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Figure 1: A child eating an ice cream in front of a car advertisement in Beijing 
Source: AP Photo, 2016
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This article considers the advantages and drawbacks of degrowth as a potential 
solution for climate change. Adopting economic, political and behavioural 
framings, this paper contends that degrowth can provide an essential framework 
for creative policies and political actions to emerge. I nonetheless ultimately assert 
that degrowth, as an absolute theoretical tool victim of its own desire to surpass 
conceptualisation and quantification, cannot provide more than a first step for 
creative political and social changes to emerge. This thus calls to ‘grow out’ of 
degrowth, by questioning the premises of the ‘climate change problem’. I thus 
finally assert the need to reconsider the idea of climate change as a potential 
force for the creation of new political and cultural myths rather than a problem that 
necessitates a quantifiable and measurable solution.
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Introduction

In response to a state of “ecological overshoot” 
(O’Neill, 2012: 223), in which humanity uses 
“resources faster than they can be regenerated, 
and produc[es] wastes faster than they can be 
assimilated” (O’Neill, 2012: 223), the concept 
of ‘degrowth‘ has been gaining an increasing 
popularity. While its history can be traced back to 
John Stuart Mill (Perthuis and Jouvet, 2015: 26), 
the term degrowth was only ‘officially’ used in 
English for the first time in 2008 (Kallis and D’Alisa, 
2015: 24). Originally advocating the improvement 
of human welfare as its main aim, degrowth has 
progressively entered the discourse of ecological 
economists and environmentalists as a radical 
‘solution’ for climate change. By promoting a 
downscaling of the economy, degrowth appears 
as a contemporary countermovement to the 
dominant ‘sustainable development’ and ‘green 
growth’ ideologies. As an absolute normative 
ideology, degrowth nonetheless still struggles to 
provide a clear consensus on its definition and the 
practical implementations it implies. While ‘pro-
degrowth’ scholars agree on the necessity to put 
degrowth into practice, the movement still raises 
incomprehension and debate around the multiple 
interpretations and values it encompasses, failing 
to offer the concept a mainstream status. 
It is from this ambiguity surrounding degrowth’s 
ability to offer a potential ‘solution’ for climate 
change that I endeavour to assess the benefits 
and drawbacks of the concept. Drawing on Mike 
Hulme’s vision of climate change as “an imaginative 
resource” (2009 : 359) going beyond “climate 
change as an environmental problem to be solved” 
(2009: 359), I contend that degrowth offers a 
useful framework for alternative ideas to emerge to 
rethink about climate change. I nonetheless argue 
that the very term ‘degrowth’ prevents the concept 
from presenting a completely effective ‘solution’ 
for climate change that goes beyond quantification 
and theorisation. 
I will first introduce degrowth as a concept and 
the complexities surrounding its definition. I 
will then observe how an economic and political 
framing highlights the benefits and shortcomings 
of degrowth as a practical ‘solution’ to climate 
change. Finally, I will see how, through a behavioural 
framing, degrowth can offer a potential framework 
for collective action, while nonetheless risking 
marginalisation through ‘ethical fetishization’. 

Standing against growth, yet standing for 
what?

The ideas underlying the concept of degrowth 
are not new: the desire to limit energy flows is 
based on long-time doubts on the possibility 
of limitless growth and its environmentally 
harmful consequences. According to Wapner 
and Willoughby, environmentalists “have always 
preached ‘cutting back’’ (2005: 81). Yet, more 
than ‘cutting back’, degrowth advocates deeper 
structural changes. Or, as Kallis and D’Alisa 
put it, “degrowth does not call for doing ‘less of 
the same’” (2015: 24), but rather “doing things 
differently” (2015: 24). The ecological economist 
Georgescu-Roden first defined degrowth in 1971 
(Kallis and D’Alisa, 2015: 24) as a systemic change 
to the current entropic economic system, as the 
latter leads in the long run “to the depletion of 
energy and material flows” (Perthuis and Jouvet, 
2015: 27). Degrowth hence originally embodies 
the action of reducing ‘throughput’ (the quantity 
of energy and raw materials consumed), through a 
restructuring of the economic system (Wapner and 
Willoughby, 2005: 79).
Degrowth is thus primarily founded in opposition 
to ‘green growth’ and ‘sustainable development’ 
concepts that were popularized by the 1987 
Brundtland Report (Martínez-Alier, 2009: 1099). 
The ‘sustainable development’ theory conceives 
an increase in energy flows, and thus economic 
growth, as compatible with the reduction of 
greenhouse gases. According to the ‘pro-
degrowth’ anthropologist Hickel, ‘green growth’ 
“relies on the assumption that GDP growth can 
be permanently and absolutely decoupled from 
resource use and emissions” (2018). By relying 
heavily on technological research and innovation 
to increase efficiency, ‘green growth’ has been 
tackled by degrowth proponents as a “win-win 
rhetoric” (Clémençon, 2016: 19) limiting social 
welfare through capitalist scarcity (Hickel, 2018). 
Degrowth scholars thus unanimously stand against 
reliance on technological development. The latter 
is particularly promoted in dominant institutions 
such as the Stern review, which describes energy 
technologies as “opportunities to decouple growth 
from greenhouse gas emissions” (Stern, 2006 : 
viii), allowing to be both “‘green’ and grow” (Stern, 
2006 : iv).

Clearly standing against the green growth strategy, 
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degrowth nonetheless raises strong debates on 
what it stands for and how it shall be implemented. 
While degrowth provides a framework for scholars 
to gather around ideas in the hope of creating a 
global movement, the term remains unclear on a 
substantial level, to the risk of becoming a catch-all 
concept hardly translatable into practical actions. 
One of the official definitions of degrowth notably 
offers a rather vague account of what degrowth is 
in practical terms: 

Degrowth is a downscaling of production and 
consumption that increases human well-being 
and enhances ecological conditions and equity on 
the planet. It calls for a future where societies live 
within their ecological means, with open, localized 
economies and resources more equally distributed 
through new forms of democratic institutions. 
(Research & Degrowth, n.d.) 

This definition also puts into question whether the 
concept embodies a reformist or anti-capitalist 
movement. In fact, while degrowth seems to 
explicitly question the roots of the capitalist system, 
and promotes measures that would require radical 
systemic changes, multiple degrowth scholars 
detach themselves from the anti-capitalist etiquette 
(Foster, 2011: 31; Latouche, 2013). 

define the concept as a ‘process’ to a steady state 
economy (SSE) (Figure 2), where throughput is 
constant and “maintained within ecological limits” 
(O’neill, 2012 : 222). The duration of this ‘process’ 
remains unexplained by degrowth scholars, and 
the opposition of this ‘transitory’ conception of 
degrowth to an ‘absolute’ degrowth vision such as 
the Research & Degrowth definition quoted above 
highlight conceptual incoherencies. Thus, while 
the ‘sustainable development’ discourse acquired 
a mainstream status in policy and market realms 
(Kallis and D’Alisa, 2015: 24), degrowth mostly 
remained within the academic domain, as shown 
by the creation of the Institute for Economic and 
Social Studies on Sustainable Degrowth (Kallis 
and D’Alisa, 2015: 24). The spread of ‘green 
consumerism’, and the UK government’s release of 
the Stern (2006) review, advocating tackling climate 
change through a “clean development mechanism” 
(p. vii) confirms this division. The debates and 
contradictions surrounding degrowth thus open a 
space to ask whether the concept can offer more 
than a mere theoretical, utopian vision, and can be 
implementable on a large scale.

Economic and political framing: 
quantifying or qualifying?

The doubts raised around the feasibility of 
degrowth underline the salience of assessing 
degrowth’s ability to offer a ‘solution’ for climate 
change through an economic and political framing. 
One of degrowth’s most prominent characteristics 
lies in its desire to provide new ways to think 
about the current economic and political system. 
Degrowth scholars have highlighted several ideas 
to implement their concept and foster welfare and 
environmental changes. The main proposals, such 
as a division in working hours, consumption caps 
and the creation of a basic universal income (Foster, 
2011: 31), gather around a common desire to lower 
the production of flows through both ‘sharing’ and 
‘reducing’. The following five degrowth measures 
suggested by Kallis and D’Alisa provide an 
interesting summary of possible economic and 
political policies: (i) shifting production for use 
instead of exchange; (ii) partly decommodifying 
and de-specializing wage labor through voluntary 
activity; (iii) reconsidering exchanges through 
‘gifts’ rather than a profit-based logic; (iv) giving an 
intrinsic value to relations, and (v) deconstructing 
the ‘accumulation and expansion‘ dynamic (2015: 
28). By looking at these measures, one can 
observe that degrowth would nonetheless require 

This ambiguity surrounding the conceptual clarity 
and practicality of degrowth can thus be considered 
as a reason for degrowth’s marginal status, and the 
source of doubts on its ability to provide an adequate 
‘solution’ for climate change. The emphasis on the 
‘transitory’ character of degrowth further adds 
to the confusion. Several degrowth proponents 

Figure 2: The degrowth transition to a Steady State 
Economy (SSE) Source: O’Neill, 2011: 222.
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a deep structural change from a profit-based system 
to a voluntary, exchange-based system. The use of 
voluntary activity as a partial replacement to wage 
labor (ii) and the deconstruction of our relationship to 
consumption based on accumulation (v) and profit (iii) 
would particularly necessitate radical restructurings 
of both the economic system and cultural habits.  Yet, 
as stated earlier, multiple degrowth scholars have 

been advocating the possibility of these measures 
while “keeping the underlying structure of capital 
accumulation and markets intact” (Foster, 2011: 
31). Likewise, decommodification of wage labor 
could also lead to less research effort (Perthuis and 
Jouvet, 2015: 29), nonetheless needed to develop 
the ecological alternatives supported by degrowth 
scholars.

  Degrowth has furthermore attempted to provide a 
more practical framework to ‘solve’ climate change 
by questioning traditional welfare measurement 
indicators such as the Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP). Degrowth scholars have called for 
“development of new, nonmonetary indicators […] 
to assess whether changes in economic activity 
contribute to or undermine the fulfilment of social 

and environmental objectives” (O’Neill, 2012: 221). 
Degrowth thus does not aim for ‘GDP degrowth’, 
but rather other forms of energy flows reduction that 
would likely decrease GDP as a side-consequence 
(Kallis and D’Alisa, 2015: 24). Hence, while Van den 
Bergh has criticized degrowth for being difficult to 
quantify and measure (2011), several attempts by 
pro-degrowth economists to measure degrowth’s 
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‘desirability’ such as Victor’s “LowGrow” project 
attest of the potential feasibility of the project 
(2012). Likewise, O’Neill’s framework (Figure 3) 
offering new alternative indicators to measure 
degrowth’s efficiency offers a useful account 
for climate change. The latter in fact underlines 
how degrowth’s efficiency can be measured by 
assessing if its policies (or ‘means’) are beneficial 
to the environment (‘biophysical accounts’) and 
if they ultimately lead to social benefits for the 
population (‘social accounts’). Moreover, political 
implementations such as the introduction of the 
Buen Vivir (Good Living) concept in Ecuador’s 
constitution, which steers away from traditional 
measures of growth (Wall, 2015; 59; Alier, 2012: 
66), as well as Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness 
index (Oxford Poverty and Human Development 
Initiative, n.d.) provide accounts of degrowth-
inspired implementations of alternative ways to 
‘quantify’. This nonetheless raises another paradox: 
while degrowth denounces the inadequacy of 
current measurement indicators for measuring 
values such as welfare or happiness, it risks falling 
into the same trap by providing ‘absolute’ new 
measurement indicators. 
This furthermore implies to consider degrowth 
in terms of economic responsibility: as Hulme 
asserts, “economic analyses of climate change are 
saturated with value judgments and cannot escape 
the language of ethics” (2009: 137). As major 
degrowth scholars such as Kallis and D’Alisa (2015) 
and Jackson (2009) advocate for a ‘limited growth’ 
for poorer countries, this raises issues around 
the categorization of countries considered ‘poor 
enough’ to ‘have the right’ to grow and those that 
do not. Where shall one draw the limit, and how shall 
one implement this ‘right’ to grow? This furthermore 
implies to consider to which extent a country, if 
considered ‘poor enough’, would be allowed to 
grow. Perthuis and Jouvet point that such limits 
are highly porous and changing: based on the 1992 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change’s principle of ‘common but differentiated 
responsibility’ Singapore and South Korea were 
namely distinguished in 2014 as ‘poor countries’, 
and Greece as a rich country, according to whether 
they belonged to the OECD in 1990 (2015: 34). This 
binary conception between countries allowed to 
grow and countries not allowed to grow underline a 
normative ambiguity which adds difficulty to build 
clear degrowth policies to ‘solve’ climate change. 

Behavioural framing: beyond individualism

As a concept fundamentally encouraging different 
ways of perceiving our relations and exchanges, 
degrowth may offer a potential opportunity to 
shift consumption by moving behaviours to a less 
individualistic society. A behavioural framing can 
hence provide a useful account to assess whether 
degrowth can potentially provide a ‘solution’ 
to climate change by putting an emphasis on 
collective rather than individual consumption.
One of the principal arguments of degrowth scholars 
is that material consumption and accumulation in 
contemporary society have led to the loss of a 
collective search for sense (Spash, 2015; Kallis and 
D’Alisa, 2015: 27). Degrowth attempts to provide a 
solution by changing society’s cultural imaginary 
to a collective search for meaning so that “material 
accumulation […] no longer hold[s] a prime position” 
(Research & Degrowth, n.d.). By focusing on the 
social aspect of consumption, degrowth appears 
to offer the potential to rethink one’s relation to 
environment through collective action. Several 
behavioural studies have shown that this can prove 
to be a more effective strategy than the traditional 
‘green consumption’ discourse emphasizing 
lifestyle change through an individualistic 
framework (Connolly and Prothero, 2008 ; Kenis and 
Mathijs, 2012), or arguments based on non-human 
harms caused by individual over-consumption. 
As Howell noted in her study of motives behind 
environmental-friendly consumption, people 
appeared to be more concerned about ‘altruistic’ 
concerns for other humans than impacts on 
‘non-human’ nature (Howell, 2013 : 285). By 
encouraging reflection about the ways in which 
over-consumption potentially harms other humans 
and our relations with them, degrowth thus offers a 
useful framework to communicate climate change 
and foster aspirations.
Nonetheless, while degrowth goes beyond the 
“overly individualised, simplified and optimistic 
view of the climate reducing potential in consumer 
action” (Boström and Klintman, 2017: 2), the 
concept struggles to tackle the source of over-
consumption. As Van den Bergh asserts, degrowth’s 
“focus on the size of total consumption underrates 
the importance of shifting from dirty to cleaner 
consumption” (2011: 883) only offers a shift of the 
problem from reducing individual consumption to 
reducing collective consumption. The practical 
measures that shall be taken to restructure our 
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cultural perceptions of materiality and consumption, 
as well as alternative ways of consuming are again 
lacking in the degrowth literature. The concern 
about the role of advertisements in shaping 
relationships with consumption (cf. Figure 1) and 
their potential regulation as a way to shift collective 
values is namely absent (Van den Bergh, 2011: 
883). While theoretically advocating for new ways 
of consuming, degrowth fails to offer indications 
about alternative practices and ways in which these 
would change our relationship with materialism 
and commodification. 
These concerns around the effectiveness of 
lifestyle and cultural changes to ‘solve’ climate 
change also highlight the risks of degrowth’s 
emphasis on a ‘collective citizen’ responsibility in 
tackling climate change. The growing popularity 
of the “citizen-consumer” (Boström and Klintman, 
2017: 14) label underlines this tendency. Yet, 
the creation of a ‘good consumer collective‘ can 
engender a counter-productive exclusive effect, 
by encouraging individuals feeling excluded 
from this ‘responsible collective’ to engage in 
more environmentally harmful acts (Kenis and 
Mathijs, 2012: 53). Hence, while the argument 
that environmentalism “is also about the kinds of 
people we wish to be” (Wapner and Willoughby, 
2005: 88) offers a morally thorough justification 
for collective rethinking about consumption, the 

latter can also lead to “ethical fetishism” (Boström 
and Klintman, 2017: 12), where green-labelling is 
fetishized and leads to the exclusion of alleged 
‘irresponsible others’ (Boström and Klintman, 2017: 
12) with different consumption habits from the 
‘good consumer collective’. In this way, Gardiner’s 
illustration of climate change as a ‘moral storm’ 
that renders difficult the ability to behave ethically 
(2006: 397) highlights the problems degrowth may 
face by relying on ethical consumption changes to 
‘solve’ climate change. Degrowth’s struggle to move 
beyond this ‘fetishism’ may restrict its capacity to 
offer inclusive solutions to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, and thus gain a mainstream status.  
The principal issue of degrowth in its relation to 
behavioural change hence lies in its superlative 
character. Through the collectivization of a 
‘good way to act’, degrowth risks embodying an 
absolute ideological framework that dictates the 
‘right’ way to behave, which can fail to stimulate 
action. Taking into account the pluralism of 
cultures and experiences as main shapers of 
individual behaviours appears crucial to effectively 
offer creative ‘solutions’ to climate change. The 
creation of a “possibility for people to engage in 
strategic reflection themselves and to draw their 
own conclusions” (Kenis and Mathijs, 2012: 59) 
embodies an essential first step for degrowth to 
spread new ways to think about consumption.

Figure 4: ‘Extinction rebellion’ protesters in New York City
Source: https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/what-is-extinction-
rebellion-785569/
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Opening a conclusive space: growing out 
of degrowth

The issues of degrowth raised in this essay 
underline the limits of systemic ideologies in 
offering an effective way to ‘solve’ climate change. 
While degrowth may provide a useful framework, 
the limits of its practical implementations, and its 
reliance on an exclusive ‘responsible collective’ 
fail to make it more than a conceptual tool that 
struggles to gain popularity outside academia. This 
calls to go ‘beyond degrowth’. 
While it is necessary to acknowledge degrowth’s 
ability to catalyse alternative ideas to rethink the 
way we live, what Olsson et al. (2006: 26) named 
“shadow networks” (political independent networks 
fostering changes), could provide a more practical 
alternative to spread the ideas surrounding 
degrowth into the mainstream realm. Contrary to Van 
den Bergh’s assertion that “global environmental 
problems cannot be tackled by voluntary action 
and grassroot initiatives” (2011: 888), the recent 
‘extinction rebellions’ that occurred across the 
globe (Figure 4) can provide an interesting example 
of the effectiveness of these networks. By opening 
a liminal space, ‘people networks’ can instil new 
practices and norms, by offering creative, day-to-
day ‘solutions’ to climate change. 
This requires growing out of degrowth’s struggle 
with ‘measurement-fetishism’ and its binary limits 
between ‘growth’ and ‘degrowth’. Observing the 
term as the contemporary cultural reflection of a 
deeper collective desire for a just society can provide 
pathways to think about how climate change can 
foster concrete actions that create a radical shift 
in both ideological and cultural systems. Dynamics 
of social change are embedded in historical 
processes (Boonstra and Joose, 2013), and thus 
require observing degrowth as a contemporary 
manifestation of deeper value patterns, rather than 
a definite and absolute theoretical ‘solution’ for 
climate change. 
By moving beyond degrowth as an absolute 
theoretical object, one can thus observe the 
implications the concept provides as a ‘solution’ for 
climate change. Seeing degrowth as a historically 
embedded practice opening up a liminal space 
for change may be the first step to democratize 
the need for ‘united living’ underlying degrowth 
and “reconcile climate change with our human 
and social evolution, with our instinct for justice” 
(Hulme, 2009: 362). 
As climate change highlights “the limits of our 
science-saturated and spiritually impoverished 

wisdom” (Hulme, 2009: 362), it crucially underlines 
a broader systemic crisis. Going ‘beyond degrowth’ 
thus means understanding the roots of our values, 
identities and desires that are at the source of 
divergent conceptions of climate change (Hulme, 
2009: 364). What must be tackled are the cultural 
and mythical structures framing our psychological 
conceptions and the way we perceive, rate and put 
value on objects and apparatuses. 
Rather than yielding to a doomed “moral storm” 
(Gardiner, 2006: 397), observing this crisis as an 
“opportunity for change” (Storm, 2009: 1033) and 
for the creation of new myths (Wright and Nyberg, 
2013; Isenhour, 2010: 220) can help reshape the 
political and economic realms. By conceiving 
the collective and individual realm as shaped by 
common mythical patterns and imaginaries, one 
can find creative opportunities to tackle climate 
change. In this sense, degrowth appears as a first 
step to ask the right question about how to frame 
climate change, without offering a real space to 
grow out of traditional conceptions. 
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