b. “Fulfilling needs” is void-for-vagueness.
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Degrowthers claim that desirable economic activity can be defined as fulfilling human needs. Since needs are finite, they argue, the economic activity required to meet them is finite too. The task of government is to foster need-satisfying activities and eliminate superfluous ones. But degrowthers provide no conclusive list of human needs—likely because such an account is not possible. Need is not a freestanding category; it is dependent upon other conditions of ethical or social flourishing. Some needs, under that label or another, are uncontroversial: everyone can agree a human being should have food, shelter, healthcare, a baseline education, association with amiable fellow humans. One can broaden out from this—freedom of conscience, capacity for self- expression, privacy, a qualified freedom of expression. But a needs-based theory is not doing much work in defining these entitlements, and effectively every universalist political theory is agreed on them.
It is in drawing borders that a theory proves its worth, and here the degrowthers’ theory of need falls short. For every disagreement about the growth justified by need-fulfillment, we would have cascading disagreements about the boundary of the category ‘need’. One degrowther, for example, suggests state organization of “conviviality” in the form of public feasts and philosophizing, presumably rationalized, as with all social provision, as need fulfillment. But the author of this contribution would deny the universality of the ‘convivial need’ so defined, and would take affirmative measures to avoid such large-group socializing and indoctrination. One person’s need is another person’s chore. Some theorists propose to resolve the indeterminacy problem by labelling needs at a high level of generality, for example, confining basic needs to physical survival, health and personal autonomy, because these must be satisfied before actors can achieve ‘any other valued goal.’ But this formulation too is what lawyers would call ‘void for vagueness’, even these theorists concede that what health and autonomy entail is contestable and indeterminate. A policy of degrowth cannot proceed logically from a stable category of needs because no such category exists.
Degrowthers’ procedural argument is no stronger. They insist that managed contraction will be administered democratically, with the demos imposing limits to consumption upon itself. Anyone who has cracked a book on democratic theory will notice the incompleteness of these pronouncements. What arrangements do degrowthers envisage for their democracy and how would they achieve them? What institutions do they think will yield policies in the public interest? Administrative juries? Plebiscitary democracy? Democratic centralism? In the absence of even a mention of institutions, the invocation of democracy rings hollow. In short, degrowthers fail to describe how they will administer the managed economic contraction. The process could be messy.
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