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  What people are saying about




  Degrowth in Movement(s)




  Moving beyond the growth economy needs a movement of movements. This is an excellent anthology, establishing a much needed dialogue between the different groups struggling for a good life for all within planetary limits.




  Giorgos Kallis, author of Degrowth (2018) and co-editor of Degrowth: A Vocabulary for a New Era (2014)




  How to get beyond the Green Economy? This rich account of the global degrowth alliance, in all its socio-ecological dimensions - horizontal and prefigurative - shows us how.




  Give this book to your neighbours and friends - and let degrowth grow!




  Ariel Salleh, author of From Eco-Sufficiency to Global Justice (2009)




  Everyone knows the years ahead will be challenging, but they can also be filled with the praxis of hope. In writing a rich guide for how to change the world these chapters have, for some of their authors, been a process of metamorphosis. The same can be true for you. Think of this book as a flint. Find some friends, read it, and use it to spark your own transformations.




  Raj Patel, co-author of A History of the World in Seven Cheap Things (2017)




  As many struggle to imagine worlds shaped by desires other than economic growth, this collection shows that multiform pathways are possible, and already in practice. The pluriversal approach supports readers to learn with wildly diverse initiatives and ideas.




  Susan Paulson, editor of Degrowth: Culture, Power and Change (2017).




  This is a powerfully important topic to engage. Physics and chemistry are indicating that we’re going to have to inhabit this planet differently - here are some ideas on how we might do that.




  Bill McKibben, author and activist with 350.org
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Preface





  Donatella della Porta (Scuola Normale Superiore)




  Neoliberalism and its crises (especially visible after the financial turmoil which started in 2008) have deeply affected social movements, challenging citizens’ rights, in their civic, political and social forms. As market liberalization has been accompanied by illiberal political tendencies, traditional forms of associations have been weakened and channels for protests restricted, while societal ties and values of solidarity have been disrupted.




  However, we find ourselves in what the Italian political thinker Antonio Gramsci called an Interregnum, as the old is dying and the new is not born yet, various forms of resistance have developed, being at times successful in contrasting neoliberal tendencies. Progressive social movements have adapted to new challenges but also actively defied them, transforming their structures, practices and cultural message along the way.




  The Great Recession has indeed prompted defensive counter-movements, oriented to re-instating old rights, but also anti-systemic movements, challenging capitalism altogether. New protest waves have adopted fluid organizational structures, invented new repertoires of contention and invested in identity work, trying to connect various struggles and their main actors. Claims for social justice have been bridged with claims for recognition in the re-emergence of broad visions of problems and solutions.




  Degrowth in movement(s) contributes to the resistance against neoliberalism in different ways.




  First, Degrowth in movement(s) recognizes that the degrowth world is in transformation. De-growth is defined as an emerging movement that brings together alternative economies, building a society that aims at the well-being for all and ecological sustainability. The economic and then political and social crises have made thinking about economic alternatives as well as experimenting with these alternatives all the more relevant. At the same time, as the anti-austerity protest spread, involving a broad social coalition of the affected, this has brought about a need for different forms of organization, repertoires of actions and frames. Reacting to the consequences of the economic crisis on the everyday life of the citizens, specific social practices (such as squats, housing occupations, self-managed schools and solidarity clinics) have been oriented to directly produce effects through activities like fair trade shops, anti-sweatshop campaigns, eco-villages and transition towns, slow food initiatives and community sustained agricultural practices, solidarity. Purchasing groups have all spread during the crisis as grassroots practices of resilience and resistance to it. So, degrowth is in movements as it is changing forms, involving individual and collective actors well beyond its initial basis.




  Second, Degrowth in movement(s) shows that degrowth is composed of different streams but also connected to different movements. Some of the ideas developed within the degrowth perspective have been inspiring for the various forms of innovations in the movements resisting the crisis through the construction of alternatives in the health system, housing, food-production and distribution, cooperatives for production and services. Forms of direct social action based on solidarity and cooperation have been re-invented in the struggles of the unemployed, homeless and migrants. In this process, the debate on degrowth has moved attention from “what” is consumed to “how and how much” is both produced and consumed, aiming at changing the dominant economic paradigm. Sustainable community movement organizations have mobilized citizens not only through individual actions but also through local grassroots organizations. Cooperatives, voluntary associations, informal community groups, social enterprises have functioned as “niches of innovation.” So, the cultural critique of the mainstream food industry and the need to tackle urban poverty and social exclusion are bridged in these grassroots innovations.




  Third, Degrowth in movement(s) points at the importance of movement, in terms of action, for the development of connections among different innovative practices. As neoliberalism fragments identities, free spaces are needed in which, without denying differences, common visions can be built. Degrowth is in movement, as all the aforementioned crises make an urgent case for a convergence of struggles linking the thousands of emancipatory and solidarity oriented innovations. The mosaic of existing initiatives on the left—from unions to social movements, from self-help groups to NGOs—nurtures a networking in action. A deep paradigmatic change can develop only from the creation of public spaces for communicating and exchanging practices. Common action is required for better understanding each other.




  In these ways, Degrowth in movement(s) challenges the current hegemonic economic system. The many inspiring existing alternatives show what people can do and encourage everyone to join and act. Enjoy exploring.











  
Foreword





  Barbara Muraca (University of Oregon)




  Degrowth in Movement(s) represents an original, indispensable, and long-overdue volume in the crisis-ridden and frustrated socio-political landscape of the early twenty-first century. Wherever we turn our attention, two themes resound in the same unimaginative and worrisome way. On the one hand, we hear the tired mantra that growth is the solution for all problems, promoting more deregulation, globalization, free trade, competition, and open markets. On the other, we (yet again) hear the drone of right-wing populists who translate the wholly legitimate insecurity that many people feel into fables of culturally monochromatic, insular communities, channeling their frustration against those who look, love, or live differently.




  Degrowth in Movement(s) offers, by contrast, a real alternative for the good life under completely different conditions. Degrowth in Movement(s) brazenly takes the liberty of not only forging completely different visions of the future. The volume also shows that such visions are already being put to the test in many different, colorful, and courageous ways through workshops of liberation in Germany and around the world.




  As the editors argue in the introduction, degrowth is an emerging social movement. This state of becoming is not temporary. Degrowth is and will hopefully remain a project in the process of becoming. In this respect, degrowth is in movement rather than a movement with clearly defined characteristics and an established structure. It serves as a space of connection and amplification for several different groups that are fighting collectively against the uniformity of neoliberalism and for alternative forms of co-existence. Degrowth is therefore much more of a platform, something like an archipelago where different kinds of social movements, initiatives, and currents come together and compare notes but also build alliances.




  Degrowth comes into being not only as a radical critique of material oversizing in the national economies of industrialized countries, which is sustained by destroying the planet and making the lives of other human and non-human beings increasingly impossible. The primary goal of a degrowth perspective is thus not just to shrink the economy in its current state. Rather, degrowth is much more about completely reconfiguring the economy, society, and social relations. Above all, degrowth demands a reappropriation of the right and the power to determine collectively, democratically, and in solidarity how we co-exist instead of surrendering institutions and social relationships to the default model under the neoliberal mantra, for which there is purportedly no alternative.




  Since the constraints of neoliberal growth logic are deeply inscribed in our conceptual world as well as in our bodies, desires, and emotions, we need workshops of liberation where radical alternatives can be thought through and tried out, wild and free from dominant narratives. Social experiments, initiatives, and movements, such as the ones presented in this volume, operate as laboratories of the future where social innovations can be developed and practical experiments with new forms of coexistence emerge under different conditions of recognition. Beyond that, these laboratories are places where participants draw motivation and strength for resistance in order to bring this goal of transformation into other areas of life.




  Laboratories of the future such as these embody what Ernst Bloch once called concrete utopia. While abstract utopias act in a compensatory way, comforting us like mere daydreams, the strength of concrete utopia resides in searching out, through touch and experimentation, transformative possibilities and latent tendencies that lie dormant in the present. This calls for what Bloch terms “militant optimism.” Distinct from mere naïve optimism, which is blind to power and awaits with hope some kind of automatic transformation, militant optimism identifies hidden possibilities and acts like a kind of amplifier, making those possibilities visible, engaging them actively, and weaving them into new configurations. Concrete utopias also have a prefigurative and performative power: they open up space for imagining alternatives and in doing so they act against the effectiveness of TINA-narratives (TINA: there is no alternative). They also embody such alternatives here and now in the numerous projects, social experiments and initiatives where participants don’t just talk about plans for different futures but also try out and experience other ways of living.




  In these protected spaces we can question critically how conceptions of the good life and perceptions of needs came about. Moreover, we can uncover the extent to which they are merely an immediate expression of established values that have been imposed on individuals in the interest of preserving and reproducing prevailing social relations. After all, an important function of concrete utopias is the “education of desire,” as it is termed in utopian studies, or learning collectively about our desires and needs. In the alternative spaces of experience established through social experiments, one can learn to desire differently, better, and even more. Instead of repressing desire through a one-sided notion of voluntary simplicity, the point is rather to free oneself from the forces that limit the autonomy to demand more (in political terms). Social experiments teach us autonomy as a collective project. Autonomy also implies self-restraint, i.e., envisioning oneself as embedded in social and ecological structures that must be designed collectively. Autonomy in this sense is only possible in a society in which economic activity is oriented towards perceived and publicly articulated needs through processes of democratic decision-making and modes of production and not the other way around, i.e., a society where new needs are constantly being generated.




  Degrowth in Movement(s) is an invitation to hope. Not a merely abstract hope in the sense of the naïve optimism mentioned above. This hope is rather that of concrete utopia, nourished and strengthened through militant optimism. The conversations gathered here constitute an invaluable source of social alternatives, expressed in their specificity and their own unique language.




  The editors of this project at Konzeptwerk Neue Ökonomie saw this process through in the same spirit as the Leipzig Degrowth Conference in 2014, also co-organized by Konzeptwerk. Inspiring, supportive, self-critical, and open while never faltering in their unmistakable recognition of the core values of emancipation and solidarity. Numerous social movements, initiatives, and currents were invited to a common dialogue that not only foregrounds differences and commonalities, but also sketches learning processes and blueprints for future networks, collaboration, and alliances. The result is a tremendous collection of practical pathways for radical socio-ecological transformation.




  Translation: Bradley Boovy













  
Acknowledgements





  We would like to thank everyone who contributed to the making of this book. First of all, we would like to thank all the authors for having joined this extraordinary writing experiment. Thank you for having participated in this process of two years with its meetings and several rounds of editing and for sharing such inspiring stories.




  We also wish to thank those who helped with editing the texts: Dennis Eversberg, Max Frauenlob, Hanna Ketterer, Kai Kuhnhenn, Christopher Laumanns, Steffen Liebig, Anne Pinnow, Christoph Sanders, Christin Schmidt und Felix Wittmann; as well as the co-editor for the German book, the DFG Research Group “Post-Growth Societies” at the University of Jena. For financial support, we thank the Friedrich Ebert Foundation and the German League for Nature Conservation (DNR).




  We would like to especially thank both our German and English proof-readers, Julia Roßhart and John Ebert, and to Zer0 books more generally. Also, we thank Marc Menningmann, Caro Hempe and Christoph Hoeland, who produced the videos and podcasts available at degrowth.info/en/dim. Thanks for the translations to Bradley Boovy, Laura Broo, Mercè Ardiaca Jové, Isabel Frey, Christiane Kliemann, Gill Laumanns and Santiago Killing-Stringer.


  








  
Introduction





  Degrowth and the Emerging Mosaic of Alternatives




  In the face of unfettered globalization, the rise of right-wing movements around the globe and the dangers of climate catastrophe, it seems easier to imagine the end of the world than an end to capitalism, growth and domination. However, in recent years something new has emerged to counter what Mark Fisher called “capitalist realism”: After decades on the defensive against neoliberalism, the left has once again started to embrace positive visions of the future. This can be seen in the movements behind the rise of Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie Sanders, for example, but also in a new wave of prefigurative social movements, ranging from community gardens or worker-owned co-ops, to the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ) in Rojava —movements that “embody their ultimate goals and their vision of a future society through their ongoing social practices, social relations, decision-making philosophy and culture.”1 And it can be seen in the emergence of what have been called “transformative economies” by the 2019-20 World Social Forum in Barcelona – new economic models and practices around commons, agroecology and cooperativism aiming at transforming the existing economic system.




  These progressive visions fall into two broad camps, most clearly symbolized by the eco-modernist notion of “fully automated luxury communism” on the one hand, and the provocative slogan “degrowth,” on the other. While sharing an understanding of the need for systemic alternatives and a critique of domination, the split between these perspectives and the social movements associated with them runs deep. As argued by world system theorist Immanuel Wallerstein, not only are the world’s economic and political elites divided between globalists and authoritarians, there is also a split within the left, between the progressive productivists who —in the tradition of the socialist and social democratic labor movement— focus on growth, productivity gains and redistribution and tend to prefer vertical forms of organization, and those movements that, closer to the tradition of anarchism, rely on self-organization from the bottom up and fundamentally question economic growth.2




  The key point of contention is the following: The new narratives of progressive productivism —best represented by Paul Mason’s “Postcapitalism” or the concept of “fully automated luxury communism” – embrace modernity, globalization and technological progress, since, so they argue, these create the conditions for liberation.3 This strand of socialist futurism tends to ignore ecological questions and issues of global social justice (including climate justice) and flatly dismisses movements that promote localism, luddism or sufficiency as “primitivist romanticism.” Leigh Phillips, for example, condemned degrowth as “austerity ecology” and criticized the movements promoting it as “collapse-porn addicts.”4




  For their part, the growth-critical, bottom-up prefigurative movements seeking social-ecological transformation argue that relying on technological innovation and global markets to solve humanity’s challenges —in particular, climate change and the loss of biodiversity, with their concomitant social problems— is a dangerous illusion. Proponents of degrowth claim that the eco-modernist position cannot provide an answer to the most important challenge of the twenty-first century, i.e. how can we live well without externalizing the costs of our way of living onto others, the planet and future generations? Adequate answers to these questions, they claim, can only be found if early industrialized countries find ways to transcend the expansionary modernity. Rather than relying on techno-fixes, the expansion of the productive forces and economic growth, we need to find pathways towards post-growth societies.5




  This volume brings together social movements and future visions of the second group —those fighting for a good life for all beyond eco-modernism and growth, from a social-ecological and global justice perspective. The vantage point is degrowth. Not because degrowth is the main or even a key term for all these movements, but because degrowth symbolizes the most radical rejection of the eco-modernist and mainstream focus on growth, extractivism and industrialism. And because degrowth has, in recent years, developed into a framework for many social-ecological movements, initiatives and projects, providing a set of theories, arguments and visions that give meaning to prefigurative “nowtopias.”6




  Degrowth, we argue, is not just a new term for an ongoing discussion on alternatives or a thriving academic research paradigm.7 Degrowth is also an emerging social movement that overlaps considerably with other social movements, ranging from the anti-globalization or climate justice movements to movements and alternatives such as commons, Buen Vivir, food sovereignty, non-profit cooperatives, the care revolution, free software, DIY repair workshops, basic income or transition towns. This book brings individuals involved in these visions together to collectively reflect on the current state of social movements aiming at overcoming capitalism, industrialism and domination. What does a good life for all look like? How can we live well without externalizing the costs of our way of living? What is the role of social movements in bringing about this change?




  What is degrowth?




  Degrowth is the most radical strand of a new wave of debates regarding the need for a social-ecological transformation of high-income societies, which resurfaced after the capitalist crisis of 2007/8. The term is derived from the French word “décroissance,” which was coined in the early 1970s (despite only becoming widespread in recent years). Over the past decade, the slogan “degrowth” has brought together a predominantly European movement of activists and scientists who criticize the prevailing development model of continuous capitalist growth and are searching for alternatives.




  Above all, degrowth is a provocative political slogan that questions the hegemony of the growth paradigm, bringing together quite diverse and sometimes contradictory currents and positions. What they all have in common, however, is that they criticize the technological optimism of the sustainability discourse that has prevailed since the 1990s, with its promise of decoupling growth and environmental consumption. A key argument of this fundamental critique of “green growth” is that growth is not sustainable and cannot be made sustainable. Because it is impossible to completely decouple environmental consumption and economic growth, degrowth seeks an end to the global growth paradigm and a reduction in the biophysical size of the economy. In addition, based on a critical analysis of the challenges of ecological global justice, the material dimension of growth economies and the “imperial mode of living” in the capitalist centers, degrowth states that a good life for all is not possible if the rich countries do not drastically reduce their material throughput.8 The essence of degrowth is therefore the “depriviligization” of those who currently live at the expenses of others and externalize these costs in space and time.




  The second major commonality is the attempt to develop “concrete utopias” as alternatives to the growth imperative.9 The main goal here is to conceive growth-independent institutions and infrastructures, and to combine these with antagonistic practices and alternative ways of living in the here and now. These efforts to develop pathways for different forms of social-ecological transformation tackle the fundamental growth dependency of capitalist economies and modern state institutions. Degrowth thus proposes various radical reforms —ranging from the expansion of commons and the solidarity economy, to caps on total resource use, a basic and a maximum income, a radical redistribution of income and wealth, and a work-time reduction for all. These elements of a degrowth society are not isolated or detached from prior theory and practice, but are based on a variety of traditions of thought and build upon concrete social struggles. Many important impulses, for example, come from the fields of political ecology and bioeconomics, feminist economics and eco-feminism, post-colonial and post-development studies and long-standing critiques of capitalism and industrialism. In all cases, the fundamental idea is that the economy as a sphere of independent rationality and economic calculus cannot be the sole basis of all decision-making, and that we thus require a repoliticization and democratization of social institutions, as well as a struggle for collective autonomy. It is important to note that degrowth expressly aims its proposals at the early industrialized or “overdeveloped” countries of the Global North, and not at the Global South. Social movements from the Global South such as Buen Vivir are nevertheless important allies. (A more detailed discussion of degrowth ideas as well as a brief overview of the who and how of degrowth is provided in Chapter 9.)




  Degrowth in Movement(s) – the origins of the project




  In recent years, degrowth has emerged both as a widely debated political project and a new academic research paradigm. And while there are many publications on the ideas of degrowth, there is insufficient knowledge on how these ideas are actually applied in various social movements and practical alternative projects. This is strange, because degrowth scholars repeatedly stress how intimately degrowth as a concept or research paradigm is linked to alternative practices and social movements.10




  Degrowth in Movement(s) is thus the first account of the practices that underlie the degrowth discourse. It is based on a two-year interactive networking process between social movements, mainly from Germany but with strong transnational and global links. The idea for the project emerged after the International Degrowth Conference for Ecological Sustainability and Social Equity in Leipzig in 2014, which drew over 3,000 participants. The five-day activist and academic conference brought together people from a diverse range of social movements and projects and led to discussions regarding a possible confluence of alternatives.11 However, it was clear from the beginning that there were deep misunderstandings and misconceptions regarding each other’s approaches, proposals and strategies. Often, the activists and academics from one movement did not really know what other movements were actually about. Frequent questions were: “What are the proposals of degrowth?” or “How do commons actually work?” and “What is political about urban gardening?” There was also a great degree of skepticism regarding the different political focuses of each group, preferred language or strategic approach.




  This networking project was launched in order to deal with these misunderstandings, strengthen existing ties and work towards collaborative strategies. To do this, we brought together individuals closely involved in or familiar with over 30 social movements or alternatives that had in recent years been connected with the degrowth debate. After two workshops and an intensive writing process, the results were published in German both online and in print, together with a collection of pictures, videos and podcasts, all available at degrowth.info (unfortunately mostly only in German). Now, after a reading and networking tour, a larger conference with many activists from the social movements involved, and presentations at several international conferences, the texts have been updated and published in book form in English.12




  The name of the project, “Degrowth in Movement(s)”, reflects its nature. First of all, degrowth is itself in movement, as an emerging social movement, political spectrum and “framework” for various alternative practices and struggles seeking alliances in order to achieve social-ecological change.13 Degrowth is not a fixed concept, but one that should build on and learn from the long-standing experiences of these other movements and struggles. Thus the project asked other social movements for their views, proposals, and critiques regarding degrowth. In the second place, degrowth is in movements, in that its ideas and practices enter into dialogue with, are reflected in, adapted by or taken up within other social movements. The project therefore asked activists whether, how and why degrowth is discussed and possibly integrated into other perspectives. It is important to note that we do not think the degrowth perspective is more important than any other, or that degrowth should be a banner for other social movements to assemble under. Rather, we aim at amplifying the collaborative dynamics initiated by the degrowth debate to bring various protagonists together and provide opportunities for mutual learning from each other.




  Five questions to advance a mosaic of alternatives




  Almost a decade ago, German trade unionist Hans-Jürgen Urban stated that a “mosaic of left-wing groups” would be the “beacon of hope of the post-neoliberal era.” In his view, this mosaic would be an anti-hegemonic bloc ranging from trade unions to movements critical of globalization, NGOs, social self-help organizations and critical segments of the cultural left. Urban stated: “Just as a mosaic can unfold its beauty as a complete work even though every individual piece is still recognizable as such, a newly founded left could be seen and valued as a heterogeneous collective actor.”14




  The project Degrowth in Movement(s) is a sample of this dynamic and constantly changing left-wing mosaic. The project brings together those pieces of the mosaic that are working to develop and test alternatives from a social-ecological perspective and which are open to questioning capitalism and industrialism. That is the segment of the mosaic that is interested in a mutual exchange and cooperation with – as well as a critical examination of – degrowth.




  The project seeks to be a gateway to understanding the different movements, creating a mutual space for learning, dialogue and opportunities to develop political strategies for diverse and common alternatives. All authors are involved in a specific social movement, thus providing a first-hand account of the activities, ideas, social composition and future perspectives of each one. Their texts are written in accessible language and in them the authors had to answer the same five questions for their respective movement. This structure makes it easy to read the book in a non-linear way and find mutual connecting points between the texts, and the questions provide inspiration for critical self-reflection and a starting point to engage with other movements. The five main headlines in each chapter correspond to the following five questions:




  1. What is the key idea of your social movement (most important points of criticism of the prevailing system, central arguments, visions for alternatives)? How did it develop historically and what theory of change is used?




  2. Who is part of the social movement? What do they do (social stratification, how and where are they organized, who are its protagonists, which groups, alliances, etc. exist)?




  3. How do you see the relationship between your social movement and degrowth and how can or should this relationship develop in the next few years? How is the relationship with other social movements (e.g. similarities, differences, conflicts, alliances, etc.)?




  4. Which proposals does your movement have for the degrowth perspective? (What is missing, which areas are not taken into account adequately, what is underestimated, which themes, questions, problems are discussed one-sidedly, insufficiently or not at all?) Which proposals can the degrowth perspective offer your movement?




  5. Space for visions, suggestions or wishes, e.g.: From the perspective of your social movement and in relation to degrowth, which opportunities do you see for the development of a strong common emancipatory social movement in the current political context (ongoing crises, emergence of right-wing parties, post-democracy, etc.?) What should a larger social movement look like for you to want to join?




  The explicit goal of the project is not to be an exercise in purely intellectual self-reflection or a detached academic critique. Rather, its purpose is to enter into a constructive dialogue with existing social movements and projects for an alternative economy. With this dialogue, we want to actively look for common perspectives, strategies and concrete courses of action. This volume and the interactive networking process from which it emerged aim at advancing the discussions about the confluence of a mosaic of alternatives as a heterogeneous collective actor.




  Differences, commonalities and confluences within the pluriverse




  The notion of a “mosaic” highlights the vision of building a plural world, based in multiple struggles and with many different strategies; composed of different forms of economies, lifeworlds, and cultures, pollinating, interacting and collaborating with each other. To differentiate it from the one-way future of capitalism and economic growth, the various alternatives to economic growth have recently been termed the “pluriverse” by a group of scholar-activists from various continents.15




  What are the differences, commonalities and confluences of the groups that make up this “mosaic of alternatives”? Inspired by and based on our dialogue with the authors, the rest of this introduction summarizes some of the key conclusions that we as editors have drawn from the project. We make no claims as to the comprehensiveness or exclusivity of these conclusions, but see them as an intermediate assessment of a continuous process.




  Movements in plural – overlaps and differences




  Each movement has its own particular orientation, motivations and strategies —its own specific way of analyzing society and crisis processes. And yet there are many fundamental overlaps between them, and a collective reading of the texts shows that some of the movements already integrate each other to a degree. For example: The urban gardening movement sees itself as part of the commons movement, and many of the garden projects are themselves key points of reference for the degrowth and commons movements; degrowth sees commoning as one of the main pillars of an alternative society, and the commons movement integrates degrowth ideas. In order to better understand this complexity, the following sections sketch out key similarities and differences.




  Overlaps




  Some of the shared aspects are especially clear. They are manifested mainly in certain fundamental world-views and values, and do not necessarily represent the specific ideas of all those involved.






	
Orientation towards needs: The main commonality of all movements lies in their focus on concrete needs and a good life for all, replacing economic concepts, abstract production figures or the rules of market exchange.




	
Humans as complex, relational beings: Many share a holistic image of human beings, which they express either explicitly or implicitly. People are not seen as rational utility maximizers à la homo oeconomicus, but rather as social and emotional beings living in relationships with and depending on each other.




	
A comprehensive analysis: Most movements acknowledge a comprehensive understanding of society, power and politics, taking into account the many different facets of existing inequalities and crises and not reducing their focus to individual aspects.




	
Global justice: Instead of only discussing political questions in a national context, most groups derive their social and ecological demands for justice from a global perspective.




	
Rejection of the green economy: Hardly any movement believes that the multiple crises of the world can be solved through a “greening” of growth and capitalism, and many criticize the (side) effects of large-scale technological solutions.




	
Democratization: Instead of delegating the power to shape society to a selected few, most movements strive for an all-encompassing democratization that ensures the participation of all people. This includes the expansion of democratic decision-making processes into currently non-democratic areas such as the economy. In addition, this principle is reflected in the way the different networks and organizations work.




	
Social-ecological transformation: Instead of playing off social and ecological problems against each other, all movements recognize —to varying degrees— that the two aspects are intertwined; even if one of them may be more important for a particular movement.




	
Systemic change and paradigm shift: Instead of hoping that small changes or political reforms will solve society’s problems, many movements seek to bring about comprehensive, fundamental, and systemic changes.




	
Working in the here and now: Instead of simply making demands, most movements try to start effecting change in the here and now, either in small alternative projects in which utopias are tested out, or in social struggles with concrete goals.







  
Differences





  Regardless of these overlaps, the various movements and perspectives in this volume still have diverging analyses, strategies, narratives and supporters. The key differences lie in the following areas:






	
Moral frame of reference: All movements seek justice. The main difference lies in for whom they want to achieve this justice. Although all movements fundamentally and at least implicitly include all human beings in their concept of justice, the focus of their work is often reduced to their particular region and, in many cases, to the Global North. In addition to non-human animals (a key concern for the animal rights movement16), some movements such as Buen Vivir, urban gardening and segments of degrowth also include the rights of nature in their visions.




	
Relationship with capitalism: Some movements place capitalism at the heart of their analysis and criticism — they are decidedly anti-capitalist or critical of capitalism (e.g. degrowth, climate justice, Peoples Global Action). Others barely refer to capitalism or do not refer to it at all. Still others are critical of capitalism in their analysis, but it is unclear what this means for their vision of an alternative society (e.g. the ecovillages movement).




	
Transformation strategies: There are also different views on how society can be changed. Some are engaged in concrete struggles and social conflicts (e.g. care revolution, climate justice) or seek to spread resistance (e.g. artivism), whereas others create change at the smallest level first and build concrete alternatives (e.g. the ecovillages movement, solidarity economy, urban gardening). Still others focus on disseminating information on or promoting fundamental transformations and alternatives (e.g. commons movement).




	
Criticism of power and domination: Criticism of power and domination is central to the work of some currents (e.g. Buen Vivir, care revolution, food sovereignty, refugee and migration movement), whereas for others it is not relevant or has a subordinate role (e.g. open workshops, urban gardening). Correspondingly, the movements vary in their degree of self-reflection regarding their own power structures, internal hierarchies or privileges.




	
Capacity to form alliances: In all movements, there is a general openness towards other movements. However, the demands placed on potential allies vary greatly: Some groups have very strict criteria, e.g. an anti-capitalist consensus, whereas others make the case for broad alliances and seek to highlight the similarities instead of the differences.




	
Organizational structure: The movements differ greatly in terms of their organization. This applies to their reach (local, national, regional, global) and internal democracy (grassroots vs hierarchical), as well as their degree of organization (highly organized vs flexible structures; formal vs informal networks).







  Instead of pretending that they do not exist, we suggest taking advantage of these differences – and the overlaps — in order to better understand the mosaic of alternatives to which they confom. Otherwise we risk portraying ourselves as a homogeneous movement, or else exaggerating the differences and causing conflicts and division. The texts themselves provide some key suggestions for promoting this confluence of alternatives and increasing collaboration. These ideas are not only relevant for degrowth, but also provide constructive feedback to many other movements.




  
Relationship with the Global South





  Many authors are highly critical of the relationship between the Global South and the Global North and demand that all groups and actors address this subject. Without strong South-North cooperation, we risk re-enacting climate colonialism and environmental racism. In Friederike Habermann’s (Peoples Global Action) view, this means that we must seek a true and broad alliance between countries from the South and the North, instead of a mere exchange of individual intellectuals. Other texts highlight how this international perspective is essential to prevent our alternative visions from becoming too provincial and overseeing their own destructive potential and unintended side-effects. Ashish Kothari (Radical Ecological Democracy) and Alberto Acosta (Buen Vivir) stress the fact that alternatives are always rooted in their context and cannot be applied in the same way everywhere. At the same time, they call for all actors to acknowledge the alternatives and struggles in other parts of the world and respect them in their approaches.




  Resistance and criticism of domination




  One demand that is repeated very clearly throughout the texts is for people to be or become aware and critical of (hidden) power structures and to actively work against them. Friederike Habermann reminds us that in the course of our struggles, we must not forget other existing discriminating power structures and fight against them as well. Along the same lines, John Jordan (artivism) calls for a general culture of resistance.




  Creating a material space




  Another aspect highlighted is the need for permanent physical spaces. On the one hand, this means creating nowtopias (such as open workshops or climate camps), where the abstract is translated into the concrete and people “walk the talk.” On the other hand, it also involves different actors coming together in concrete places to make alternatives more visible and build local relationships beyond specific events (e.g. 15-M, ecovillages movement, transition towns, urban gardening).




  Overcoming the barriers of our own milieus




  In order to turn a social-ecological transformation into reality, it is indispensable that we set in motion a truly broad movement. The self-critical reflection process involved in writing these texts revealed that most of those active in many of the movements are – at least in Germany – well-educated, middle-class and white. Many of the authors therefore appeal to themselves and to degrowth to leave their own milieu. In general, this question of who is active in the movements is perceived as important and productive, although some see it as stressful and unpleasant. In this regard, some movements are better at mobilizing diverse groups of people and can thus open up new perspectives for some of the other groups. For example, the trade unions and the Care Revolution network can teach others how to approach social-ecological questions with working class people, and Buen Vivir, climate justice, post-extractivism and Radical Ecological Democracy open up perspectives from the Global South. Many of those active in the food sovereignty or refugee and migration movements have experience with transnational organizing and the common struggles of diverse groups of people, e.g. where some have experiences of escape and migration and others do not.




  
Preguntando caminamos – In walking, we ask




  One of the aims of Degrowth in Movement(s) is to encourage the different alternatives to see themselves as part of a mosaic of alternatives for social-ecological transformation and thus become jointly active. The goal for the movements involved was to better understand each other and to learn from different perspectives, strategies and experiences, thereby creating a better basis for their projects, activism and organizational processes. In terms of their vision for the future, many authors expressed the desire to work together, to achieve greater synergies and effectiveness in a context of escalating ecological and social problems. So what is the future of the mosaic? For Ashish Kothari, who is involved in similar alliance-forging processes in India, the main key achievement of Degrowth in Movement(s) has been to identify “the essence of these initiatives, and to see if the values and principles emerging from them can suggest a cohesive framework for challenging the currently dominant mindset and practice of growth-centred ‘developmentality’.”17




  We believe that this framework is already in the making. The shape we wish to give it, however, is still being debated, negotiated and contested. What’s important is that these movements actively put into practice and experiment with key principles of degrowth: They largely reject an orientation towards profit and productivity; they seek to reduce wage labor; they emphasize direct forms of democracy, relationships, sharing, and a mentality of giving, which focuses on needs, care, and reproduction; and they tend to use technologies and tools that increase autonomy, sharing and sustainability (which Ivan Illich refers to as “convivial tools”), involving lower consumption and shorter production-consumption circuits.18 There is thus a multiplicity of prefigurative social movements that already exist which integrate degrowth ideas: what degrowth refers to as “nowtopias.” We do not think degrowth itself will develop into the social movement bringing about the urgently needed social-ecological transformations. But we argue that the next cycle of a larger counter-hegemonic bloc of social movements and political forces opposing both neoliberal globalism and authoritarian nationalism should integrate key critiques, perspectives and proposals from the degrowth discussion.19




  The movements discussed in this book as the mosaic of alternatives for social-ecological transformation are a fertile ground for the emergence of ideas, practices and actions leading to a good life for all. Rather than hoping that technological advances in the age of platform capitalism or the political economy of information technologies will bring about socialist liberation —as argued by progressive productivists— the movements assembled here criticize not only capitalism and capitalist forms of ownership, but also other forms of domination, they criticize industrialism and the domination embedded in technologies, they take seriously global injustices that stand in the way of a good life for all, and they focus on strategies and actions that start building alternatives in the here and now, within the cracks of capitalism and power.




  There is no lack of suggestions for steps towards a common movement, or at least common action. Some wish to conceive and carry out coordinated protests. Others propose developing a common basis of understanding or at least a series of common goals in order to move on to more practical matters. Yet another possibility would be to build up concrete alternatives and then create networks between them. All of this needs to happen on a local, regional, national and transnational level, each with its own possibilities and challenges. While looking for ways to work together we should, however, not forget that cooperation is not an end in itself. The fact that different groups focus on different issues, projects and struggles is unavoidable and justified. The question is therefore: What are the conditions, goals and strategies for us to work together, to build the mosaic of alternatives to advance social-ecological transformation?




  As the Zapatistas famously stated, “In walking, we ask.” Whatever happens, we believe that it is important to conduct a (self-)critical examination of our own and other movements, to show solidarity with others in general, and to consider – and forge – alliances. Common perspectives are the product of an exchange, of working together, and of joining common struggles. Can the resulting alliances contribute to a social-ecological transformation, and to opposing right-wing tendencies? We don’t know, but we hope so. What we do know is that none of us can do it alone. Whether or not the future enables a good life for all will depend more than anything on whether more people start recognizing the signs of the times and begin to actively work for social and ecological justice. There are more than enough places to start.
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  The Growth Imperative of Capitalist Society Eric Pineault (Université du Québec à Montréal)




  Why are capitalist societies compelled to grow? What are the socio-ecological consequences of this relentless growth? Why should a postcapitalist society be a postgrowth society? These are the sorts of questions that emerge from degrowth’s critique of capitalism, a critique that brings to the forefront the socioecological contradictions of economic growth. Of course, not all of degrowth - both as a movement and as a theory - is anti-capitalist. And obviously most critical theories of capitalism do not focus on the problem of economic growth. But as the degrowth movement matures, the intersection between these critical perspectives on contemporary society becomes ever more important.1 Degrowth is but one of many currents challenging the modern left’s “labor centric” critique of capitalist society: alongside feminism, postcolonialism and anti-racism (among others). Degrowth is part of a contemporary renewal of anti-capitalist critique and post-capitalist politics, practice and thought. A defining feature of the degrowth movement, as argued in the introduction, is that it is very self-consciously aware of being part of a wider whole. As a movement of thought and practice, degrowth offers a particular perspective alongside and to be completed by others. In doing so it differs from many more traditional critiques of capitalism which are totalizing in their claims and outlook. What then is the specific contribution of degrowth as a critical theory of capitalism?




  1. The critique of growth and capitalism




  Let’s start with the critique of growth itself. Economic growth in modern societies of the capitalist core has come under attack primarily because, as argued by Naomi Klein, it is seen as the cause of an ecological crisis of “existential” proportions.2 Meaning that the ecological contradictions of our mode of production have unleashed biogeophysical processes that are undermining the material basis of contemporary societies. Be it climate change, with its droughts, extreme storms and rising sea levels, biodiversity loss (bug Armageddon and the collapse of pollinator insects) or the accumulation of plastic wastes in oceans – global and systemic socio-ecological contradictions are no longer merely scientific observations, the stuff of models, experiments and scholarly debates and speculation, they are common lived experiences. The solutions put forward to limit these impacts all the while trying to preserve economic growth and growth based lifestyles, of somehow growing out of our ecological contradictions by adopting “sustainable development mechanisms” or counting on technological breakthroughs, are an utter failure. This is also a recent feature of lived experience and common sense. It is this common sense that has fostered the emergence of the degrowth movement. Economic growth and its material consequences has given rise to an accelerating ecological crisis. Furthermore, this growth is subject to diminishing social returns, as ever higher levels of economic activity in terms of output, employment or productivity in the capitalist core fail to translate into a proportional rise in happiness, security or well-being. Finally, contemporary economic growth – with the exception of some parts of Asia – has not resulted in less inequality. On the contrary, it would seem that the fruits of economic growth have been captured by an elite minority. Growth is not a tide that raises all ships, it is the tidewater that will flood all sewers, it is the treadmill that spins the gears of rising inequality at an ever faster pace.




  It is this lived experience and common sense uneasiness with “really existing” economic growth and its dire socio-ecological consequences, that has sparked the emergence of degrowth both as a theory and practice. As this movement has developed, it has moved beyond the critique of the socio-ecological consequences of economic growth, progressively focusing on the nature and sources of economic growth, uncovering the social structures that drive and sustain the growth treadmill. It is in the context of this development that degrowth has engaged with capitalism, both as the predominant form of the economic process today and as a society. The results of this encounter are diverse, precisely because degrowth is a pluralistic endeavor, but a few dominant ideas have arisen. These can be found, among other places, in the recent book Degrowth: A Vocabulary for a New Era as well as in recent debates among degrowth scholars concerning capitalism. The following five theoretical propositions summarize some of these ideas. The rest of the chapter will develop them more fully.
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