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Abstract: 
 
Broadly speaking, the theme of “sustainable degrowth”, as an alternative collective project, has 
mostly been presented and justified as a new common horizon allowing populations to find 
solutions to current challenges concerning ecological sustainability and human living conditions. 
However, if it is a question of moving from one state to another one with different characteristics, 
the problem will be to find a transition. For this project to be credible, a process of reflection should 
be undertaken about such a transition that would allow a movement towards a “sustainable 
degrowth”, and notably about the manner and modalities of this transformation. From this point of 
view, while it is a question of turning away from paths considered to be harmful, propositions about 
“degrowth” suffer from not truly being linked to a theory of change. And yet, this theory appears to 
be essential to conceive the conditions to which this type of vast project could apply. As a starting 
point for moving forward, three foci of reflection are suggested, which prove to be determining 
factors because they also correspond to realms of confrontation that such a project would be faced 
with in the present world: 
- the relationship with dominant values which largely influences the conditions of the diffusion and 
acceptance of ideas; 
- the capacities of generalizing (counter-)practices and of facilitating the accumulation of alternative 
experiences; 
- the possibilities of reducing structural constraints thanks to the coordination and networking of 
existing initiatives. 
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Numerous are the comments that emphasize that the current rationales of development are not 
“sustainable”. Logically, the concerns and dissatisfaction which are raised often lead to the search 
for alternatives. From this point of view, the idea of “degrowth” has generated a growing interest, 
especially in Europe, even if it remains a secondary topic compared to other discussions, notably 
those centered around the notion of “sustainable development”. The available propositions intend to 
lead to a new horizon, even if the vision presented under this label appears to still be in an emerging 
phase. 
 
This conception of a society of “degrowth” appears more easily definable in negative terms (what is 
not wanted) than in positive terms (what is wanted). At the core, it emphasizes the necessity of 
moving away from a general subjection to economic growth, which is transformed into the ultimate, 
virtually self-referential objective, at the expense of other considerations, notably ecological and 
social ones. The initial criticism opposes the schemas of continued and infinite accumulation with 
the limits of the planet, encouraging the search for a social organization model which would allow 
the subsistence and the activities of populations to be assured in an equitable and democratic way, 
without deteriorating the natural conditions. Such a project would require a “regular decrease of 
material and energetic consumption in countries and for populations who consume more than their 
allowed ecological footprint”1. Around this thematic core, the proposed visions are diverse and 
more or less formalized according to their authors (activists or scholars). 
 
However, beyond the difficulties of defining it, propositions about “degrowth” seem to have an 
even harder time finding their place in debates, since the paths for achieving it are still unclear. This 
article aims to examine precisely this problem: if it is a question of moving from one state to 
another one with different characteristics, the issue will be to find a transition. If the starting point 
and the end point can be specified, what transition could be imagined for a project of “sustainable 
degrowth” and especially what conditions would need to be fulfilled? The question appears to be 
even more pertinent since the efforts to signpost the path seem to still be limited and that the 
obstacles on this path could be numerous, all the more that it would be a question of a profound 
change on a large scale and one that is destined to be long lasting. 
 
From this perspective, if a transition is to be considered, then it could be defined as an 
encompassing process that is supposed to intervene in multiple interrelated systems (economic, 
technical, political, etc.) so as to make their fundamental aspects evolve. This process would 
concern rationalities, practices, institutions, cultural bases, infrastructures and economic activities 
simultaneously. In other words, if the objective is that of “sustainable degrowth”2, this transition is 
linked to the search for “extrication paths”, to borrow and reinterpret an expression used in the 
study of “democratic transitions” to designate a country emerging from an authoritarian regime and 
passing from one type of government to another.  
                                                 
1 Nicolas Ridoux, La Décroissance pour tous, Lyon, Parangon, 2006, p. 91 (present author’s translation). 
2 That is to say, if we follow Giorgos Kallis, “a socially sustainable and equitable reduction (and eventually 
stabilisation) of society's throughput” (“In defence of degrowth”, Ecological Economics, vol. 70, n° 5, March 2011, pp. 
873-880). 
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Beyond this analogy, the concept of extrication can be evocative but also analytically fruitful in the 
sense that the objective of “degrowth” implies turning away from paths that are considered to be 
harmful for the planet and for humanity. To become more operational, the proposed project should 
be then re-examined to identify the possibilities for more beneficial paths, and to evaluate the 
collective choices to be made with regard to the more or less continued influence of past structures. 
Such a movement of extrication implies passing through a period of reorganization, which can 
require the preparation of different steps and sequences. If it is a question of consciously carrying 
out an almost general adaptation, which would successfully combine a number of interrelated 
adjustments in various dimensions (economic, technological, cultural and institutional) for the long 
term, the modalities required to set up the process of transformation need to be better explored. And 
yet, from this point of view, the propositions about “degrowth” seem to suffer from not being truly 
be linked to a theory of change. Otherwise, it becomes difficult to see the potentialities for social 
transformation. 
 
Beyond the question of “what can be done?” and the definition of the general objectives around 
which the existing normative debates are fixed for the most part, this article proposes another line of 
inquiry and especially targets the question of “how can it be done?”. The difficulties previously 
mentioned encourage the transitional dimension of this project to be considered more seriously and 
the adaptation of the idea of transition to be jointly examined, particularly regarding the conception 
of the transition as a process to be accompanied, the capacity to modify the paths which are 
considered to be harmful, and the conditions of collective action concerning a project which aims to 
serve society as a whole. 
 
If credence is given to the perspective of “sustainable degrowth”, this should then lead to a 
consideration of: 
- the relationship with dominant values which largely influences the conditions of diffusion and 
acceptance of ideas, such as moderating consumption, criticizing materialist satisfaction and 
revising the way work is organized; 
- the capacities of generalizing (counter-)practices and of facilitating the accumulation of 
experiences, such as those which aim to review the relationship to products, how products are used, 
and can support innovative or alternative pathways to shaping economies; 
- the possibilities of reducing structural constraints thanks to the coordination and networking of 
existing initiatives, like those seeking to restore “short circuits”, create buying co-operatives, and 
bring consumers and producers closer together). 
 
After a presentation of the main problematizations which bring “degrowth” approaches together and 
which can lead to stress the importance of these factors, this article will present an in-depth 
exploration of the three perspectives mentioned above. Indeed, these three perspectives must be 
addressed because they correspond to three opposing fronts for the advocates of such a radical 
change, but also because they can help develop future lines of flight. 
 
 
I) Problematizations leading to the promotion of “sustainable degrowth” 
 
The perspective of “degrowth”, as the term itself suggests, allows for growth and its underlying 
assumptions to be problematized and an alternative vision to be proposed on this basis. As Michel 
Foucault defined it, the activity of problematizing is “the ensemble of discursive and non-discursive 
practices that make something enter into the play of true and false and constitute it as an object of 
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thought (whether in the form of moral reflection, scientific knowledge, political analysis, etc)”3. 
Reflections on “degrowth” have advanced through a series of problematizations that, in this 
process, have also tended to define a programmatic framework, albeit still largely in the early 
stages. 
 
Like many intellectual movements, theories on “degrowth” are made up of an assemblage of ideas 
and influences4. This movement emerged in France and gained momentum in the early 2000s with 
echoes in certain neighboring countries. Thanks to a network of scientists and to international 
conferences, it is beginning to acquire an audience in the Anglophone world. Indeed, the majority of 
the discussions, which are more or less theoretical in nature, are in French5 and recently have begun 
to be translated6. Academic works have also begun to review and clarify the sources of inspiration, 
approaches and more or less theorized support points7. Problematizations are not simply aimed at 
the adverse effects of logics of growth, but also tend to define a model of society associated with a 
conception of the good life. 
 
 
1) Problematizing the growth economy and its roots 
 
Describing “degrowth” as a collection of ideas and influences is appropriate because the arguments 
promoting “degrowth” are in part echoes of thoughts that were developed in previous centuries in 
political economy, like those presented in different ways by classical economists such as David 
Ricardo and John Stuart Mill, who wondered with varying degrees of concern if the fate of 
humanity was to arrive at a “steady state”8. Theories on "degrowth" have also incorporated 
ecological concerns and have extended analyses of culturalist inspiration, questioning not only 
logics of development, but also more fundamentally the notion of development itself9. 
 
The term “degrowth” itself comes from a translation by the French philosopher and historian 
Jacques Grinevald of a book by the Romanian economist Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen. This 
publication, originally entitled The Entropy Law and the Economic Process10, and translated into 
French as La décroissance. Entropie, écologie, économie11, starts from a thermodynamic point of 
view and identifies the limits that human production and activities can not avoid in a world that has 
the characteristics of a finite system governed by the laws of physics. In the “bioeconomics” that 
Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen supports, economic processes can not be studied independently from 

                                                 
3 Michel Foucault, « Le souci de la vérité », in Dits et écrits 1954-1988, Tome II (1976-1988), Paris, Quarto Gallimard, 
1994, pp. 1489. Cited by Paul Rabinow and Nikolas Rose, “Foucault Today”, in Paul Rabinow and Nikolas Rose, The 
Essential Foucault. Selections from Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, New York, New Press, 2003. 
4 Briefly presented by François Schneider, Giorgos Kallis, and Joan Martinez-Alier in “Crisis or opportunity? Economic 
degrowth for social equity and ecological sustainability. Introduction to this special issue”, Journal of Cleaner 
Production, vol. 18, n° 6, April 2010, pp. 511-518. 
5 As Valérie Fournier observed when trying to compare this movement to other ecological movements. See “Escaping 
from the economy: the politics of degrowth”, International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, vol. 28, n° 11/12, 
2008, pp. 528-545. 
6 The few existing initiatives are recent. See for example Serge Latouche, Farewell to Growth, Cambridge, Polity, 2009. 
7 See for example Joan Martínez-Alier, Pascual Unai, Franck-Dominique Vivien and Edwin Zaccai, “Sustainable de-
growth: Mapping the context, criticisms and future prospects of an emergent paradigm”, Ecological Economics, vol. 69, 
n° 9, July 2010, pp. 1741-1747 ; Federico Demaria, Francois Schneider, Filka Sekulova, Joan Martinez-Alier, “What is 
Degrowth? From an Activist Slogan to a Social Movement”, Environmental Values, vol. 22, n° 2, April 2013, pp. 191-
215. 
8 See Denis Clerc, « De l'état stationnaire à la décroissance : histoire d'un concept flou », L'Économie Politique, n° 22, 
2004/2, pp. 76-96 ; Jean-Marie Harribey, « Les théories de la décroissance : enjeux et limites », Cahiers français, 
n° 337, mars- avril 2007, pp. 20-26. 
9 See Serge Latouche, In the Wake of the Affluent Society. An Exploration of Post-Development, London, Zed Books, 
1993. 
10 Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1971. 
11 Paris, Sang de la terre, Nouv. éd., 1995 (1e éd. : 1979). 
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their relationships to the environment because they are subject to the law of entropy: to produce 
goods, both raw materials and energy are needed, and energy is equally necessary to distribute the 
goods to the consumers and use them. Since the energy can not be recovered once it has been used, 
it can be concluded that infinite growth in a finite world is not possible. In more recent 
developments, the defense of "degrowth" has also embodied the problem of limits with the more 
recent idea of “ecological footprint”12, to demonstrate that the footprint left by humanity is too 
massive on a planetary scale. The conclusions confirm the necessity to transform the expansive and 
conquering relationship that humanity has with nature, which was reinforced during the 20th 
century. 
 
The argument for “degrowth” goes beyond that of “non-growth”. It is not completely comparable to 
the debate which developed in the 1970’s opposing growth to “non-growth”13. Unlike the 
supporters of a “stationary state”14 or “zero growth”, the arguments for “degrowth” advocate more 
of an inversion of the rationales that result in increasing pressure on the environment. 
 
The main argument is not only a criticism of growth, but above all a criticism of the transformation 
of growth into an ideology15. Theses about “degrowth”, which are against the domination of the 
sole economic point of view, support a severance which aims to emphasize values other than those 
of market and profit. According to reflections such as those of the economist Serge Latouche, the 
challenge lies in not only reversing the expansionist process of the economy, but also breaking 
away from the mindset which makes the economy the main or even only objective of human 
activities. In other words, the basis and condition of “degrowth” would be having the community 
aim for another imaginary, one that is less reductionist. 
 
The argument for “degrowth” is also used as a starting point to encourage reflection on the 
possibility of replacement models which are less harmful for the planet and for humanity. 
“Degrowth” is presented as both a political alternative and a political project16 : by going beyond 
mere criticism, which itself is unproductive, it would be a question of building a “politics of 
degrowth”17. Theorists of “degrowth” reiterate that “degrowth” should not be considered only as 
negative growth, but as a profound social, political, and cultural reorganization. The objective is 
both a reconceptualization and a reconfiguration of the economy so that it remains respectful of 
environmental and social concerns.  
 
Although certain initial analyses seem to be similar, theorists of “degrowth” maintain a very critical 
position towards the concept of “sustainable development”. According to Serge Latouche, 
sustainable development is just a new attempt to maintain the objective of economic growth and 
hide the damaging consequences for the population and the environment18. Besides, the analyses 
justifying “degrowth” strive to show that counting on eco-efficiency is useless because the gains 

                                                 
12 See Mathis Wackernagel & Williams E. Rees, Our Ecological Footprint. Reducing Human Impact on the Earth, 
Gabriola Island, New Society Publishers, 1998. 
13 For a sociological perspective on the issue, see Craig R. Humphrey, Frederick H. Buttel, « The sociology of the 
growth/no-growth debate », Policy Studies Journal, vol. 9, n° 3, December 1980, pp. 336-345. 
14 See Toward a Steady-state Economy, Edited by Herman E. Daly, San Francisco, W. H. Freeman, 1973. 
15 Many of the works of Serge Latouche focus on this idea. See for example Farewell to Growth, Cambridge, Polity, 
2009. 
16 See Paul Ariès, La décroissance. Un nouveau projet politique, Villeurbanne, Golias, 2007. 
17 See Paul Ariès et al., Pour une politique de la décroissance, Villeurbanne, Golias, 2007. 
18 See Serge Latouche, « The paradox of ecological economics and sustainable development », Democracy & Nature, 
vol. 5, n° 3, November 1999, pp. 501-510. 
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made are systematically cancelled out by a “rebound effect”19. The criticism of the politologist and 
activist Paul Ariès goes as far as refusing consumption20. 
 
Serge Latouche has defined eight foci in his program for “a serene, convivial, and sustainable 
degrowth”: re-evaluation, reconceptualization, restructuring, redistribution, relocalising, reducing, 
reusing, and recycling. In other words, promoting other values, changing concepts (especially by 
moving values and concepts away from a purely economic point of view), restructuring the “social 
relations of production”, redistributing work, revenue, and land usage, relocating production 
(notably by correcting distortions in transport costs) but also the political process, reducing working 
hours and consumption (in particular consumption that leads to wastefulness), reusing items by 
repairing them and promoting second-hand goods, and recycling waste and using the waste as a 
resource.  
 
To be complete, the coherence of the project is rooted in a point of view that can be described as an 
overall point of view. For Serge Latouche, “degrowth” is only conceivable in a “society of 
degrowth”. Otherwise, it would lead to tensions that would be difficult to tolerate for any 
community. “Just as there is nothing worse than a working society without work, there is nothing 
worse than a society of growth without growth”21. In other words, both the system and how the 
system functions have to change at the same time. This change is achieved by promoting 
moderation, but the arguments proposed by theorists of “degrowth” aim to show that this 
moderation is not synonymous with austerity or sacrifice: on the contrary, it is proposed as a way of 
thinking about what constitutes the quality of life22. 
 
 
2) Problematizing the conditions of the good life 
 
An important part of these different foci is not completely new and they could also be considered to 
be common elements in existing intellectual movements in search of something like the good life. 
The principles of producing less and consuming less are supported by the “Voluntary Simplicity” 
movement, in which it is a question of embracing a different personal ethic by minimizing 
consumption and adopting a modified lifestyle23. This idea is also present in the political ecology 
thinking. The French philosopher André Gorz, one of its inspiring writers, endeavored to formulate 
a project of “self-limitation”, which was to be accomplished by repositioning needs with regards to 
the “norm of sufficiency”24. The recommendation of producing as closely as possible to the place of 
consumption constitutes the heart of the problematics of “short circuits”25, which has also found 
echoes in the ecologist movement. And the reduction of imposed working hours is a claim that has a 
long history in the progressive political movements.  
 

                                                 
19 This can be related to a whole body of research in ecological economics. See for example Mathias Binswanger, 
« Technological progress and sustainable development: what about the rebound effect? », Ecological Economics, vol. 
36, n° 1, January 2001, pp. 119-132. 
20 See Paul Ariès, No Conso. Manifeste pour la grève générale de la consommation, Villeurbanne, Golias, 2006. 
21 Serge Latouche, « Pour une société de décroissance », Le Monde diplomatique, Novembre 2003 ; Le pari de la 
décroissance, Paris, Fayard, 2006, p. 152 (present author’s translation). 
22 See Serge Latouche, « Why less should be so much more. Degrowth economics », Le Monde diplomatique – English 
edition, November 2004, http://mondediplo.com/2004/11/14latouche . 
23 For a presentation and an analysis, see Michael Maniates, « In Search of Consumptive Resistance: The Voluntary 
Simplicity Movement », in Thomas Princen, Michael Maniates, Ken Conca (eds), Confronting Consumption, 
Cambridge, MIT Press, 2002, pp. 199-212. 
24 See André Gorz, « Political Ecology: Expertocracy versus Self-Limitation », New Left Review, I/202, November-
December 1993. 
25 See Richard Douthwaite, Short Circuit. Strengthening Local Economics for Security in an Unstable World, Bideford, 
Green Books, 1996. Richard Douthwaite is also the author of The Growth Illusion. How Economic Growth Has 
Enriched the Few, Impoverished the Many and Endangered the Planet, Bideford, Green Books, 1992. 



 7 

Part of “degrowth” thinking reflects the influence of Ivan Illich’s criticism of the industrial society, 
in line with his reflections on conviviality as a way to reorganize communities26. It is hardly 
surprising that Serge Latouche, who considers himself to be one of Illich’s followers, supports 
“convivial degrowth”. The analyses of Ivan Illich and the way in which human needs are conceived 
have diffuse echoes in the arguments on “degrowth”, notably when it is conceived as a way to 
restore human ties dissolved by consumerism, commodification, and organizational gigantism. In 
short, “degrowth” could be a way which leads to enriching social life. 
 
All in all, the objective of “degrowth” presupposes an intentional adaptation of socio-economic 
relationships and processes on all levels, from an individual to a systemic level, with an ongoing 
concern for the long term. It implies a convergence of multiple processes and initiatives that might 
not initially appear to be linked. Instead, these processes and initiatives are supposed to come from 
the basis and are in any case considered to be part of a democratic framework, or even designed to 
be a way to stimulate democratic life27. Serge Latouche affirms that this is a way to reform the 
expression “think globally, act locally”28. Therefore the general intention is not related to any 
“ecocratic” project, and “degrowth” would even be a way to avoid such an authoritarian vision by 
encouraging populations to collectively and democratically choose solutions and lifestyles to return 
to a respect of ecological limits of the planet. Moreover, these solutions would be different 
according to the country, insofar as there are still large gaps between the “Northern” countries and 
the “Southern” countries. For the latter, the issue would be more about eliminating the rationales 
that lead them to imitate and reproduce “Northern” models and that prevent them from becoming 
autonomous. 
 
Based more or less on these various inspirations, academic reflections about “degrowth” have also 
become more and more dynamic. In the past few years, there have been three international 
conferences on “Economic Degrowth for Ecological Sustainability and Social Equity”, the first in 
April 2008 in Paris29, the second in March 2010 in Barcelona, and the third in September 2012 in 
Venice. The number of “working groups” at these conferences indicates the expansion of the issues 
addressed. This accumulation of thoughts can lead a scientist like Giorgos Kallis to assert that “[…] 
sustainable degrowth is not only an inevitable hypothesis, but also a potent political vision that can 
be socially transformative”30. 
 
 
II) Challenges and obstacles on the road to “degrowth”  
 
Despite these more and more sophisticated thoughts, it is no easy task for the literature on 
“degrowth” to present thorough explanations that would allow for an understanding of how such a 
project could prevail over powerful counterforces which support accumulation, the search for 
technicist solutions, and impersonal institutional complexification. The concept of transition is 
important because it helps to give sociological anchorage and historical depth to the processes 
involved. The choice of levers of action depends on the axes at which the criticism is directed. This 
choice also depends on the processes whereby issues are framed, in other words, the main problems 
which have been identified and the principal causal relationships which can explain them. These 

                                                 
26 For an introduction, see for example David A. Gabbard, « Ivan Illich, postmodernism, and the eco-crisis: 
Reintroducing a "wild" discourse », Educational Theory, vol. 44, n° 2, pp. 173-187. 
27 For Valérie Fournier, an influential characteristic of the arguments for « degrowth » is to contribute to repoliticizing 
the conceptions of the economic relationships and to lead to emphasizing democracy and citizenship. See “Escaping 
from the economy: the politics of degrowth”, op. cit. 
28 See Serge Latouche, « De-growth: an electoral stake? », The International Journal of Inclusive Democracy, vol. 3, 
n° 1, January 2007. 
29 Some contributions have been included in the special issue of the Journal of Cleaner Production, vol. 18, n° 6 
(“Growth, Recession or Degrowth for Sustainability and Equity?”). 
30 “In defence of degrowth”, Ecological Economics, vol. 70, n° 5, March 2011, p. 873. 
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problematizations may have their shortcomings and that is the reason why three axes of analysis 
which can be considered important for considering such a transition will be discussed below. 
 
 
1) The challenge of confrontation with dominant values and interests  
 
A first source of tension emerges if the project of “sustainable degrowth” is opposed to the 
normative schemas and established interests which sustain the dominant socio-economic order and 
constitute a fabric of constraints. How can the powerful interests, notably economic interests, be 
changed? Is attacking advertising enough, like what organizations such as Adbusters are trying to 
do? If increasing public awareness is considered essential, is it possible to bypass the media 
channels? In short, how can / could ideas spread or be promoted in a context which is not favorable 
to their reception? 
 
The question of values and cultural matrices is more or less explicitly laid out in the reflections 
supporting “degrowth”. Indeed they promote a call for a transformation of worldviews and a 
readjusting of values. In view of the Western model of development and its effects, Serge Latouche 
supports a “decolonization of the imaginary” in order to break away from the “economy of the 
absurd”31. In this type of perspective, the reorientation towards “degrowth” is based on a large-scale 
awareness, but also goes beyond this by assuming a reorganization of individual and collective 
preferences. 
 
However, such a proposition would be stronger with an explanation of the transitional processes 
that would allow for this double shifting. In fact, the difficulties arise as soon as it is a question of 
turning away from superficial and general propositions, and turning towards addressing the 
processes that contribute to the evolution of aspirations, values, beliefs, and dominant ideas more 
specifically. If an agreement can be reached about what the term “values” represents, then how the 
values take shape must be clarified, as well as how they are maintained or how they adapt, and in 
which ways they can be transformed. And yet, a quick look into the field of social sciences helps to 
realize that there are still serious theoretical debates about the driving forces of change in the values 
system. The influential propositions of the American political scientist Ronald Inglehart regarding 
the rise of post-materialist values32 have been greatly debated and continue to fuel sociological 
investigations about the process of cultural changes. According to Inglehart, it is with regards to this 
vast post-materialist tendency that the development of ecological movements and the debates 
around environmental challenges need to be re-situated 33. Yet, besides the questions about the 
foundation of this phenomenon, a strong skepticism remains about the general effects which are to 
be expected from this tendency, notably concerning finding solutions for ecological problems34. 
 
If the dominant type of socio-economic system is considered to be harmful for the environment, 
how can the social processes that contribute to making it legitimate be influenced? This is a difficult 
task because it is not only a series of elements that would need to be acted upon, but elements that 
make up a system. The institutional sphere and a fortiori the business world continue to be 

                                                 
31 See Serge Latouche, Décoloniser l'imaginaire. La Pensée créative contre l'économie de l'absurde, Lyon, Parangon, 
2003. 
32 See Ronald Inglehart, The Silent Revolution. Changing Values and Political Styles Among Western Publics, 
Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1977. 
33 See for example Ronald Inglehart, « Public Support for Environmental Protection: Objective Problems and 
Subjective Values in 43 Societies », PS: Political Science & Politics, vol. 28, n° 1, March 1995, pp. 57-72. 
34 For a reassessment of a strategy based on the sufficiency strategy, see for example Blake Alcott, “The sufficiency 
strategy: Would rich-world frugality lower environmental impact?”, Ecological Economics, vol. 64, n° 4, February 
2008, pp. 770-786. 



 9 

immersed in an ideological climate in which growth and accumulation are the main objectives35. In 
such a climate, the idea of moderating consumption can only lead to the predominance of situations 
of “cognitive dissonance”36, weakening the argument for a necessary individual and collective 
responsibility.  
 
Debating about the dominant economic model of industrialized nations and its psychological 
penetration brings up the question of the influence of advertising and the manipulation of desires by 
different types of marketing37. Robert J. Brulle and Lindsay E. Young were able to empirically 
verify the influence of advertising on individual consumption levels in the United States38. The 
groups and movements that have tried to oppose this process of influence have experienced the 
difficulties of this kind of symbolic and semiotic struggle. Actions of resistance opposing the 
pressures from advertising, carried out by groups such as Adbusters or “Les Casseurs de pub” in 
France, are still having problems finding relays that would allow them to obstruct the vast 
machinery that now governs the cultural universes. The task is all the more difficult because 
consumer resistance to consumption can be taken over and open the way to new market segments39. 
When faced with the power of different forms of advertising, the “general consumption strike”, 
advocated by authors such as Paul Ariès40, seems to be far from finding its conditions for 
realization. 
 
The other typical controversial issue concerns needs and their formation41. In the most prevalent 
schemas of understanding (a fortiori when economic interests are involved), the idea of curbing 
these needs is most often considered with strong reluctance. Even highly motivated justifications, 
such as those which highlight the future of the planet, find themselves up against loopholes (for 
example, the “need” of mobility is supposed to be able to be satisfied by vehicles which produce 
less pollution). Evidently, these needs are influenced by a wide range of variables such as cultural, 
social, and economic factors. Jean Baudrillard suggested that the system of needs and consumption 
be considered as a “system of productive forces”42. If the goal is to change the dominant economic 
model, as in proposals for “degrowth”, the question of knowing if an individual and collective 
reflection about needs can develop remains. The challenge would be to assure that consumers 
would be conscious not only of the models of consumption they are a part of, but also the risks of 
being locked in certain models, the latter being potentially problematic because they are not 
sustainable. In the contemporary culture of consumerism, consumers are often unaware that they are 
locked in a mode of consumption and, when they are aware of it, they have few means to react or 
find choices that they would consider to be more appropriate. This loss of autonomy makes 
mastering the consequences and decisions about purchasing difficult43. 
 

                                                 
35 See Kenneth A. Gould, David N. Pellow, and Allan Schnaiberg, The Treadmill of Production. Injustice and 
Unsustainability in the Global Economy, Boulder, Paradigm Publishers, 2008. 
36 See Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 1962. 
37 See Kalman Applbaum, The Marketing Era. From Professional Practice to Global Provisioning. London, Routledge, 
2004. 
38 Robert J. Brulle, Lindsay E. Young, “Advertising, Individual Consumption Levels, and the Natural Environment, 
1900–2000”, Sociological Inquiry, vol. 77, n° 4, November 2007, pp. 522-542. 
39 For explanations, see for example Joseph D. Rumbo, “Consumer resistance in a world of advertising clutter: The case 
of Adbusters”, Psychology and Marketing, vol. 19, n° 2, February 2002, pp. 127-148. 
40 See No Conso. Manifeste pour la grève générale de la consommation, op. cit. 
41 The theoretical debates are far from being dried up. For a perspective on this subject, see for example Tim Jackson, 
Wander Jager, and Sigrid Stagl, “Beyond Insatiability — Needs Theory and Sustainable Consumption”, in Lucia A. 
Reisch and Inge Røpke (eds), The Ecological Economics of Consumption, Cheltenham, Edward Elgar Publishing, 2004. 
42 See « The Ideological Genesis of Needs », in For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign, St. Louis, Telos 
Press, 1981. 
43 See Christer Sanne, “Willing consumers—Or locked in? Policies for a sustainable consumption”, Ecological 
Economics, vol. 42, n° 1-2, August 2002, pp. 273-287. 
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It is in the entanglement of values, needs, desires, and interests that the goal of “degrowth” should 
consequently be able to find anchors to become credible. In this regard, the reflections on 
“degrowth” are advancing, but they still must more clearly define the relationship that these factors 
and variables can maintain with the desired collective change. 
 
 
2) The challenge of an understanding and a correction of practices 
 
Reflections on the possibilities to change the socio-economic model to make it more sustainable 
have shown the importance of changing practices44, including those interwoven in the daily life and 
which can also be trapped in dependencies. As the number of environmental concerns increases, 
each person is supposed to be more mindful of his/her habits. The objective of “degrowth” goes 
beyond this idea. The reduction of material consumption is recommended, offering not only the 
possibility of increasing and enriching social ties as compensation, but also investing more time in 
community and political life (hence the slogan “Fewer goods, more relationships”, “Moins de biens, 
plus de liens” in French).  
 
Indeed, as long as global consumption continues to increase, trying to move towards a consumption 
that is less harmful for the environment could prove to be limited and insufficient. A growing 
number of studies have shown that the gains made could be cancelled out by phenomena such as the 
“rebound effect”45. The American sociologist Andrew Szasz has also pointed out another 
potentially problematic development. Fearful of the presence of toxic components and products in 
their immediate environment, many Americans have been inclined to making purchases that are 
supposed to protect them from these threats. Over the past few decades, the solution has been to buy 
bottled water, tap water filters, and personal hygiene products. This is what Andrew Szasz has 
called the “inverted quarantine”: rather than pushing for government regulations, a growing number 
of people have fallen back in a fatalist and individualist way on a supply of goods that reassures 
them46. Evidently, new markets have been opened, but as Andrew Szasz has shown, this tendency 
also has political effects. Consumers buy these products thinking they are acquiring a form of 
protection against environmental risks, but at the same time feel less inclined to find a solution for 
these problems, notably through collective and political action.  
 
The political mobilizations that are focused on lifestyle politics or life politics may also prove to be 
insufficient. The “Voluntary Simplicity” movement has given rise to ambivalent assessments. In 
this type of approach, efforts for reducing material consumption are done more on an individual 
basis. As Michael Maniates pointed out, their reach can appear to be limited when these efforts are 
compared to the powerful combination of cultural and economic forces which encourage 
consumption. This means that for the efforts to have a widespread effect, they must find a way to 
become part of a more organized process which might have the strength of a collective movement 

47. 
 
Having a sufficiently large perspective on practices means that social, cultural and institutional 
contexts which can determine and limit individual and collective choices must be considered. For 
example, in urban planning, it is difficult to ignore the existing infrastructure and its constraints. 
Therefore, it would be complicated to do otherwise than to manage these structures that are already 

                                                 
44 See for example Inge Røpke, “Theories of practice - new inspiration for ecological economic studies on 
consumption”, Ecological Economics, vol. 68, n° 10, 2009, pp. 2490-2497. 
45 See Christer Sanne, “Are we chasing our tail in the pursuit of sustainability?”, International Journal of Sustainable 
Development, vol. 4, n° 1, 2001, p. 120-133. 
46 See Andrew Szasz, Shopping Our Way to Safety. How We Changed from Protecting the Environment to Protecting 
Ourselves, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 2007. 
47 See Michael Maniates, “In Search of Consumptive Resistance: The Voluntary Simplicity Movement”, op. cit. 
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present, but it will also be necessary to avoid making decisions that may create new problems. 
Concerning everyday purchases, changing buying habits presupposes the possibility of breaking 
away from situations of dependence on certain distribution channels, notably those in the dominant 
supermarket and shopping mall schema. Seen in this way, the changes do not only depend on 
individual behavior, but perhaps even more on systems and infrastructures of provision48. For 
example, the second-hand goods market could be more than a peripheral circuit for consumers who 
are “in need” and shopping in second-hand stores could also become a choice49. 
 
Individual preferences are also related to their level of information. In a perspective of 
“sustainability”, it is a question of being able to evaluate the effects of all of the practices. Knowing 
what information the population has access to in order to make choices thus becomes a major issue. 
Important factors are then the nature and the quality of this information, how the information can be 
produced and used, and how it is communicated. For example, concerning energy production, 
accepting and distributing innovative technology on a domestic scale presupposes an individual’s or 
a family’s implication. Consequently, the possibilities for people to understand both the choices to 
be made and their consequences are an important aspect50. 
 
 
3) The weight of structural constraints 
 
Constraints for moving towards a logic of “degrowth” appear all the more difficult to overcome as 
they are entangled in structures and have a systemic nature. The current dominant economic system 
persists because it is supported by a set of institutions. Wide-reaching changes therefore require an 
understanding of the economic, political, and cultural processes that contribute to the reproduction 
of these constraints. 
 
This entire system tends to perceive “degrowth” as an aggression. In fact, if growth and the 
production that feed it slow down dramatically or become stagnant, this system is weakened and 
loses its momentum. 
 
How to characterize this system is a complicated issue. "Capitalism" is a convenient label to be 
used. For thinkers like Serge Latouche: “[...] a degrowth society can not be conceived without 
leaving capitalism”51. This way of thinking leads to the impression of a paradox, as pointed out by 
Wiebren J. Boonstra and Sofie Joose52: “degrowth” can not be reconciled with capitalism, a system 
that is by definition fueled by growth, but it will not come out of nowhere and it will necessarily 
start from the system prevailing in almost all of the world, capitalist in this case. 
 
Proponents of “degrowth” are far from being the first to ask the question of the possibility of an exit 
from capitalism. It is not certain that such reification is the right way to pose the problem, especially 
because such an overlooking viewpoint tends to make less visible the proliferating networks that 

                                                 
48 See Dale Southerton, Heather Chappells, Bas Van Vliet (eds), Sustainable Consumption. The Implications of 
Changing Infrastructures of Provision, Edward Elgar Publishing, 2005, notably Dale Southerton, Alan Warde and 
Martin Hand, “The Limited Autonomy of the Consumer: Implications for Sustainable Consumption”. 
49 See Colin Williams, Christopher Paddock, “The meanings of informal and second-hand retail channels: some 
evidence from Leicester”, The International Review of Retail, Distribution and Consumer Research, vol. 13, n° 3, July 
2003, pp. 317-336. 
50 Regarding “micro-generation” technology, see for example Raphael Sauter and Jim Watson, “Strategies for the 
deployment of micro-generation: Implications for social acceptance”, Energy Policy, vol. 35, n° 5, May 2007, pp. 2770-
2779. 
51 Le pari de la décroissance, Paris, Fayard, 2006, p. 188 (present author’s translation). 
52 “The Social Dynamics of Degrowth”, Environmental Values, vol. 22, n° 2, April 2013, pp. 171-189. 
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serve as a web for such a system53. It is therefore necessary to break up the existing processes and 
the networks involved. 
 
Property and ownership are part of the institutional components that have a central role. They tend 
to produce a particular type of rationality that helps make marginal environmental considerations54. 
They also make it more difficult to build collective responsibilities and cooperations to defend 
patrimonies or resources that could be considered common. 
 
The whole economic system has been increasingly oriented towards logics of accumulation, even 
reinforced by the rapid maximization of financial return as a progressively more significant 
objective. On these bases, powerful interests have taken a hegemonic position. Liam Phelan, Ann 
Henderson-Sellers and Ros Taplin speak of "perverse resilience" to describe the structural power 
that some interests retain in the global economy, such as those in the oil sector, which may explain 
the obstacles encountered on climate issues55. The strength of the interests that dominate the 
economy has grown to the point where a meta-power, as Ulrich Beck has called it, has appeared and 
has moreover taken advantage of globalization56. Not only is business able to resist state orders, but 
it also strives to orient them with more or less direct strategies, which can for example consist in 
playing with the location of investments. State and private actors actually find themselves 
embedded in the same institutional arrangement subjugated to the maintenance of logics of 
accumulation, or what Allan Schnaiberg and his colleagues called the “treadmill of production”57. 
 
The government authorities remain in an ideological framework that favors a global increase in 
consumption, especially during times in which economic growth seems to be slowing or pointing to 
signs of a future recession58. Official policies thus give ambiguous signals, or to be more precise, as 
Tim Jackson also explains: “Government policies and practices send important signals to consumers 
about institutional goals and national priorities. They indicate in sometimes subtle but very 
powerful ways the kinds of behaviours that are rewarded in society, the kinds of attitudes that are 
valued, the goals and aspirations that are regarded as appropriate, what success means and the 
worldview under which consumers are expected to act” 59. The financial mechanisms of consumer 
loans and credit card payments have also developed and contribute to fuelling this movement60. 
Even if individual behavior is supposed to evolve, these structural orientations remain largely 
prevalent. 
 

                                                 
53 Cf. Michel Callon et Bruno Latour, « ‘Tu ne calculeras pas !’ ou comment symétriser le don et le capital », Revue du 
MAUSS semestrielle n° 9, Premier semestre 1997, pp. 45-70. 
54 See Pascal van Griethuysen, “Why are we growth-addicted? The hard way towards degrowth in the involutionary 
western development path”, Journal of Cleaner Production, vol. 18, n° 6, April 2010, pp. 590-595; Pascal van 
Griethuysen, “Bona diagnosis, bona curatio: How property economics clarifies the degrowth debate”, Ecological 
Economics, vol. 84, December 2012, pp. 262–269. 
55 “The Political Economy of Addressing the Climate Crisis in the Earth System: Undermining Perverse Resilience”, 
New Political Economy, vol. 18, n° 2, 2013, pp. 198-226. 
56 See for example Ulrich Beck, Power in the Global Age: A New Global Political Economy, Cambridge, Polity, 2005. 
57 See Kenneth A. Gould, David N. Pellow, and Allan Schnaiberg, The Treadmill of Production. Injustice and 
Unsustainability in the Global Economy, Boulder, Paradigm Publishers, 2008. For a more synthetic view, see Kenneth 
A. Gould, David N. Pellow, Allan Schnaiberg, « Interrogating the Treadmill of Production. Everything You Wanted to 
Know about the Treadmill but Were Afraid to Ask », Organization & Environment, vol. 17, n° 3, 2004, pp. 296-316. 
58 See Allan Schnaiberg, David N. Pellow, Adam Weinberg, “The Treadmill of Production and the Environmental 
State”, in Arthur Mol and Fred Buttel (eds), The Environmental State Under Pressure, Amsterdam, Elsevier Science, 
2002, pp. 15-32. 
59 “Challenges for Sustainable Consumption Policy”, in Tim Jackson (ed.), The Earthscan Reader in Sustainable 
Consumption, London, Earthscan, 2006, p. 120. 
60 See Maurie J. Cohen, “Consumer credit, household financial management, and sustainable consumption”, 
International Journal of Consumer Studies, vol. 31, n° 1, January 2007, pp. 57-65. 
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The adaptability of the system should not be neglected, especially its ability to take criticism and 
use it as new springs61. Coercive forms of reaction are also not to be excluded. The work of the 
repressive apparatus, which may include the use of force, is also performed against dissident 
practices and alternative lifestyles (eg in France against the settlements of temporary habitats such 
as yurts). 
 
The difficulty of the transition is that it must also be thought on a global scale. As Geoffrey Garver 
notes: “In particular, the ecological limits that underlie degrowth are global in scale, and therefore 
the tendency of the degrowth movement to favor local autonomy and decentralization poses a 
potential problem. Because the diverse human activities that place pressures on global ecological 
limits are interrelated, and their effects accumulate and interact in systems that transcend local 
contexts, degrowth must balance local and global initiatives”62. 
 
A political intervention in a purely national context may, however, appear limited. If we recall a 
type of debate that had occupied the socialist theoreticians about the position of the Soviet Union in 
a world remained largely capitalist, it could also be asked whether it is possible to initiate a 
“degrowth” project “in one country”. In fact, the dynamics of production and exchange are now 
entangled in largely transnational modes of organization63. Takis Fotopoulos has easily pointed out 
that a logic of “degrowth” is not reconcilable with an internationalized market economy and that it 
is only feasible with another socio-economic system (the “inclusive democracy” he advocates), for 
which socio-economic structural features are therefore important, and not just the underlying 
values64. The transcending of national perspectives may even appear all the more crucial that the 
Western market model seems to continue to expand. The major global companies in areas of mass 
consumption and large retailers are seeking new markets and have little hesitation to move into 
emerging markets if they look promising in terms of their future profits. 
 
What passes for structural constraints would be easier to understand if they were seen as the results 
of network arrangements, which are established through historical processes. From this perspective, 
a more operational question is to know how they can break and put the system in transition. 
 
 
III) Lines of flight  
 
The factors discussed above are constraining elements but can also be seen differently than from 
this particular angle. They can also help to reflect on what bases lines of flight can be opened, if we 
follow the inspiration of the thought of Gilles Deleuze: “[…] any society is defined not so much by 
its contradictions as by its lines of flight, it flees all over the place, and it’s very interesting to try 
and follow the lines of flight taking shape at some particular moment or other”65. The three 
perspectives discussed in the previous section can be presented anew in this spirit, attentive to the 
emergence of a space of the possible where bifurcations and shifts to new paths could get under 
way. 
 
 

                                                 
61 Cf. Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, London, Verso, 2006. 
62 “Moving forward with planetary boundaries and degrowth”, in Laura Westra, Prue Taylor, Agnès Michelot (eds), 
Confronting Ecological and Economic Collapse: Ecological Integrity for Law, Policy and Human Rights, Oxon, 
Routledge, 2013, p. 204 
63 See James Rice, « The Transnational Organization of Production and Uneven Environmental Degradation and 
Change in the World Economy », International Journal of Comparative Sociology, vol. 50, n° 3-4, 2009, pp. 215-236. 
64 Takis Fotopoulos, « The De-growth Utopia: The Incompatibility of De-growth within an Internationalised Market 
Economy », in Qingzhi Huan (ed.), Eco-socialism as Politics. Rebuilding the Basis of Our Modern Civilisation, 
Dordrecht, Springer, 2010. 
65 “Control and Becoming”, in Negotiations, New York, Columbia University Press, 1995, p. 171. 
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1) Increased reflexivity and space for alternative values 
 
For the objective of “degrowth” to be credible, it must engage in narratives and social processes that 
can help to not fuel the dominant imaginary of “ever more”. Such a perspective would mean that 
more room could be given to what André Gorz called the “norm of sufficiency”, of which he 
showed the erosion during the capitalist expansion and the cascade of diffused effects that resulted. 
On an individual and collective level, the restoration of such a principle could mean rethinking the 
level of satisfaction of needs and the relationship to work jointly so that personal aspirations can 
express themselves without being colonized by the obsession with economic efficiency66. 
 
The question remains as to what social bases are still available for this type of principle of 
moderation. Now, a whole set of reactions shows that consumers are not necessarily impervious to 
ethical considerations, which can actually go as far as choosing “voluntary simplicity”67. Promoting 
consumer reflexivity may be a way to make the economic system lose its apparent naturalness. Acts 
of consumption can incorporate new reflexive dimensions when some of their effects are 
highlighted and widely publicized. The shift implied by a “degrowth” orientation would mean that 
this reflexivity can be pushed quite far. Multiple forms of resistance against pressures to consume 
are already acting without being necessarily visible in the public space or expressed loudly68. 
Marketing professionals are aware of what is to be a problem, since they work on these phenomena 
of consumer resistance69. Indeed, the sociologist Stephen Zavestoski noted that immersion in the 
consumer society could create a socio-psychological stress and had for the most part taken people 
away from a sense of authenticity. According to Zavestoski, this kind of lack of authenticity, that 
consumption can not compensate for, can promote an individual process of introspection leading 
precisely to anticonsumption attitudes and trying to find a remedy for dissatisfaction70. 
 
But if this reflexivity exists in more or less developed forms at the individual level, it is not yet 
completely clear to what extent it may be cumulative and how it could fuel a collective dynamic. In 
fact, the steady flow of purchases on which economic growth rests is maintained by a powerful and 
rationalized exploitation of desires, which also seeks to work against this reflexivity. Given the 
asymmetrical position in which consumers find themselves faced with such machinery, the 
reflection of Zygmunt Bauman provides a way to remember that ethical concerns can not be 
defended solely on the individual level, but they could take another dimension if they are also 
supported in collective forms71. The social basis of a movement such as “voluntary simplicity” 
might be more important if it were supplemented by other efforts to shift the standards of rationality 
and to bring them back to more environmentally and socially responsible bases. Possible directions 
are explored in a theoretical and pragmatic way, such as those at the crossroads of gifts and free 
exchanges72, especially if some goods can be pooled and shared. Peer-to-peer activities can be 

                                                 
66 Cf. André Gorz, “Political Ecology: Expertocracy versus Self-Limitation”, New Left Review, I/202, November-
December 1993. 
67 Cf. Deirdre Shaw, Terry Newholm, “Voluntary simplicity and the ethics of consumption”, Psychology and 
Marketing, vol. 19, n° 2, pp. 167-185. 
68 Cf. Dominique Roux, « Résistance du consommateur : un état de l'art sur les formes de réponses adverses au marché 
et aux firmes », Actes du 4ème Congrès International des Tendances du Marketing, Paris, 2005. 
69 As the special issue devoted to the phenomenon of anti-consumption by the Journal of Business Research in February 
2009 (vol. 62, n° 2) indicates. 
70 See Stephen Zavestoski, “The social-psychological bases of anticonsumption attitudes”, Psychology and Marketing, 
vol. 19, n° 2, pp. 149-165. 
71 Cf. Zygmunt Bauman, Does ethics have a chance in a world of consumers?, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 
2008. 
72 Cf. Jacques T. Godbout in collaboration with Alain Caillé, The World of the Gift, Montreal, Mac Gill-Queen's 
University Press, 1998 ; Viv(r)e la gratuité ! Une issue au capitalisme vert, sous la direction de Paul Ariès, 
Villeurbanne, Éd. Golias, 2009. 
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related to this kind of vision and militant advocates try to contribute to its expansion by showing 
they are no longer reserved for the exchange of computer files73. 
 
 
2) Adaptability of practices 
 
As noted above, claiming to make changes in practices, as desired by the proponents of “degrowth”, 
also implies finding out what factors influence them74, then analyzing these factors in order to 
disentangle those that support and exacerbate the dynamics of consumption, production, and 
accumulation75. That is why an environmentally oriented project of social transformation should 
take into account the uses of goods and determinants of living conditions. 
 
A range of sociological studies on consumption has actually developed by demonstrating the 
importance of linking objects and goods to their specific uses, thus emphasizing that the 
development of these uses depends on the representations and social meanings that are attached to 
these goods and on the cultural and economic determinants in which they operate76. By analyzing 
the factors influencing these practices, these studies could serve as support for proposals that try to 
slow the pace of the renewal of the goods or would lead one to wonder if any new product is 
necessarily more eco-efficient. 
 
The average lifespan of products is also a variable that scientists and professionals reflect upon, 
particularly because allowing a longer product life can result in positive environmental effects, both 
in terms of consumption of raw materials and of waste production77. Stephen Graham and Nigel 
Thrift stressed that product repair and maintenance could be a political issue, because the 
corresponding processes can be achieved in more or less attentive and more or less effective ways78. 
Together, these levers (uses, longevity, repair and maintenance of products) may eventually 
contribute to an ethics of non-wasting. 
 
In his reflections that accompany those on “degrowth”, Paul Ariès highlights the need to fight 
against what he calls the “misuse” (eg disposable products, soil-less products, etc.), especially by 
ensuring that this misuse could be made more costly (for example by making water more costly 
when used to fill a private swimming pool)79. For him, each individual can develop a form of 
consciousness as a user and should reduced to a simple role of consumer of products. The idea is to 
keep some form of control over the goods consumed and to give everyone the opportunity to 
reclaim the uses, which can pass through associative, community or local experiences (as in the 
case of shared or community gardens). 
 

                                                 
73 For a vision in this perspective, see for example Michel Bauwens, “Toward a P2P Economy”, in Daniel Araya &, 
Michael A. Peters (eds), Education in the Creative Economy: Knowledge and Learning in the Age of Innovation, New 
York, Peter Lang Publishing, 2010, pp. 305-330 ; “Towards Peer-to-Peer Alternatives: An Interview with Michel 
Bauwens”, Culture Machine, vol. 13, 2012. 
74 For analyses about the need to understand how routines set in due to certain types of technology in the household, see 
for example Kirsten Gram-Hanssen, “Consuming technologies – developing routines”, Journal of Cleaner Production, 
vol. 16, n° 11, July 2008, pp. 1181-1189. 
75 This subject will inevitably lead to discussions about which variables are given priority. For further reading on 
identifying these variables, see for example Inge Røpke, “The dynamics of willingness to consume”, Ecological 
Economics, vol. 28, n° 3, March 1999, pp. 399-420. 
76 See for example the work of Elizabeth Shove (like Comfort, Cleanliness and Convenience. The Social Organization 
of Normality, Oxford, Berg Publishers, 2003). 
77 See for example Tim Cooper, « Slower Consumption: Reflections on Product Life Spans and the “Throwaway 
Society” », Journal of Industrial Ecology, vol. 9, n° 1-2, Winter/Spring 2005, pp. 51-67. 
78 See Stephen Graham, Nigel Thrift, « Out of Order. Understanding Repair and Maintenance », Theory, Culture & 
Society, vol. 24, n° 3, 2007, pp. 1-25. 
79 Paul Ariès, Le mésusage. Essai sur l'hypercapitalisme, Lyon, Parangon/Vs, 2007. 
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Moreover, the reorientation of uses can require individuals to change their relationship to property, 
especially because this social norm which is considered as a right also tends to lock in expansion 
and accumulation trajectories inherited from the established economic system80. Again, alternatives 
and sources of inspiration can be found in forms of sharing, such as peer-to-peer practices81. 
 
The reduction of working time can be taken as an additional factor facilitating such reorientations. 
The use of productivity gains can be shifted to other social goals than those accompanying 
productivist and consumerist systems. Some statistical models even show positive effects in terms 
of the ecological footprint82. The reduction of working time may allow individuals to have more 
free time, but this reallocation of temporal resources depends on favourable evolutions in economic 
and institutional systems83, especially so that they can attach legitimate importance to personal 
forms of expression that are not completely absorbed by consumption. 
 
 
3) The transformation of structural constraints: promises and hopes for the networking of 
experiences 
 
Owing to its systemic ambition, “sustainable degrowth” is a project whose viability must be built 
more fundamentally at a structural level, therefore combining institutional, economic, and 
technological dimensions. But, at such a level, the stake becomes to find capacities to coordinate 
actions and initiatives that could develop in different domains. 
 
More precisely, a systemic change can not occur without a form of coordination between a large 
number of potentially heterogeneous actors and a pulling together of resources and competences. 
From this point of view, one important obstacle to overcome is the fragmentation of processes 
which try to offer alternative paths. This is precisely a difficulty the réseau européen pour l’après-
développement (European Network for Post-Development) has pointed out: “The danger of most of 
the alternative initiatives is, in fact, limiting themselves to the niche that they found initially rather 
than working toward building and reinforcing a more extensive whole”84. 
 
This further step depends on how networks could be set up or activated85. Relations in and through 
networks can allow actors from different domains to come together in the same structure in order to 
collectively pursue a common goal by coordinating their actions through communication and 
cooperation. The global scale of the expected change would require going beyond a series of 
scattered assemblages and searching more for paths of integration. In other words, this comes close 
to the hypothesis that the development of the length, convergence and interconnectedness of these 
networks can lead to a large result with profound effects86. 
 

                                                 
80 Cf. Pascal van Griethuysen, « Why are we growth-addicted? The hard way towards degrowth in the involutionary 
western development path », Journal of Cleaner Production, vol. 18, n° 6, April 2010, pp. 590-595. 
81 Cf. Michel Bauwens, « The Political Economy of Peer Production », CTheory, 12/1/2005, 
http://www.ctheory.net/articles.aspx?id=499 
82 Cf. Anders Hayden, John M. Shandra, « Hours of work and the ecological footprint of nations: an exploratory 
analysis », Local Environment, vol. 14, n° 6, July 2009, pp. 575-600. 
83 For an analysis of this type, see Juliet B. Schor, « Sustainable Consumption and Worktime Reduction », Journal of 
Industrial Ecology, vol. 9, n° 1-2, pp. 37-50. 
84 « Manifeste du réseau européen pour l’après-développement (READ) », Revue du MAUSS, n° 20, 2002/2, pp. 90-98 
(present author's translation). 
85 An initial effort of theorization about the political utility of the notion of networking was explored in Yannick 
Rumpala, “Knowledge and praxis of networks as a political project”, 21st Century Society, vol. 4, n° 3, November 
2009, pp. 277-295. 
86 For a theoretical framework allowing for the interpretations of the evolving conditions of socio-economic networks, 
see Michel Callon, “Techno-economic Networks and Irreversibility”, in John Law (ed.), A Sociology of Monsters. 
Essays on Power, Technology and Domination, London, Routledge, 1991, pp. 132-164. 
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From the viewpoint of such a project, networks that have enabled the established socio-economic 
model are thus to be disassembled and others must replace them. Bits of networks are already 
present and developing; they can grow stronger and gain influence by being organized in new 
networks. The networking of proactive local experiences, such as the Local Exchange Trading 
Systems (LETS) and Community Supported Agriculture (CSA), could be considered as a first step, 
and it is worth looking into their joint development more carefully. These experiences have usually 
developed as niches and the challenge is for them to find capacities to go beyond that stage. 
 
The construction of alternative networks (short circuits for local products, groups of exchange and 
community support) can therefore be considered as a basis to be developed. The accumulation of 
support for existing experiences can have a ripple effect. For example, the different forms of 
resisting the pressures of advertising and commerce have almost succeeded to make a 
heterogeneous repertoire of actions resemble a true movement87. Consequently, the adaptation of a 
network approach can be more effective when the search for support in favour of existing 
experiences becomes a necessary minimal effort before expecting to aggregate them. 
 
If the goal is a systemic and profound readjustment, building on available networks, generating new 
ones, and making them come together can create an overall effect that acts on structures. Creativity 
exists and is evident in the multitude of initiatives that are trying to become more visible. At the 
crossroads of social and economic initiatives, local exchange trading systems (LETS) are 
experimenting with modes of organization that differ from the traditional business and monetary 
systems. In these experiences, the exchange of products and services as well as knowledge and 
savoir-faire is conceived as being supported more by solidarity, reciprocity, and community, thanks 
to units of exchange other than money88. By insisting on ecological aspects, “ecovillages” are trying 
to develop and locally incorporate practices which encourage a reconsideration of how lifestyles 
impact not only the community but also the environment. However, can the logic of these 
initiatives, which are mostly local, be reproduced on a larger scale? The instigators and members of 
the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) seem to think so and have developed a series of websites for 
that. This global association was set up to support this type of initiative89. In addition, more 
theoretical reflections are developing to try to determine to what extent “eco-localism” can be 
generalized and become an alternative economic paradigm90. 
 
If relocalizing efforts and community initiatives can be useful for a project of "degrowth"91, they 
must then also find other relays that can be a counterweight to the continually expanding market 
dynamics. The ethics of conviviality advocated in a similar approach to Ivan Illich's work easier for 
networks of limited size. But the realization of “degrowth” on a broader scale also requires larger 
networks, particularly in terms of geographic scope. Other problems of global proportions have 
already been handled by global action networks, thus showing that forms of collective action from 
civil society can find organizational capacities when certain changes are considered desirable for 
the community92. 

                                                 
87 See Sophie Dubuisson-Quellier, Julien Barrier, « Protester contre le marché : du geste individuel à l'action collective. 
Le cas du mouvement anti-publicitaire », Revue française de science politique, vol. 57, n° 2, April 2007, pp. 209-237. 
88 For an introduction, see for example Michael Pacione, “Local Exchange Trading Systems - A Rural Response to the 
Globalization of Capitalism?”, Journal of Rural Studies, vol. 13, n° 4, October 1997, pp. 415-427. 
89 See also Karen Liftin, “Reinventing the future: The global ecovillage movement as a holistic knowledge community”, 
in Gabriela Kütting and Ronnie Lipschutz (eds), Environmental Governance: Power and Knowledge in a Local-Global 
World, Oxon, Routledge, 2009. 
90 See Fred Curtis, “Eco-localism and sustainability”, Ecological Economics, vol. 46, n° 1, August 2003, pp. 83-102. 
91 As it is shown for example by the work of Caroline Bekin, Isabelle Szmigin, and Marylyn Carrigan, « Communally 
Living the Positive Alternative », in Franco Gandolfi and Hélène Cherrier (eds), Downshifting. A Theoretical and 
Practical Approach to Living a Simple Life, Hyderabad, ICFAI University Press, 2008, pp. 135-161. 
92 Cf. Pieter Glasbergen, « Global action networks: Agents for collective action », Global Environmental Change, vol. 
20, n° 1, February 2010, pp. 130-141. 
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From a systemic perspective, the challenge is also to find a link between initiatives and processes 
that may initially appear not to be linked. For instance, the conservation of local agriculture is a 
model championed by associations or groups like AMAP (associations pour le maintien d’une 
agriculture paysanne) in France and Community Supported Agriculture in countries such as the 
United States93. This issue takes on a much larger dimension if it is linked to a qualitative concern 
for food consumption or encouragement of distribution through short circuits. Strengthening and 
bringing together innovative or dissident initiatives with regard to the dominant system and 
integrating them into a common project of structural change can give them a new and stronger 
meaning by placing them in a larger dynamic of transition.  
 
These initiatives, which are often presented as democratic ways of mobilizing and ways to reinforce 
political ties, are still at an experimental stage. Therefore it is more accurate to speak of spaces of 
experience94 when referring to still developing systems. Taken together, the efforts that have been 
deployed can be considered as a step in the learning process that is part of a larger process of 
transition that still needs to be built. Again, the issue of how to create links between these 
fragmented spaces also arises, notably if it is a question of incorporating them into an overall 
project such as “sustainable degrowth”. The difficulty may be even more substantial because the 
initiatives can be different in terms of the size of the population concerned and the level at which 
the initiatives intervene. In view of the number of problems that need to be dealt with, these spaces 
of experience could become collectively productive if a form of networking can bring them closer. 
And to achieve this goal, connections must indeed be found between these spaces. 
 
It is here that an increased collective reflexivity appears to be useful, both inside and outside of the 
targeted networks. The actors involved could feel that they are part of networks and try to act upon 
their configuration, their extent and functioning, even intervene in related networks. The objective 
of modifying these networks can be to facilitate the exchange of experiences or to transmit practices 
that seem to encourage change. 
 
Achieving a goal like that of “degrowth” makes these convergences all the more important because 
the issue is systemic: if it is a matter of reversing the “treadmill of production”95, it also seems 
essential to find out how the combined energies can reach the critical mass in view of this vast 
political-economic complex. That is why the question of how to intervene in the political arena also 
arose. In France, some of key figures involved in the “degrowth” movement have considered it 
pertinent to become involved in the electoral arena and a political party (Parti pour la décroissance) 
was founded in April 2006. After presenting a few candidates for parliamentary elections in June 
2007 and for municipal elections in March 2008, the party stood at European elections in June 2009 
through a list Europe Décroissance which has been present in all French districts96. The aim was 
rather to promote ideas in the public arena. 
 
 
Conclusion : Can rowing against the tide turn the tide? 
 
A transition towards “sustainable degrowth” would need a massive reflexive effort on a collective 
scale. This type of objective coupled with global aspirations presupposes a multitude of intentional 
                                                 
93 For information about this experiment, see for example Cynthia Abbott Cone, Andrea Myhre, “Community-
Supported Agriculture: A Sustainable Alternative to Industrial Agriculture?”, Human Organization, vol. 59, n° 2, 
Summer 2000, pp. 187-197. 
94 The expression is borrowed from Pierre Rosanvallon. See Counter-Democracy. Politics in an Age of Distrust, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008. 
95 Kenneth A. Gould, David N. Pellow, and Allan Schnaiberg, The Treadmill of Production, op. cit. 
96 These lists have achieved very low and insignificant results (0.035% nationally), due to the fact that the printing of 
ballot papers was left to the voter. 
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interventions in a dense network of socio-economic processes in order to reduce their harmful 
effects. This common understanding of interdependent challenges is especially crucial because the 
targeted change is at a systemic level and not on a few separate domains, and it is supposed to last 
over the long term to avoid a return of unbearable ecological threats. For such a change to be 
successful, initiatives that are more or less spread out and more or less at the beginning stages of 
development, but whose similar goal is to reverse one or many tendencies that are judged to be 
unsustainable, would have to be brought together. With such an objective, the reflections will have 
to provide a theorized understanding of change to undertake, and not only a vaguely defined point 
to attain. In order for the “sustainable degrowth” project to be credible, it would have to be backed 
up by more clearly defined views of the target processes and possible levers of action.  
 
Apart from the main principles, the literature about “degrowth” provides few analytical bases that 
would allow for imagining how a project that is potentially disturbing could gain recognition and be 
widely adopted by the population. Yet such an orientation is facing strong tendencies of inertia and 
opposition linked to an economic system of accumulation, technicist orientations, and consumerist 
individualism. From this point of view, it can be useful and even necessary to look back in history 
to understand how transitions in technical, economic, or cultural systems have taken place. Such an 
insight can clarify the permanent character of certain institutional options and explain the 
confinement to problematic orientations. Academic research in this perspective has begun to 
develop, notably with the goal of finding practical applications (but often at the cost of remaining 
dependent on institutional concerns)97. Past episodes and experiments can indeed show some ways 
or at least fuel reflections. For example, the American sociologist Mike Davis noted that the United 
States had to adapt their economy to assume the collective effort that allowed them to win the 
Second World War. The protection of certain resources thus became imperative and led to a 
revision of certain types of consumption98. This is of course an unusual case, that of a war-driven 
economy, and no one wishes to see this situation recur. However, the possibilities of adaptation that 
it reveals are enlightening. 
 
In any case, it is not possible to claim to want to initiate a process of change without trying to 
understand what factors can condition or affect it. A transition does not happen just because it 
appears to be desirable to certain people, a fortiori when their position is not shared by the majority. 
If there is a claim to consciously intervene in such a process, the reflection must go beyond the 
tendency of dwelling on the same types of problems regarding “sustainability” in order to find the 
factors that will determine the possibilities of readjustment in the desired transition phase. Over 
how long a period of time can this transition stretch?99 What are the economic, technological, 
cultural, political, and geographic constraints that must be considered? In which democratic 
framework?100 A social and political project can not only be measured by the ideal objective it 
conveys; the conditions for its implementation are equally important, and perhaps even more so. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
97 See for example the program “Transition Studies and Sustainability” from the Eindhoven University of Technology: 
http://www.transitionstudies.org/index.html  
98 See Mike Davis, “Home-Front Ecology: What Our Grandparents Can Teach Us About Saving the World”, Sierra 
Magazine, July/August 2007, http://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/200707/ecology.asp . 
99 For example, the pertinence of the idea of rapid change is challenged by Adriaan Perrels, “Wavering between radical 
and realistic sustainable consumption policies: in search for the best feasible trajectories”, Journal of Cleaner 
Production, vol. 16, n° 11, July 2008, pp. 1203-1217. 
100 See the “Special Issue: Politics, Democracy and Degrowth”, Futures, Volume 44, Issue 6, August 2012, pp. 515–
654. 
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