
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344250271

"The case for degrowth" (Polity Press, 2020) By Giorgos Kallis, Susan Paulson,

Giacomo D'Alisa and Federico Demaria

Book · September 2020

CITATIONS

0
READS

278

4 authors, including:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

Commons View project

Political ecology of health View project

Giorgos Kallis

SOAS, University of London

88 PUBLICATIONS   5,350 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Giacomo D'Alisa

University of Coimbra

36 PUBLICATIONS   922 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Federico Demaria

Autonomous University of Barcelona

46 PUBLICATIONS   1,671 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Federico Demaria on 15 September 2020.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344250271_The_case_for_degrowth_Polity_Press_2020_By_Giorgos_Kallis_Susan_Paulson_Giacomo_D%27Alisa_and_Federico_Demaria?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344250271_The_case_for_degrowth_Polity_Press_2020_By_Giorgos_Kallis_Susan_Paulson_Giacomo_D%27Alisa_and_Federico_Demaria?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Commons-2?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Political-ecology-of-health?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Giorgos_Kallis?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Giorgos_Kallis?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/SOAS_University_of_London?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Giorgos_Kallis?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Giacomo_DAlisa?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Giacomo_DAlisa?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/University_of_Coimbra?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Giacomo_DAlisa?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Federico_Demaria?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Federico_Demaria?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Autonomous_University_of_Barcelona?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Federico_Demaria?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Federico_Demaria?enrichId=rgreq-57a220e574d27b98db5edd57fc5fd8b6-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzM0NDI1MDI3MTtBUzo5MzU5OTIzOTk3NTczMTJAMTYwMDE2OTM4NjEzMg%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf




The Case for 
Degrowth

KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   1KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   1 18/06/2020   16:4918/06/2020   16:49



The Case For series

Sam Pizzigati, The Case for a Maximum Wage

Louise Haagh, 
The Case for Universal Basic Income

James K. Boyce, The Case for Carbon Dividends

Frances Coppola, 
The Case for People’s Quantitative Easing

Joe Guinan & Martin O’Neill, 
The Case for Community Wealth Building

Anna Coote & Andrew Percy, 
The Case for Universal Basic Services

Gerald Friedman, The Case for Medicare for All

Andrew Cumbers, 
The Case for Economic Democracy

Pavlina R. Tcherneva, 
The Case for a Job Guarantee

Giorgos Kallis, Susan Paulson, Giacomo D’Alisa, 
& Federico Demaria, The Case for Degrowth

KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   2KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   2 18/06/2020   16:4918/06/2020   16:49



Giorgos Kallis, 
Susan Paulson, 

Giacomo D’Alisa  
Federico Demaria

The Case for 
Degrowth

polity

KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   3KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   3 18/06/2020   16:4918/06/2020   16:49



Copyright © Giorgos Kallis, Susan Paulson, Giacomo D’Alisa, and Federico 
Demaria 2020

The right of Giorgos Kallis, Susan Paulson, Giacomo D’Alisa, and Federico 
Demaria to be identified as Authors of this Work has been asserted in accordance 
with the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2020 by Polity Press

Polity Press
65 Bridge Street
Cambridge CB2 1UR, UK

Polity Press
101 Station Landing
Suite 300
Medford, MA 02155, USA

All rights reserved. Except for the quotation of short passages for the purpose 
of criticism and review, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 
in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of 
the publisher.

ISBN-13: 978-1-5095-3562-0
ISBN-13: 978-1-5095-3563-7(pb)

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Typeset in 11 on 15 Sabon by Servis Filmsetting Ltd, Stockport, Cheshire
Printed and bound in the UK by TJ International Limited

The publisher has used its best endeavours to ensure that the URLs for external 
websites referred to in this book are correct and active at the time of going to 
press. However, the publisher has no responsibility for the websites and can 
make no guarantee that a site will remain live or that the content is or will remain 
appropriate.

Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been 
overlooked the publisher will be pleased to include any necessary credits in any 
subsequent reprint or edition.

For further information on Polity, visit our website: politybooks.com

KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   4KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   4 18/06/2020   16:4918/06/2020   16:49



v

Contents

Preface vi
Acknowledgments xvi

1 A Case for Degrowth 1
2 Sacrifices of Growth 24
3 Making Changes on the Ground 44
4 Path-Breaking Reforms 65
5 Strategies for Mobilization 87

Frequently Asked Questions 110
Notes 130
Index 149

KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   5KALLIS 9781509535620 PRINT.indd   5 18/06/2020   16:4918/06/2020   16:49



vi

Preface

As this book goes to press, in April 2020, the 
World Health Organization has declared a global 
pandemic of COVID-19. We write these lines quar-
antined in our homes in Barcelona and Florida. We 
are not prophets, so we cannot predict how health 
and economic crises will have unfolded by the time 
you read this book. One thing we do know is that 
the case for degrowth will remain as relevant as 
ever.

We make a case for attributing current ecologi-
cal disequilibrium and a range of social ills to the 
relentless pursuit of growth. It would be naive 
to claim that this pandemic is proof of limits to 
growth, a messianic reckoning for our unsustain-
able ways. Epidemics happened in the past and will 
happen in the future. Yet the speed and scope of 
this contagion are clearly driven by interconnectivi-
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ties of accelerated global economies, exemplified in 
its spread via airplane and ship routes. The grow-
ing ease with which viruses jump from animals to 
humans is conditioned by expansion of corporate 
agricultural systems, encroachment of humans on 
habitats, and the commodification of wildlife, all 
integral to current growth economies.

The failure of some leaders to respond quickly 
and to protect their populations, as well as urges to 
restart economies before the pandemic is over, can 
likewise be understood in the context of ongoing 
pushes to sustain growth analyzed in this book. One 
dangerous dimension of these pushes is rejection of 
scientific evidence and advice. In recent decades, 
climate change deniers have undermined faith in 
science among a portion of the public in efforts 
to defend fossil-fueled growth. Not welcoming 
scientific findings that threaten growth economies, 
some governments have cut funding for pandemic 
research units and epidemic control teams, as well 
as studies on mitigation and adaptation to climate 
change.

Several decades of budget cuts to public health 
and to social and civil security infrastructures, 
enacted in the name of economic growth, have 
eroded capacities of many states to respond to this 
crisis. The pandemic has lain bare the fragility of 
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existing economic systems. Wealthy nations have 
more than enough resources to cover public health 
and basic needs during a crisis, and could weather 
declines in non-essential parts of the economy by 
reallocating work and resources to essential ones. 
Yet the way current economic systems are organized 
around constant circulation, any decline in market 
activity threatens systemic collapse, provoking gen-
eralized unemployment and impoverishment. It 
doesn’t have to be this way. To be more resilient 
to future crises  –  pandemic, climatic, financial, or 
political  –  we need to build systems capable of scal-
ing back production in ways that do not cause loss 
of livelihood or life.

Some of you might protest, “Isn’t the coronavi-
rus crisis revealing the misery of degrowth?” We 
invite you to first read this book. What is happening 
during the pandemic is not degrowth. The goal of 
degrowth is to purposefully slow things down in 
order to minimize harm to humans and earth sys-
tems. The current situation is terrible, not because 
carbon emissions are declining, which is good, but 
because many lives are lost; it is terrible not because 
GDPs are going down, to which we are indiffer-
ent, but because there are no processes in place 
to protect livelihoods when growth falters. For us, 
caring and community solidarity are vital principles 
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of degrowth societies, and engines for moving in 
more equitable and sustainable directions.

We would like to see societies become slower 
by design, not disaster. This pandemic exemplifies 
the types of growth-induced disasters we diagnose 
in this book. The economic policies and social 
arrangements we propose offer ways to make such 
situations more livable and just, to emerge stronger 
and better post-crisis, and to reorient practices and 
politics that are setting the scene for future disasters.

The end of growth will not necessarily involve a 
smooth transition. It may very well be unplanned, 
unwilled, and messy, in conditions not of our own 
choosing. Conditions like the ones we are living 
through now. History often evolves with punctua-
tions; our analysis shows how periods of paralysis 
can reach a tipping point, when unexpected events 
open new possibilities and violently close others. The 
COVID-19 pandemic is such an event. Suddenly, 
things take radical new directions, and the unthink-
able becomes thinkable, for better or for worse. 
Severe economic depression led to Roosevelt’s New 
Deal, and also to Hitler’s Third Reich. What are the 
possibilities and dangers now?

Amid this pandemic, many scientific, political, 
and moral authorities are communicating the mes-
sage that caring for people’s health and wellbeing 
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should come before profit, and that is great. A resur-
gence of the care ethic that we advocate is evident 
in the willingness of younger people to stay home 
to protect their elders, and in the spirit of duty and 
sacrifice among care and health workers. Of course, 
many stay home also because they fear the virus and 
worry about themselves, or to avoid police fines. 
And many care workers go to work because they 
must earn a living. But, as we argue, acting collec-
tively against such crises requires combinations of 
sacrifice and solidarity, self and collective interest, 
government interventions and popular consensus 
about the right thing to do.

Deep inequalities are coming into play in new 
ways. While some have the luxury of sheltering at 
home, others must choose between unemployment 
without an adequate safety net and exposure to 
the coronavirus in jobs involving care work and 
provisioning. As the pandemic plays out differently 
in different parts of the world, those who are in 
more vulnerable  identities and positions  are likely 
to suffer more than others. These injustices coexist 
with an awareness that, unless whole populations 
are protected, not even the wealthiest are fully safe 
from contagion.

In this crisis, like others before, people have 
mobilized and self-organized where businesses and 
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governments have failed to provide for their needs  
–  from mutual aid groups delivering food and medi-
cines for elders, to groups of doctors, engineers, 
and hackers collaborating to 3-D print components 
for oxygen ventilators, to students babysitting the 
children of doctors and nurses. The proliferation 
of caring and commoning endeavors, which form 
the bedrock of the degrowth societies we envision, 
are all the more commendable given the contagious 
nature of the virus. After the pandemic is over, and 
the difficult path of economic reconstruction starts, 
this resurgent dynamism of commoning and care 
will be vital.

Positive impulses among individuals and grass-
roots networks are necessary but not sufficient for 
sustained change. We need states to secure safety 
and healthcare, protect the environment, and pro-
vide economic safety nets. The policies we advocate 
in this book were necessary before the pandemic, and 
are vital during and after: a Green New Deal and 
public investment program, work-sharing, a basic 
care income, universal public services, and support 
of community economies. So is the reorganiza-
tion of public finance through measures including 
carbon fees and taxes on wealth, high incomes, nat-
ural resource use, and pollution. Whereas our book 
focuses on demobilizing resource-intensive and 
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 ecologically damaging aspects of current economies, 
pandemic responses deal with demobilizing those 
aspects not immediately essential for sustaining life. 
We coincide in facing the fundamental challenge 
of managing political economies without growth 
during and after the pandemic: how to demobilize 
parts of the capitalist economy while securing the 
provisioning of basic goods and services, experi-
menting with resource-light ways of enjoying 
ourselves, and finding positive meanings in life.

Radical proposals are already being considered 
and selectively adopted across the political spec-
trum as they provide concrete solutions amid the 
pandemic. Companies and governments have 
reduced working hours and implemented work-
sharing; different forms of basic income are being 
debated; financial measures have been instituted 
to subsidize workers in the quarantine period and 
after businesses close; an international campaign for 
care income has been launched; governments have 
engaged the productive apparatus to secure vital 
supplies and services; and moratoriums are being 
considered or imposed on rent, mortgage, and debt 
payments. There is growing understanding that vast 
government spending will be required.

Our book suggests ways we can reconstruct econ-
omies with the goal of mitigating crises that loom 
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on the horizon, including a wide array of threats 
associated with climate change. This goal will not 
be met by subsidizing fossil fuel companies, airlines, 
cruise ships, and tourism mega-businesses. Instead, 
states need to finance Green New Deals and rebuild 
their health and care infrastructures, creating jobs 
in a just transition to economies that are less envi-
ronmentally damaging. As oil prices fall, fossil fuels 
should be taxed heavily, raising funds to support 
green and social investments, and to provide tax 
breaks and dividends to working people. Rather 
than using public money to bail out corporations 
and banks, we urge the establishment of basic care 
incomes that will help people and communities to 
reconstruct their lives and livelihoods.

The world will change after the virus, and there 
will be struggles over which paths to take. People 
will have to fight to direct change toward more 
equitable and resilient societies that have gentler 
impacts on humans and natural environments. 
Powerful actors will try to reconstitute status quo 
arrangements, and to shift costs to those with less 
power. It takes organizing and a confluence of alli-
ances and circumstances to ensure that it won’t be 
the environment and the workers who pay the bill, 
but those who profited most from the growth that 
preceded this disaster.
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This crisis arguably opens up more dangers than 
it does possibilities. We worry about the politics 
of fear that the coronavirus pandemic engenders, 
the intensification of surveillance and control of 
 peoples’ movements, xenophobia and blame of 
others, as well as home isolation that curbs com-
moning and political organizing. Once measures 
such as curfews, quarantines, rule-by-decree, border 
controls, or election postponements are taken, they 
can become part of the arsenal of political possibil-
ity, opening dystopian horizons.

To counter these risks, this book motivates and 
guides us to re-found societies on the commons 
of mutual aid and care, orienting collective pur-
suits away from growth and toward wellbeing and 
equity. These are not just lofty aspirations; we iden-
tify everyday practices and concrete policies to start 
building the world we want today, together with 
political strategies to support synergy among these 
efforts in the construction of equitable and low-
impact societies.

When we were writing this book, we knew we 
would have to work hard to convince readers of the 
case for degrowth. Our job may be somewhat easier 
now amid such tangible evidence that the current 
system is crumbling under its own weight. As we 
embark on the second major global economic crisis 
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in a dozen years, perhaps some of us will be more 
willing to question the wisdom of producing and 
consuming more and more, just to keep the system 
going. The time is ripe for us to refocus on what 
really matters: not GDP, but the health and well-
being of our people and our planet.

In a word, degrowth.
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