A
Critique} International Socialism 134 (2012), isj.org.uk.
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measure of prosperity - and used especially as a metric to compare
different countries or different time periods.®
As we discuss in more detail in the third chapter, GDP has been
criticized from different perspectives. In essence, the criticism is that
GDP only measures the monetary value of goods and services produced
through gainful employment: it does not distinguish between the posi-
tive and negative effects of these products and services on the well-being
of a society and makes everything that is not paid for invisible. In addi-
tion, GDP measurements fail to take into account who gets paid for
which work, and how this is distributed within a society. This means that
unpaid activities such as housework and care, self-sufficiency and
subsistence, or voluntary work, as well as stewardship of the land, are
not included. An increase in car accidents, for example, can therefore
increase GDP through medical treatment, car repairs, and so on — and
so can environmental destruction, if it leads to more paid work. The
growing production of wasteful packaging, discarded electronics, and
damaged and non-repairable equipment, or the monetarization of
entire areas of society that were previously not regulated by money,
such as ride-sharing, all contribute to economic growth.®
Far less well known is the fact that all these controversies about the
correct measurement of wealth and the economy can be traced back to
the period of development and international standardization of GDP in
the late 1940s and early 1950s. Almost all leading economists in the
middle of the twentieth century, including the ones who invented GDE,
spoke out against using it as a yard-stick for the prosperity of nations

8 Diane Coyle, GDP: A Brief but Affectionate History (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2014); Lorenzo Fioramonti, Gross Domestic Problem:
The Politics behind the World's Most Powerful Number (London: Zed Books,
2013); Philipp Lepenies, The Power of a Single Number: A Political History of GDP
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2016); Dirk Philipsen, The Little Big
Number: How GDP Came to Rule the World and What to Do about It (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015); Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth.

9 Stephen J. Macekura, Mismeasure of Progress: Economic Growth and Its
Critics (Chicago: University of Chicago Pr., 2020); David Pilling, The Growth
Delusion: Wealth, Poverty, and the Well-Being of Nations (New York: Crown,
2018); Marilyn Waring, Counting for Nothing: What Men Value and What Women
Are Worth (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999).
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Bear in mind that GDP is far more than a technical tool for measur-
onomic activity. It generates a whole grammar that not only
shapes economics but also structures shared ideas of the world - above
Jll, through its close connection to the growth paradigm. So, while
economic growth is a highly ambivalent and elusive concept, its seman-
tic core is statistically fixed: it is defined as the annual increase in GDP
or per capita GDP and is usually expressed in percentages.

ing €C

The growth paradigm

The international standardization of statistical measurements of the
economy was central to making growth a policy objective. Only through
this universalized concept of ‘the economy, commensurable over time
and space, did it become conceivable to measure what was to grow: the
sum of market transactions within national borders. Only then did the
idea that long-term, stable, and unlimited growth was at all possible
and desirable become established.

In fact, in the political discussions of the early post-war period, the
idea of economic growth was conspicuously absent. Rather, the central
themes were full employment, stability, and reconstruction. Before
1950, there was almost no interest at all in economic growth as a policy
goal in political statements or economic literature.’ In the following
years, however, growth was catapulted to the top of the hierarchy of
political goals. At the time, movements for decolonization were arising
in former colonies around the world, the Cold War was in full swing,
and it became imperative to pacify class struggles in both the Global
North and South. Something needed to be done to stabilize Western
economic dominance and capitalist class relations. There needed to be

a way to show conclusively the progress of capitalist economies. First
declared the goal of national economic policy by the chairman of the
US Council of Economic Advisers in 1949, it became the globally
accepted measure of progress from the mid-1950s onwards. The
sociological modernization theories developed by North American and

15 Dale, “The Growth Paradigm’; Mitchell, ‘Economentality’s Schmelzer, The
Hegemony of Growth.
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A focus on the rise of the growth paradigm, however, shows that already
from the 1950s onwards the expansion of the economy became what
could be described as the raison détat.'® Government interventions all
over the world became largely focused on maintaining a stable growth
path and on creating and maintaining favourable investment condi-
tions. The growth state stood at the centre of the democratic-capitalist
constellation of the ‘golden age] the long phase of stability and rising
prosperity in the second half of the twentieth century.

The growth paradigm has played a key role in transforming the
social discourse on how to distribute wealth: from a zero-sum game in
which a fixed amount is distributed (so what some win, others lose), to
a seemingly positive-sum game in which everyone benefits from the
growing economic product and therefore has a common interest in
economic growth.!” Growth promised to turn difficult political conflicts
over distribution into technical, non-political management questions
of how to collectively increase GDP - an ideology that only partially
reflected reality within the capitalist core during the ‘golden age, and
much less so from a global socio-metabolic perspective.”

By thus transforming class and other social antagonisms into
so-called win-win situations, it provided what could be called an
‘imaginary resolution of real contradictions’ and played a key role in
producing the stable post-war consensus around embedded liberal-
ism.?* In the West, growth made it possible to redirect the demands of
the workers’ movement towards more participation and equality. In the
East, it justified the lack of democracy and the failure of revolutionary
ambitions. In the ‘developing countries’ — a category itself developed
through the logic of the growth paradigm - it served in combination

18 Brown, Undoing the Demos, 64; Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth.

19 Dale, ‘The Growth Paradign.

20 Eric Pinault has proposed analysing the ‘material trajectory of advanced
capitalism as a zero-sum game’ during this period. See Eric Pineault, “The Ghosts
of Progress: Contradictory Materialities of the Capitalist Golden Age;
Anthropological Theory 21, no. 3 (2021): 260-86, 260.

21 Eagleton, Ideology; Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth; Charles S. Maier,
“The Politics of Productivity: Foundations of American International Economic
Policy after World War IT, International Organization 31, no. 4 (1977): 607-33.
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with the idea of ‘development’ as justification for the smashing of
subsistence and traditional economies and the implementation of
large-scale technical infrastructures after the formal end of colonia].
is.m, and further as a way to justify structural adjustment and the strip.
ping of public goods.? Growth thus helped to overcome the politica]
focus on equality and redistribution, depoliticizing the economy. Ags
noted by an American economist and advisor to President Eisenhower:
‘Growth is a substitute for equality of income. As long as there is growt};
there is hope, and that makes large income differentials tolerable2
. In fact, growth became presented as the common good, thus justify-
ing the particular interests of those who benefitted most from the
expansion of market transactions and capital accumulation as benefi-
cial for all. The historian Charles S. Maier puts it in a nutshell: “The trye
dialectic was not one of class against class, but waste versus abundance
Drawing on the definition of hegemony, as developed by the Italian
Marxist Antonio Gramsci, growth appears as an unquestionable, posi-
tive value at the centre of a network of ideas and everyday common
sense which justifies, and silently coerces people into, contemporary
r.elations of power and hierarchy - including social relations of produc-
t.10n such as wage work.* As discussed in more detail below, by tightly
linking ideas of emancipation and progress to economic growth, the
growth paradigm became the normative ideal of modernity - not just
in liberal circles, but also in socialist thought. Indeed, the power of this

22 Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth; Escobar, Encountering Development;
szglfcglang ZSa(cihls;, leze Development Reader: A Guide to Knowledge and Power)

naon: Zed Books, 1992); Gi i
PR, bablishing soi) ); Giorgos Kallis, Degrowth (Newcastle upon Tyne:

23 Henry C. Wallich, ‘Zero Growth, Newsweek, 24 January 1972, 62

24 Cited in Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth, 117. i

25 'The hegemony of growth is thus a comprehensive social practice that not
onlyaccepts growth asa necessary prerequisite for improving the living conditions
of Wage earners, but also sanctions dominant forms of ownership and rule. As we
will explore in the third chapter, these power relations include class, race éender
and South-North uneven development. Antonio Gramsci, Prison Noteb:)oks ed,
by Joseph A. Buttigieg, vols. 1-3 (New York: Columbia University Press 20’11)‘
See also Giacomo D'Alisa and Giorgos Kallis, ‘Degrowth and the State’ Ec:)logicai
Economics 169 (2020): 106486; Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth. )
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myth became so strong that it captured most intellectual currents and
social movements on the progressive left that wanted to overcome capi-
talism - which, as put by Eric Pineault, ‘have remained imprisoned in

the imaginary of growth’>®

2.2. Growth as a social process

We can now understand growth as a hegemonic idea that emerged
quite recently, discursively tied to GDP. But growth is far more than
an increase in GDP, as it is normally defined. In fact, GDP is only the
tip of the iceberg, the surface phenomenon of a whole set of social
processes related to capitalist accumulation that drive growth, and of
ever-increasing biophysical flows that are mobilized by this global
economy. To see the whole picture of this world system, we must go
much further back than the twentieth century, because this newer
ideology of growth is itself rooted in both social and biophysical
processes that go back to the beginnings of capitalism and colonialist
expansion. This deeper understanding of the nature of growth distin-
guishes degrowth from more vague critiques of economic growth,
which focus on the pitfalls of GDP alone and are limited to proposing
alternative ways of measuring economic output, rather than address-
ing the roots of growth itself. In the following sections we analyse
growth as a social process: a specific set of social relations resulting
from capitalist accumulation, which not only drive the reproduction
of capitalism but also act as a central stabilizing mechanism in modern
society. To understand this aspect of growth, we need to engage with
the humanities, social sciences, and political economy. In this section,
we begin by discussing how capitalism emerged and analyse how
growth led to specific class structures which, in turn, brought about a
dynamic relationship between class formations and material growth.
We argue that ‘dynamic stabilization’ is a core feature of modern

26 Pineault, “The Growth Imperative of Capitalist Society’, 32. See also
Schmelzer, The Hegemony of Growth; Giorgos Kallis, ‘Socialism without Growth;
Capitalism Nature Socialism 30, 2 (2019): 189-206.
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societies - where, in order to remain stable and reproduce their socia]
structures, growth societies require continuous economic €Xpansiop,
technological innovation and escalation, and social-cultural accelers.
tion. Dynamic stabilization explains how and why growth SOCietieg
are fundamentally dependent on growth.

Unleashing capital: the dynamics of accumulation

The social materialization of capitalist accumulation can be analysed a5
an economy driven by the production of profit ~ in which societa]
wealth ‘presents itself as an immense accumulation of commodities
The annual production of these commodities is, more or less, what
GDP measures. Within capitalism, money moves through society and
mobilizes machines, resources, and labour power to produce commod-
ities. As will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3, the expansion of
the output of this commodified societal wealth rests on capital being
invested (the ‘input’) to increase the capacity to produce and circulate
commodities (the ‘output’).

Many analyses and critiques of capitalism deal with the structural
relations, tensions, and contradictions resulting from the dynamics
between these factors, mainly capital and labour, and focus on the
period when the monetary production economy became dominant
with industrialization. However, the analysis of capitalism that has
shaped the degrowth debate not only starts much earlier, with the rise
of capitalist enterprises in the context of colonialism. It also centres
other processes shaping capitalist growth, mainly related to the
commodification and appropriation of nature and care, processes of
devaluation, cheapening and externalization, and to the dynamic stabi-
lization of capitalist society through growth. While this analysis will
further unfold throughout the rest of the book, the following sections

27 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume 1, trans, Ben
Fowkes (New York: Vintage, 1976), 27; Ulrich Brand et al., ‘From Planetary to
Societal Boundaries: An Argument for Collectively Defined Self-limitation,
Sustainability: Science, Practice and Policy 17, no. 1 (2021): 265-92; Augusto

Graziani, The Monetary Theory of Production (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2003).
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me historical background that might help illustrate this
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50
The Future Is Degrowty,
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rials, based on both slave and wa 3
ge labour, and by int i
th Yy integrating thege
throjv.igh trade flows that spanned from Europe to the Africas As%a and
e . ) > td
mericas, they created a dynamic world system that has si
reshaped the entire planet.* =
par"flnsfaglcumullz:ition took place at the expense of people in different
s of the world in different wa i
ys. In the Americas, genocid
: : ! 5 es were
i frPetrated. against Indigenous peoples, and millions of people from
. t1'1.can regions were sold into slavery. The entire colonial enterprise, s
in i -
tl}rllcately linked to the emergence of capitalism, was justified by racism
- the systematic dehumanization of i
certain groups of 1
benefit of others i roiitied i T
- which came to form an i
. tegral part of th i
Sonel N : ntegral part of the social
d gfrnn = olcs oli capitalism to this day. Through the privatization of the
i ncsl, t e- rural population in Europe lost the basis for their subsist-
o te. prouu;:ltlon. These enclosures also created the everyday scarcity
at is still the basis of capitalist i
growth today - limitin le’s abili
to use their surroundin i i
gs for subsistence and generation of
wealth. Stripped of the la i : i,
nd and their means of subsi
istence productio
e i .
people were forced into wage labour - a process of violent ‘primitive

Wallerstein, World-§ 7
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accumulation’ (Karl Marx) or incorporation of non-capitalist social
worlds (Rosa Luxemburg) that continues in ever-changing forms to
this day. States played a key role in all of this — not only in the ‘war capi-
ralisr’ of the earlier period, but also by driving land seizure around the
world and by using their powers in the ‘cheapening’ of key resources, in
jmperial wars underlying capitalist development, or in guaranteeing
the property rights that made capitalist production possible in the first

2 As we discuss at length in the next section, the entire dyna-

place.
beginning in the eight-

mism within the world system changed when,
eenth century, the plantation revolution in the Americas was linked

with emerging industrial capitalism in Europe, which in turn started to
be increasingly powered by a truly revolutionary technology: coal-fired
steam engines.”
These social and economic changes went hand in hand with the
emergence of a set of perspectives and ideas that legitimized, enabled,
and even drove the expansion of the world system - and which also laid
the foundation for the later development of the modern growth para-
digm. To begin with, the idea of the ‘development’ or ‘progress’ of human
societies in a linear course of time had to be actively produced. Most
known cultures of the past — as well as some contemporary communities
- had a cyclical understanding of time as ‘eternal recurrence, interpreted
their present as an abandonment from a mythical ideal past to be
restored, or had some other non-linear conception of time. Yet begin-
ning with the Renaissance and building on Christian apocalypticism,
which assumed an absolute end point of human societies with the Last

Rosa Luxemburg, The Accumulation of Capital
[1913}); Silvia Pederici, Caliban and the
lation (New York: Autonomedia,

32 Marx, Capital, Volume 1,873;
(London, New York: Routledge, 2003
Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accutnu
2004); Patnaik and Patnaik, Capital and Imperialism; Karl Polanyi, The Great
Transformation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1944); Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life;
Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005); Hartmut Rosa, Stephan
Lessenich, and Klaus Dérre, Sociology, Capitalism, Critique (London: Verso, 2015).

33 Andreas Malm, Fossil Capital: The Rise of Steam Power and the Roots of
Global Warming (London: Verso, 2016); Beckert, Empire of Cotton; Kenneth
Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern
World Economy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000).
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Judgment, concepts of abstract time and space emerged in Europe, i,
particular since the seventeenth century. The spread of the mechanjcy)
clock promoted changes in the understanding of time as objective,
linear, and countable. Geometry and cartography also enabled 1 New
conceptualization of land and territory as abstract, borderless, uniform,
and measurable space that can be emptied or filled as needed, clear]
demarcated, and traded as a commodity through property rights. Early
modern natural sciences not only promoted the idea of abstract natyre
but also argued that humans could dominate nature, In a mechanistic
view of the world, nature and human labour were conceived of as mech,.
anisms governed by laws and flows of energy that could correspondingly
be manipulated and controlled (see section 3.6).%

Concepts and practices of linear time, abstract space, and mechanj-
cal nature became key ideological building blocks of the capitalist colo-
nization of the planet. The practical treatment of all things and living
beings as comparable, interchangeable, and tradable, as well as the
mechanistic understanding of nature based on linear thinking, were
consolidated in colonialism. The plundering of the planet was thus
justified by the idea that land, natural resources, the work of women
and the colonized, and al] life are to serve mankind (and this was
usually meant only the white men who claimed ownership of it*) and
can therefore be possessed, exploited, and changed at will (see sections
3.1 and 3.5)%7 Beginning with the seventeenth century, these ideas

34 Scheidler, The End of the Megamachine; Dale, “The Growth Paradigm;
Malm, Fossil Capital; Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology,
and Scientific Revolution (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1980).

35 Merchant, The Death of Nature; Joachim Radkau, Nature and Power: A
Global History of the Environment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2008); George Caffentzis, In Letters of Blood and Fire: Work, Machines, and the
Crisis of Capitalism (Oakland: PM Press, 2012).

36 Whiteisnota biological property, but rather the privileged position within
the dominant structures of racism. Alan H. Goodman, Yolanda T. Moses, and
Joseph L. Jones, Race: Are We So Different? (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons,
2019); Cedric J. Robinson, On Racigl Capitalisin, Black Internationalism, and
Cultures of Resistance (London: Pluto Press, 2019).

37 Ghosh, The Nutmeg’s Curse; Richard H. Grove, Green Imperialism: Colonial
Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the Origins of Environmentalism, 1600-1860
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t a secularized reformulation: a linear narrative .of progr'e?s
e le into ‘civilized’ and ‘primitive’ based on raa?t Tnetru_s.
e _P_EO_F’ ; colonial expansions. At the height of impenah‘sm and
¥ leg}tmaﬁient' discourse, poor countries were seen to be in need
ineaﬂ}’. de?et fventiﬁn by European or American experts, .to :speed up
B t on a linear path of social and economic 1m.prove-
P Hevaopmeriieth century, the linear narrative was eCODoleEdj as
£ thl'(:arlw ern:agress was increasingly conflated with the e:q:&ans:.on
of p:)ac]i::t:on.g Under capitalism, growth became the secular promise
3 redemptlﬁnﬁistic understanding of nature also laid the foundat‘ion

Th.e Ii?eeecntelll-century European economists understanding ofd.th:
R ’ arate area of social life that is measurable and predic
ecom?my las ?(%prk - and which corresponded to changes in the W?rld
;. llk;:9of[hV:so sector of the formal economy was characterized
?}frxlogrhc.)ut the nineteenth century by the fspreail of gilziﬁf:rrﬁlzé
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e %S i male-('ic;) mn:'itjjciiexf:zxrn)s;lfszame ‘housewifely’ - deve.lh.le.d,
B coscecy o thes ion of labour power. Thus the invisibil-
but necessary for the reproductl.on E i
ity and appropriation of unpaid reproduc. iv ork assoctaed Wit
labour still characterizes gender relatlo.ns.an. '
o tion 3.6).% Different disciplinary technologies,
tOdz?fesizzein Siilcstitutions such as factories, the military, prisons, and
ma
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schools, promot ot _
led to thE mnncij:it:g;f???nazf at;c::ln r(:'::i: ‘:U;;-]: $ le’ll‘;ge in work energy.” This means that modern societies inherently rely on growth
accompanied by the suppression of rel ati Onshipi of r:-' e' ar:fi Wag to stabilize their insti‘tut‘ions. These d)fnafnics, while being based on
proletarianization of Presionily dabeisieny e, iprocity, Thls processes of a’l:aproprlatlt')n and exploitation as analysed fab(?w‘e, did
rooted in the system of wage labour, created a lock.. C‘;f“l':‘?UIUtles' rovide material pl‘OSpt?rltY to more and [‘DOI‘E people. While |n1tial.ly
workers, too, depend on growth to satisfy their most baslf ettect, where Jargely reserved to white men in the middle and upper classes in
are no longer able to survive outside of the capitalist s stc lleids neg Burope, these s-u'stained dyndnics of growth'also ena'bled successful
The social Roplbmeetarini e Bdiadi concepts oft}’imem. . social and Bolltlcal st.ruggle? that made this materlal. standar(.i of
process that took centuries to reach the entire globe, s €an SPi.iCﬂ, a Jiving accessible to an 1ncreasn.1gly largfer part of humanity, especially
stands for the abstract logic of capitalist modernity: t,h‘ YmPtOfn - in the Global No.rt}.l’ P ml(.ldkf and upper Flasses of the
= scientific, and above a]] economic - producti (; " = tP rathce of the Global South. This increasing democratization of material prosperity
between completely different concrete realities. Th fz equivalences - from consumer goods such as sugar and tea for European workers
land, and many other things were made measu;'abie ? that labour, in the nineteenth century to larger private homes, household appli-
largely by means of an abstract standard of com a:’ = Cf)mparabl‘e, ances, cars, and travel in the twentieth century - again laid the foun-
money, created the conditions for eitiging egerlsgli'ln ex?ressed in dation for the continued acceleration of economic growth. And - as
thing else.* Growth, in thii ense i sisors s gf}t(]i gl or every- a stabilizing mechanism for capitalism - the promise of rising levels
often violent commodification and repeated coloni e1x entless and of material prosperity through economic growth served to pacify
life worlds, and reproductive activities, all of whjc;zabtlon of .“amffs- social conflicts and to create consent for the technocratic, productiv-
ingly shaped by market-mediated sorial prrnline ecame 1nr.:rea.s- ist politics of growth societies.* This does not only apply to the capi-
ongoing* process that is stil| talist core countries. Even the real existing socialist societies of the
twentieth century were - albeit under different circumstances —
Growth as d _ o fundamentally productivist growth societies. Under the pressure of
ynamic stabilization : competition between the Western and Eastern blocs, they also relied
Modern societies ; - | on increasing economic output and growing material prosperity in
of expansion anjyril;g;z?gz;;z?hjf t:lerr?;lsgh afcontinuogs Process order to guarantee their social stability.*” And, as we will explore
Ol space, time, and throughout the book, the promise of a better life through growth also
41 David Graeber, i : " 45 Rosa, Lessenich, and Dérre, Sociology, Capitalism, Critique; Radkau,
2018); Osterhammel, ﬂlfr;":j:;?{i:;;;?o:s;;:i lfg:; York: Simon & Schuster Nature and Power; Moore, Capitalism in %)ze V\Zb of Life; ngtmut Rosa,
‘ 42 Pineault, “The Growth Imperativ, BUs T o N Resonance: A Sociology of Our Relationship to the World (Cambridge: Polity
Biesecker and Sabine Hofmeister, ‘Fﬂzus. ( Re ) of dCap‘,t.jthst Sogety; Adelheid Press, 2019).
Both between Society and Natureland beilwe:npt;: ECIWKY.:'SUHM,EHE _eralions 46 Frank Trentmann, Empire of Things: How We Became a World of Consumers,
69 223010}: 1703-11, ¢ Genders; Ecological Economics from the Fifteenth Century to the Twenty-First (New York: Harper Perennial, 2017);
(ondon: Ve 195 "™ 0% V. Adoro. D o Bnghicnmens | o) o Dt T fcoon, rsery withou
44 Raj Patel and . : | 47 Radkau, Nature and Power; Wallerstein, World-Systems Analysis; Ekaterina
Things: AJGuide to C;;j?;ix, AZ\EZZT:(; fznZI;ZOVJI/: o the World in Seven Cheap Chertkovskaya and Alexander Paulsson, ‘The Growthf)/cene: Thin)lijng Through
’ ¢ fulure of the Planet (Berkeley: | What Degrowth Is Criticising; Entitle Blog, 19 February 2016, entitleblogdotorg3

University of California Press, 2017); Hickel, Less Is More, d
.wordpress.com.
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legitimized and thus stabilized uneven development globally - ¢,
promise of future growth made inequalities seem acceptable.
Furthermore, dynamic stabilization goes beyond material Pprosper.
ity. In fact, many of the social and political achievements people ip
modern welfare states have access to today, such as the right to vote, 5
minimum wage, health care, and a five-day workweek, were fought fo;
by strong social movements and trade unions in the context of expan-
sive and fossil fuel-driven modernity. The power of the strike in the
twentieth century, for example, was closely linked to the need for the
labour force to operate the facilities necessary for the mining, trang.
port, and processing of coal and, consequently, their ability to effec.
tively paralyse them. To highlight the intimate entanglements betweep
the material properties of coal, which enabled coal workers to become
the spearhead of a strong workers movement that successfully fought
for welfare and Pparticipation, and the resulting mass democracy, the
historian Timothy Mitchell has termed modern representative Systems
carbon democracies’® The historian Dipesh Chakrabarty makes 3
similar argument: emancipation movements went hand in hand with
the dynamics of fossil tuel-powered growth and were based on it: “The
mansion of modern freedoms stands on an ever-expanding base of
fossil fuel use. Most of our freedoms so far have been energy-intensive 4
And similar arguments can be made regarding other modern achieve-
ments. Indeed, the public institutions of modern societies — including
the welfare state itself, which sought to pacify and constrain capitalism
and which emerged from the great emancipatory struggles of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries stabilize themselves through economic
growth: they emerged within, contributed to, and are structurally
dependent on expanding economies.* This includes institutions such
as pension systems, health insurance, unemployment benefits, long-
term care insurance, public education Systems, universities, and public
infrastructures (roads and railways, water and sewage pipelines,

48 Mitchell, Carbon Democracy,

49 Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses, Critical Inquiry
35, no. 2 (2009): 208.

50 Rosa, Lessenich, and Dérre, Sociology, Capitalism, Critique,
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d surpluses and thus facilitated struggles for the di‘stributlon (Zlf
e he shortening of working hours, and social security systems..
B Sed by Thomas Piketty, the structural tendency within capl-
- arg'u crea};e inequality could historically be counteracted in
. t(; hmh rowth.®? It must be noted, however, that these achiev.e-

. O' }:fs agnd freédoms were not the direct outcome of capitah.st
mentsl; rllait r;ther resulted from struggles from below. As the economic
TOWt' , Stefania Barca points out, ‘health, wealth, longevity and secu-
... - t the result of global trade and capital, but of those forces
fit}’. arehno opposed them’*® Nonetheless, these struggles did occur
Whlc'h sveonifxt of economic growth and were fundamentally shaped
WIt'hm tnfi(fchis has important implications for a future beyond growt‘h.
o ﬁl_tfle nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the economic and soc1a:
model of an expansive modernity, charzll)cterilzed b}; g::lvgls,i:gaz [tl}:iu; ix:}(l)-
ery successful in material terms but also en :
:?tloy-l‘lrnrk);lown levels of social, political,. :ll-ld ;ultu:;l;cthéz\;i::nlt)su :rig
rights, mostly within the earl?r 1ndustr11 blZfl %pe st cen key, ouein
parts also in emerging courlltrles and glo fy. e fact hat ey demo.
cratic, social, and cultural rights were thus fought fo (e context o
nsive modernity, and that within the growt}} paradigm :
;);z;ress became conflated with GDCII’ grow:h, :az i?jrilscf:u?s;tlzgiz
erful common sense, based on live X

?mf)(r)(zrements do indeed require economic growth an<li1 th; d(elwilsetl(r)i)nil;r;t
of the productive forces. This applies in partlcul.ar to the hor19208 tgo thé
which prevailed mainly in industrialized countries fror.n the 205 o the
1970s. Fordism was a social constellation of production me

Ctr]( 1y an felecommunicarions S). creas. I’lg pI' duC
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‘t(::c;n, wh:c:.h was key for capital to expand - as put by Henry Ford himgejg
rs dfmt buy cars. At the same time, high growth rates did translate 1,
4 certain democratization of Prosperity — it was the Pperiod in ah? "
Westt-:rn lifestyles of building houses in suburbs, driving cars, and m‘: 'ld]
::dlsl?;ng lmad;;es became dominant s Today, even after decadel:u;?'
eral welfare cuts and austerity, socj i i
powel:fully]inks hopes of social hnprtgverfl?r?: t?;rn;?vrt)}: e i
This experi‘en-ce of the democratization of Prosperity, which wag
f;?::ig ;ﬁocm.ted. with growth became the formative experience of
: .ons inindustrialized countries. Recently, the term ‘im
nal. mode of living’ was introduced to describe how this way of [l;f"-“
which h,.as great capacity to stabilize capitalist centres, re, :ires .
uneven, imperial global structure that ensures global ac::essqto ch i
resourf:es. energy, and labour, while at the Same time externaliz e
ecological costs to Global South regions and the future Driver:zl?;zgﬂit:

const;mer lifestyles which the critique of growth today has to work jts
;:a?; .t ro.ugh, at least in the ear]y—industrializing countries. In fact, the
| gilimating narrative of the Progressive nature of growth and, the

54 Eric Pineaﬁlt From Provocati
-ault, °F ation to Challenge: Degrowth Capi
tcl:f I.’ro.specl of “Socialism without Growth”, o Comme:tgar cm’G‘zlplt'aI]sKm:H?‘:’l
pitalism Nature Socialism 30, no. 2 (2018): 1-1¢6 4 s N
>3 Ulrich Brand and Markus Wissep, 7+ r*"
_ ‘ issen, The Imperial Mode o Living: E
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development of productive forces is so powerful that it also shapes the
outlook of parts of the left. And the function of growth as a stabilizing
mechanism remains one of its key justifications.

However, this common sense is increasingly eroding: contemporary
growth since the 1970s is showing diminishing social returns. In the

capitalist core, ever higher economic output has failed to translate into

a proportionate increase in well-being; this growth has not led to more
equality (except in parts of Asia), because the fruits of growth have
largely been captured by a small global elite; and, most importantly,
continuous growth and the spread of consumer-oriented lifestyles
throughout the world are producing ever more visibly devastating
ecological and social effects globally. These make clear that while
continuous growth stabilizes social conditions in the core — where the
benefits accrue - and has the capacity to mediate contradictions
between capital and labour through the redistribution of production
and surplus, this constellation becomes increasingly precarious with
economic conditions deteriorating for many, even in the centres, Andit
comes at a price. Such contradictions are actually displaced towards
other spheres of life and to the Global South. In effect, the globalization
of the ‘imperial mode of living’ threatens to destroy the very achieve-
ments on which its ideological power rests. Growth is a powerful stabi-
lizing mechanism of capitalist modernity - yet it also destabilizes the
ecological foundations of human life on this planet.

2.3. Growth as a material process

Growth, we have argued, is a culturally hegemonic idea in modern soci-
ety. And growth is also a social process driven by accumulation, charac-
terized not only by the relations internal to capitalism, such as capital and
labour, exploitation, or alienation, but also by relations that define the
struggles on its frontiers, such as appropriation, externalization, and

56 Lucas Chancel et al., World Inequality Report 2022 (Harvard University
Press, 2022); Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, The Spirit Level: Why Greater
Equality Makes Societies Stronger (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2011).
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unequal exchange. Growth, as a social process, dynamically stabijj

n}odern societies. In this section, we discuss growth as a mat lz'ed
biophysical process: the accelerating movement and use of moreenal’
more resources, energy, land, consumable goods like food or smz:td

phox?es, and the resulting waste products and emissions — all of which are
considered part of the social metabolism’ of society. Going beyond crit;

econom}T, a critical theory of growth also includes analysing how growth
appear§ in the materia] world, as a biophysical process, and how jtg
€xpansive nature produces socio-ecological contradictions, s
1.6
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One way to get an impression of this material dimension of growth
is through scientific analyses that measure the weight of all the mass of
the objects produced by humans - from buildings and infrastructure to
lastic bottles and smartphones. This research in industrial and politi-
cal ecology has generated some striking results: since around 1900, this
anthropogenic mass, which consists mainly of concrete, aggregates,
bricks, asphalt, and metals, has increased rapidly, doubling roughly
every twenty years (see Figure 2.1). Today, human-made stuff equal to
each person’s body weight is produced every single week for everyone
alive globally. This ‘anthropogenic mass, which at the beginning of the
twentieth century accounted for only about 3 per cent of all biomass (all
the trees, shrubs, other plants, animal bodies, and so on) on Earth,
surpassed the overall biomass around the year 2020. The mass of
produced plastics alone is double the mass of all the terrestrial and
marine animals, including the bodies of humans.® How can we concep-
tualize this material dimension of economic growth ~ and what ecolog-
ical and social repercussions does it have?

Accumulation as biophysical growth

Economic growth not only appears as the ‘immense accumulation of
commodities’ - the ever-expanding stream of commodified things and
beings and the social relations making these possible. Growth is also
experienced as biophysical and material change and as the accumulation
of stuff. This includes transformations in our environments, as ~ driven
by rising demand for energy — coal mines swallow villages and forests in
Germany, the oil industry destroys livelihoods in the Niger delta, or rare
earth mining in northern China - critical for electric cars - produces
radioactive earth dumps, poisoned groundwater, and replaces Indigenous

58 Emily Elhacham et al., ‘Global Human-Made Mass Exceeds All Living
Biomass, Nature 588, no. 7838 (2020): 442-4; see also Fridolin Krausmann et al,
‘Global Socioeconomic Material Stocks Rise 23-Fold over the 20th Century and
Require Half of Annual Resource Use, Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences 114, no. 8 (2017): 1880-5; Heinz Schandl et al., ‘Global Material Flows
and Resource Productivity: Forty Years of Evidence, Journal of Industrial Ecology
22, no. 4 (2018): 827-38.
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populations. Material growth is also experienced through ever larger
cities, rising buildings, urban sprawl, or the construction of more high-
ways. Or it appears as diverse agro-economic or pastural systems being
continuously replaced by industrial agriculture, factory farming, or
monocultural crop production for global agrobusiness.

To understand this biophysical dimension of growth, degrowth
offers an analytical apparatus that builds on biophysical and ecologica]
economics (see also section 3.1). Centrally, growth can be analysed as
the flows of energy and matter that are passing through societies -
extracted in some useful form, put to work or consumed, and eventy-
ally emitted as waste. In this metabolic process, these flows are not only
sustaining human and non-human bodies, but also the infrastructures
and material artefacts that humans have built, which require energy
and materials to be sustained and are analysed as ‘stocks. From this
ecological and materialist perspective, economic growth necessarily
requires increasing throughput of energy and matter - a fact that tends
to be disguised by the focus on GDP or ‘the economy’ in terms of
monetary flows.® As will be discussed in more detail throughout the
book, while efforts to dematerialize the economy through increased
efficiency and the use of renewable energy and resources might change
the equation somewhat, they cannot escape the necessary materiality of
economic growth.®

The social metabolism of capitalism relies mainly on non-circular
flows of energy and materials that constantly run through ‘the econ-
omy’ and build up as rising stocks or are released as waste. This means
that for production to happen, energy and matter must be extracted at

59 Marina Fischer-Kowalski and Karl-Heinz Erb, ‘Core Concepts and
Heuristics, in Social Ecology: Society-Nature Relations across Time and Space, ed.
Helmut Haberl et al, Human-Environment Interactions (Cham: Springer
International Publishing, 2016), 29-61; Herman E. Daly and Joshua C. Farley,
Ecological Economics: Principles and Applications (Washington: Island Press,
2011); Pineault, “The Growth Imperative of Capitalist Society, Anke Schaffartzik
etal,, “The Transformation of Provisioning Systems from an Integrated Perspective
of Social Metabolism and Political Economy: A Conceptual Framework,
Sustainability Science, 18 (2021).

60 Schandl et al, ‘Global Material Flows.
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a ‘source, which creates ecological effects such as the depletion 05
ecosystems. And after the throughpu‘t 'ha’s been transf01tmed atnd
consumed, it is excreted as waste into a ‘sink al?d must be remt.eg;a ed
into ecosystems and biological cycles. Again, this ce}uses ecological an :
biogeochemical effects such as plastic wa.ste polluting oceans or, mos

critically, carbon emissions driving the climate catastrophe.' At sources
and sinks, where capitalism encounters nature, the ecologlc.al contra-
dictions resulting from accumulation and growth as a ma?enal process
manifest most clearly - presenting both resistance to capital as “TEH ljs
opportunities for further innovation and renewal. Yet, a.s will be

discussed in depth later, flows are subject not only to gaonamic d.ynam-

ics, but also to the laws of physics and thermodynflmlc.s - which has
far-reaching repercussions for the prospects of infinite growth. of
throughputs, and thus also for the prospects of endless accumulation

tion 3.1).

(sei\jiet;in capi)talism, the flow of energy and matter tbrough the
economy must constantly be kept going or accelerated to increase the;
output of commodities and thus avert the ever-present spectre o

overproduction. As argued by Eric Pineault, t'o absorb surplus capac;—
ity in the form of unused machines (fixed capital) or l?nmvesFed prof-
its, output in mass consumer societies is managed in specific ways

that allow for more growth:

Commodities, even the most basic, are designed to maximize output
consumption: they don't last long, they are overv.vrapped, they are
disposable or they depend on energy and matter thirsty artefacts that
households must collect to enjoy them ... It is not only that t}.le
output must be absorbed and consumed, but it must be cons.umed in
such a way as to make room for the absorption of a continuously

expanding output. This is growth.s

Of course, this material growth, which is driven by competitive efforts
to impede the structural crisis of overaccumulation, has disastrous

6 1P1neault, "ﬁlé Growth Imperative of Capitalist Society’ 40. See also Foster,
Marx’s Ecology; Trentman, Empire of Things.




64
The Future Is Degrowth

effects at both source and sink. New research has calculated the t
a{nount of resources and energy that is wasted due to throughput b ?tal
dlrec‘ted by accumulation; it concludes that every year the gglogal b
omy ‘mismanage[s] around . . . 49% of the food produced, 31% s; 01111-
energy produced, 85% of ores and 26% of non-metall’ic mi .
extracted, respectively’ Consequently, beid

natural resources are bej
depleted, ecosystems are polluted iveli ] © Deing
B polluted, and livelihoods depending on these
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Figure 2.2. Global direct primary energy consumption
Even as renewables increase €xponentially, they .
are dwarfed by increased use of fossil fuels, Source:
Vaclav Smil, Energy Transitions: Global and Nationa‘l
Perspectives (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2017), and BP
Statistical Review of World Energy; Our World
in Data, https://ourworldindata.org/
grapher/ global-primary-energy.

62 Marl’r:-Beltra’n et al, ‘Scientists’ i
‘ R tists’ Warning against the Soci 1
Science of the Total Environment (2021), 151359, See also section 31; o Wasts
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Fossil fuels play a particularly central role in the social metabolism of
capitalism.63 Previous societies were dependent on renewable forms of
energy. These are ultimately derived from solar energy concurrently in
circulation — mostly biomass and land, but also wind and water, and are
Jimited in their ability to scale up production and cannot easily be trans-
ported. Thus, people were primarily dependent on available land, biologi-
cal processes, the specific temporality of plant and animal life, and
anchangeable phenomena such as the weather. Fossil fuels fundamentally
transformed all that - by giving access to the stored energy of millennia of
past photosynthesis, these underground reserves provided an extremely
concentrated, powerful, and cheap form of energy. Thus, the entire
dynamic of capitalism changed when, in the early nineteenth century,
British industrialists started to systematically use coal to fire steam
engines. By creating a powerful ‘prime mover’ that over time came to
power anything from the spinning jenny in the cotton factory to Elon
MusK’s spacecraft, a particularly dynamic and expansive social formation
was unleashed: ‘fossil capitalism’**

Fossil fuels made it possible to produce increasingly independently of
time and space by enabling a constantly available flow of highly concen-
trated energy that could be increased almost at will, regardless of the
specificities of a location. It thus dramatically increased the power of capi-
talists over the workforce and the production process, which could move
wherever labour was cheap and obedient. It also provided the material
and energetic basis not only for the expansion of industrial wage labour,
but also a previously unknown increase in productivity, an entire range of
new mass-produced materials such as steel, cement, and plastic and new
forms of increasingly rapid mobility.*® During the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries, the continuously increasing use of fossil fuels has funda-
mentally transformed almost all areas of modern societies ~ from the way
we live, fight wars, or grow food to the specific forms of nation-states and

63 Elmar Altvater, “The Growth Obsession, Socialist Register 38 (2009):
73-92.

64 Malm, Fossil Capital.

65 Cara Daggett, The Birth of Energy: Fossil Fuels, Thermodynamics, and the
Politics of Work (Durham: Duke University Press, 2019); Ghosh, The Nutmegs
Curse; Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World; Radkau, Nature and Power.
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geopolitics, gender roles, or the prevalent ‘carbon culture® Fossi] fuels
have powered not only economic expansion during this period, but alsg
the increase in societal throughput and the acceleration of other core varj-
ables of the Earth system and related social trends. The capitalism of
continuous economic growth that we know s fundamentally a fossil capi-
talism. And while renewable energy has grown exponentially in recept
years, this is still comparatively minor and partly offset by the simultane.
ous growth of fossil fuel energy - instead of a global energy transition, we
are largely seeing energy additions (see Figure 2.2).5

The great acceleration and ecological crises

The material and social dynamics ushered in by this economic expansion
are often illustrated with the now iconic ‘great acceleration’ graphs. Scientists
have calculated and visualized a series of socio-economic and Earth system
trends between the years 1750 and 2010,5¢ They show that sustained growth
in its various dimensions is a relatively new phenomenon, Only since the
nineteenth century have key measurable variables - such as population,
water consumption, fertilizer consumption, urbanization, the construction
of dams, transport, and so on - begun growing significantly. This process
accelerated even more in the middle of the twentieth century, and its trajec-
tory remains largely unbroken to the present day (see Figure 2.3). To under-
stand the trends of the great acceleration, we need to interpret them not only
in relation to the physical growth of societies, but as resulting from the
dynamics of accumulation as discussed in the previous sections.®

66 Cara Daggett, ‘Petro-Masculinity: Fossil Fuels and Authoritarian Desire,
Millennium 47, no. 1 (2018): 25-44; Bob Johnson, Carbon Nation: Fossil Fuels in
the Making of American Culture (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2014);
Mitchell, Carbon Detnocracy.

67 On this aspect, see in particular the works by Vaclav Smil. For example,
Vaclav Smil, Energy Transitions: Global and National Perspectives (Santa Barbara:
ABC-CLIO, 2017); Vaclav Smil, Growth: From Microorganisms to Megacities
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2020).

68 Steffen et al., “Trajectories of the Earth System’ See also Smil, Growth.

69 Christoph Gorg et al, ‘Scrutinizing the Great Acceleration: The
Anthropocene and Its Analytic Challenges for Social-Ecological Transformations,
Anthropocene Review 7, no. 1(2020): 42-61.
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This great acceleration has irreversibly c},langed human1 gfe tanlcll
janet Earth. The concept of the ‘Anthropocene; comed‘by Pau hr.u ze.
d embraced by natural scientists, ecologists, geologists, and 1storf-
2 describes the age in which humanity itself has become the dom1—)
B ological force on Earth. But it is not the abstract ‘anthropos
o ifl be?ng) who is responsible for ecological changes or who has
a;zgzlced them, but a specific mode of (re-)productior‘l bafed on’gr?wth
’ d expansion. Some therefore speak of a ‘capitalocene’ or
fn;()wthocenc~“:’.70 And despite efforts to delink the growth of GDP from
riaterial growth (emissions, material throughput, and 'energy 1}115.6),
these trends have continued to go up in the aggregate, quickly .pui.;rslg
the global Earth system beyond the limits reccommended by scientists.

Earth system trends

Socio-economic trends

© fepuicion

Figure 2.3. The great acceleration. Source: Will Steffen, .
Wendy Broadgate, Lisa Deutsch, Owen Gaffney, and Cornelia

Ludwig, “The Trajectory of the Anthropocene: The Great
Acceleration, Anthropocene Review 2, no. 1 (2015): 81-98.

- 76 Ki;sggm\/;f.xﬁloore, “The Capitalocene, Part I On the Nature aln7c;.05r91i1_n633c5f
Our Ecological Crisis, Journal of Peasant Studies 44, no. 3? Ef()c ‘t.. o thé
Andreas Malm and Alf Hornborg, “The Geology of Mankind? .Clr: 1ct1k0VSka ¢
Anthropocene Narrative, Anthropocene Review, no. 1(2014): 62-9; Cher y:

and Paulsson, “The Growthocene,
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_ thus far, but the situation is deteriorating,” Exceeding only two
f of these planetary boundaries — namely, climate change and the loss of
piodiversity has the potential to fundamentally destabilize the Earth
_ However, it must be noted that these planetary ‘boundaries’ are
absolute barriers whose transgression immediately leads to general
ecological catastrophes or the end of growth. In particular, the signifi-
cance of these boundaries is fiercely contested because they affect people
very differently, above all depending on their geographical location and
their positions in relations of power and domination. However, they do
ide a good indication of which systems we are pushing to their limits,
peyond which we end up in a future of uncharted, non-linear tipping
ints. These scientific, empirically rigorous findings justify the conclu-
sion that it is well past time for wide-scale, assertive, and comprehensive
action. And, if they were to be reconceptualized as ‘societal boundaries’
resulting from capitalist social relations, they demonstrate how societies
can react differently to these boundaries, including through

not

self-limitation.”™
Even just to limit climate change driven by human activity - which

alone could endanger the survival of large parts of the future human
race and other living beings - greenhouse gas emissions must be
reduced to zero in less than three decades. A formidable challenge,
given the centrality of fossil fuels to the social metabolism of capitalism
discussed above. Yet, even if this were to happen, it is uncertain whether
self-reinforcing feedback cycles would not continue to drive the Earth
system beyond planetary tipping points, preventing climate stabiliza-
tion and leading to continuous warming and a ‘hothouse Earth’”

But it is not just climate change that we are up against. The great

73 Kate Raworth, Doughnut Economics: Seven Ways to Think Like a
21st-Century Economist (White River junction, VT: Chelsea Green Publishing,
2017); Johan Rockstrém et al., ‘A Safe Operating Space for Humanity, Nature 461,
no. 7263 (2009): 472-5 ; Linn Persson et al., ‘Outside the Safe Operating Space of
the Planetary Boundary for Novel Entities, Environmental Science and Technology
56, no. 3 (2022): 1510-21.

74 Brand et al,, ‘From Planetary to Societal Boundaries.

75 Will Steffen et al., “Trajectories of the Earth System in the Anthropocene;,

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 115, no. 33 (2018): 8252-9.
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acceleration is affecting all aspects of human-nature interacti
from our water systems to the air we breathe, biodiversity, soil honls ]
the sixth mass extinction, and increased risk of zoon,osis e; .
encroachment into animal habitats leads to novel viral strains ’caw 2
fglobal pandemics. The writer Charles Eisenstein calls this pro -
death of a thousand cuts,”® where climate change itself is just olr)l -
of the multi-faceted degradation of global ecosystems : e
Of course, these are only some of the most prominent framew
that a‘nalyse how growth as a biophysical process is disrupting bio o
chemical natural systems, approaching, or even surpassing dan egeo-
an.d partly irreversible tipping points. Yet there is clear and mog r(')us
evu?ence that this process of material expansion - which began W;Etmg
beginning of industrial, fossil fuel-driven capitalism and a::gcelerat dﬂ'le
the 1950s, coinciding with the development of the growth paradi n? l‘n
today running up against multiple limits. One of the most distinft s'_ i
of the approaching limits is the rising social resistance against the idtagl;S
ogy of growth, against social dynamics of accumulation, and against tho' -
ma.teflal form - biophysical growth. People all around the world e
re31§t1ng, as part of a diverse and growing network of movements a o
env'lronmental injustice: land defenders, peasants, workers gamsdt
Ind}genous peoples fighting against successive incursions on thei; Iaand
against extraction of resources, against demeaning and alienating 111) ’
@d for collectively defined self-limitations and a just transiti o s
dignified and ecologically sustainable economy.” i

2.4.The end of growth?

zgfhathls the future of growth? Of course, no one knows. But the idea
at the global economy will continue to grow at 3 per cent each year

76 C-llarie-é Ei;enst i i :
e ein, Climate: A New Story (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books,

77 8 i
o Pe!::: gw Elnvlmnmental Justice Atlas, at ejatlas.org; John Robert McNeill
ol cmngc. ke, The Great Acceleration: An Environmental History of the
e Poa}_ ¢ since 1945 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016);
etal, From Planetary to Societal Boundaries’ ' .
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thus matching some projections and the expectations of what is consid-
ered ‘normal’ in economics and public discourse, might turn out not
only to be a nightmare (ecologically, but also for many other reasons, as
discussed in the next chapter) but also a fantasy. Compounding a 3 per
cent annual growth doubles the size of the economy every twenty-four
years and, by the end of this century, would lead to a global economy
eight times larger. How this can be squared with ecological and social
Jimits is difficult to conceive.

However, since the 1970s, economic growth itself has started slow-

ing, beginning in the early industrialized countries. In the US, Europe,
and Japan, growth rates have been declining significantly since the
1970s, a process discussed as ‘secular stagnation’ by economists. The
reasons for this are manifold and intertwined. They range from the
political structural break from social welfare states towards the neolib-
eral model, to the tendencies for markets for goods to be saturated,
intensified international competition, declining productivity growth,
and the financialization of the global economy. Another important
factor has been rising resource prices ~ it is no coincidence that secular
stagnation was triggered by the oil crisis of the 1970s. And since the
global economy has now become a behemoth, relative growth can only
be achieved with ever greater expenditure on materials and energy,
which is becoming ever more expensive to provide, in particular with
declining rates of productivity.”® In the long run, the economy does not
seem to be developing in the way of the ‘hockey stick’ we have become
accustomed to — stagnating for much of human history and then accel-
erating into a continuous and almost vertical ascent, like the curve of a
T. Instead, the regions in which capitalist industrialization began earli-
est now show a transition to a trajectory that can be more adequately
described as an ‘S’-curve, in which acceleration slows down and finally
comes to a standstill. It could be that, in the long term, the rapid growth
of parts of the world economy between the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries turns out to be a historical exception.”

78 Robert J. Gordon, Rise and Fall of American Growth: The U.S. Standard of
Living since the Civil War (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016).
79 Borowy and Schmelzer, History of the Future of Economic Growth; Barry
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But also in the short term, the future of growth is uncertain - p.
only given the crisis-tendencies inherent to the social process of accy.
mulation, but also due to the various ecological, social, and Mmaterjy]
limits of growth. As we look towards the next decades, we will be facing
multiple, simultaneous crises, each a result of 3 global economy bageq
on growth - and increasingly one based on growth in crisis. On the one
hand, we are already facing economic stagnation, which is sending
tremors through the system of ‘dynamic stabilization’ and upending the
expectations of those enjoying an ‘imperial mode of living) leading t,
new forms of popular reaction in industrialized and middle-income
countries, as well as increasing social divisions, On the other hand, oy,
current energy system, based on fossj] fuels, is fast causing a breakdowp,
in the stability of the climate - itself a foundational precondition for
welfare, prosperity, and even the very existence of complex human
societies. Beyond climate change largely caused by carbon emissions,

many parts of the world are facing ecological breakdown and public

health crises due to ecosystem degradation, pollution, and high levels
of toxicity in food and the environment. All thege ecological crises hit
the poorest - as well as those oppressed by intersectional hierarchies
such as race, class, and gender - first and hardest. These multiple crises
are the result of 3 System dependent on, and driven by, growth.

The main objection to the analyses presented here, which highlights
how intricately interwoven the material dimension of growth is with the
social process of accumulation, posits that while growth might have been
very material and destructive in the past, it is already and can further be
dematerialized in the future. The hope is that by shifting to renewable
energies, increasing energy and resource efficiency, and through recy-
cling, GDP can be decoupled fast enough from both the use of resources
(the Source’ problems) and the Creation of waste and emissions (the sink’

Eichengreen, ‘Secular Stagnation: A Review of the Issues; in Secular Stagnation:

Facts, Causes and Cures, ed. Richard Baldwin and Coen Teulings (London: CEPR

Press, 2014), 41-6; Jackson, Prosperity without Growth; Schmelzer, The Hegemony
of Growth,
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~ :nbthis chapter, we have discussed growth as exp
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Critiques of growth

When first confronted with the word ‘degrowth, many people react by
calling its proponents anti-modern (You want us to go back to living in
caves!), privileged (You want people to have less but many people are
already poor!), or apolitical (You don't talk about the root of the prob-
lem, which is capitalism!). In part, people often react this way because
growth continues to be seen as the provider of all the good things that
society offers, so to go against this common sense raises many people’s
ire, both on the right and on the left.

Another reason is that, while it is easy to react negatively to the word
‘degrowth), truly understanding the degrowth framework takes a much
more dedicated engagement with the arguments it advances — which are
based on both scientific evidence and political theory. In the previous
chapter, we took you through some of the history of growth - from its
more recent rise as a paradigm of governance to its deeper roots, both
material and social, within capitalism. Uniquely among leftist critiques
of capitalism, degrowth offers a rigorous understanding of these growth
dynamics. In this chapter, we describe the various critiques of growth
upon which degrowth literature has drawn, assembling in one place the
different frameworks that together make up a degrowth perspective.

Degrowth, we argue, can be understood as a synthesis of different
strands of growth critiques, which analyse the dynamics of growth in




