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Where are we?



Risk of societal collapse
• „Climate change is a glaring symptom of a 

deeper systemic issue: ecological overshoot, 
where human consumption outpaces the 
Earth's ability to regenerate (Rees 2023, Ripple 
et al. 2024). Overshoot is an inherently 
unstable state that cannot persist indefinitely. 
As pressures increase and the risk of Earth's 
climate system switching to a catastrophic 
state rises (Steffen et al. 2018), more and 
more scientists have begun to research the 
possibility of societal collapse (Brozović 2023). 
Even in the absence of global collapse, climate 
change could cause many millions of additional 
deaths by 2050 (WHO 2023).“

Conclusion
• "In a world with finite resources, unlimited 

growth is a perilous illusion. We need bold, 
transformative change: drastically reducing 
overconsumption and waste, especially by the 
affluent … and adopting an ecological and 
post-growth economics framework that 
ensures social justice.“
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1. Towards the repolization of ‘the economy’
The growth paradigm, why degrowth, why social-ecological planning



Growth as an idea
GDP, capitalist realism, hegemony of the 

growth paradigm

Growth as a material process
ever-expanding use of land, materials, 

and energy

Growth as a social process
Class interests oriented towards

increase, acceleration, and escalation



Hegemony of growth

GDP and growth paradigm as key obstacle to economic 
democracy

Grwthmanship and the “superiority of economists” (Fourcade 
et al. 2015)

”… only this focus on growth, with its assumptions that an 
ever-expanding pie would conveniently provide increasing 
portions to the poor [. . .], has made it possible to submerge 
the issue of distribution. [. . .] But if at some point the 
economic pie ceases growing, then the focus of public 
attention will inevitably turn toward the manner in which it is 
shared.” Hazel Henderson 1973



Growth 
misinformation 
discourses

• growth as freedom

• growth as destiny

• growth as good

• growth as welfare

• growth as technological progress 

• growth as precondition for innovation

• growth as stability

• growth as geopolitical standing

• growth as security 

• growth as environmental protection



Growth as good

Growth as remedyGrowth as necessary

Growth as freedom

Growth as natural

Growth as destiny

Growth as stability

Growth as 
technological 

progress

Growth as geopolitical 
standing

Growth as 
precondition for 

innovation

Growth as development

Growth as environmental 
protection

Growth as security



What is degrowth?
• Movement of activists, academics and practitioners
• Ensemble of growth critiques
• Proposal for the Global North to live well within limits
• Provocation, umbrella, mosaic of alternatives
• Key misrepresentations
• Degrowth means the global South will remain poor

• Degrowth aims at reducing all economic activities, less GDP is the goal

• Degrowth means austerity, a politics of less, recession

• Degrowth is against technology, innovation, and progress

• Degrowth is mainly about individual renunciation and voluntary simplicity

• Emerging field of research



Kallis, Giorgos, Vasilis Kostakis, Steffen Lange, 
Barbara Muraca, Susan Paulson, und Matthias 
Schmelzer. „Research on Degrowth“. Annual Review 
of Environment and Resources 43 (2018): 291–316.



Critiques of growth Economic growth...

Ecological critique … destroys the ecological foundations of human life and cannot 
be transformed to become sustainable

Socio-economic critique … mismeasures our lives and thus stands in the way of well-
being and equality of all

Cultural critique … produces alienating ways of working, living, and relating to 
each other and nature

Critique of capitalism … depends on and is driven by capitalist exploitation and 
accumulation

Critque of industrialism … gives rise to undemocratic productive forces and techniques

Feminist critique … is based on gendered over-exploitation and devalues 
reproduction

South-North critique … relies on and reproduces relations of domination, extraction 
and exploitation between capitalist center and periphery

Critiques of growth



Global energy-related CO2 emissions, 1900-2020, IEA



Secular stagnation

"The broader 'post-growth' concept seems 
highly relevant for Europe and other 
developed regions as they face increasing 
uncertainties about future GDP growth.“

European Environment Agency 2021, Reflecting on green growth



2. Planning and degrowth
Some political and theoretical hurdles



Degrowth and 
planning

Degrowth envisions ‘a planned reduction of energy and resource use to 
bring the economy back into balance with the living world in a way that 
reduces inequality and improves human well-being’ (Hickel 2021, 1)
‘by design, not disaster’ (Victor 2019)
Schneider et al. (2010, 11) contrast degrowth to “unplanned” recessions 
and define it as the ‘voluntary, smooth and equitable transition to a 
regime of lower production and consumption’
Schmelzer (2015, 264) defines degrowth simply as ‘a planned 
contraction of economic activity aimed at increasing well-being and 
equality’
Most definitions the decrease is explicitly qualified - if not as ‘planned’ - 
at least in similar terms such as ‘voluntary’, ‘managed’, ‘purposeful’, 
‘intentional’, ‘deliberate’, or ‘democratic’ (Parrique 2019, 224)

Yet, planning as taboo.
Building on one current of degrowth thought: Kallis et al. 2020; Hickel 
2020; Smith, Baranowski, and Schmid 2021; Akbulut and Adaman 2020; 
Schmelzer, Vetter, and Vansintjan 2022. 





Varying reasons for 
the neglect of 
planning

i. Steady-State Economics
ii. New economics of prosperity
iii. Anthropological critiques of growth

To avoid these pitfalls, we argue for neglecting both pitfalls 
by focusing 
a) on in-kind, non-market-mediated forms of planning 

and 
b) on multi-level, fractally integrated and subsidiary 

planning institutions that mediate the local with 
society-wide and global institutions.



3. How to plan for degrowth
Building on and going beyond existing concepts to achieve wellbeing within
planetary boundaries



Deliberating limits
and need satisfiers
planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 2009) 
and doughnut (Raworth 2017) delineate
humanity’s ‘safe and just space’ 

but neither ecological limits nor just need
satisfaction are objectively given

should be subject to social deliberation

need to ‘plan the doughnut’

Raworth 2017



Provisioning  systems

link biophysical planetary processes and wellbeing outcomes 

encompass material and socioeconomic dimensions, such as physical infrastructure, 
technology, economic relations and intricated forms of governance

social-ecological reorganisation of provisioning systems is what post-growth ecological 
planning is about 

Figure adapted from O'Neill et al. 2018.
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The goals of planning provisioning systems within the doughnut

Hofferberth, Schmelzer and Durand 2024

Setting and effectuating limits and priorities
Define types of need satisfiers, their distribution as well as the 
organization of the provisioning process

Ensuring democratic participation
Integrate diverse positions through participation of multiple groups of 
interest, sectors and organisations at different political and geographic 
scales, including but not limited to experts
Planning institutions designed to tackle existing inequalities and 
disadvantages, e.g. due to race, gender, or class

Organizing and fairly sharing meaningful and necessary work
Estimation of the amount and type of work required to produce what is 
deemed socially desirable and ecologically viable
Match estimation with the capabilities and relative appetence of 
individuals
Account for wage labour and uncommodified work in households and 
communities

Mastering the purposeful development of productive forces
Technical models, technologies, organization of labour processes and changed 
ownership structures that prioritise sustainability, usefulness and desirability 
rather than profit, e.g. ‘convivial technology’ (Vetter 2017)

Dealing with social and macro-financial disruptions
Necessary speed and scale of transformation carries risk of ruptures, e.g. 
unemployment related to phasing out of whole industries, asset stranding, etc.
Macroeconomic coordination can help prevent full-blown socio-economic 
crisis



4. A bridging framework
for planning provisioning systems within safe and just operating space



A bridging framework Not an ideal model 
a readily available inspiration
building on already existing institutions 

including markets, firms, community networks, public 
institutions, state apparatus, etc.. 

enabling the emergence of alternative ones

A multiscalar stack (Bratton 2016)
Planning apparatus as canvas upon which autonomous and 
diversified social relationships flourish.
distinctive levels of planning according to the subsidiarity 
principle 

Top-down in limited sense
decisions are nurtured by the inputs from the lower level
in addition to other specific sources of knowledge and 
information (scientific bodies, professional entities, etc..) 
a wide range of decisions are not centralised but made by 
individuals and local structures

Our kind of institutional design



AGGREGATION 
THROUGH  

DELIBERATION
 

strong sustainability  
as a foundational rule

PLURALISTIC INPUTS
citizens, science, industrial bodies, social movements, public

agencies, governement bodies   

sectors

territories

MACRO GOALS AND MEANS 
broad targets in kind 

macro tools: investment and public orders, budget programming, 
dismantling of activities, credit policy    

AGGREGATION 
THROUGH  

DELIBERATION
 

subordinated creative
adaptation 

as foundational rule

PLURALISTIC INPUTS
citizens, science, industrial bodies, social movements, public

agencies, local governement bodies   

localities

TERRITORIAL AND SECTOR GOALS AND MEANS 
detailed targets in kind 

tools: investment and public orders, budget programming, 
dismantling of activities, credit policy    
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 spatio-temporal projection

information and
knowledge acquisition
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OTHER
AUTONOMOUS
ENTITIES

sub-sector entities

Durand, Hofferberth and Schmelzer 2024



5. Areas of degrowth planning policies



Planning for degrowth 1. Selective flourishing and downscaling of production: 
caps on emissions and resource use, moratoria, ecological tax 
reform, socializations, publicly organized deaccumulation
Public provisioning, direct government financing, and preferential 
tax treatment, increase publis spending (MMT)

2. Planning social provisioning and equality
 Universal Basic Services

 redistribution, taxes, reappropriation, caps on maximum 
income and wealth disparity

3. Planning technological development
Convial technology
connectedness, accessibility, adaptability, bio-interaction, and 
appropriateness

4. Global justice and reparations
 contraction and convergence

ecological reparations

Radical policies for non-reformist reforms

Hofferberth and Schmelzer 2023





Nowtopias

Non-reformist 
reforms

Ruptural
strategies

Transformation strategies



Thank you for your attention!


