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Crises can catalyze personal changes, open cracks in dominant norms and expectations, and bring people together to reinvent themselves and their relationships. Angelos Varvarousis explains how, between 2009 and 2016, many Greeks disoriented by prolonged crisis found meaning in cooperative projects ranging from urban gardens, time-banks, and collective art centers to solidarity clinics and food banks.6 The collapse of mass consumption and the crisis of the welfare state destabilized identities that have long been experienced as natural. Ephemeral common experiences, such as mass occupation of public plazas or impromptu planting of gardens, acted as rites of passage for participants transitioning from a past no longer viable to a future yet to be defined. In the practical work of producing new commons, people experiment with new selves and relations.
Likewise, Guardian journalist George Monbiot notes how, amid the coronavirus crisis, and despite measures of physical distancing, commons of mutual aid and care have exploded all over the world in projects that support the poor and vulnerable, care for doctors and care workers, or provide low-cost technological solutions to hospitals in need of specialized equipment.7
In Puerto Rico, as a result of self-governing processes developed over thirty-five years around an anti-mining movement, everyday performances in common projects have nurtured common senses around nature, community, and democracy that have changed participants in ways that counter prevalent common senses of growth.8 In sum, coevolution can happen when individuals innovate and connect with others, and together perform new kinds of relationships that prefigure political change on other scales. Thus, emerging networks become forces for institutional change, both modelling and advocating different structures of governance.
Commons That are Already Here
The money economy is the tip of an iceberg sustained by immense activity organized in voluntary, reciprocal, and not-for-profit forms.9 Time-use studies in Australia and elsewhere reveal that as many hours are devoted to household and care work (performed largely by women) as to paid employment.10 In 2010 in Catalonia, sociologists Joana Conill, Manuel Castells and their colleagues found that the significant portions of time people dedicated to activities not involving monetary exchange included mutual favors, fixing their own or their friends’ houses or cars, growing or preparing food, or engaging in voluntary organizations.11 What happens if governments counterbalance the enormous investments made to bolster money economies with an increasing appreciation of and support for the skills, values, and strategies exercised in the arrangement of childcare, the sharing of home-grown produce or baked goods, continual attention to ill and elderly members, and the clean up of neighborhood streets and parks?
These unheralded commons provide foundations for reconstructing economies oriented toward goals other than growth. The globalization of one monoculture based on selfish competition seems to have undermined myriad forms of mutual aid that have propelled social evolution throughout history. Yet, a plurality of embodied common senses, some contradicting others, always allow human individuals and communities to adapt their values and views of the world around them.
The good news is that enduring ethics and systems of community and environmental care that have been undervalued and exploited by market growth are giving rise to new forms of collaboration. Not isolated sanctuaries or exit utopias, these arrangements intertwine with existing economies in various ways.
Community Economies in Coevolution
The city of Barcelona, where three of us live, abounds with commoning arrangements. The Catalan Integral Cooperative (CIC), for example, interconnects diverse productive ventures and hundreds of self-employed people, with an annual budget of around $480,000.12 Through its Catalan Supply Centre, small producers deliver some 4,500 pounds of food each month to twenty-one spaces self-managed by consumers. CIC issues its own currency, Faircoin, provided as a basic income to members, and funds new cooperative ventures through its self-financing interest-free bank with 155 members and $250,000 in deposits. CIC’s most audacious project is the post-industrial colony of Calafou: a 28,000 msq abandoned factory 60 km outside Barcelona, that twenty-two members rented and developed into twenty-seven units including a hacklab and a soap production lab, carpentry and mechanical workshops, and a professional music studio.
Interconnecting some 110,000 people, supporting 6,000 to earn money and 300 enterprises in the Solidarity Economy Network,13 Barcelona’s cooperative ecosystem allows residents with different political and personal sensibilities to dedicate some of their energies to constructing worlds they desire. You can become a member of Som Energia, which will deliver 100 percent renewable electricity to your home at affordable cost; share an electric car through Som Mobilitat; connect to the internet through Som Connexio; receive primary care through the COS health cooperative; live in a cohousing unit built by the architect cooperative Sostre Civic; take turns in a parent-run childcare group; grow vegetables in a community garden; buy produce from a local farmer through membership in a consumer cooperative; or listen to new bands in citizen-run social centers called Ateneus.
Barcelona’s history of cooperativism is unique, yet resonates with community economies worldwide. In Mississippi, Cooperation Jackson has developed similarly to CIC. In the Phoenix Commons self-managed co-housing community for over-55s in Oakland, California, residents share communal areas, including a kitchen where rotating committees prepare shared meals.14 Worldwide, hundreds of eco-communes, transition towns, co-living and co-housing communities are learning together and gaining strength in national and global associations.
People practicing less damaging and wasteful ways of producing and accessing food are also banding together at various scales. The international peasants’ network Via Campesina represents 182 small farmer organizations in eighty-one countries around a mission to facilitate collaborative learning, exchange, and organizing among individuals and groups exercising and experimenting with healthy and sustainable forms of agriculture.
Limits and Doubts
Are we proposing to feed nine billion people with urban gardens, lodge everyone in co-housing, and raise the world’s children in neighborhood circles? Indeed not: we encourage support for cooperative modes of production, consumption, and caring in order to complement and renew large-scale public arrangements and forms of private use or ownership.
The goal is not to replace one monoculture with another. It is to create conditions that support the development of more vibrant realms of possibility with different rhythms, purposes, and scales. Today’s political systems promote and subsidize a growth-driven model based on private property, paid labor, and market consumption, leaving other arrangements underappreciated, undernourished, and overexploited. Our strategy is to re-order values and resources to support the development of diverse life-making processes operating with different logics. That diversity will be key to resilience and adaptation in the face of historical-environmental challenges.
Does the case for degrowth reject technological advancements, marking a retrogression to the grueling labor of earlier times? On the contrary, we recognize the role that large-scale high-tech production will continue to play, and observe that many smaller processes, including those oriented toward purposes other than growth, are also strengthened by technological innovations.
Across Latin America, small farmers in agroecology organizations combine traditional practices with cutting-edge scientific knowledge.15 Timebankers in New Zealand use computer programs to record and calculate in-kind contributions.16 Vassilis Kostakis points to initiatives at the interface of digital and physical production, and of local manufacture and global design and distribution: L’Atelier Paysan (France) and Farmhack (US and UK) build open-source agricultural machines for small-scale farming; Wikihouse democratizes the construction of sustainable, resource-light dwellings; OpenBionics produces open-source designs for robotic and bionic devices; and the RepRap community creates replicable designs for 3D printers.17 These examples integrate recent innovations in science and engineering with longstanding modes of human organization in small-scale, decentralized, and locally controlled production arrangements that strive to minimize hierarchy and exploitation.
Will collective forms of provisioning and care be exploited to subsidize growth economies? Yes, sharing activities that generate value can be captured and coopted by the market, as new commons open up opportunities for new enclosures. In the meteoric rise of networks for sharing rides, homes, tools, skills, food, and favors, for example, models supporting equitable sharing coexist with forprofit exploitation. Both can contribute to reducing material use, while enacting quite different power relations. There is also the danger that corporations and states will seek to buffer losses by shifting even more welfare costs on to uncommodified family and social life. In some contexts, the model of women performing unpaid reproductive labor to subsidize men’s wage work is already being replaced by one in which the underpaid work of women and men is subsidized by collaborative efforts to supply nourishment, healthcare, childcare, and elder-care.
Temptations to romanticize communities and idealize social movements should not blind us to instances in which community-driven action is exclusionary toward outsiders and tyrannical toward its members. Communal projects must negotiate inclusion and exclusion, horizontal and vertical relations, as they address tensions and contradictions in the consolidation of common values and meanings. The model unfolded here across several chapters bolsters this journey by articulating ongoing community-building with changes in state institutions and in personal practices and values.
In today’s world, pre-growth and post-growth forms of organization inevitably coexist with enterprises and social systems developed to support growth, promising conflict and contradiction, as well as complementarity. Power dynamics engineered in the growth era, including racism, sexism, and classism, will continue to shadow journeys toward more equitable lifeways. It takes time, collaborative reflection, and courage to adapt deeply internalized identities and relations. Efforts to value the means as much as the ends can generate processes that are rewarding in themselves. Even initiatives that fail to fulfill their original goals have afterlives in the form of persons, relationships, and networks enriched and evolved along the way.
Day by Day Transformation to Degrowth
In the examples presented above, people come together to provide for practical and spiritual needs in ways that prioritize community and environmental wellbeing. They are adapting long-evolving traditions together with new technologies and ventures in ways that nourish experiences and cultivate communities. How do these day by day exercises of provisioning and governance change politics and societies?
Although most of the initiatives described here are not pursued in the name of degrowth, we understand them as prefiguring degrowth transitions. First, permeated by a spirit of living simply within one’s means and in community, they nourish and elevate the common senses with which we started this chapter. Second, activity is directed to the needs and wellbeing of workers and users, not the generation of profit. Third, these initiatives promote models of community ownership and production based on sharing and cooperation. Fourth, many produce less negative socioecological impacts than existing market systems thanks to slower paces, lower material and energy use, and more re-circulation within local economies. While they may look less productive in profit terms, these initia-tives are productive in creating jobs and enhancing human-environmental wellbeing.
Cooperative experiments anticipate desired worlds by exercising and consolidating real options that societies may build on as socioecological crises escalate and money economies falter. In the following chapter, we outline a set of policies that can establish fertile conditions for strengthening diverse modes of provisioning and for cultivating common senses and identities. The institutional and structural changes proposed there are motivated by people described here, already thinking and living in different ways.
Bodily practices and shared experiences socialize participants and generations in varying ways of being and interrelating. By cultivating plots in urban gardens, people come to better appreciate the challenges and seasonality of food production. They may feel more solidarity with farmers, be less likely to waste food, and more eager to eat whole foods in season. Participants in cooperative projects may move beyond the role of client of commercial providers; rather than addressing grievances to distant power-holders, they become participants in building conditions in which they want to live.
Through regular corporal practices, we humans build muscle memory. Our patterns of language, practice, and thought shape the ways our brains develop. So, by exercising our bodies and minds in specific ways, and by engaging and teaching others to do so, we continually produce ourselves and new generations. Large and small adjustments to habits of thought, action, and interaction work in mysterious ways toward institutional and paradigmatic change.
As collective bodies and minds change, the personal becomes political. An individual’s voluntary shift from a weekend spent shopping abroad to one picking olives with friends in a community grove, from an evening watching TV to one playing with neighborhood children, may not directly slow the global growth machine, nor revert climate change. However, new habits alter the ways we develop human potential day by day, thereby influencing environments through which family, neighbors, students, colleagues, and others continually develop their potentials. Producing new kinds of people and relationships is fundamental to any cultural transformation and great transition.
[[CHAPTER 4 BEGINS]]
Policy and institutional changes are outcomes and drivers of coevolution. Societies where common senses already encourage low-impact lives oriented toward wellbeing support reforms to advance degrowth. In turn, timely and crucial policy interventions create spaces for degrowth-oriented common senses and commons infrastructures to develop.
In this chapter we propose five types of reforms that can work together to favor futures where common people work, produce, and consume less, share more, enjoy more free time, and live with dignity and joy. These policy packages are: a Green New Deal without growth; universal incomes and services; policies to reclaim the commons; reduction of working hours; and public finance that supports the first four. Recognizing that these proposals will be designed and applied differently in different cultural, geographic, and political contexts and at various scales, they are outlined here in ways relevant for OECD countries.
We start from proposals that people are already contemplating or trying out, and that are slowly becoming common sense. After our grand critique of growth systems, it might seem anticlimactic to look at programs currently advanced by political parties in various countries. First, however, it is a plus, not a minus, to draw from and build on agendas in which serious thought, debate, and experimentation have been invested. Second, while these proposals may be moderate when employed to advance the goals of stabilizing or greening growth societies, they become radical when oriented toward managing without growth. Integrated into missions to maintain wellbeing while reducing resource use and environmental damage, these reforms would change the very structure of the system.
A Green New Deal Without Growth
Green New Deals (GNDs) proposed in the US, EU, and globally integrate social and economic reforms and public works projects to address socioeconomic and environmental challenges simultaneously. Our degrowth vision coincides with the integrated approach of GNDs, and with most of the objectives specified in the 2019 US congressional resolution summarized here: (A) achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions through a fair and just transition; (B) create millions of good, high-wage jobs and ensure prosperity and economic security for all people; (C) invest in infrastructure and industry to sustainably meet the challenges of the twenty-first century; (D) secure for all people for generations to come: clean air and water; climate and community resiliency; healthy food; access to nature; and a sustainable environment; (E) promote justice and equity by stopping current, preventing future, and repairing historic oppression of frontline and vulnerable communities.1
Yet, there are some important differences between proposals for GNDs and for degrowth. In current conversations, GND proposals link fulfillment of their objectives to green growth and prosperity, widely understood as increased income and material wealth. In contrast, degrowth recognizes that more income for all means rising GDPs, which correlate with increased environmental damage. The GND proposal for Europe draws attention to this dilemma by also calling for “ending the dogma of endless growth,” abandoning GDP growth as the primary measure of progress, and focusing instead on what matters: “health, happiness and the environment.”2
Degrowth and GNDs share commitments to the rapid and massive deployment of renewable energy; the decarbonization of transport and agriculture; the refurbishment and provision of new zero-carbon affordable housing; reforestation and ecological restoration. But degrowth goes further to recognize that, in growth economies, even an expansion of renewable energy brings growing costs and risks. To foster a just distribution of costs and benefits, including to communities where energy sources are located or materials extracted, the plan for the European GND includes an Environmental Justice Commission. Supporting this move, degrowth also promotes the most fundamental way to reduce socioecological costs: use less total energy.
Powerful political resistance has been rallied around fears that energy transition will slash jobs and income from sectors dependent on fossil fuels. Partly in response to those pressures, proponents emphasize the potential of GNDs to function as economy-wide stimuli, creating new jobs and new consumption in green sectors. Making sure workers can transition from dirty to clean industries is also crucial in degrowth visions. Rather than high incomes for all, however, our fourth policy package supports high employment without growth through decent wages for all, with less hours worked by each.
How can ambitious GND proposals be funded without growth? Our fifth policy package outlines public finance options to raise or reallocate resources for all four proposals. To launch GNDs, governments could issue GND-specific bonds, possibly through public green banks, paid back with returns from the projects themselves in arrangements that do not require the economy as a whole to grow.3 Pension funds could invest in GND projects, keeping money in the public realm, and central banks could buy part of the bonds, in effect a reverse quantitative easing.
Universal Basics
Universal Basic Services (UBS) and Universal Basic Income (UBI) aim to establish conditions for all members of society to live with dignity and health. In doing so, they also aim to recognize unpaid contributions to society and to generate grounds for various forms of collaboration.
UBS provide education and healthcare for all, together with affordable access to food, housing, and public transportation. Economists at London University’s Global Prosperity Institute have developed a plan for guaranteed housing, food, transport, and internet access that would cost the equivalent of 2.3 percent of the UK’s GDP, an amount that could be raised by eliminating two thirds of the tax breaks currently available.4
UBI is an income paid to each resident in a municipality, state, or country. By definition universal and unconditional, UBI replaces the stigma and bureaucratic inefficiencies associated with current proof-based assistance such as unemployment relief. In OECD economies, a basic income for adults, set at 15–22.5 percent of the average per capita income, could be funded with a moderate increase in taxes for the richest 10–15 percent, and a deduction of the benefits replaced by basic income.5
Louise Haagh observes that a basic income has been advocated from remarkably wide-ranging ideological positions and combined with dissimilar political actions.6 Karl Widerquist, who has long promoted UBI to enhance “the freedom to say no” to exploitative wage relations, assesses varying designs and approaches to basic income, together with lessons learned from experiments underway in Canada, Finland, Kenya, the US and UK.7
How and for what purposes UBIs are implemented matters. Some applications aim to subsidize growth by mitigating poverty and improving productivity. Degrowth aligns with other proposals seeking material conditions that can liberate individuals from exploitative employment, support transformation away from environmentally damaging regimes,8 and help move beyond battles of jobs vs. environment toward politics that address viable livelihoods as inseparable from a sustainable earth.9
In dialogue with radical feminists, we propose a Universal Care Income that builds on other expressions of UBI, but differs by foregrounding the social recognition of unpaid and highly gendered care work that we all perform to sustain the life and wellbeing of households and communities.10 Care Income seeks to foster equity and solidarity by conceptualizing the universal income as an investment out of common wealth in the contributions and capacities of all of us to take care of ourselves, our kin, and others.
At the heart of degrowth is a collective endeavor to make life viable and enjoyable through material and meaningful support not driven toward profit. Universal basics support degrowth transformations by distributing the wealth of nations through means other than market mechanisms, and by maintaining modest material security for everyone during transitions to slower and less marketized economies. These policies promote shared services, such as public transportation, that are vital for reducing resource use and carbon emissions, and help to transcend perceived conflicts between jobs and environments. Finally, universal basics enhance people’s freedom to explore different lifestyles and to choose how to devote their time and their care.
Reclaiming the Commons
Local and national policies have worked wonders to commodify and privatize almost everything, and they can work equally well to promote cooperative production, provisioning, and living.
Services such as water, energy, waste management, transportation, education, health, or childcare could be run as municipal or consumer cooperatives rather than for-profit businesses. The 2019 bankruptcy of Pacific Gas and Electric Company in the wake of California fires sparked mobilization around proposals for a customer-owned utility that would put users on the board overseeing the com- pany’s management, and dramatically reduce costs by eliminating the need to pay dividends to shareholders. Relieved of their profit-making purpose, systems like utilities and housing can be gradually re-conceptualized as common goods, produced and regenerated through collaborative governance.
Barcelona is one among many cities actively working to promote commons. TheBarcelona En Comú (Barcelona in Common – BiC) citizen’s platform that has governed the city since 2015 expanded the focus of a municipal innovation agency, Barcelona Activa (initially an incubator for private businesses), to include enhancement of human resources and networks supporting the solidarity economy and commons-based businesses. In government, BiC adapted public procurement standards to prioritize sustainability and social responsibility; legislated that 30 percent of all new housing should be social, making available 1,222 new, low-cost apartments; promoted co-ownership schemes for new social houses built on municipal land; extended the biking network to 250 kms; and ceded unused public spaces to neighborhood cooperatives. A municipal electricity distributor, Barcelona Energía, was set up to use solar power produced on municipal premises to supply public buildings.
Spaces can be reclaimed for the public and, where relevant, turned into commons through a range of interventions, including lifting earlier interventions designed to privatize and profit from public realms. Examples include converting unused lots into squares or parks, removing fees and barriers to accessing natural areas (coasts, forests, mountains), recovering underused public or abandoned private buildings for use by neighborhood associations or cooperatives. Low-cost innovations can lead to remarkable improvements in wellbeing. Consider the superblocks program in Barcelona, a grid of basic roads forming 400 by 400 meter polygons, closed to motorized vehicles and street parking. A superblock costs little more than a few traffic signs, improves the quality of life and health of residents, and stimulates neighborhood economies.11
In varying contexts and at different scales, legislation, subsidies, and tax breaks currently designed to boost private profits can be realigned to support social and solidarity enterprises and cooperatives. Options include jurisdictional formalization; training and assistance for commons-based start-ups; prioritization in public procurement; funds set up with ethical banks; tax or social security breaks; transitioning bankrupt companies to workers’ ownership, and more.12
Some of our most important commons are the sanitation, health, and care commons that provide resilience against disease and epidemics. On these fronts, degrowth prioritizes networks of care, solidarity, and support, both local and translocal; well-funded public and cooperative systems of healthcare, including preventative care; holistic health with emphasis given to healthy environments and healthy and affordable food; and measures to reduce inequalities, a major source of vulnerability to health and other hazards.
Reduce Working Hours
Productivity has soared over the past century, as technical, informational, and organizational innovations alongside the use of fossil fuels multiplied the output of each human hour worked. Today, North American and Western European societies produce much more than enough for everyone (although maldistribution prevents a portion of citizens from fulfilling basic needs). This excess production begets desperate efforts to generate more demand by expanding markets, changing styles, and planning obsolescence. Breaking free of the growth imperative allows societies to adopt more appealing responses to overproduction: reduce the hours worked for market production and promote self-regulated community initiatives.
Automation and artificial intelligence need not lead to job losses. Reducing the weekly work hours of people already employed opens up more opportunities for people seeking employment. This move mitigates stress and anxiety on two fronts: exhaustion among those who work too much, and insecurity among those who have too little work.
Historically, with successive increases in productivity, mobilized workers have periodically achieved increases in wages and reductions in working hours. Structural changes implemented in recent decades, however, have redirected most productivity gains to company profits and shareholder dividends, while in many countries average wages have stagnated, and average working hours increased. Government and corporate policies can reverse this trend, reducing working hours through longer paid vacations, parental and family-care leave, sabbaticals, shorter daily hours, four-day work weeks, or facilitation of part-time work.13 Legal safeguards and monitoring can support humane limits in service and remote jobs. In the US, for example, the rhythms of commercial truck driving changed significantly after the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration limited consecutive driving hours and instituted required breaks, all monitored electronically through vehicle computers.14
Reduction of fossil fuels, fertilizers, and other environment-damaging inputs will cause productivity to fall in some areas, meaning that more hours of work will be needed to produce the same goods. This is where the degrowth goals of decreasing production and consumption come together with energy transition, fair employment, and human– environmental wellbeing. Cutting total working hours reduces environmental impacts, including carbon emissions.15 The less we work, the less we produce and consume, and the more time we have for non-monetized activities– including leisure, caring, and community engagement– that help to establish healthy and resilient societies.
Concerns that people would spend their additional free time shopping, taking exotic holidays, playing computer games, or otherwise using more energy and resources, underestimate how imaginative and resourceful people can be when they have the time and energy to think and create, as many of us did when we were children. The application of carbon fees can reduce the attraction of highimpact recreation industries, while public festivals and sports events can build cultural conditions for enjoying time with others.
Public Finance That Greens and Equalizes
How can the policies discussed here be funded without economic growth? A shift of political priorities away from increasing profits and GDPs opens up many options for reorganizing government revenues and expenditures.
Carbon fee and dividend programs, like those already operating in Canada and Switzerland, work simultaneously to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and generate shared income.16 Analysts estimate that fees around $100 per ton would have effective impacts in the United States.17 “Climate income” generated from such fees could be shared through public programs such as funding the universal basics described above, and/or returned to individuals through credits. Some proposals balance fees and dividends in ways that levy more carbon costs on high earners and increase the net income of people in the lower half of income distribution.
Successful implementation of carbon fees will lead to less carbon emissions, which is good for the planet, but also yield less cash dividends over time as carbon emissions decline. That foreseeable decline can be offset by scheduled increases in fees per unit, and by gradual shifts in priorities for government expenditures. Simply ending subsidies for fossil fuel exploration and exploitation will liberate significant resources. As citizens and politicians increasingly question expenditures allocated with the underlying intention of driving GDP growth (e.g. corporate subsidies, pharmaceutical development, or defense spending– which in the US totaled around $700 billion in 2019),18 governments may redirect expenditures to their most valuable resource: healthy, happy human beings.
We need to stop taxing what sustains societies (people’s work), and instead tax what destroys societies (pollution and inequality). Strategic taxes may be levied on water and air pollution, toxic wastes and emissions, or resource extraction. Taxes can help to moderate consumption of products unhealthy for the planet or its people: meat, sugary soft drinks, plastics, frequent flying. And whereas VAT and sales taxes can be regressive, luxury taxes (e.g. on SUVs, yachts, private jets) may serve as sources of revenue, gestures of fairness, and means to discourage conspicuous consumption and resource use.
Inequality can be mitigated via globally coordinated progressive taxes on wealth, like those Thomas Piketty proposes should be levied on capital, large inheritances, and estates, together with a global tax on financial transactions and translational profits.19 Key also are progressive income taxes, like those introduced by the original New Deal, which helped to shape a period of unusual economic equality and intergenerational mobility in the US. Between 1936 and 1980, the highest marginal personal income tax rates for US residents ranged between 70 percent and 91 percent.20 Today, such taxes will need international restrictions on fiscal paradises and tax havens to avoid a race to the bottom among countries using low tax rates to attract billionaires.21
Another suite of policies enabling fairer distribution of income include higher minimum and average wages, and rights of workers to organize and bargain. Perhaps even more vital are constraints on maximum earnings established by limits or steeply progressive taxes, promoting a common sense of “enough is enough.”22 An international standard called Wagemark is already used by companies, non-profit organizations, and government agencies to certify that the ratio between their highest and lowest earners is within 8:1.23 And in 2016, the city of Portland, Oregon, voted to implement high surcharges on companies exceeding set ratios.24
If these taxes and limits are successful, economies will become more equitable and harms that are taxed will diminish– all good for societies and environments. At the same time, of course, revenues from these taxes may decline, changing balances of public finance. Longer-term plans may reduce expenditures on public services by reducing outsourcing to for-profit enterprises, and focusing on low-cost interventions with high wellbeing returns (e.g. preventative healthcare with family doctors instead of the latest and most expensive hospital equipment). A gradual strengthening of lower-cost solidarity and community economies will be crucial to building low-impact low-cost worlds that are not experienced as painful austerity, but as common wellbeing.
Synergies
These five policy packages work together in synergy. Realignment of expenditures, together with corporate and wealth taxes, may fund Green New Deal measures or basic services. While basic incomes or carbon dividends might stimulate consumption among some people, resource taxes and carbon fees could disincentivize ecologically harmful choices. Policies that strengthen community economies provide outlets for creative energies liberated by reduced work hours or secured by a Universal Care Income. In the US, where the possibility of working less hours is constrained by policies that require full-time employment to access benefits such as healthcare, retirement, or education, universal basic services would free up businesses, schools, and others to hire and organize work in more fruitful ways.
Countless other policy changes that could contribute to positive degrowth transitions are not examined here due to constraints of space. Fundamental among these are proposals for changing money systems by limiting the domain of general purpose money, creating positive (or public) money, forbidding private banks to create new money through loans, and supporting community currencies and time-banks.25 Also basic are policies for the transformation of food systems to reduce waste, transitions away from meat-heavy diets, and the promotion of agroecology and community-supported agriculture. Reviving and repopulating the countryside, reinvigorating rural economies and ecologies, can also be vital for supporting healthy degrowth.
Shared Planet, Different Realities
The proposals outlined here apply to OECD countries like Spain or the US, which we know well. Some may be fruitfully adapted to other contexts. However, rather than projecting our own experiences onto non-Western or low-income countries, we are more interested in learning from proposals coming from their communities, civic societies, and environmental and social justice groups.
Degrowth makes a case for the OECD to put its own house in order before offering directions to the rest of the world, on whose backs it grew. A priority should be stopping the flow of money and natural resources from low- to high-income countries. As Jason Hickel reports, 2.5 times the amount of aid received by developing countries in 2012 was reappropriated by donor countries in the same year through debt payments and capital flight.26 Equally substantial, though more difficult to quantify, are subsidies in the form of human resources provided by low-income societies who raise, educate, and care for humans who then serve as cheap labor for corporate interests, or migrate to work in high-income societies. To limit the flow of value toward wealthy countries, Hickel proposes closing down secrecy jurisdictions, penalizing bankers and accountants who facilitate illicit outflows, and imposing global taxes on corporate incomes to eliminate incentives for shifting money around the world. He joins many others in the call to write off the excess debts of poor countries, among other justifications as compensation for the ecological and carbon debts owed to them by high-income countries.27
Moves toward global environmental justice start with working against climate breakdown. Reduced production and consumption will lead to reduced emissions. However, the degrowth fight against climate change does not rest with shrinking GDPs. Interactions among the proposals outlined here are vital: investments in GNDs that mobilize energy transitions and restore ecosystems that absorb carbon; guarantees of low-carbon public services to all; carbon fees and dividends; reduced working hours that reduce emissions; and support for lowcarbon community economies and lifestyles.
Related degrowth-minded proposals include a moratorium on new fossil fuel development; a ban of fossil fuel advertising; the phase-out of fossil fuel production, with just transition for workers in dependent industries; frequent flier levies; embargoes on any expansion of road networks and airports; policies for car-free cities; tight emissions standards for new cars and power stations; passive- house standards for new houses; and efficiency standards for rented properties.
In addition to curbing negative environmental impacts, the policies provided here also establish conditions for responding to an economic recession, where the objective from a degrowth perspective is not to re-launch growth, but to sustain wellbeing in the absence of growth. A GND can stimulate and shift employment to healthy parts of the economy that need development. Work-sharing can share diminishing employment among more workers. A Universal Care Income is vital for supporting people and letting them take care of themselves and dependents during economic dislocation, as well as floods, fires, storms, epidemics, and other forms of disaster that are intensifying with climate change. The significant decrease in oil prices, during the pandemic crisis makes it a good moment to implement a carbon tax.
Many policies known to reduce carbon emissions and other forms of environmental damage, as well as policies known to strengthen health or care commons, are thwarted by fears that they will slow down economies. To avoid sacrificing the world’s environmental and human health at the altar of growth, we seek to secure wellbeing and welfare without growth via the five path-breaking policy packages outlined in this chapter. Implementing these reforms is a tall order, and even taller in envisioned contexts of contraction, not stimulus and growth. Who will organize to see such a radical agenda through, and how? Who will be allies in this effort? What are the opportunities and barriers in current political environments? To these and other strategic questions we now turn.
[[CHAPTER 5 BEGINS]]
Envisaging the future is important. Equally important is organizing movement from here to there. In this chapter we ask how degrowth-oriented transformations can be mobilized, by whom, and for whom. We explore openings and obstacles among a wave of cultural changes, socioeconomic and climate crises, civil society unrest, and political party dynamics. We then look at opportunities and challenges for building alliances among a range of actors, interests, and movements that might lead to various forms of mobilization.
Erik Olin Wright talks of three strategies for transformation: interstitial (building alternatives in the cracks of current systems), symbiotic (working within systems for reforms), and ruptural (disrupting or revolting against dominant systems).1 As we saw in Chapter 3, building interstitial alternatives is crucial to reducing dependence on economic growth and to performing everyday practices that shift common senses. We see promise in cooperatives, eco-communes, and other arrangements, which we do not conceive as exits from the system, but as purposeful practices that build common senses and political horizons oriented toward larger change. Systemic reforms like those described in Chapter 4 change the playing field to enable more people to make sense of needed changes, to live differently, and to contribute toward desired societies. Nonviolent actions, protests, uprisings, strikes, and other forms of ruptural conflict also play necessary roles in defending initiatives and advocating further reforms.
Our strategy, therefore, is a coevolutionary one that articulates personal, communitarian, and political action and innovation. To realize policies and sustain politics, you need a strong base of people for whom degrowth is not an abstract idea but what they do every day. So our strategy starts with supporting community economies that nourish the grassroots and strengthen identities and common senses for the long game of building and sustaining low-impact worlds.
While degrowth futures move away from class, racial, gender, and colonial hierarchies that evolved to support growth, they neither privilege nor exclude certain groups. Political subjects are formed though practice and conflicts, as they support community economies and practice common senses that prefigure alternatives for prosperity without growth.
Faced with accelerating climate breakdown, inequalities, and authoritarianism, the pace of culture change proposed here may seem unduly slow. Of course we must also enact urgent responses. However, even with a gradual and cumulative process, tangible outcomes do not have to be slow. Unpredictable events can create new conditions, open or close possibilities, and shine new light on what is most fundamental for sustaining societies. Cultural adaptation can reach tipping points, after which change is fast and disruptive. Some studies find that it takes 25 percent of a population to catalyze social change.2 Politics, Hannah Arendt has taught us, initiates the unexpected, the unprecedented. Within a few months, a solo “school strike for the climate” by a Swedish girl led to nationwide, then global, mobilizations that have impacted public opinion, political forums, and daily choices for a growing number of young (and not-so-young) people.
Openings Amid Consequences of Growth
Wright emphasizes the potential for social movements to seize opportunities amid unintended consequences of existing social orders. Climate crises open up extraordinary opportunities for mobilization around GNDs, carbon fees and dividends, and lifestyle changes. A majority of people in the UK, including almost half of Conservative voters, supports a radical program for a zerocarbon economy by 2030.3 Loss of employment due to changing technologies, or to health or climate crises, creates opportunities for demanding a basic care income or reductions in work hours, while devastating inequality and poverty raise the possibility of considering wealth taxes, salary ratios, and universal services. And the accumulation of consumer, mortgage, and student debts, as well as national debts, renders systems vulnerable to organized strikes against debt payments.
Cultural changes also open up possibilities. For decades, environmental movements have been advocating lifestyle changes, but suggestions that car-driving and meat-eating pose problems for human and environmental health were dismissed as fringe notions of hippies and radical green parties. Today, however, moving around by bicycle, engag- ing in sharing economies, and eating plant-based diets have become such common sense that even McDonald’s serves Beyond Meat Burgers. Whereas commercial and social media continue to promote competitive conspicuous consumption, these platforms are increasingly punctuated by worries about the sacrifices demanded by growth, concerning not only environmental damages, but also personal costs in the form of obsessions with money and appearance, debt, insecurities, loneliness, eating disorders, and addictions.
People around the world are searching for better ways of living and consuming: 70 percent of people surveyed in twenty-nine countries believe that overconsumption is putting our planet and society at risk, half say they could happily live without most of what they own, and respondents report that sharing everything from cars to textbooks and vacation homes has become commonplace.4 Such shifts in culture and common senses do not translate automatically into consistent personal practices or voting behaviors. But they do establish fertile ground.
Source: Dedev - UTNIF 2023 · UTNIF · 2023




