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ABSTRACT

DEGROWTH: A CONTROVERSIAL ETHICAL AND POLITICAL STANCE IN
ENVIRONMENTALISM

Cesme, Murat
MA, Department of Philosophy
Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Ayhan Sol

April 2025, 131 pages

Environmental concerns worldwide have increased in recent years, especially
concerning global warming and climate change. Feeling the impending threat of
planetary collapse, the idea of degrowth has been introduced as a solution to the
ecological crisis. This work aims to analyze degrowth as a political and ethical stance
in the field of environmentalism, discussing whether degrowth can be suggested as a

viable solution to the current ecological crisis.

In this study, | assert that modern-day environmentalism has been stuck in a
deadlock and is far from offering a realistic solution to the ecological crisis due to the
wrong-headed policies of the liberal approach. In this sense, blaming one’s own
consumption for causing the crisis and focusing solely on individual carbon footprint

analysis will be criticized for deliberately misleading people.

Indicating the capitalist mode of production as the primary cause of environmental
degradation, | argue that ecological problems cannot be solved without a radical

change in the capitalist mode of production. Since capitalism’s continuous
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exploitation of labor and plundering of nature are not separate issues, | think the
ecological struggle should be a part of the struggle for social liberation against

capitalism.

To conclude, | assert that degrowth’s ultimate goal of maintaining ecological and
social well-being through downscaling in the usage of material throughput and
energy can be supported. Nevertheless, with its various problems and ambiguities, |
think degrowth cannot be proposed as a realizable solution to the current ecological

crisis.

Keywords: Environmentalism, degrowth, capitalism, climate change.



0z

KUCULME: CEVRECILIK ALANINDA TARTISMALI BiR ETIiK VE POLITIK
DURUS

Cesme, Murat
Yiiksek Lisans, Felsefe Bolumi

Tez Danigmani: Prof. Dr. Ayhan Sol

Nisan 2025, 131 sayfa

Son yillarda diinya genelinde, 6zellikle kiiresel 1sinma ve iklim degisikligi ile ilgili
cevresel kaygilar artmistir. Bu baglamda, gezegensel ¢okiisiin yaklasan tehdidinin
hissedilmesiyle, ekolojik krize bir ¢6ziim olarak kii¢iilme fikri ortaya atilmistir. Bu
calisma, ¢evrecilik alaninda politik ve etik bir durus olarak kiiglilmeyi analiz etmeyi
ve kiiglilmenin mevcut ekolojik krize uygulanabilir bir ¢éziim olarak Onerilip

Onerilemeyecegini tartismay1 amaglamaktadir.

Bu calismada, giiniimiiz ¢evreciliginin liberal yaklagimin yanlis politikalar1 nedeniyle
bir ¢itkmaza girdigini ve ekolojik krize gercekei bir ¢dziim sunmaktan uzak oldugunu
iddia ediyorum. Bu anlamda, ekolojik krize neden oldugu igin kisinin kendi
tilketimini suglamasi ve yalnizca bireysel karbon ayak izi analizine odaklanilmasi,

insanlar1 kasitli olarak yanlis yonlendirdigi i¢in elestirilecektir.

Cevresel bozulmanin baslica nedeni olarak kapitalist liretim tarzini gostererek,
ekolojik sorunlarin kapitalist iiretim tarzinda kokli bir degisiklik yapilmadan

coziilemeyecegini savunuyorum. Kapitalizmin stireklilesmis emek somiiriisii ve doga
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talan1 birbirinden ayr1 meseleler olmadigindan, ekoloji miicadelesinin kapitalizme
kars1 toplumsal kurtulus miicadelesinin bir parcasi olmasi gerektigini diisiintiyorum.

Sonug olarak, kii¢iilmenin malzeme ve enerji kullaniminda 6lgek kiigiiltme yoluyla
ekolojik ve sosyal refahi silirdiirme nihai hedefinin desteklenebilecegini iddia
ediyorum. Bununla birlikte, ¢esitli sorunlar1 ve belirsizlikleri nedeniyle, kiiglilmenin
mevcut ekolojik krize karsi gerceklestirilebilir bir ¢oziim olarak Onerilemeyecegini

Savunuyorum.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Cevrecilik, kii¢iilme, kapitalizm, iklim degisikligi.
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To the ones dreaming of a world of equity, justice, and frreedom...
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

“The fight to save the climate and the fight for
better living and working conditions are one and
the same.”™

Environmental concerns worldwide have increased in recent years, especially
regarding global warming and climate change. Feeling the risk of a burning planet
due to the ecological crisis, the relationship between humans and nature is questioned
more than ever. In this regard, a discussion of the responsibilities of human beings
both toward the natural environment and future generations is at the top of the
agenda. Moreover, the culprits for the current catastrophic environmental situation
are also a matter of debate. Consequently, the effort to search for appropriate
methods and to take action to stop environmental degradation is perpetually
developing. Considering the seriousness of the ecological crisis as a fact and
focusing on the issue of climate change as a matter of urgency, environmental
movements are also progressing, and various political and ethical standpoints in the

field are being introduced.

Environmental issues have many ethical, political, technological, and economic
aspects; thus, we must scrutinize the discourse in this sphere through
multidisciplinary lenses. Similarly, environmental movements hold various
theoretical backgrounds fed by different political and ethical approaches. The idea of
degrowth, as a political and moral stance, has arisen and grown with the contention
of such versatility in this realm of environmentalism under these circumstances. For

many scholars, degrowth has ushered in a new age in modern-day environmentalist

! John Bellamy Foster, Marx’s Theory of Metabolic Rift. 1999.
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movements. Therefore, | believe the idea of degrowth is worth analyzing when
dealing with environmental problems and searching for viable solutions to ecological

breakdown.

This study will mainly be an effort to analyze degrowth in the field of
environmentalism. Throughout my work, | will examine the degrowth idea in
detail—with its arguments, suggestions, strengths, deadlocks, drawbacks,
weaknesses, and critics—aiming to take an ethical and political standpoint regarding
the current ecological crisis. | see degrowth as a controversial political and/or ethical
stance because of its complexity, heterogeneity, and the ambiguities it comprises.
Each time during my analysis, without ignoring the moral side of it, I will strongly
stress the political dimension of degrowth since | think politics determines the way
that human beings relate to nature. Besides, the political decisions create the
ecological problems that we encounter today. Hence, the main part of my thesis will
be given in Chapters 4 and 5, in which the idea of degrowth will be politically
discussed and criticized. Therefore, discussing these two chapters first and then

giving information about Chapters 2 and 3 would be better.

Chapter 4 will elaborate on the question, “What is degrowth?” In this chapter, I plan
to start by presenting some definitions of degrowth from various degrowth scholars
and proponents. Given the richness of degrowth literature and its multidisciplinary
nature with various aspects, | will reference several scholars with different political
perspectives in this field. Furthermore, the historical development of the degrowth
concept will be explored. Then, I will move on to discuss the growth imperative of
capitalism, as degrowth presents a significant challenge to the hegemony of growth.
Here, | regard the debate on the relationship between economic growth and
capitalism as a core element of degrowth’s political stance. In other words, I will
show how degrowth addresses the relationship between capitalism and growth. In the
following sections of Chapter 4, concrete suggestions from degrowth proponents, as
well as the goals of the degrowth idea, will be presented. | argue that one should
consider the realizability and applicability of these suggestions within the current
dominant system, namely capitalism. | believe this discussion will greatly enhance

our understanding of the political stance of degrowth proponents.
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As a newly emerging idea/stance/theory” in this field, | think there are also several
significant problems related to degrowth. In this regard, degrowth is exposed to
heavy criticism from different perspectives. Chapter 5 will deal with these problems
and try to present some criticisms of degrowth from a Marxist perspective. This
chapter will include not only critiques of some socialist scholars and writers dealing
with ecology but also my own perspective and interpretation. In this chapter, my
main purpose is to put forth the ambiguities and deadlocks of the degrowth idea.
Considering the uncertainties of degrowth and through the examination of various
criticisms, | aim to discuss the applicability/realizability of degrowth policies under
the political hegemony of the capitalist system. In this sense, whether degrowth can
serve as an adequate strategy to address the accelerating ecological crisis will be

questioned.

This discussion will yield insights into the methodology and agency problem in
degrowth, which will also be examined throughout Chapter 5. In other words, how
can degrowth policies be effectively implemented? What are the means to achieve
the ends, and are the means justifiable? Furthermore, what is the appropriate subject
to attain the goals of degrowth? I will attempt to provide thoughtful answers to these
questions by exploring the proposed methods and agency within the idea of degrowth
through various scholars, followed by presenting my own perspective. | will argue in
this section that degrowth policies, as such, cannot be executed without a
fundamental change in the capitalist mode of production (a social and political
revolution). Another point of my criticism towards degrowth will focus on the issues
arising from the stark contrast between different geographical and social strata
worldwide. In other words, | believe that degrowth does not adequately address

geographic and social distinctions.

Finally, at the end of Chapter 5, the differences and similarities between degrowth
arguments and theses of socialism will be construed. In this section, | will cluster
around the arguments of some prominent scholars, such as Giorgos Kallis, Jason

Hickel, Giiney Isikara, and Matthew Huber, comparing the theory and praxis of

?1s degrowth a theory, an idea, or is it just a metaphor? | will try to discuss this issue in Chapter 4. For
now, | will prefer using the term as a stance or an idea.
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socialism and degrowth policies. | especially consider this part crucial in my work
since | defend that the ultimate goals of the degrowth idea on its own are valuable.
However, | argue that these goals—maintaining social well-being for all and staying
compatible with nature—can only be achieved in a socialist world system, which is
based on production for the basic needs of the masses, not for the sake of capitalists’
interests. In this sense, | believe that degrowth thinkers should combine their critique
of capitalism with the theory and praxis of socialism to obtain a viable solution to the
ecological crisis. Nevertheless, | think that most of the degrowth proponents
deliberately refrain from explicitly arguing for socialism while they are imagining a
post-capitalist society without the growth imperative. This is one of the inadequacies

in degrowth literature that | want to go over.

To examine any environmental idea/theory properly, | think we should also
contemplate the human approach to nature. Therefore, another anchor of my study is
the discussion of human beings’ relationship with nature and the ethical discourse in
this field. When environmental degradation stands in front of us as a reality at
various headstones, and once humans start to worry about the future of the planet and
the human species, the question of what must be done comes into the scene. | think
this question is not just about moral attitudes but a matter of diverse, tangled social
and political interactions. Talking about ecological problems and the possibility of an
ecological way of life necessarily brings us to the political arena. Therefore, | believe
a political analysis is inevitable for a comprehensive review of humans’ approach to
nature. This topic will be explored in Chapter 2, which discusses the Marxist
approach to the human-nature relationship. In this part, | will appeal to some early
writings of Marx and Engels and contemporary Marxist scholars like John Bellamy
Foster, Sibel Ozbudun, Temel Demirer, Kohei Saito, and Jason Hickel. | think this
chapter will also help us elaborate on the role of philosophy in environmental issues;
in other words, | will try to expand on what is philosophical here in this part of my
study. Another point in this chapter will be about the responsibilities of human
beings towards nature. For instance, do moral claims in the field of environmental
philosophy place responsibility on humans? Then again, can morality per se be a
proper tool to avoid environmental degradation and save the planet, or do we need a

certain political stance to change the worsening situation?
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When we look through Chapter 3, a critical analysis of modern-day
environmentalism will be seen. My study here will be an effort to search for the
cause of the impasse in today’s environmental movements. | think this part is
particularly important, for environmental struggles are strongly growing both in the
Global North and Global South, and some of them have an engagement with the
arguments of degrowth. First, via some information about climate change indicators
and the current situation in the ecological crisis, I will try to discuss whether
humanity is on the threshold of a planetary apocalypse. Second, together with the
examination of some popular climate activism groups, | will defend that liberal views
in the field of environmentalism have a significant role in the deadlock we see in
environmentalism. | argue that the liberal approaches in the arena consider a uniform
humanity, ignoring the economic, social, and geographic distinctions. Besides, they
mainly focus on individualistic precautions/solutions. In this regard, | believe they
are far from properly tackling the current ecological crisis.

In this part, capitalism's responsibility and culpability in environmental crimes will
be shown. | think this culpability is hidden behind the logic of the capitalist system,
which moves in line with the interests of capital rather than the needs of the masses.
Aiming to put forward a study of political ecology leavened with Marxism, my
ultimate point here is to disclose the role of capitalism in ecological problems by
targeting the capitalist mode of production as the primary suspect of environmental
degradation. | argue that the ecological crisis cannot be solved within capitalism
because capitalism’s continuous exploitation of labor and plundering of nature are
not separate issues. Hence, the ecological struggle should be a part of the struggle for
social liberation against capitalism. In this regard, | will try to answer the following
questions in this chapter: Why are we encountering such serious environmental
problems, and who is to blame for the environmental degradation? Concerning the
environmental problems, can it be argued that we, humanity, have not fulfilled our

responsibilities toward the natural environment?

Last of all, my personal approach to the idea of degrowth will be given in Chapter 6.
Together with a summary of what has been discussed so far and a detailed analysis of

degrowth, I will discuss whether degrowth can be offered as an adequate strategy for
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the current impasse in environmentalism. Considering the globality of the
consequences of climate change, | will also ponder what can be done to save the
planet and leave a sustainable life for future generations. As a Marxist dealing with
environmental issues, | find the idea of degrowth and its ultimate goals quite
noticeable. I allege that degrowth’s goals and suggestions, such as social well-being
for the masses, reduced working hours, fair distribution, equity of opportunity, and
production for the needs of the people, can be supported. Nevertheless, degrowth, as
such, seems to be insufficient to solve the current environmental and social crisis. |
argue that this crisis is created by the very structure of the capitalist mode of
production, and degrowth’s goal of ecological and social well-being is incompatible
with the pursuit of perpetual growth in capitalism. However, degrowth thinkers do
not clearly discuss an alternative model when they are negating capitalism. In this
regard, | believe that a strong emphasis on the need for socialism should be explicitly
made while supporting the goals of degrowth.

In my work, | argue for a class perspective while discussing solutions to
environmental problems. Moreover, | think the importance and necessity of
solidarity between struggles in different fields against exploitation, repression, and
inequalities should be clearly mentioned. In this sense, collective political action is a

sine qua non for freedom, equality, and environmental and social justice.



CHAPTER 2

HUMAN BEINGS’ RELATIONSHIP WITH NATURE AND THE ROLE OF
PHILOSOPHY IN ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

“No matter what ethical norms we choose to
embrace, if we want to solve environmental
problems, we must find a way to translate those
norms into policy.”

Considering the prevalent environmental problems threatening life on the planet, the
question of how human beings are related to nature is worth discussing. In this
regard, human beings' responsibilities toward the natural environment are also a

matter of consideration in today’s ecological studies.

Regarding the question of what is philosophical / what has philosophy got to do in
the field of environmentalism, Sarkar (2012, p. 5) says “the aims of academic
environmental disciplines such as integrity, sustainability, diversity, and fidelity are
imbued with the discussion of cultural norms; and normativity is inherently
philosophical.” Furthermore, philosophical arguments help identify which values and
norms we should embrace and to what extent we can do that. In this sense, Sarkar
(2012, p. 28) states that there exists a relationship between environmental philosophy
and ethics, and environmental ethics is based on the question of why the environment

should be protected.

Environmental issues pave the way for significant questions about responsibility,
accountability, equity, and justice. For instance, Jamieson (2008, p. 6) argues that
environmental problems strongly challenge human value systems and ethical

discussions. According to Jamieson, the role of philosophy in the environmental

¥ Sahotra Sarkar. Environmental Philosophy. 2012.
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degradation we face today is to create an awareness of the situation and question the
relationship between man and nature in this context. Nevertheless, Jamieson also
says that “even if there were no environmental problems, there would still be a place
for reflecting on ethics and the environment” (ibid). On the one hand, Jamieson
seems right to me; without facing any serious and palpable problems, human beings
could still deal with moral concepts such as respect, guilt, accountability, and
responsibility regarding environmental issues. On the other hand, it is a fact that the
environmental debate and the ethical discussions concerning the human-nature
relationship have widened after global ecological problems have been noticed by
different layers of society.

Likewise, Desjardins (2013, p. xii) argues that ecological controversies make us
question our values, our place in nature, how we human beings should live, and in
what kind of world we might flourish. According to him, environmental challenges
such as global warming and climate change have a special role in environmental
philosophy in the sense that fundamental political and ethical questions have been
raised with the help of these concepts (ibid., p. xii). Moreover, Desjardins indicates
that philosophers working in the field of environmentalism need a more radical
philosophical approach to environmental issues, including political, ethical,
metaphysical, and epistemological concepts (ibid., p. 5). For instance, the moral
stance of human beings for future generations and non-human forms of life, and the
exploration of the nature of species and ecosystems should have a point in
epistemology, ethics, and metaphysics (ibid., p. 8). In this sense, Desjardin says,
“every position staked out in an environmental controversy will involve
philosophical assumptions” (ibid., p. 8). Similarly, | argue that the dimensions of
environmental issues are not limited to any single discipline; rather, we are dealing

with a wide range of scientific and philosophical branches.

Furthermore, | consider that there exists an inseparable relationship between
environmental issues, ethics, and political philosophy regarding the question of how
humans are related to nature. Humans’ activities and interventions in nature, their
responsibilities to the natural environment, and the actions taken following these

responsibilities are real ethical matters of concern. Moreover, | think one should also

8



elaborate on whether and to what extent human beings bear responsibilities to
preserve and sustain the stability of nature. In this sense, Demir (2020, p. 1)
expresses that different environmental arguments are all searching for the answer to
whether humans should use the environment for their well-being. If the answer is
yes, he continues, then how far can human beings go? In response to these questions,
Demir argues that human beings for sure have to use the natural environment for
themselves to exist and survive. However, he claims that no definite and satisfying
answer to the second question—how far they can go in this intervention and usage—

has been given yet (ibid).

In environmental discussions, | believe that the main point of the actors, including
philosophers and environmentalists, is to determine and put forward a proper
approach to nature that would help humans preserve the continuity of life in the
world. In other words, social and ecological well-being should be maintained and
bequeathed to future generations. This approach should hold appropriate ethical and
political stances. For instance, relating ethics and environment, Leopold mentions
that “a thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of
the biotic community” (Leopold, 1949, p. 224). Similarly, Callicott asks the
following question: “How can we inhabit the global comprehensive system without
defiling it and live it alive and undamaged?” (Callicott, 2013, p. 210). At this stage, it
is required to put forth which approaches and actions of humans may help avert the
degradation of the environment and which ones cannot be an adequate solution to the

colossal global threat posed by the ecological crisis.

Concerning human beings’ approach to nature, Jamieson (2008) mentions that when
humans consider themselves as a part of nature, humans’ feelings of responsibility
and respect for nature are stimulated. In the realm of environmentalism, it is often
argued in the same manner that when human beings notice that they are interrelated
to nature, they have strong moral barriers preventing them from exploiting and
damaging the ecosystem. Nevertheless, | find this assertion insufficient in explaining
the harm done to nature today. In other words, I think it would be misleading to
construe the exploitation of nature only through moral perspectives. In this sense, the

following question arises: Can morality per se be a proper tool to avoid
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environmental degradation, or do we need a definite political stance to change the

worsening situation?

In a world full of injustice, inequality, and repression, it is a matter of debate whether
an individual can live ethically. | argue that the discussion of the possibility of an
ecological way of life necessarily brings us to the political arena. The environmental
problems that we face today are beyond the realm of ethics. In other words, although
a proper ethical approach to nature is a sine qua non for environmental concerns, | do
not think that crimes against nature can be explained solely by ethics. | believe that
the moral approaches of human beings to nature may determine their activities and
the corresponding impacts of humans on the natural environment to some extent.
However, when we consider such colossal ecological problems, these individual and
moral attitudes will not have a significant effect on the preservation of nature.
Instead, we should focus on the policies. For instance, let us consider the recent well-
known environmental massacres of Akbelen Forest* and Kazdaglar1 National Park
in Turkey performed by big mining and energy corporations. What lies behind this
enormous environmental harm? Can we say that when the decision-makers/rulers
approved these crimes, there was a lack of or misuse of moral values for respecting
and saving the natural environment? Or can we argue that we are encountering
serious environmental problems all over the world since we, humanity, have not

fulfilled our responsibilities toward nature?

Inthis study, while exploring the idea of degrowth in various aspects, | plan to appeal
to Marxism's arguments because | believe that Marxism gives us the proper methods
to deal with ecological problems, showing us the causes, interactions, culprits, and
possible solutions. For instance, Tetreault describes the Marxist approach to
environmental issues as “the need to view environmental problems through class-
differentiating lenses and as a consequence of the inherent contradictions of capitalist

development with its imperative of economic growth” (Tetreault 2017, p. 5).

* Akbelen Forest: A resistance by local people of a town against expanding a coal mining project with
deforestation of the area has been performed in Mugla, a province in the Mediterranean Region of
Turkey.

® Kazdaglari: A National Park in the Eagean Region of Turkey under a serious threat of annihilation
due to the extensive mining projects.
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To begin with, once we elaborate on the Marxist discourse for the human-nature
relationship, we can notice a definite emphasis laid on the interaction between
humans and nature; in other words, it is strongly argued that humans are a part of
nature. For instance, Roberts (2020, p. 103), referring to the German ldeology of Marx
and Engels, alleges that a continuous interaction exists within nature, and nature is
subjectto social relations. Hence, one cannot separate nature from the social relations
of human society (ibid). In Marxism, nature, like society, is considered a dialectical
process entirely of change and contradiction. Likewise, Ozbudun and Demirer (2024)
express that, for Marxists, human society is inextricably linked to the natural world,
but humans also affect this world with their activities through labor. Since the extent
of human impact on their environment depends on how production is organized, the

magnitude of change in the natural world has differed throughout history (ibid).

In his well-known work, Dialectics of Nature, Engels states that humans belong to
nature, and our mastery of nature only consists of our advantage over all other beings

in knowing and applying its laws:

At every step, we are reminded that we by no means rule over nature like a
conqueror over a foreign people, like someone standing outside nature; but that we,
with flesh, blood, and brain, belong to nature, and exist in its midst, and that all our
mastery of it consists in the fact that we have the advantage over all other beings of
being able to know and correctly apply its laws (Engels, 1886, p. 81).

| see a similar approach in Leopold’s masterpiece, A Sand County Almanac. Leopold
defines humans as plain members and citizens of the land community, not
conquerors of it (Leopold 1949, p. 204). However, capitalists have made an effort to
destroy this story about nature. I think that in capitalism, humans’ dominance over
nature is strongly asserted, so that it would not be seen as immoral to exploit natural
resources for the interests of capitalist monopolies. In this sense, it can be argued that
a form of dichotomy between nature and humans has also arisen with capitalism,
claiming that humans are separated from nature. Hickel (2020a) mentions that seeing
the world as such is a form of philosophical dualism, and we have inherited these
ideas from a long line of thinkers, from Plato to Descartes. For Hickel, this dualist
philosophy is responsible for today’s ecological crisis, and it is related to the

arguments of capitalism:
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Those of us who live in capitalist societies today have been taught to believe that
there is a fundamental distinction between humans and nature: humans are separate
from and superior to nature; humans are subjects with spirit, mind, and agency,
whereas nature is an inert, mechanistic object. This way of seeing the world is
known as dualism. We inherit these ideas from a long line of thinkers, from Plato to
Descartes, who primed us to believe that humans can rightfully exploit nature and
subject it to our control. We didn’t always believe these things. In fact, those who
sought to pave the way for capitalism in the sixteenth century first had to destroy
other, more holistic ways of seeing the world and either convince or force people to
become dualists. Dualist philosophy is responsible at a deep level for our ecological
crisis (Hickel 2020a, p. 25).

Hickel argues that dualist thought became mainstream for the first time during the
Enlightenment and “has given sanction to the enclosure and privatization of common
land under capitalism” (ibid., p. 57). Indeed, this is the rise of capitalist
accumulation. He considers this dualist approach, the corresponding separation of
humans and nature, a direct attack on the principles of animist philosophy as well.
Furthermore, Hickel refers to Immanuel Kant, who argues that human beings have
no direct duties to non-humans, considering these non-human beings merely the

means to an end. Hickel states that, for Kant, the end is the man itself (ibid., p. 58).

| think that the idea of the separation of humans from nature leads people to
legitimize/justify the right of men’s domination of nature. Actually, this is what the
capitalist ideology tries to impose on people; in other words, through this dualism,
capitalism aims to make people consent to its plundering of nature for the sake of
profit. This is because capitalism pursues not only the exploitation of human labor
but also of nature to obtain a surplus. Likewise, in the People’s Agreement of
Cochabamba®, the capitalist mode of production has been charged with the

separation of human beings from nature:

The capitalist system has imposed on us a logic of competition, progress, and
limitless growth. This regime of production and consumption seeks profit without
limits, separating human beings from nature and imposing a logic of domination
upon nature, transforming everything into commodities: water, earth, the human
genome, ancestral cultures, biodiversity, justice, ethics, the rights of peoples, and life
itself (WPCC 2010).

®In April 2010, more than 30,000 people from over 100 countries took part in the World People’s
Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth in the central Bolivian city of
Cochabamba. The final declaration of the conference is known as People’s Agreement of
Cochabamba.

12



Demir (2020, p. 4) articulates in the same manner that under capitalism, the will of
humans to dominate nature is not an unexpected attitude since capitalists exploit
other human beings as well. As an objection to capitalism’s arguments of humans’
domination over nature, Engels mentions that bringing humans up against nature is

anti-natural and senseless:

<...> In particular, after the mighty advances of natural science in the present
century, we are more and more getting to know, and hence control, even the more
remote natural consequences at least of our more ordinary productive activities. But
the more this happens, the more will men not only feel, but also know, their unity
with nature, and thus the more impossible will become the senseless and antinatural
idea of a contradiction between mind and matter, man and nature, soul and body,
such as arose in Europe after the decline of classical antiquity and which obtained its
highest elaboration in Christianity (Engels 1886, p. 89).

Engels argues that when humans position themselves against nature, consider nature
as their enemy, and make themselves ready to fight nature, a risk of unexpected
results can occur as well. According to Engels, when humans try to conquer nature,
nature takes revenge, and this is a serious threat (Engels 1886, p. 81). Hickel (2020a,
p. 66) points to the same threat of seeing the world as an enemy—something that
needs to be fought and subdued by the forces of science and reason—and states that
this ethic inherited from Descartes has remained profoundly entrenched in our

culture.

For Marx and Engels (1845, p. 61), the possibility of ending the contradiction
between humans and nature, created by the capitalist ideology, and bringing about
some level of harmony and ecological balance would only be possible with the
abolition of the capitalist mode of production. As Engels expresses: “To carry out
this control requires something more than mere knowledge. It requires a complete
revolution in our hitherto existing mode of production and with it of our whole
contemporary social order” (Engels 1896, p. 89). In this regard, Marx theorized a
rupture in the metabolic interaction between humanity and the rest of nature
(metabolic rift theory) emanating from capitalist agricultural production and the
growing division between town and country. For many scholars in ecological studies,
social metabolism and the metabolic rift are Karl Marx’s key concepts concerning the

environmental destruction created by capitalism. John Bellamy Foster, a well-known
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Marxist academic and ecologist who articulates the metabolic rift theory, states that
according to Marx (1887), the metabolic harmony that existed between humans and
nature before capitalism was broken by the capitalist mode of production, which is
always in pursuit of profit and surplus value (Foster 1999, p. 373). During the
development of capitalism, a metabolic rift between human beings and nature has
occurred as a consequence. At this stage, natural resources have been overused, and
this process has led to harming the atmosphere and the warming of the Earth.
According to Foster (2023a, p. 93), the human relation toward nature is a metabolic
one; we appropriate energy and material resources from the environment as a basis
for life, metabolize this in our bodies, and return the waste to the earth. He mentions
that human beings’ relation to nature takes the form of a social metabolism exercised
primarily through the labor and production process. Foster articulates that nature in
this capitalist system is no longer seen as a relation to which we belong but
something to be conquered and treated as “a free gift to capital” (ibid., p. 91). Again,
Foster and Burkett (2023, p. 9) argue that this metabolic rift and the ecological crisis

have also resulted in an alienation of humans from nature under capitalism.

Like other Marxists, Empson (2024) explicates in the same manner that a dialectical
relationship between nature and humanity has characterized the history of human
beings. He also mentions the role of labor in changing nature and society, arguing
that throughout history, humans have transformed nature to satisfy their needs
through labor. For Empson, capitalism has transformed humans’ relationship with
nature in line with the interests of capital. Referring to the alienation of humans from
nature due to the relations of production in capitalism, Empson (2024) appeals to
Karl Marx’s precious work, Grundrisse: “For the first time, nature becomes purely
an object for humankind, purely a matter of utility.” According to Empson (ibid), the
economic activity of human beings in capitalism led to a systematic deterioration of
the environment and excessive use of natural resources. He defends his argument by
expressing that the motive force of capitalism is to maximize profit rather than the

rational use of resources to benefit humanity.

Emphasizing the importance of sustainability for future generations, Marx indicates

the absurdity of the private ownership of the world as follows:
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From the standpoint of a higher economic form of society, private ownership of the
globe by single individuals will appear quite as absurd as private ownership of one
man by another. Even a whole society, a nation, or even all simultaneously existing
societies taken together are not the owners of the globe. They are only its possessors,
its usufructuaries, and, like boni patres familias, they must hand it down to
succeeding generations in an improved condition (Marx 1959, p. 510).
While discussing the human-nature relationship concerning the ecological crisis,
humans’ intervention in nature and the transformation of nature due to human
activities are important aspects to be focused on. In today’s environmental discourse,
it is widely stated that human activity for the purpose of production and development
Is directly responsible for the harm done to nature. In this sense, humans’
interference with nature is often considered to be the ultimate cause of the ecological
breakdown. However, | think all human activity related to production and
reproduction is an exchange and interaction between humans and nature, and in this
sense, not all interventions in nature can be considered pernicious. Humans are part
of nature, and the interference of humans in nature is inevitable since nature provides
a use-value for all living organisms to keep living. For instance, Ozbudun and
Demirer (2024) argue that we should not discuss whether humans should intervene in
nature or not; instead, we should discuss how, for what purposes, and on what ethical
basis humans should intervene in nature. Likewise, according to Finley, it is not
appropriate to see human intervention in nature as destructive since the current
environmental degradation is caused not by individual humans but by the prevailing
system of capitalism and the hierarchical social organization (Andreucci and Engel-

Di Mauro 2019, p. 184).

Marxists argue that labor has a transformative effect within this interaction; humans
relate to nature and produce their physical environment through labor. For example,
Engels, stressing the transformative impacts of humans’ activity over nature through
labor, states that through labor, man creates himself as well (Engels 1886, p. 81).
Similarly, Ozbudun and Demirer (2024) state that human labor not only controls and
transforms the natural forces it encounters but also changes itself as a result of this
activity. According to them, the interaction between nature and humans takes on a
destructive form not by itself, but rather, the destruction occurs in the capitalist mode
of production. This is because capital exploits nature to expand itself to such an

extent that the balance between nature and man is broken (ibid).
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Marx has profoundly worked on humans’ interaction with nature in his well-known
study, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. For example, he argues that
man produces the whole of nature following the laws of beauty, in line with his will

and consciousness, and this is what distinguishes man from animals:

<...> Man makes his life activity itself an object of his will and consciousness. He
has a conscious life activity. It is not a determination with which he directly merges.
Conscious life activity directly distinguishes man from animal life activity. Only
because of that is he a species-being. Or, rather, he is a conscious being — i.e., his
own life is an object for him, only because he is a species being. Only because of
that is his activity-free activity. Estranged labor reverses the relationship so that man,
just because he is a conscious being, makes his life activity, his essential being, a
mere means for his existence (Marx 1977, p. 73).

According to Marx (ibid., p. 107), history is the creation of men by human labor.
Man's relation to nature is directly his relation to men, and his relation to men is
directly his relation to nature. For Marx, communism is the positive transcendence of
private property and human self-alienation, and it is, therefore, the return of man to
himself as a social being, a complete and conscious return of all previous
development (ibid., p. 97). Marx sees communism as the absolute resolution of the
antagonism between man and nature and between man and man: “It is the true
solution of the conflict between existence and essence, between objectification and
self-affirmation, between freedom and necessity, between individuals and species. It
is the solution of the riddle of history and knows itself to be this solution” (ibid., p.
97).

Moraes (2014), considering the role of human labor in the process of nature’s
transformation, argues that even when we presume to be witnessing nature in its
purity, we may actually be witnessing culture and history. Marx and Engels (1845, p.
19), in the same manner, criticize Feuerbach in his famous cherry tree example,
articulating that “even the objects of the simplest sensuous certainty are not things
given directly from all eternity, remaining ever the same, but the product of industrial

and social development.”

I argue that humans’ relationship with nature is a matter of both moral and political
stances. Even though this relationship has a deep history, I think the ecological crisis
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that we face today has deepened the awareness of environmental issues in society,
and people’s worries about planetary sustainability and the survival of future
generations have severely increased significantly. These concerns have also aroused
interest both in ecological studies and environmentalist movements, with various
political and ethical considerations. In this regard, theoretical and practical initiatives
have been developed to react to the worsening situation. In the following chapter, |
will try to analyze modern-day environmentalism and the problems related to today’s
environmental discourse. | argue that the liberal approach, with its wrong-headed
arguments and policies, is still dominant in the environmental discourse, and it
misleads the masses concerning the causes and solutions of the environmental
breakdown. Besides, | think that some radical and anti-capitalist environmental
movements/struggles do not meet the interests of the masses as well, and this leads to

an impasse in the arena.
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CHAPTER 3

THE PROBLEM OF CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE IMPASSE IN
TODAY’S ENVIRONMENTALISM

“The only truth is that it is more important for a
capitalist to lose their profit than to lose the
glaciers.””

Shotwell says that when we think about the climate and future of the world, things

can get very depressing:

Global warming is one paradigm case for recognizing our entanglement, becoming
overwhelmed, and defaulting to the kind of politics of despair that can result from
the recognition that individual purity or actions aiming toward it are not going to
solve the collective, complex problems in which we are differentially complicit
(Shotwell 20186, p. 202).

Similarly, Lowy (2023) defines today’s ecological crisis as the most important social
and political question of the twenty-first century, expressing that this crisis will

decide the future of the planet and humanity in the coming decades.

Concerning the global risk posed by climate change, this chapter will deal with
modern-day environmentalism—the discourse, movements, and counter-reactions—
and discuss the problems that I see in today’s ecological struggle. | argue that the
term ‘impasse’ iS appropriate to designate the current deadlock in environmental
activism. One of my purposes here is to draw attention to the misleading of the
masses by liberal minds in academia, institutions, and climate movements, and to
discuss the reasons for this impasse in environmentalism. At the beginning of this
chapter, the issue of climate change as a scientific fact will be introduced. Second,

the culprits of the current environmental destruction will be discussed, and

’ Sibel Ozbudun and Temel Demirer, Nature, Marxist Ecology and Socialism, 2024.
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accountability concerning environmental problems will be put forth. In this sense, |
aim to examine the role of capitalism in the ecological crisis, arguing that the
capitalist mode of production is the ultimate cause of the current worsening situation.
Here, | will object to the liberal approaches in today’s environmental discourse,
which keep people away from discussing the role of the dominant economic system
in environmental crimes. At the end of this chapter, some popular climate groups and

movements will be given and analyzed through the lens of my criticism.
3.1. Climate Change: A Scientific Fact

In recent environmental debates, global climate change has had a peculiar and
unignorable significance. According to the definition of the United Nations, climate
change refers to long-term shifts in temperatures and weather patterns. Scientific
information reveals that the increase in the amount of greenhouse gases and carbon
dioxide emissions in the atmosphere, mainly due to the burning of massive amounts
of fossil fuels, leads to the warming of the Earth, triggering global climate change.
Drought in Africa, intensive heatwaves across Europe, uncontrollable fires in
southern Europe, Australia, and North America, and heavy rains/floods in Asia: these
events can all be indicators of the climate change we face today. For instance,
according to scientific research posted by ZDF Heute Journal®, global temperatures
in January 2024 have been recorded as the highest value since the beginning of the
temperature measurements. The average January temperature in 2024 was 1,66
degrees higher than the average January temperature between the years 1850 and
1900. As a result of global warming, species are also endangered and becoming

extinct, and we face the destruction of habitats.

I think the peculiarity of global climate change has three aspects. First, it can be
argued that environmental concerns among people have deepened through the
awareness of this fact. Second, climate change has a planetary scale and impact.
Third, the consideration of human activities as the driver of climate change led us to
question extensively how humans are related to nature. Thus, | believe that both the

8 ZDF Heute Journal is a German television news broadcast.
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ethical and political approaches to today’s environmental problems cannot be

discussed without considering climate change.

Expressing concerns about the future of humanity, the People’s Agreement of

Cochabamba puts forward the expected consequences of global warming as follows:

If global warming increases by more than 2 degrees Celsius, a situation that the
‘Copenhagen Accord’ could lead to, there is a 50 % probability that the damages
caused to our Mother Earth will be completely irreversible. Between 20 % and 30 %
of species would be in danger of disappearing. Large extensions of forests would be
affected, droughts and floods would affect different regions of the planet, deserts
would expand, and the melting of the polar ice caps and the glaciers in the Andes
and Himalayas would worsen. Many island states would disappear, and Africa would
suffer an increase in temperature of more than 3 degrees Celsius (WPCC 2010).

Given that climate change threatens the ecosystem and the future of our world, Kohei
Saito (2024) calls for a need for an ecological revolution for planetary survival. He
states that the 1.5 C° limitation goal, which is considered to be indispensable to stop
or at least mitigate the ecological breakdown, requires a 50 % reduction of emissions
by 2030 and zero net emissions by 2050 (ibid). Similarly, Kallis (2018, p. 100)
argues that climate change threatens not only other species and biodiversity but also

the very conditions of living for humans.

Klitgaard (2023) claims that we face an existential threat: “a global habitability crisis
engendered by capitalism.” According to him, we have already exceeded many of
nature’s limits to provide resources and assimilate wastes, and we do not have much

time to solve the problem:

If we are to limit the average increase in global average temperature above pre-
industrial levels to below 2°C, emissions must decline by 73 percent by 2050. Kevin
Anderson and Alice Bows assert that a 2°C increase is not the threshold between
safe and dangerous, but between dangerous and very dangerous. If we are to keep
warming below the 1.5°C threshold agreed upon in Paris, greenhouse gas emissions
need to fall by 99 percent by 2050. Cuts in emissions need to be deep, rapid,
sustained, and immediate (Klitgaard 2023).

Moreover, the issue of climate change has revealed different states of mind among
people. For instance, according to a study performed in ten countries of the Global

North in 2023, approximately 70 % of young people are anxiously worried about
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climate change. They have feelings like anxiety, fear, anger, and sorrow, and they
restrain themselves in daily life due to these sensations. This anxiety is about the
consequences of climate change that will highly affect their future, and the anger is
because of the lack of precautions. While hoping for a better future, these young
people have feelings such as depression because of the despair of what to do, sorrow
for the fate of human beings and nature that is destroyed, guilt because you do not
always do the right thing, and proud of what you do for climate protection (Quarks
2023).

Einstein once stated that the formulation of a problem is often more essential than its
solution. | argue in the same manner that, in the case of such a serious global
problem, the initial step should be to understand the underlying causes and then put
forward relevant suggestions for solutions. | will not get into details of scientific
argumentation, but with general acceptance, science puts forward that the global
climate change that we face today is anthropogenic. In other words, it is the direct
human effect: the consequences of people’s activities and interventions in nature that
have caused climate change. However, is it fair to blame an abstract humanity as a
whole for the current environmental crimes and the perpetually worsening situation?
Or, if it is the case, can we say that every individual human being suffers from the
problem at the same level? In this regard, can it be assumed that environmental
problems have arisen because humanity did not fulfill its duties to nature or
intervened excessively in the natural environment in need of human beings’ material
interests? | think this argumentation provides a basis for the critique of the liberal
approaches and the corresponding impasse in the ecological discourse, which | will

try to discuss in the following sections of this chapter.

3.2. Who/What is to Blame for the Environmental Degradation?

Regarding climate change, it would be a mistake to hold the environmental debate
without considering accountability. In other words, it would be deficient to tell the
story of climate change, ignoring the villains. Actually, the issue is not just about
fossil fuels. It is the fossil fuel industry, the corporations, financial organizations, and

governments as a whole that are complicit in environmental crimes. The culprit is
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capitalism, which rules our world. Concerning the seriousness of climate change,
Serres indicates his doubt and concern about a long-term projection of Western

capitalism to sustain the well-being of future generations:

Air raid warning! Not a danger coming in from space, but the risk run on earth by
the atmosphere: by the weather or climate understood as global systems and as
general conditions of survival. For the first time, could the West, which hates
children since it produces so few and does not want to pay for the education of those
remaining, be starting to think about its descendants' breathing? (Serres 1992, p. 6).

Lowy (2023) asserts that holding human actions responsible for the current
ecological situation would be crippled because human beings have lived on Earth for
thousands of years, but the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere started
accumulating only after the Industrial Revolution. According to Lowy, the culprit is
the capitalist system with its absurd and irrational logic of infinite expansion and
accumulation, productivism, and “the obsession with the search for profit at any
price” (ibid). Aksu (2023) argues in the same manner that ecological problems have
not been present since eternity; they came into the scene at a particular era of the
historical development of the production system of humans. In this regard, for Aksu
(ibid), neither can all actions of humans on nature be considered violent, nor can all

humans be blamed for the current ecological destruction.

Similarly, Jason Moore, a Marxist scholar in political ecology, argues that contrary to
the general narrative about the Anthropocene, this crisis is not being caused by
human beings, but by a particular economic system: a system that depends on
perpetual expansion, to the benefit of a small minority of the ruling class. In this
regard, Moore introduces the term ‘capitalocene’ instead of Anthropocene (Moore
2022, p. 1). Moore (2023) argues that with the rise of capitalism, nature is something
that the bourgeoisie does not want to pay for. In this sense, he uses again a new term,
‘cheap nature’, to draw attention to capitalism’s plundering of nature to increase
profits. According to him, the capitalist class has no hesitation in exploiting nature to

increase their profits.

In the field of environmentalism, it is widely stated that humans have overstepped

their bounds and caused today's catastrophic situation. This individualistic view is
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imposed by the liberal approaches in the field. Huber argues that this view instills a
sense of inner guilt in individuals, blaming them for the harm inflicted on nature
(2022, p. 104). On one hand, | believe that some people or groups are complicit in
environmental crimes through their conscious and deliberate actions that destroy
nature. On the other hand, | maintain that the assertion of complicity theories in
environmental issues serves to burden all humans with guilt, which is unjust. In my
opinion, these policies aim to obscure the role of the hegemonic economic system in
environmental degradation. Furthermore, these efforts seek to generate consent from
people for the dominant system of continuous exploitation of labor and nature. Huber
rigorously criticizes this approach for unfairly shifting responsibility.

When confronted with the question of responsibility—the question of who cooked
the planet—usually, the answer points to ‘all of us.” The story of climate
responsibility we hear is one of the millions of diffuse individual choices—millions
of carbon footprints—adding up to a planetary impact. What is wrong with this
story? (Huber 2022, p. 7).

| think that when enormous worldwide problems like climate change, air and water
pollution, and the disappearance of species are concerned, such problems cannot be
addressed by attending to moral responsibilities to individuals. In other words, the
intensity of these global threats is beyond the changes in personal behavior, lifestyle,
or individual choices. Jensen (2018) criticizes this appeal to individualistic solutions
in the same manner, when the whole world is under such a global threat. In this
regard, he questions whether it would be rational, for instance, to suggest
individualistic actions to fight against slavery or world wars:

Would any sane human being have thought that picking up discarded useful items
would have stopped Hitler, or that composting would have ended slavery, or won the
right to work for eight hours, or that chopping wood and carrying water would have
freed people from the prisons of Tsarist Russia, or that dancing naked around a fire
would have brought about the Voting Rights Act of 1957 or the Civil Rights Act of
1964? So why are so many people turning to such purely ‘personal solutions’ now,
when the whole world is under threat? (Jensen 2018).

As stated above, since not all humans are complicit in the ecological crisis and
because the current environmental destruction is linked to the logic of the capitalist
mode of production, the role of capitalism in this crisis should be clearly articulated.
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However, liberal perspectives tend to obscure the role of the capitalist system in the
ecological problems we face today. These proponents primarily offer individualistic

solutions or precautions based on self-limitation and lifestyle changes.

3.3. The Role of Capitalism in Environmental Crimes

In the field of political ecology, it is almost impossible to overlook the role of
capitalism, a system based on the continuous exploitation of both nature and human
labor for the sake of profit. The solid results of the capitalist exploitation of nature
can be noticed clearly in the ecological crisis. Overproduction is inherent in the
capitalist economy, and it highly erodes natural resources, accelerating the
destruction of nature. In this context, I argue that the explanation of environmental
degradation fundamentally has an economic character: the capitalist mode of
production.

Ozbudun and Demirer mention that when the culprits are unclear, it is also
indeterminate against what/whom to struggle with. In this regard, they draw attention
to the level of environmental destruction that we have reached today and directly

relate climate change to capitalism’s plundering of nature:

Let us not forget: The primordial accumulation of capital is also based on the cruel
plunder of nature, as Karl Marx revealed in 'Capital’. Therefore, from the moment it
appeared on the stage of history, capitalism knew no limits in plundering and
exploiting nature. However, the destruction during the periods of capitalism's rise
and development was never felt and seen at the current level. <...> There is a direct
relationship between global climate change manifesting itself with much more
destructive consequences and capitalism entering a historical crisis. At the current
stage, we now face an ecological crisis (Ozbudun and Demirer 2024).

Similarly, Jason Moore mentions that capitalism, with its destruction of nature, poses

a risk to the existence of the world:

<...> For example, while the lies of “globalization” and “the end of history” run
aground and are out of circulation, the parasitic and decaying unsustainable
capitalism is dragging human beings and nature, the greatest productive force, to
destruction on a global scale. These are signs that the capitalist mode of production
has reached a point of historical exhaustion that threatens the development of the
productive forces and the world's very existence (Moore 2023).
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Under the capitalist mode of production, production inputs and outputs are mainly
privately owned; goods and services are priced and purchased in the market.
Production is carried out for exchange and circulation in the market, aiming to obtain
a net profit from it. The owners of the means of production, the bourgeoisie, derive
their profits from the exploitation of the surplus value. The capitalist mode of
production depends on producing commodities and is heavily based on exchange-
value instead of use-value. In this regard, Marx defines the general formula of the
capitalist circulation as M-C-M (money-commodity-money), in which money is
transformed into commodities and the commodities change back into money (Marx
1887, p. 104). Marx states that the leading motive and the goal of this M-C-M circuit
is exchange-value (ibid., p. 106). He explains the aim of this circuit as follows: “The
result, in which the phases of the process vanish, is the exchange of money for
money” (ibid., p. 104).

In capitalism, production is controlled overwhelmingly by capital, composed of large
corporations and major financial bankrolling organizations. They decide what to
produce and the amount of production according to their profit, depending on market
relations. Many degrowth thinkers and Marxists dealing with ecology focus on this
mechanism of capitalism when working on ecological issues. Hickel (2022), for
instance, articulates that in capitalism, the inevitable interaction of humans with
nature does not follow the needs of people but rather the needs of capital. Similarly,
Hickel (2023b) explains the logic behind the capitalist mode of production stating
that capital determines the way and conditions of production in favor of their
interests: “For capital, the primary purpose of production is not to meet specific
human needs or to achieve social progress, much less to reach any concrete
ecological goals. Rather, the overriding objective is to maximize and accumulate
profit.” According to Saito (2024), capitalism is characterized by perpetual scarcity
due to its drive for unlimited capital accumulation, and “the greed of capital can
never be saturated.” Similarly, Baskaya (2023) says that it would be absurd to expect
capitalism to take into consideration the limits of nature and to respect nature,
humans, and all other living beings. In this regard, Marx himself takes the quote of
T.J. Dunning in his famous work, Capital, aiming to express how far capitalists can

go for the sake of profit:
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<...> With adequate profit, capital is very bold. A certain 10 percent will ensure its
employment anywhere; a certain 20 percent will produce eagerness; 50 percent
positive audacity; 100 percent will make it ready to trample on all human laws; 300
percent, and there is not a crime at which it will scruple, nor a risk it will not run,
even to the chance of its owner being hanged (Marx 1887, p. 538).

Capitalism’s exploitation of labor and plundering of nature are not separate issues;
both are related to the mode of production, which is dependent on producing
commodities and appropriating the surplus value. According to Ozbudun and
Demirer (2024), for capitalism, the only value of humans, animals, and nature is that
they create exchange value in the market. The accumulations resulting from the
exploitation of these entities enable capitalism to exist by constantly renewing itself
(ibid). Similarly, Engels mentions that capitalists engage only in production and
exchange for the sake of immediate profit. Only the nearest, most immediate results
on production are taken into account; they do not care about the long-term/remote

consequences of their actions on nature or society:

<...> What did the Spanish planters in Cuba, who burned down forests on the slopes
of the mountains and obtained from the ashes sufficient fertilizer for one generation
of very highly profitable coffee trees, care that the tropical rainfall afterward washed
away the now unprotected upper stratum of the soil, leaving behind only bare rock?
(Engels 1886, p. 90).

Marx, in his work Grundrisse, as summarized by Aksu (2023), points out that within
the formation of the capitalist mode of production, nature was considered solely as
an object, a means of production for the sake of profit and capital accumulation.
Aksu (ibid) states that the plundering of nature in a wide sense has started with the
evolution of industrial capitalism. Hence, in capitalism, nature is no longer
considered an inherent/intrinsic power. The aim of economic growth for the sake of
profit leads to control and exploitation of land, seeing nature as a free resource. In
this sense, Huber similarly points to the expropriation and the risk of survival under

capitalism:

<...> While Marx referred to the capitalist class that expropriated the means of
production from the working class, capitalists today have expropriated our means of
survival and our planetary future; they have expropriated our atmosphere and turned
it into their private dumping ground (Huber 2022, p. 6).
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The awareness of capitalism’s role in environmental degradation grows these days
among environmental actors and the public. In this sense, it can be argued that the
discourse in the environmental movements has changed to some extent, holding
capitalism responsible for environmental crimes. | believe that the validity of the
well-known expression by Rosa Luxemburg at the beginning of the 20" century,
“either socialism or barbarism,” can be better comprehended in context with the
environmental degradation we face today. Capital inherently tends to commoditize
everything in its mode of production, including natural resources, even at the risk of
planetary annihilation. In this regard, Demirer (2021), quotes Vladimir llyich Lenin,
who puts forth the threat under the sovereignty of capital: “As long as capital
remains in power, not only land, not only human labor, not only human personality,
not only conscience, not only love, not only science, everything will inevitably be

bought and sold.”
3.4. Climate Activism: Demands, Weaknesses, and Strengths

As environmental awareness and the corresponding discourse develop, climate
activism is growing worldwide as well, especially in the Global North. These new
climate movements, with their objections to the environmental policies of the
governments, might be considered an awakening/renaissance, especially for the
young people of the Global North. Through their actions, activists mostly aim to
force Western governments to take action against climate change, such as phasing
out fossil fuels, employing climate regulations, and implementing international
ecological agreements. In this sense, popular international climate organizations such
as Fridays For Future, Extinction Rebellion, Just Stop Oil, and Letzte Generation are
worth noticing. These strong environmental movements perform non-violent civil
disobedience actions, aiming to draw attention to the threat posed by global climate
change. In my opinion, these climate activist organizations have an extensive
common ground with the idea of degrowth, which will be explored profoundly in the
following chapter. In other words, the maxim and the practices of these organizations
very much evoke the arguments of degrowth. For instance, they have a post-capitalist
world imagination like degrowth, in tune with ecological well-being and

sustainability. Besides, they argue for a downscaling in material and energy usage
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with limited consumption. Therefore, these movements are worth analyzing in this
conceptual study of degrowth. In this regard, DeMaria et al. (2013) argue that
degrowth actors often engage in different forms of civil disobedience or opposition
activism, such as campaigns against fossil fuels, expansion of infrastructures, or huge

amounts of extractivist projects.

Feeling the global risk due to the ecological crisis, environmental activists are trying
to create new climate-struggle methods to draw the attention of the masses and
convince them to join their struggle. Their struggle is getting more radical with
various actions like climate strikes, blockage of main roads, occupation of rural
areas, huge demonstrations, and hunger strikes. As a response to this activism,
European governments are suppressing climate activists harshly at the same time,
and the members of these organizations are under great pressure. It is hypocrisy;
Western governments are on the one hand supposedly trying to overcome
environmental degradation, imposing green policies, and leading the climate
discourse globally; on the other hand, they are suppressing some robust climate
organizations/activists in their own countries. So, what has changed in the
environmental debate? | argue that no sooner than some environmental organizations
bluntly blamed capitalism and monopolies for environmental degradation, they had
become a target for Western governments, with the accusation of being criminal
organizations. For example, members of the Letzte Generation were called climate
terrorists by German authorities. As a result, the houses of the members were raided,
some members were arrested, and the website of the organization was blocked by
authorities. A similar treatment was performed on the members of Just Stop Qil in
England when they tried to protest oil companies at Heathrow Airport in London.
Even very old activists were arrested and imprisoned due to their blockades at the
airport.

I find these environmental movements and their struggles significant and admirable,
and | disassociate them from the liberal views that I criticize. | believe that they have
made a great contribution to the environmental struggle via various creative
opposition instruments. Furthermore, these movements are worthy in the sense that

they point to capitalism as accountable for the ecological breakdown and do not try
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to place the responsibility on all human beings. Besides, they call for a collective
climate struggle against capitalism to save our planetary future. In this sense, |
consider these popular movements more progressive than the liberal approaches in
the field. However, | think we should ponder why these struggles do not attract the
attention of the greater masses and why climate justice politics lack public support.
Despite the determination and commitment of the activists in the field under all such
oppression and threats from the governments, despite their various alternative
struggles, what is missing in modern-day environmentalism? In this regard, Huber
highlights the relevance of today’s ecological problems to the basic needs of the
poor, who suffer more from environmental problems like air and water pollution and
water scarcity. Nevertheless, according to him, the arguments of the climate
movement do not meet the basic needs and primary interests of these poor people.
Huber challenges the current environmentalism in the sense that they do not offer an

adequate strategy to win over the masses:

<...> But the vast majority of people in a neoliberal gilded age have been dealing
with austerity and trying to do more with less for decades. They are seeing wage
stagnation, debt, and austerity, and to approach any environmental politics where
your main message is reduction, it is just not a strategy that will win over people
necessarily (Huber 2022, p. 102).

| believe that Huber is right at this point; when we look into the current
environmental struggles, it can be argued that ecological awareness and the
corresponding social movements mainly rely on urban middle classes, including
intellectuals, academics, and white collar workers. Hence, they do not embrace the
agenda of the masses, especially the ones who are deprived of basic material needs.
In other words, these environmental movements are out of touch with the everyday
material needs and interests of the masses of the working class since they are
focusing on reductionist policies. As a result, they are very far from persuading
millions of laborers and achieving a united climate struggle of the masses to stop
environmental degradation. So, although these remarkable environmental
organizations that | have stated above have an anti-capitalist world imagination and
despite their contribution to ecological awareness, l argue that they are also a part of the
impasse intoday’s environmentalism. They cannot go beyond the attention of a limited

group of people, who can be classified as the members of the petite bourgeoisie.
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Furthermore, | think the liberal approaches are still dominant in the field of
environmentalism, trying to conceal the crimes of capitalism against nature. In this
regard, corporations, governments, and their agents, such as the media, education,
and a segment of the scientific community, have been leading us to discuss climate
change issues without questioning the underlying cause. | argue that they are
deliberately misleading the masses and have a deceptive role concerning the causes
and solutions to environmental problems. Therefore, | believe these liberal
perspectives weaken environmental activism, and in this sense, they are also guilty of
the impending catastrophic ecological situation. I will try to discuss these liberal
approaches to environmentalism in the next section in detail and raise my objections

to their arguments.

3.5. An Objection to Liberal Approaches in Environmentalism

| argue that in the field of environmentalism, the individualist approach with the
claim that everyone is complicit in environmental crimes and everyone shares the
responsibility for environmental degradation is misguiding. This consideration
emerges from the individualistic perspective of liberal minds; i.e., liberal approaches
try to reduce environmental problems through a personalized consumption analysis.
It is a fact that overconsumption increases the damage given to natural resources;
however, sticking to an analysis of consumption as a driver of climate change is a
misrepresentation of the problem. It is a common approach in liberal
environmentalism to burden the responsibility of ecological destruction on

individuals and focus on individual consumption and carbon footprint analysis.

As Huber indicates in his different works, “an inward-looking guilt” that blames
one’s own consumption for causing the ecological crisis should be criticized for
deliberately misleading people. Besides, focusing solely on individual carbon
footprint analysis is defective because it does not consider political or social
interactions. Concerning ecological problems, liberal politicians and their agents
mainly suggest individual precautions or remedies within the hegemonic system,
such as not using deodorants, recycling our waste, consuming less, turning off the tap

while brushing our teeth, or taking shorter showers to fight against the climate crisis.
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Governments impose such public awareness campaigns as well. Nevertheless, this
way of thinking does not work since they are far from discussing the underlying
causes. For sure, these initiatives do not imagine and posit a model beyond
capitalism. Moreover, the dominant liberal approaches in environmentalism attach so
much importance to institutional solutions, like the Paris Climate Convention, for the
ecological sustainability of the system. They demand the approval and
implementation of such climate agreements by the governments as a solution to
environmental problems. With their focus on improving the legislation system and
their call to international institutions to take a step, | believe these movements are
missing the point. | consider the so-called ‘international community’ and its
institutions problematic because the ones that are part of the problem cannot offer a
solution to that problem. Therefore, | think it is a conscious distortion of the liberal
ecologists’ views when they are demanding solutions from international institutions
to slow down climate change. Similarly, in the People’s Agreement of Cochabamba,
it is strongly criticized that the real cause of climate change is intentionally

disassembled by these institutions:

<...> The corporations and governments of the so-called 'developed’ countries, in
complicity with a segment of the scientific community, have led us to discuss
climate change as a problem limited to the rise in temperature without questioning
the cause, which is the capitalist system (WPCC 2010).

Eduardo Galeano (2009), as stated in the work of Demirer, criticizes the

professionals of the environment for concealing the facts as well:

Environmental technocrats are multiplying like rabbits. Experts are trying to tightly
package the uncertainty of the issue by producing new experts. <...> The official
language tries to smother up the truth to excuse those who impose models in the
name of progress on the consumer society and those who destroy the world (Demirer
2012, p. 19).

In the climate debate, it can be argued that rich countries always have the opportunity
to dominate climate issues. These countries, which produce higher amounts of
emissions, have a strong influence on the international system and have the power to
lead the decisions of the institutions as well. Demirer (2012, p. 16) points to the 2012
Report of the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), stating that if the people of the
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world lived like an average American, we would need four times the current
resources of the world to meet the demands. However, the need would be only two-
thirds of the resources if we lived like Indonesians. Apropos, not all humans are
responsible for ecological problems, and the level of contribution of people to
environmental harm differs severely. As an example, an Oxfam Report in 2022
indicates that the 125 richest billionaires, on average, were responsible for a million
times the carbon emissions of the average person in the bottom 90 percent of income
globally (Oxfam International 2023). Again, the liberal viewpoints do not have any

words for these worldwide genuine distinctions.

These liberal minds in modern-day environmentalism are far from offering a realistic
solution to the climate crisis due to their wrong-headed policies. With their
consideration of a uniform/homogeneous humanity responsible for the environmental
problems and with their ignorance of the economic, social, geographic distinctions
and power relations, | consider them guilty of distorting the ecological facts. |
contend that we should explicitly show the responsibility and the culpability of the
capitalist mode of production in environmental crimes to put forth adequate
solutions. Hence, we need a different perspective while dealing with environmental
problems. For instance, Fikret Baskaya, in one of his interviews (Yurdanur 2023),
mentions that for the ecological struggle to be worthy of its name, it must have the
perspective of radically overcoming capitalism. Otherwise, what is done is nothing
more than a distraction for the audience. He argues that environmental struggles or
efforts to protect nature cannot be achieved just by saying, “Let’s protect the forests.”
Instead, the initial step should be asking the question of who is destroying the forests
and why (ibid).

In the coming Chapters 4 and 5 of my study, my effort will focus on a detailed
analysis of ‘degrowth’ as a newborn idea/stance in the sphere of environmentalism.
The idea of degrowth is introduced as a solution to today’s ecological crisis,
threatening life on the planet. After an extensive scrutiny of degrowth, with its
positive and negative aspects given, | aim to discuss whether degrowth can be an
adequate solution to the ecological breakdown. Finally, | will propose class struggle

as a key to this deadlock of environmental activism, similar to Matthew Huber: “The
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climate fight is not a cultural struggle against those who consume the most carbon
but a class struggle against those who actually produce fossil fuels” (Van Horn &
Turner 2022).

Let us give an ear to Albert Einstein as the last word of this chapter:

<...> I am convinced there is only one way to eliminate these grave evils, namely
through the establishment of a socialist economy, accompanied by an educational
system that would be oriented toward social goals. In such an economy, the means of
production are owned by society itself and are utilized in a planned fashion. A
planned economy, which adjusts production to the needs of the community, would
distribute the work to be done among all those able to work and would guarantee a
livelihood to every man, woman, and child (Einstein, 2009, p. 61).
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CHAPTER 4

WHAT IS DEGROWTH?

4.1. A Comprehensive Definition and the Historical Development of Degrowth

“Either we find a way to stop those who are
plundering the Earth and share the limited planet
that we have, or we will enter a new Dark Age of
humanity.”

Considering the serious environmental problems threatening life on the planet,
Giorgos Kallis, one of the pioneers of degrowth literature, suggests degrowth as a

solution to the deepening ecological breakdown in the opening words of his book.

Over a decade, the term ‘degrowth’ has gained popularity and brought together many
agents in environmentalism, including environmental movements and activists,
academics, and civil society. However, what is degrowth, and what does it stand for?
In this chapter, | will try to set forth some definitions together with a concise history
of this newly emerging idea/stance in the field of environmentalism, appealing to

various researchers and academics.

Before starting a conceptual analysis of degrowth, | think it would be appropriate to
work briefly on the term's denotation and connotation. For instance, can degrowth be
designated as a theory? Is it just an idea, opinion, or a stance/position in the field of
environmentalism? Or is it a mixture of theory, metaphor, and stance? Put
differently, is degrowth a solid theory of environmentalism, or is it just a utopia?
Kallis argues that degrowth is not only a hypothesis but rather is used as a vision of

an alternative world: “Degrowth can therefore be thought of as a new imagination: a

® Kallis, What is Degrowth? 2018.
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new set of ideas and fantasies that will institute and effect the change of the material
world” (Kallis 2018, p. 118).

While analyzing degrowth and presenting its definition and historical development,
degrowth seems to be easily named as a theory. Since it is not in the scope of this
study, I will not dive into the argumentation of the term ‘theory’ in the sciences.
However, is this denotation of degrowth (a theory) correct? In philosophy, it is not so
clear what a theory is as it is plainly explained in natural sciences. For instance, there
are no definite case studies or openly testable propositions, bringing together various
hypotheses to articulate a theory. Instead, we can use the term ‘theory’ for
systematic, comprehensive efforts to analyze and/or solve a problem. Likewise, in
social sciences, a theory can mostly be considered a perspective or an explanation, or
a position to discuss different aspects of a problem. In this regard, degrowth has a
factual part on the one hand; it is mainly proposed as an objection to the growth
imperative, which is a testable material issue addressing economic indicators. On the
other hand, it is an idea challenging the “social imaginary on issues like
development, democracy, and the good life” (DeMaria et al. 2013, p. 208).
Nevertheless, concerning the systematic critique of growth and the effort to analyze
and solve the ecological crisis, degrowth can more or less be considered a theory in

environmentalism.

Still, to avoid confusion, | would prefer to designate the term ‘degrowth’ as an idea
or a stance, as used in my thesis title, rather than a theory in the sphere of
environmentalism. A wide range of articulations/arguments can be designated as
ideas; in other words, the term ‘idea’ has a more general meaning. Besides, since
degrowth has a political and ethical standpoint in the field of environmentalism, the
term ‘stance’ might also be appropriate. Finally, considering the ease and
convenience, | will often use the term in the form of “the idea of degrowth” or just

“degrowth” throughout my work.

Research and Degrowth, an international think-tank organization working on the

concept and events around degrowth, defines degrowth as follows:
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Sustainable degrowth is a downscaling of production and consumption that increases
human well-being and enhances ecological conditions and equity on the planet. It
calls for a future where societies live within their ecological means, with open,
localized economies and resources more equally distributed through new forms of
democratic institutions (Research & Degrowth 2024).

Miller-McDonald (2021) asserts that given the degrowth community and literature
are so young, there are substantial discussions regarding the meaning of the term.
Today, academics and social movements are paying increasing attention to the idea,
and the notion of degrowth raises several significant questions (ibid). In this sense,
while defining degrowth, Hickel (2021) refers to Angela Davis, who stated, "One of
the greatest challenges of any social movement is to develop new vocabularies.” As
the degrowth literature is heterogeneous and content-rich, it is not easy to clarify the
term at first. For instance, according to Demaria et al. (2013, p. 210), the idea of
degrowth “combines different streams of thought and formulates different strategies
rather than articulating a single guide.” This complexity and multi-dimensionality of
degrowth can sometimes lead to ambiguities and misunderstandings on different

occasions as well.

Akbulut (2021, p. 98) says, since its first use, “the term ‘degrowth’—or, in its French
original, décroissance, as used initially by Andre Gorz in 1972—has become a
forceful conceptual framework for imagining alternative ways of articulating society,
economy, and nature.” From that time on, the concept of degrowth has entered not
only into academic literature but also into the arguments of social movements with
great interest (ibid). Kallis explains degrowth as the reduction of energy and resource
throughput, aligning with environmental sustainability. He states that “in economic
terms, degrowth refers to a trajectory where the throughput (energy, materials, and
waste flows) of an economy decreases while welfare or well-being improves” (Kallis
2018, p. 9). In a follow-up study, Kallis argues that broader definitions of degrowth
encompass it as a social movement, emphasizing policy strategies such as eco-
villages, community currencies, and basic income to provide an alternative economic
system (Kallis, 2019). Likewise, Schmelzer et al. (2022, p. 4) define degrowth as a
democratic transition to a society that relies on a smaller throughput of energy and
resources. They assert that this model will deepen democracy and ensure a good life

and social justice for the masses while rejecting continuous expansion (ibid). One of
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the prominent proponents of ecosocialism, John Bellamy Foster, states that the
concept of degrowth represents a variety of political and economic viewpoints that
reject unbounded economic growth as an indicator of human progress in today’s

ecological crisis (Foster 2023a, p. 90).

The rejection of perpetual economic growth is the main issue that underlies the idea
of degrowth. For instance, according to Kallis (2018, p. 1), degrowth marks “a
ruthless critique of the dogma of more”—that is, the dogma of economic growth and
its ecological consequences. However, it can be seen from the assertions that the
term degrowth differs from the antonym of growth. In other words, degrowth cannot
be merely expressed as a theory of anti-growth or non-growth; instead, it goes
beyond these connotations. Kallis strongly emphasizes that degrowth is not negative
growth, and the goal of degrowth is not to make GDP'® growth negative (Kallis
2018, p. 9). Demaria et al. (2013, p. 208) quote Latouche (2009), who says,
“Degrowth is not a concrete and universal alternative to growth but a matrix of
multiple options that will reopen the space for human creativity.” Similarly, Isikara
(2023) puts forward that, though degrowth may initially appear as negative GDP
growth that respects ecological constraints, it involves a social imaginary beyond
this. Isikara (2020, p. 115) articulates that this contraction in energy and material use
inevitably involves a contraction in GDP; however, economic degrowth (negative
GDP growth rates) is not the goal of degrowth as a political program but its expected
outcome. Nelson (2024) states that the major philosophical criticism in the degrowth
idea is its questioning of “anti-social, market-based practices focused on competition
and growth.” In addition, this critique of the growth imperative in the market
highlights the domination of monetary powers in capitalism and the alienation of the
individual (ibid). Likewise, for Akbulut, although degrowth is most directly
understood as material downscaling, it signifies a much broader transformation: a
break from the ideology of growth, “the repoliticization of the economy, and a
reorientation of economic relations based on different principles” (Akbulut 2021, p.
98).

' GDP is defined in Wikipedia as follows: “Gross Domestic Product, GDP, is a monetary measure of
the market value of all the goods and services produced and rendered in a specific time period by a
country or countries. GDP is often used to measure the economic health of a country or region.”
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As defined in these sources above, it can be argued that degrowth, as a political and
ethical stance, concerns not only economic issues of a material scale-down but also
has a strong emphasis on sociectal formation. In this regard, Isikara indicates that by
criticizing productivism and the pursuit of endless growth, the degrowth movement
argues that the current way of life should be reversed, and society should be freed
from the pursuit of growth and achieve vitality through downsizing (Isikara 2020, p.
111). In this sense, Kallis points to the role of economic growth in environmental

damage and posits the importance of a new perspective:

Degrowth is, first, a critique of the ecological consequences of economic growth.
The faster we produce and consume goods, the more we transform and damage the
environment. We should extract, produce, and consume less and do it all differently.
To prosper without growth, we must establish a radically different economic system
and way of living (Kallis 2018, p. 1).

Again, the strong emphasis on a different way of organizing society is marked here.
Simply put, degrowth offers a way out of the dominant economic model of the ruling
system, which is based on continuous growth. The exit from this system, namely
capitalism, requires forming a different societal model to maintain ecological
sustainability. Degrowth proponents believe that social welfare and prosperity can
increase even under these reduced energy and material transition conditions in this

differently organized society.

Emphasizing the multidimensionality of the idea, Demaria et al. (2013, p. 193) state
that degrowth is not just an economic concept but also “a frame constituted by a
large array of concerns, goals, strategies, and actions.” Establishing a political stance,
Hickel (2021) defends degrowth as having an anti-colonialist aspect as well, in the
sense that degrowth calls for wealthy nations to scale down throughput to sustainable
levels, reducing aggregate energy and resource use to reverse ecological breakdown.
According to Hickel, this demand is not just about ecology but also a demand for
decolonization (ibid). In this regard, it can be argued that degrowth is not only about
a quantitative change in economic scales; it also has a social and political character at
a global scale, demanding equality, social justice, and improved life quality for the
masses. The degrowth idea suggests a transition to a democratic post-capitalist

economy, where production is organized around well-being for all (ibid). However, |
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doubt that degrowth thinkers propose plausible and solid solutions to mitigate
ecological breakdown and to maintain social and ecological well-being when they
are arguing for a new societal model. This is one of the crucial points that | want to

discuss in the following chapters of this study.

After presenting various definitions of the idea of degrowth, | think it will be
valuable to analyze its historical progress. As mentioned before, the term degrowth
was first used by André Gorz in 1972 in its original French, décroissance. Research
and Degrowth (2024) says that “décroissance was launched as a missile word by
academicians and social movements in the 2000s to spur a re-radicalization of
environmentalism.” In this sense, décroissance became an activist slogan in France in
2001, “Decrescita” in the same meaning in Italy in 2004, and
“Decreixementa/Decrecimiento” in Catalonia in 2006 (Research & Degrowth 2024).
However, the meaning and the context of the term have substantially changed since
then. For an in-depth analysis of degrowth’s roots and its historical development, it

would be better to refer to Kallis’s and Isikara’s studies.

Kallis (2018, p. 2) indicates that the initial and probably the deepest root of degrowth
depends on the works of Rachel Carson and Donella Meadows in the 1960s and
1970s. Kallis (ibid) refers to Meadows’ book, The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al.
1972), which showed how exponential growth will inevitably collapse because it will
eventually deplete the raw materials that fuel it and pollute the environment that it
depends upon. Kallis (ibid) states that, according to Carson and Meadows, the aim of
unlimited economic growth and nature’s integrity and stability cannot go together. At
this point, Isikara draws attention to the importance of Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen’s
studies, defining it as “the second phase of the development of the idea of degrowth”
(Istkara 2020; 2023; 2024). Georgescu-Roegen, a Romanian mathematician and
economist, underlined that the second law of thermodynamics'’ also applies to

economic processes. In this regard, Georgescu-Roegen laid the groundwork for the

" According to the definition in Wikipedia, the second law of thermodynamics—known as the law of
entropy—*“is a physical law based on universal empirical observation concerning heat and energy
interconversions. A simple statement of the law is that heat always flows spontaneously from hotter to
colder regions of matter.” “The Second Law of Thermodynamics states that the state of entropy of the
entire universe, as an isolated system, will always increase over time. The second law also states that
the changes in the entropy in the universe can never be negative” (Libretexts Chemistry).

39



thesis that unlimited growth is impossible (Isikara 2020, p. 108). Though applying
this physical law to various non-isolated systems leads to a scientific debate, this
argument still stands for one of the fundamental theses of degrowth proponents in the
bio-economic sense. Similarly, Smith and Smith (1996, p. 309) assert that the second
law of thermodynamics has played an important role in ecological economics,
justifying the view that economies have limits to growth. They quote from the 20th-
century physicist Arthur Eddington (1928), who asserted the metaphysical

justification of the second law of thermodynamics as follows:

The law that entropy always increases, the second law of thermodynamics, holds, |
think, the supreme position among the laws of Nature. <...> But if your theory is
found to be against the second law of thermodynamics, | can give you no hope; there
is nothing for it but to collapse in deepest humiliation (Smith and Smith 1996, p.
309).

Likewise, Kallis points out that Georgescu-Roegen had put forth a thermodynamic
rethinking of economics, that the economic process transforms—inevitably and
irreversibly—low-entropy (high-order) resources into high-entropy (low-order) ones.
This transformation will inevitably lead to ecological breakdown in a limited
world2. Kallis (2018, p. 3) again quotes Georgescu-Roegen (1975), who states that
“given that mineral stocks and fossil fuels are exhaustible, human activity will, in the
long run, have to decrease to a scale supported by the flow rate of solar energy.” At
this point, Kallis refers to the work of Herman Daly (1991)—a disciple of
Georgescu-Roegen—who argued that in the long term, only a stationary (steady)
state of economic activity is sustainable; therefore, the economy must have a
constant throughput of energy and materials (ibid). In his same work, Kallis (2018, p.
4) mentions that after Daly and Georgescu-Roegen, ecological economists also
criticized growth, but they did not go so far as advocating degrowth. For instance,
Gorz, who coined the original French word for degrowth, wondered whether
capitalism was compatible with degrowth in material production necessary to restore
the earth’s balance (ibid). Gorz (1977), as summarized by Kallis (2018, p. 4), argues

1t must be mentioned that living beings (organisms) on Earth have the capacity of producing
negative entropy (high-order). Although they can reduce high entropies (low-order) formed in
economic processes to some extent, their capacity is not enough to compensate today’s abnormal
increases. Still, the breakdown occured by this threat can take more time in our World, thanks to the
existance and the regulating role of the Sun.
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in the same sense that perpetual growth is physically impossible and ecological
realism demands that we consume less. Moreover, in this historical progress of
degrowth, Kallis remarks on the significant role of Serge Latouche, claiming that
Latouche brought together the ecological economics of Georgescu-Roegen, the
political ecology of Gorz and lllich, and the concerns of post-development (Kallis
2018, p. 6). He mentions that Latouche had posited the critique of limits to growth
with the postcolonial critique of development and called for an exit from the

economy in the name of autonomy and democracy (ibid).

Based on the historical development explained above, the international degrowth
community has expanded enormously during the past decade. Starting from the First
Degrowth Conference held in Paris in 2008, international conferences on degrowth
have taken place every two years, hosting many activists and academics worldwide.
Research and Degrowth (2024) states that the English term degrowth first appeared
at this first conference in Paris in 2008, marking the beginning of degrowth as an
academic research area and international civil society debate. From then on, new
scholars joined, new debates opened, and the accumulated knowledge of more
significant movements fertilized the degrowth discourse (Research & Degrowth
2024). As an example, Miller-McDonald (2021) indicates that the degrowth
proponent Timothee Parrique counted 203 essays, 70 academic articles, and 11 books
on degrowth published only in 2020.

The idea of degrowth developed not only in academia but also became a leading
thought in many environmental movements. Kallis, in his study (2018, p. 7), refers to
the work of Martinez-Allier (2012), who stated that environmental justice activists
from both the Global North and the Global South brought their experience to the idea
of degrowth from their struggles against huge extractive or infrastructure projects
pursued in the name of growth. Kallis (ibid), again referring to Martinez-Allier et al.
(2014), emphasized that the flow of ideas between the activists and academia was
multidirectional, learning from each other. Similarly, Demaria et al. (2013, p. 204)
defined degrowth as an example of “an activist-led science” that entered the
international academic agenda in English around 2008, where an activist slogan is

slowly consolidated into a concept that can be analyzed and discussed in the
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educational arena. In a recent study, Schmelzer et al. (2022, p. 13) indicated the
comprehensiveness of degrowth in the field of environmentalism, expressing that
degrowth has brought many struggles together, developed a distinctive view, and

politicized the debate in this field.

Up to now, not only has degrowth made significant progress theoretically, but also,
the idea has joined together with social and environmental movements in practice.
Research and Degrowth (2024) explicates this progress of degrowth, focusing on the
relationship between degrowth and environmental movements. Many activists,
political stakeholders, trade unions, and researchers have an interaction with the idea
of degrowth, and there are environmental movements supporting degrowth (ibid).
Indicating the possibility and potentiality of alliances of degrowth in
environmentalism, Research and Degrowth asserts that the degrowth movement has
already interacted with other movements both in the Global North and the Global

South, exchanging views and knowledge (ibid).

4.2. The Relationship between the Growth Imperative and Capitalism:

The Manifestation of Degrowth as a Challenge to Growth

“Even when the earth will be unlimited, we will
be against growth, because it destroys the human
in ourselves, because it destroys beauty.”**

As explicitly mentioned in the previous section, although it has quite extensive
content, the idea of degrowth is primarily suggested and commonly held as a
challenge to the growth imperative—generally, what is meant here is economic
growth—permeating our current way of living. For instance, Chen (2023) manifests
that despite the differences in their visions of a degrowth or a no-growth economy,
degrowth proponents all share a common critique of the growth paradigm that
mainstream environmental economics takes for granted. Similarly, Akbulut (2023)
defines degrowth as a post-development idea with a critique of growth, arguing that

degrowth has a social aim of deconstructing the ideology toward economic growth.

13 Jean-Claude Decourt. A French scholar in French National Centre for Scientific Research.
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The basis of this critique of growth depends on the assumption that in a world of
limited resources, it is impossible to maintain unlimited/perpetual growth. I consider
this section to be one of the most significant parts of my study because degrowth is
mainly a challenge to capitalism's prevailing growth imperative. Thus, it is vital to
analyze various aspects of growth to understand degrowth's arguments. In this sense,
| believe the degrowth idea has ushered in a new era of critical perspective on

growth's economic and social hegemony.

Economic growth is now a widely used, well-known term that can be taken as
common knowledge. The definition of economic growth is given in Wikipedia as
follows: “Economic growth can be defined as the increase or improvement in the
inflation-adjusted market value of the goods and services produced by an economy in
a financial year.” Statisticians conventionally measure growth by the percentage rate
of increase in nominal gross domestic product (GDP). In this sense, economic
growth is often accepted as an indicator of human progress and development.
Nevertheless, it can be argued that this definition is formulated in line with the
concepts and interests of the global capitalist economy. Therefore, it would not be
wrong to assert that what is meant by growth today is generally capitalist growth or
capital accumulation. Hence, growth cannot be taken to be the same as human

progress or development.

In the field of environmentalism, including the proponents of degrowth, there is a
general agreement on the interpretation that the growth imperative is inherent in the
capitalist mode of production and that the pursuit of endless growth leads to
environmental harm. Empson (2024) expresses that the connection of capitalist
economic growth to today’s ecological crisis resonates not only among climate
activists but is also discussed by a broad range of left-wing and ecological thinkers.
According to Empson, the popular environmentalist slogan—“You cannot have
endless growth on a finite planet”—shows that many activists see a direct correlation
between economic growth and ecological degradation. As a result, the idea of
degrowth is considered a counter-program to the growth imperative of capitalism;

thus, it is a challenge to capitalism’s plundering of nature (ibid).
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Growth, as we know it, is capitalist growth based on the capitalist mode of
production, which is strongly dependent on continuous exploitation and
accumulation of surplus value. In this regard, Lowy (2023) defines capitalism as a
system that cannot exist without growth and accumulation of capital, commodities,
and profits. Furthermore, working on the historical development of capitalism, Lowy
expresses the relationship between capitalist growth and the extended use of fossil
fuels as well (ibid). Fossil fuels, generally accepted as the leading cause of global
warming and climate change, play a significant role in increasing the productive
capacity of the modern capitalist economy to pursue more profit. Today, it is known
that environmental damage escalates with an increase in the usage of fossil fuels.
Similarly, in his interview, Baskaya draws attention to the need for continuous
growth in capitalism, articulating that in a wild, competitive arena, a tremendous
amount of surplus is always needed (Yurdanur 2023). Furthermore, Baskaya focuses
on the relationship between growth and today’s ecological crisis, arguing that if
capitalism cannot obtain enough surplus to grow, it focuses more on plundering

nature (ibid). Hence, this is a matter of survival for the capitalists: to grow or die.

At this point, Empson (2024) refers to Marx, who asserted that capitalists are
compelled to constantly expand production and grow and reinvest the surplus value
of the workers back into production as capital to expand production further. This is
the main structure of the capitalist economy that Marx characterizes as “the General
Formula For Capital”, i.e., the circuit M-C-M (Marx 1887, p. 104), which I
mentioned in Chapter 3. Marx states that rather than considering use-value as an end
and aim (C-M-C circuit), the circuit M-C-M starts and ends with money (Marx
1887, p. 106). In this circuit, the capitalist produces and sells commodities not to
cover our needs or wants but rather to sell and obtain surplus value. “The character
and tendency of the process M-C-M is therefore not due to any qualitative difference
between its extremes, but solely to their quantitative difference” (ibid). According to
Marx, this circulation of capital has no limits, and “boundless greed and passionate

chase after exchange-value is common to the capitalist” (ibid., p. 107).

Similarly, according to Isikara (2023), what is meant by growth in capitalism is

actually capital accumulation. The surplus obtained is not used for the social well-
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being or needs of the masses, but rather for the reinvestments of capital, such as
machinery or technology (ibid). This shows us the difference between use-value
(satisfaction of wants) and exchange-value-oriented views. The capitalist does not
ever aim at use-values; instead, what he aims at is the continuous profit-making
process (Marx 1887, p. 107). In this regard, Andreucci and Engel-Di Mauro (2019, p.
183) refer to Finley, who states that the word ‘growth’ might express an
emancipatory potential associated with qualitative development and enrichment
when liberated from its capitalist characterization as endless accumulation and
commodification. Likewise, Hickel, in his interview with Miller-McDonald (2021),

explains the relationship between capitalism and growth as follows:

Under capitalism, innovations that deliver efficiency improvements lead not to a
reduction of energy and resource use but rather to more energy and resource use
because the gains are reinvested to expand the process of production and
consumption. In other words, growthism wipes out our most impressive
improvements. When it comes to confronting ecological breakdown, we must realize
that it is not our technology that’s the problem; it is growth (Miller-McDonald
2021).

Chen (2023) emphasizes the role of the growth paradigm in serving the purpose of
endless accumulation of capital and states that “what is to be challenged is not just
any material growth but the growth paradigm of capitalism in general.” Hickel
argues in the same manner that growth is the ideology of capitalism; it is the tenet of

capitalism’s cultural hegemony:

Recognizing that the word ‘growth’ has become a kind of propaganda term is
essential. In reality, what is going on is a process of elite accumulation, the
commodification of commons, and the appropriation of human labor and natural
resources—a process quite often colonial in character. This process is generally
destructive to human communities and ecology and is glossed as growth (Hickel
2020b, p. 1107).

Hickel (2022) defines growth as an ideological term, mentioning that capitalism is
organized around perpetual growth at exponential rates, always in pursuit of more
profit. For Hickel, capitalism is distinctive from other modes of production in its
organization and dependency on perpetual growth (ibid). As stated in the interview
with Miller-McDonald (2021), Hickel defines the imperative to increase GDP as a

holy sacrament to policymakers and economic pundits. For a capitalist economy to
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be stable, continuous growth is essential; if the system does not grow, it breaks down
(ibid). Thus, considering the interaction of humans with nature in the production
process, continuous growth presupposes a constant increase in the extraction of raw
materials and the usage of energy and resources. This process paves the way for the
exploitation of both human labor and nature in the capitalist mode of production. In
this regard, it can be claimed that capitalist growth has a non-negligible role in

environmental degradation.

According to Foster (2023a, p. 91), growth is anything that provides and adds value
following the capitalist valorization process. Like other scholars, Foster also puts
forward the role of the growth imperative and its non-stop capital accumulation in
environmental degradation, mentioning that maximum extraction of natural resources
Is seen as crucial for rapid economic growth in capitalism (ibid). In this regard,
Foster, referring to the work of Marx and Engels (1975), says that this exploitation of
nature in capitalism is justified as nature’s “free gift to capital” (ibid., p. 91).
Furthermore, Foster manifests that behind growth lie colonialism, land appropriation,
and the separation of workers from the land. With an explicit critique of capitalism in
the current ecological breakdown, Foster (ibid., p. 93) indicates the importance and
the necessity of a degrowth/deaccumulation approach since degrowth challenges
today’s accumulative society and the primacy of economic growth. Similarly, Kallis
explicates the relationship between capitalism and growth by stating that growth has
always been based on exploitation in the capitalist system, and the institutions of
capitalism legitimize themselves through praise of growth (Kallis 2019b, p. 273). He
argues that investment and growth in the capitalist system depend on the surplus
obtained by exploiting human labor and nature. According to Kallis, to get out of the
capitalist imagination of growth, we should start changing the words we use and the
images that come with them (Kallis 2018, p. 1).

In this regard, I believe Kallis thinks that the growth phenomenon is inherent in the
capitalist mode of production. However, he also argues that although growth can be
considered the child of capitalism, the child has now taken over the representation of
the family from the parent (Kallis 2018, p. 1). So, for Kallis, growth has become the

main actor behind ecological degradation. | suppose this approach ambiguates the
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role of capitalism in the environmental destruction that we face today. In other
words, Kallis considers growth a phenomenon in itself; growth for its own sake, not
growth as an inevitable and compulsory component of capitalism. | contend that this
perspective leads to a misinterpretation of the culprit of the exploitation of nature,
namely, the capitalist mode of production. I lean toward considering growth as a
means, which ensures capital accumulation and the sustainability of the capitalist
system. Hence, the problem is not growth on its own, but rather the capitalist mode
of production pursuing growth and profits. Likewise, Isikara thinks that the
decoupling of growth from the capitalist mode of production leads to a consideration
of growth as a phenomenon in itself rather than an outcome of economic relations
(Istkara 2023).

In my opinion, rather than considering the capitalist mode of production as the major
cause of the expropriation of natural resources, which gives rise to environmental
degradation, Kallis’s arguments here may fetish and target growth per se, decoupling
it from the machinery of capitalism. In this sense, | think Kallis—Ilike many other
degrowth proponents—has a timid approach and hesitates to target capitalism
directly; instead, he focuses on growth itself as the main cause of the environmental
problems. Focusing on growth rather than the mode of production, | believe Kallis

keeps a distance from socialism as well:

Growth in the material standard of living means growth in using materials (and
energy). More resource use means more impacts on people and the environment.
Whether the economy that produces such growth is capitalist, pre-capitalist, or
socialist makes no difference. What is different is that capitalism is geared to grow
or die. Socialism could, at least in principle, secure a better quality of life with fewer
resources and energy and distribute them more equally. This is what | broadly call
degrowth (Kallis 2019b, p. 267).

In another study, Kallis indicates the role of capital accumulation, rather than growth
per se, in the exploitation of nature stating that growth is not the driver, but an
outcome of capital accumulation (Kallis 2018, p. 73). As a logical consequence of
this statement, Isikara (2024) says that Kallis should see that it is not appropriate to
speak of a general and abstract growth independent of the modes of production. In
this regard, what is discussed as growth is capitalist growth, which causes the current

ecological crisis. Isikara argues that, as a phenomenon and as a concept, growth
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appeared with the historical development of capitalism, and this growth is

determined and oriented by capital’s interests (ibid).

Kallis also gives credit to socialism with its qualitative approach to social well-being

for the masses, stating that under socialism, growth should not be a goal:

<...> Socialists should not use the word ‘growth’ to refer to improvements in things
like health or education. We are not dealing with quantitative magnitudes. Children
might need a more accessible and more holistic polytechnic education. Patients may
need more human contact and care from their doctors. Only under capitalist
industrial production do such improvements assume a quantitative dimension
(number of patients treated, average exam scores, added money value generated by
hospitals and schools) (Kallis 2019a, p. 191).

Nevertheless, | believe that Kallis deliberately refrains from the polemics and debate
between capitalism and socialism, and as lIsikara (2020, p. 112) states, he prefers not
to be a party to this historical cleavage between these two models. | can observe a
similar ambiguity in various scholars in degrowth literature when it comes to taking a
definite political stance against capitalism. In my opinion, degrowth thinkers do not
clearly explain their post-capitalist imagination or articulate an alternative world to
capitalism. It can be argued that the academic discourse opts to stay neutral in this
politically harsh discussion. However, when it comes to the environmental crisis,
which is entirely a political issue, | assert that it cannot be an academic choice to
pace around as Kallis does. Indeed, | contend that it is not enough alone to be a side
of this political debate. Surely, it is important to have a clear stance at every step;
nevertheless, as Marx put forward, the point is not only to interpret the situation but
rather to change it. Regarding the arguments of degrowth proponents, I generally see
the situation as follows: In case the capitalist mode of production is considered to be
the primary cause of the current ecological crisis, it would be necessary to propose an
alternative structure that negates capitalism. Concerning the growth imperative of
capitalism, though many degrowth thinkers widely oppose capitalism and hold a
post-capitalist imagination, they do not openly name an alternative to the capitalist
system. This is one of the points to deal with while explicating my critiques of the
idea of degrowth.

As | stated before, growth has permeated into our lives, and it is widely

acknowledged that economic growth is necessary for the well-being of the masses.
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Moreover, growth proponents often make efforts to relate the aim of growth to
human nature. In other words, they argue that the pursuit of growth is inherent in
human nature, apart from the economic system. | think the growth ideal already
exists in modern societies, and it is broadly accepted as a fact. Hence, the arguments
of growth proponents depend on the assumption that human beings are always in
pursuit of more well-being, richness, and better living conditions, independent of the
political/economic system in which they live. Therefore, they always demand growth
to consume more. Kallis argues that the assumption that humans do not have the
ability to control their production and/or consumption, i.e., they have no limits and
always intend to grow more, is a foundational myth of capitalism: “The ideas of
limitless needs and eternal scarcity are a central feature of capitalism, which
produces scarcity and needs it to justify its relentless expansion of the means of
production” (Kallis 2019b, p. 270).

In fact, humans’ dispositions often strengthen this articulation—that the pursuit of
growth is inherent in human nature—with their actions of concurrence and passion™*.
It is claimed that when people aim for better living conditions with abundance, this
necessarily entails growth in material production to maintain the possibility of more
and a variety of consumption. Likewise, Nelson (2024) argues that growth
proponents try to convince people that mass poverty can only be eliminated by
material growth. Likewise, Klitgaard (2023) asserts that it is still a dominant
expectation in society that economic growth and technological change will improve
our life quality and save us from the misery of poverty. According to Hickel, people
do not care about an increase in an abstract number—namely, what GDP refers to—
they pursue growth because they want to consume more, which necessarily requires
an increase in materials and energy usage. Hickel says, “If GDP growth did not come
along with an increase in material consumption, people would not pursue it” and asks
the following question: “What is the point of having a higher income if it does not
enable you to expand military spending, buy bigger houses and faster cars, or pay

people to do things for you?” (Hickel 2020, p. 1106). 1 think here Hickel aims to

' Being a Marxist, | believe that this approach of humans comes from the substructure relations of
capitalism, which determines the superstructure in society. Therefore, again, the capitalist mode of
production is responsible for such a disposition in human beings.
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show that growth is not an abstract, immaterial phenomenon, but rather it depends on
continuous energy and resource use, leading to the exploitation of both human labor
and nature. Moreover, Hickel realizes that the capitalist hegemons deliberately
created this false image. In other words, various agents in capitalism always promote
more production and consumption in the name of growth, asserting that this will ease
people's lives and maintain high-quality life standards and social well-being for all.

Hickel thinks that society is persuaded by the idea of growth in this sense.

As explained in detail in the previous chapter, capitalism is a system that cannot
sustain itself without growth. Growth is inherent in capitalism, and it is not the same
as progress or development. Instead, it points to the capital accumulation in favor of
the interests of the capitalists. In this regard, I think that the imposition of perpetual
growth for better living standards is articulated by the capitalist propaganda machine,
and it deliberately misleads the masses. Because what is growing here is the capital;
growth does not enhance the living conditions of poor people. However, it has often
been argued that a growing economy in capitalism will have a positive impact on the
common benefit of society. The capitalist propaganda aims to conceal the
exploitative mechanism of capitalism in the name of growth. Besides, this
perspective disregards the class distinctions in society and assumes that we are all in

the same boat.

Furthermore, even if we accept the validity of these arguments for an instant—people
pursue growth because they want to consume more, and this will ease people’s
lives—it cannot be taken for granted that economic growth has yielded social well-
being and better living conditions, at least for the majority of the population. Though
proponents of the growth idea consider growth necessary to flourish human life,
there is no evidence that the masses have better life standards in growing economies
in today's capitalist world. Even in the Global North's rich countries with high
production levels and high scales of GDP, the current dominant economic system has
never fulfilled millions of people's basic needs. Hickel (2023a) explains this issue
with the organization of the productive forces around the interests of capital rather
than around the interests of people. He maintains that as a result, millions of children

are living in poverty in the Global North; for example, a quarter of the population
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lives in substandard housing, and nearly half cannot afford health care in the United
States (ibid). Hickel points to history to recognize that what is required for progress
is not growth at all but a fair distribution of income and opportunity, and access to

universal public goods (Miller-McDonald 2021).

Moreover, Hickel (2023a) considers this debate—whether more growth can improve
people’s life standards—a crucial point in questioning the meaning and purpose of
growth. Apropos, we should bear in mind that what Hickel means by growth is
capitalist growth. For Hickel, growth as we know it does not mean social progress or
improvements in social well-being. Instead, it is very narrowly defined as an increase
in aggregate production, as measured in market prices, namely GDP (ibid). At this
point, Hickel gives the following example to state clearly the logic of the capitalist

economy regarding the idea of growth:

GDP makes no distinction between $100 worth of tear gas and $100 worth of health
care. This metric is not intended to measure what is important for people but rather
what is important for capitalism. Of course, what is important for capitalism is not to
meet human needs or achieve social progress but to maximize and accumulate
capital. If social progress and well-being are our goals, it is not the market value of
aggregate production that matters but rather what we are producing (tear gas or
health care?) and whether people have access to essential goods and services (is the
health care privatized or universal?) (Hickel 2023a).

Similarly, Empson (2024) states that regardless of the consequences of any activity,
GDP welcomes all aspects of the economy that encourage growth. For instance,
some negative events that even lead to ecological damage can be taken as positive
for GDP calculations in case they contribute to economic activity (ibid). Empson
refers to David Pilling™, who argues that GDP is not an adequate assessment since it

only works in line with the interests of capitalists:

<...> GDP likes pollution, particularly if you have to spend money clearing it up. It
likes crime because it is fond of large police forces and repairing broken windows. ..
It does not deign to count transactions where no money changes hands. It does not
like housework, and it shuns all volunteer activities. In poor countries, it struggles to
account for most human endeavors, the bulk of which take place outside the
moneyed economy. It can count a bottle of Evian in the supermarket, but not the
economic impact of a girl in Ethiopia who trudges for miles to fetch water from a
well (Empson 2024).

5 A journalist working for Financial Times.
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At this point, the degrowth idea comes into the scene and questions the growth
imperative of capitalism, which pledges improved well-being and abundance for the
masses. The degrowth idea similarly posits providing for the basic needs of the
people while maintaining social well-being, equality of opportunity, and
environmental justice for people without appealing to growth—i.e., reducing the use
of natural resources, throughput, and energy. As it is not within the scope of this
study, I will not make any big effort here to analyze what people’s basic needs are
and what else people may demand more than their basic needs. Still, it might be
stimulating to deal with a few points. | think this question—what people’s basic
needs are and what else people may demand more than their basic needs—is related
to the different historical progress of different societies. In other words, what people
of the Global North will consider basic needs differs from those of an average
African, who is, for instance, even deprived of sanitary potable water. This is
obviously a matter of class distinctions.

Lowy (2020) refers to Ernest Mandel, who explains the relationship between basic

needs and human behavioral inclinations as follows:

The continual accumulation of more and more goods is by no means a universal and
even predominant feature of human behavior. The development of talents and
inclinations for their own sake, the protection of health and life, care for children,
and the development of rich social relations... all these become major motivations
once basic material needs have been satisfied.

Lowy, in his same work, imagines the view of a new ecosocialist society regarding
the basic needs of people: “A new society would orient production towards satisfying
authentic needs, beginning with those that could be described as ‘biblical’—water,
food, clothing, housing—but also including the essential services: health, education,

transport, and culture” (Lowy 2020).

When growth is considered to be inherent in the capitalist mode of production, and if
degrowth is manifested as a challenge to the growth paradigm, one might infer from
these premises that the idea of degrowth is a direct challenge to capitalism. However,
as stated before, since degrowth literature is very complicated and heterogeneous, it

will not be easy to obtain this conclusion. | doubt that the degrowth idea directly
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stands against capitalism. In my opinion, this discussion is important to ponder the
political stance of degrowth. Before proceeding with the following section—the
suggestions and solutions of degrowth to the ecological crisis—Ilet us keep this
question in mind to discuss further: Is degrowth a solid strategy in the field of
environmentalism, or is it just a utopia? Or, in a red meat rhetoric, is degrowth, with

its original assertions, really desirable?

4.3. The Goals and Suggestions of Degrowth Proponents and Their Solutions to

the Ecological Crisis

Today’s ecological and social crises are important matters of debate among scholars
from various disciplines. Thus, we can listen to Hickel to reveal the significance and

urgency of the situation we have to deal with:

We face a double crisis as the twenty-first century unfolds. On the one hand, it is an
ecological crisis: Climate change and several other Earth System pressures exceed
planetary boundaries to a dangerous extent. On the other hand, it is also a social
crisis: several billion people are deprived of access to basic goods and services. Over
40 percent of the human population cannot afford nutritious food; 50 percent do not
have safely managed sanitation facilities; and 70 percent do not have necessary
health care (Hickel 2023b).

Under these circumstances, as Hickel clearly describes, it can be argued that any
environmentalist theory should devise a good plan to prevent a possible apocalypse.
Moreover, Hickel asserts that without analyzing and resolving the social situation
simultaneously, no political program that promises to examine and solve the

ecological crisis can hope to succeed (ibid).

As | explained in Chapter 3, in the era of the Anthropocene, it is generally accepted
that the leading cause of the ecological crisis is the exploitation of nature by humans.
Over-production and over-consumption necessarily entail a material increase in
energy and resource usage, the plundering of natural resources, and lead to
environmental problems. As Kallis states, the faster and the more we produce and
consume goods, the more we damage the natural environment (Kallis 2018, p. 1).
Hence, it is almost common sense that humans should scale down their utilization of

natural resources. Degrowth is an idea/stance that profoundly aims to reduce the use
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of energy and resources concerning planetary boundaries while simultaneously
achieving social well-being and equity for all (Hickel 2023a; Kallis 2018, p. 4).
Likewise, Demaria et al., challenging the hegemony of growth, express that
“degrowth calls for a democratically led redistributive downscaling of production
and consumption in industrialized countries as a means to achieve environmental
sustainability, social justice, and well-being” (Demaria et al. 2013, p. 209). Aiming
at social and ecological sustainability, the degrowth project is a voluntary societal

shrinking of production and consumption (ibid., p. 192).

Despite its complexity and heterogeneity, degrowth is a compelling idea and a very
assertive stance in environmentalism. Nevertheless, though the main arguments and
goals of the degrowth idea sound admirable these days, where the future of our world
is in jeopardy, | believe there is still a problem of plausibility in degrowth. This is
because the degrowth idea does not introduce sufficiently palpable formulations.
Regarding the global warming issue, for example, Burton and Sommerville refer to
Pollin, who argues that degrowth thinkers have not produced a viable set of policies
to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions to sufficiently lower levels to stabilize global
temperatures (Burton and Sommerville 2019). They agree with Pollin that the
degrowth movement has generally concentrated on a critique of GDP growth and has
not prioritized formulating detailed policy proposals (ibid). Hence, | think degrowth
proponents should assert more concrete solutions to mitigate the repercussions of the
ecological crisis and convince people that the idea is not utopian. In other words, it is
fair enough to expect some solid suggestions from the theory of degrowth to stop or

at least scale down environmental degradation.

Furthermore, even though I consider it a mystery how the projected prosperity and
abundance can be achieved following degrowth policies, I think it would be unfair to
argue that degrowth is utterly utopian and does not offer anything tangible. To begin
with, degrowth is taken as a direct challenge to the growth imperative; therefore, it
negates perpetual growth as a societal goal. Since growth entails an increase in
material usage, this negation is an essential point, on its own, concerning
environmental degradation. For instance, considering degrowth as an ethical and

political decision-making process, Akbulut explains the goals of degrowth as a
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reduction of material and energy usage in a differently organized economy.
Moreover, she regards degrowth as “reimaging and reconstructing the economic
sphere where democratic decisions can be made” (Akbulut 2021, p. 101).
Mentioning the significance of a decrease in energy usage, Hickel (2020b) states that
degrowth has a discriminating approach to reducing economic activity; i.e., it does
not call for all forms of production to be reduced. He argues that, on the one hand,
degrowth seeks to scale down ecologically destructive and socially less necessary
production (the production of SUVs, private transportation, cruises, industrial beef,
advertising, etc.); on the other hand, it seeks to expand universal public goods and
services, such as health, education, transportation, and housing that people need to
lead flourishing lives (Hickel 2020b, p. 1108). He says, “These measures abolish
unemployment and economic insecurity for the masses and ensure the material
conditions for a universal decent living” (Hickel 2023a). Similarly, Isikara says that
degrowth proponents argue that the proper question is not more or less but rather
“more of what and less of what?” (Isikara 2023).

Compatible with these societal goals—for instance, Hickel (2023a) mentions that
degrowth scholarship works on clear and concrete suggestions/policies proposing
qualitative changes in people’s lives—many degrowth proponents recommend some
practical measures, such as a way out of fossil fuels, using less energy, enabling
rapid decarbonization, and transition to renewables as an immediate solution to the
ecological breakdown. Heron (2022) expresses in the same manner that, despite the
disagreements within the degrowth movement, “most of its adherents envision a
future where food production is localized, people have democratic control over
issues that affect them, renewable energy infrastructure is decentralized and
collectively owned, and public transportation is commonplace.” Similarly, Akbulut
(2023) suggests a biophysical scale-down rising from grassroots organizations,
renouncing extractivism for fossil fuels, organizing the economy democratically and
equitably, and accomplishing a self-limitation regarding the biophysical limits of
nature. Demaira et al. (2013) also remark on similar material formations of the

degrowth idea as a solution to the ecological crisis as follows:

<...> Practitioners, on the other hand, promote local, decentralized, small-scale, and
participatory alternatives such as cycling, reuse, vegetarianism or veganism, co-
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housing, agro-ecology, eco-villages, solidarity economy, consumer cooperatives,
alternative (so-called ethical) banks or credit cooperatives, decentralized renewable
energy cooperatives (Demaria et al. 2013, p. 202).

Likewise, Nelson (2024) states that degrowth proponents suggest a different way of
living with localized economies of organically grown food, ecologically self-
managed houses, small-scale production, and community-supported agriculture. In
this regard, she focuses on the role of collective activities and the democratic

decision-making process in degrowth, which will ensure convivial living for people.

Even though almost all degrowth discourse highlights similar political and economic
formation shifts and individual lifestyle changes concerning a reduction in
consumption to establish social well-being, prosperity, and equity—for example,
Kallis states that to prosper without growth, we must establish a radically different
economic system and way of living, in which we extract, produce, and consume less
and do it all differently (Kallis 2018, p. 1)—I think it is still an enigma of how these
radical transformations can be implemented/materialized. As far as | can see, the idea

of degrowth does not explicitly elucidate this impasse.

4.4. What is Degrowth Thinkers' Political Stance Concerning the Ecological

Crisis?

“People are suffering. People are dying. Entire
ecosystems are collapsing. We are at the
beginning of a mass extinction, and all you can
talk about is money and fairytales of eternal
economic growth. How dare you?”"°

Feeling the alarming threat of global climate change, there has been a rising
awareness of the ecological crisis. In this sense, it can be argued that the worsening
situation also distinctly increases environmental concerns. Although the ongoing
ecological crisis cannot be reduced to the consequences of climate change, it has
become a commonly held argument that global climate change is the center of the

ecological crisis. Thus, with the fear of the annihilation of the planet, a wider range

'® Greta Thunberg. A popular Swedish environmental activist who works to address the problem of
climate change.
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of people are involved in the environmental debate and are searching for a solution to
stop—or at least mitigate—environmental degradation. However, | argue that before
working on a viable solution to the ecological crisis, the first step should be pointing
out the underlying causes. Coban states that it is not possible to find a solution to
climate change without answering the following questions: “What are the causes of
climate change? Who is responsible for today’s climate crisis, and who are the ones
suffering deadly from the changing climate?”” (Coban 2022, p. 8). I think the answers
to these questions will put forth the political standpoint of the different ideas in
environmentalism. Hence, 1 find Coban’s questions extremely significant in
analyzing the political stance of the degrowth idea. Likewise, Miller-McDonald
(2021) argues that for the degrowth idea to get desirable traction, it should be
abundantly clear about what it stands for and rejects. Since degrowth was introduced
as a response and solution to the current catastrophic ecological situation, the
political stance of degrowth thinkers should be examined because what we face

today as an environmental crisis is directly a matter of politics.

Throughout the previous sections, | tried to put forth various definitions along with
the arguments and goals of degrowth and discussed degrowth’s approach to the
growth imperative of capitalism. It can be argued that degrowth emerged from the
critique of growth and later progressed as an alternative to the social and economic
outcomes of the hegemony of growth. | think most degrowth thinkers successfully
construe the relationship between economic growth and ecological problems. As
stated in the previous sections, degrowth thinkers articulate that the pursuit of growth
will necessitate extensive use of resources, throughput, and energy to increase
production. Since this production process is heavily dependent on fossil fuels today,
the more humans appeal to natural resources for growth, the more the environment is
destroyed. In this sense, when we examine degrowth thinkers’ standpoints
concerning the ecological crisis, it can be argued that they see the growth paradigm
as the primary cause of the problem. However, the question still remains: Do we feel
satisfied when growth, per se, is seen as the main cause of environmental problems?
In other words, can growth be decoupled from economic, social, and power
relations? Or, what does it politically mean to reject growth in the sphere of

environmentalism?
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It is widely stated in the degrowth literature that degrowth calls for reversing the
processes behind growth, such as accumulation and commodification. In fact, this is
a call for a differently organized, new society. For example, according to Saito
(2024), in order to organize society differently and develop a new way of living, we
should first abandon the growth paradigm. Again, Hickel (2022) says, “progressive
negation of growth should be a new society of democratically planned resource
allocation, joint ownership, and solidarity ethics.” For Hickel, to manage the
downscaling of material and energy use that human survival urgently requires, a
projection of a new society is necessary (ibid). While calling for a new society, along
with the critique of the growth paradigm permeated into our lives, Klitgaard, for
instance, locates degrowth against capitalism and argues that since capitalism
depends on continuous capital accumulation and growth, it is not possible to apply
degrowth under capitalism (Klitgaard 2023). Klitgaard argues that a contradiction
exists between capitalism—which pursues continuous accumulation and growth—
and the material world. This contradiction is the center of the current planetary-level
crisis, and it threatens the ecosystem. We can see a similar approach in Nelson
(2024) when she considers degrowth as a holistic, anti-capitalist, socio-economic
movement, imagining post-capitalism. She argues that degrowth requires a collective

transformation respecting humanity and the Earth (ibid).

As a reply to Coban’s question regarding the causes and responsibilities, it can be
argued that degrowth directly holds the growth imperative responsible for
environmental degradation. Considering the relationship between the growth
imperative and capitalism, it would not be wrong to assert that the distinguished
degrowth proponents do not rule out the role of capitalism in today’s ecological
breakdown, and the degrowth idea has a post-capitalist political imagination. In this
regard, | argue that during the envisioned societal transformation in degrowth, the
role of the dominant economic system in the ecological crisis should be condemned,
and the ways or methods to overcome capitalism should be explicitly articulated.
Isikara criticizes degrowth, for the theory is far from judging and criticizing the

foundations of capitalism:

<...> The degrowth paradigm, on the other hand, which is much more dynamic and
heterogeneous, problematizes capitalism and the growth imperative inherent to it and
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thereby pushes the discussion to more radical grounds. Yet still, instead of disrupting
the foundations upon which capitalism as a mode of production rises, it is contented
with suppressing the outcomes (Isikara 2020, p. 95).

On the one hand, the idea of degrowth and its proponents seem to have a political
stance against capitalism; on the other hand, they show an ambiguous approach when
it comes to directly challenging the capitalist mode of production as the primary

cause of social and ecological destruction.

To sum up, briefly, with the awareness of the planetary-level ecological crisis and the
role of capitalism in this situation, degrowth offers an appropriate entry to post-
capitalist thought (Miller-McDonald 2021; Akbulut 2021; Nelson 2024; Kallis
2021). In this sense, Rok (2024) indicates that degrowth is searching for new paths
and alternatives to capitalism. Nevertheless, | believe degrowth holds great
uncertainties about how this post-capitalist society could be built and what this
society would look like in terms of political and economic relations. In his interview
with Miller-McDonald (2021), Hickel tackles this issue by answering the following
questions raised by Miller-McDonald: “Does the degrowth idea have its own
ideological program, or is it a supplement to existing traditions, both, or something
else? In this sense, is degrowth a more immediate stopgap to halt the extinction and

climate crises or more long-term civilization-building?”
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CHAPTER 5

PROBLEMS RELATED TO DEGROWTH AND A CRITIQUE OF
DEGROWTH FROM A SOCIALIST PERSPECTIVE

“Our blinkered vision of growth has brought us
into a situation where we might become the first
species to bring about its own extinction. The
tragedy is that we will not go alone.”’

During the interview with Hickel, Miller-McDonald (2021) argues that the idea of
degrowth has a heterodox environmentalist political economy that is compatible with
various anti-capitalist programs. According to Hickel, degrowth suggests a critical
and alternative path that addresses a wide range of movements, which is actually
degrowth's power (ibid). Hickel construes the short and long-term aspects of

degrowth in that interview as follows:

It is definitely not just a stopgap to halt ecological breakdown because it is not just
about ecology. Degrowth represents an approach to halting ecological breakdown
that is just and equitable. It requires a different kind of economy and a different kind
of society. In that sense, yes, it does represent civilization-building. But it also has an
undeniable immediacy to it. These are things that need to be done now, starting this
decade, for us to have anything like a reasonable chance of stopping dangerous
climate change (Miller-McDonald 2021).

As stated many times in this study, degrowth is a newly emerging idea/stance in
environmentalism with various interpretations. The complexity and heterogeneity of
degrowth may often lead to misunderstandings and debates as well. In this chapter, |
will try to present some problems related to degrowth and discuss the main critiques
of the idea of degrowth. Although degrowth has both right-wing (conservative) and
left-wing (socialist) critiques, | will mostly deal with the critiques from the left,

tackling the issue from a socialist perspective.

Y The New Leam, 2016.
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To start with, as a Marxist dealing with environmental issues, | find the idea of
degrowth and its interaction with today’s environmental movements quite
stimulating. However, with the ambiguities it comprises and its problem of
realizability under the capitalist economy's hegemony, degrowth seems a crippled
position to me as a solution to the current environmental crisis. Throughout the
thesis, my criticism toward degrowth will be constructive, not destructive, because |
consider the arguments and goals of degrowth significant. Suppose the problems
related to degrowth can be surmounted by merging them with the theory and praxis
of socialism; I believe a key to today’s impasse in environmental movements can be

developed.

In this chapter, I will first examine the ambiguities in degrowth literature based on
the definitions and propositions of several thinkers that | presented in Chapter 4. The
ethical and political stance of degrowth and the corresponding controversies of the
degrowth idea will be stated in this part. Second, degrowth’s arguments regarding
power relations and cultural and geographic distinctions will also be analyzed. Third,
the problems related to its methodology, praxis, and strategy, as well as the lack of
proposing a clear agency to achieve the goals, will be explored. Later, the debate and
rapprochement between degrowth thinkers and Marxists will be scrutinized. For this
part, | plan to set forth both the separation and proximity of degrowth arguments with
socialism. Regarding my critical study, this section is supposed to be a vital part of
this chapter. In the last section of this chapter, a comparative interpretation of the

arguments of some prominent degrowth thinkers will be given.

Before startingmyanalysisin detail, I would like to clarify one essential point: | argue
that degrowth’s timid approach to the mechanism of capitalism is problematic since 1
see the capitalist mode of production as the ultimate cause of today’s ecological
crisis. Many degrowth thinkers do not expressly stand against the foundations of
capitalism and do not propose a solid change outright in the capitalist mode of
production. Inthisregard, like many socialists dealing with ecology, I see it impossible
to implement most suggestions of degrowth unless the capitalist mode of production
is overthrown with a social transformation. However, as far as | am concerned,

degrowth proponents are far from heading for a direct confrontation with capitalism.
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The methodology problem of degrowth, as well as the unclearness of the agency to
achieve the goals, are also significant parts of my criticism. To put it another way,
how can degrowth policies be materialized, and what is the appropriate agency for
implementing such policies? Which instruments should be used to reach the ultimate
goals of degrowth? Under what conditions can the arguments of degrowth be
materialized? In this sense, | think it would be better to determine the proximate and
ultimate goals of degrowth first and then discuss the means to achieve these ends.
This argumentation also stands for the philosophical problem of justification
regarding the materialization of degrowth’s suggestions; i.e., what are the means to
reach the ends, and are these means justifiable? The formulation of this means-end
justification model is quite important here because degrowth deals with highly
practical issues. Therefore, such a justification of methods should be instrumental to
achieving the ends; i.e., an instrumental justification should be satisfied. To put it in
another way, can the proposed methods of degrowth materialize the ends?
Considering this means-ends dialectic, the identity of the agent and the role of the
agency should also be discussed. For instance, what kind of power/agent do we need
to materialize the ideas of degrowth, and how can this power—with which
instruments and methods—achieve the ultimate goals? Besides, is it possible to
actualize degrowth policies within the limits of capitalism? If the apparatus of
capitalism tries to hinder the suggestions of degrowth concerning the societal model
it envisions, what is then the appropriate agency to remove the obstacles? Sections
5.3 and 5.4 of this chapter will particularly deal with these problems.

Given that degrowth is a popular concept in environmentalism and that many
scholars either argue for or against it'®, I think it would be valuable to put forward
the problems and drawbacks related to degrowth without ruling out its contributions
to ecological movements and struggles. Hence, throughout this chapter, 1 will first
discuss the ambiguities, problems, and critiques of degrowth; and then, in Chapter 6,
express my interpretation of the role of degrowth concerning the current ecological
crisis. In other words, I will try to answer the following question: Is degrowth a

viable solution to today’s ecological breakdown?

'8 In the field of environmentalism, we often encounter disciples and detractors of degrowth. In this
sense, degrowth is a prevalently discussed idea regarding its complexity and heterogeneity.
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5.1. The Ambiguities in Degrowth Literature

Andreucci and Engel-Di Mauro (2019, p. 177) argue that degrowth’s diverse and
potentially contradictory positions result in the unclearness and difficulties of the
degrowth idea. I think the political and ethical inexplicitness in degrowth, as well as
the standoffs concerning the practical implementations, elicit extensive discussions
among scholars and environmentalists. In this part, 1 want to discuss these
ambiguities in degrowth via the arguments of some prominent degrowth thinkers. |
argue that most of the criticism toward degrowth comes out of these uncertainties in
the literature.

5.1.1. A Political or an Ethical Stance?

Among the many difficulties in describing the idea of degrowth clearly, I think one
of the most important confusions about degrowth is its ethical and/or political
standpoint. For me, it is controversial whether degrowth can only be seen as a moral
stance or if it foresees a political and social transformation beyond that interpretation.
Actually, different interpretations of various degrowth thinkers strengthen this
controversy. For instance, Andreucci and Engel-Di Mauro (2019, p. 185) allege that
the degrowth movement has developed fundamentally around an ethics of
consumption and proposes self-limitation for individuals. Akbulut (2023) asserts in
the same manner that degrowth was treated by many ecologists for a long time as a
moral policy focused only on the outcome of the capitalist system, aiming to reduce
consumption. However, she states that degrowth goes beyond this interpretation
today, with its critique of the current economic model and suggestion of autonomous,

self-governing structures as an alternative (ibid).

Hickel, reminding us of the positioning of degrowth against the growth imperative of
capitalism, explains the ethical dimension of degrowth in his interview with Miller-
McDonald as follows: “If the ideology of growthism offers an ethic of constant
amoral expansion and exploitation, degrowth(ism) offers a more restrained ethic that
values an abundance of time, leisure, love, and equality over-concentrated wealth

and distributed waste” (Miller-McDonald 2021). Moreover, Hickel relates ethics to
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politics, articulating that degrowth has added an anti-imperialist ethic to
ecosocialism. For Hickel, since high levels of consumption in the Global North rely
on extraction and appropriation from the Global South, the call for degrowth in the

Global North also means a call for decolonization (ibid).

In the previous chapter, | discussed the political stance of degrowth thinkers
concerning the ecological crisis with a comparison of the thoughts of some foremost
scholars. Performing an analysis of the degrowth idea around clear political issues, |
have tried to put forward the political transformations that degrowth suggests.
Furthermore, the moral individualistic approaches in the degrowth discourse
concerning the human-nature relationship were given. Hence, is degrowth an ethical
or political stance, or is it a combination of both? Does degrowth only suggest a
different ethical approach of humans to nature, providing individualistic, self-
limiting solutions and cultural and moral attitudes based on lifestyle changes? Or
does it imagine a model of a new society with solid suggestions? When we look at
the definitions of degrowth by several scholars, one can notice that the degrowth idea
is beyond an ethical stance. It has often been stated in the degrowth literature that
degrowth imagines a new societal formation; i.e., it comprises strong political
arguments. However, one can still see suggestions of individual cultural shifts or

moral approaches in the degrowth literature.

Above all, I should mention that | do not separate what is ethical from political;
rather, |1 consider these two as interrelated topics. Especially in the field of
environmentalism and environmental philosophy, I think it would be a mistake to
decouple ethics from politics. Nevertheless, | believe that we should insist resolutely
on stressing the importance of the political dimension of the ecological crisis that we
face today, since the very political decisions have a decisive role in the potentially
catastrophic environmental future. In this regard, Coban (2024) argues that when we
only concentrate on ethical discourse in the context of society-nature relationships in
the environmental debate, there is a risk of missing the political stance. According to
him—though ethics is important in environmentalism because we tend to protect
ethically valued entities—when such big narratives are at stake, focusing solely on

ethics can make us overlook the class distinctions and power relations regarding
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environmental issues (ibid). Even though a proper ethical approach to nature is
necessary for environmental concerns, | argue that crimes against nature cannot be
explained solely by ethics. As | stated before, Sarkar says, “No matter what ethical
norms we choose to embrace if we want to be of practical help in solving or even
ameliorating environmental problems, we must find a way to translate those norms
into policy” (Sarkar 2012, p. 45). Considering the concreteness, urgency, and scale of
today’s ecological problems, | believe morality per se cannot be a proper tool for
avoiding environmental degradation. In other words, focusing barely on ethical
discourse cannot yield a viable solution to the problem. Thus, we need a clear
political standpoint and corresponding political action to change the worsening
ecological situation. As a result, without ignoring the moral parts of the degrowth
discourse, | will mainly try to focus on the political transformation that degrowth

foresees.

I think degrowth discourse and literature are filled with both ethical and political
aspects. For example, degrowth can be seen as a cultural-ethical revolution aiming to
change human behavior and the human approach to nature in the sense that it argues
for a self-limitation of less consumption. Nevertheless, the degrowth idea not only
proposes a change in individual and cultural perspectives but also calls for societal
and political transformations. For instance, Kallis (2019a), on the one hand, argues
that the emphasis on a culture of self-limitation is a distinctive part of degrowth from
other currents of thought. On the other hand, Kallis, in one of his other studies,
quotes from Eleanor Finley as follows: “Degrowth, Finley argues, should not be seen
as a project of constraining ourselves within the limits of an external nature but as
part and parcel of liberation from oppressive relations of domination and hierarchy”
(Kallis 2019b, p. 269). Kallis says that, for Finley, the problem in human relations is
based on hierarchy, and this hierarchy also leads to the exploitation of nature by
humans (ibid). I think Finley articulates a clear political stance in line with Murray

Bookchin’s thesis on social ecologylg. Andreucci and Engel-Di Mauro (2019, p. 184)

% Murray Bookchin, an American social theorist and political philosopher,1921-2026. “Bookchin
argues that our relationship with nature will mimic the structure of our society. If we organize society
around hierarchy, domination, and extraction, then our relationship with nature will have the same
character” (Ecosocialism is the Horizon, Degrowth is the Way: A review of Less is More and
interview with Jason Hickel, Samuel Miller-McDonald, 2021).
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also give reference to Finley and state that for Finley, degrowth proponents have
maintained a negative imaginary of humanity as a destructive force inherently
encroaching upon nature. Finley points out the similarities between the 1980s deep
ecology and degrowth regarding the anti-humanist and anti-civilizational tendencies
of deep ecology, whose traces can also be seen in the degrowth movement (ibid).
Andreucci and Engel-Di Mauro think that the approach to humanity as a destructive

force on nature leads the degrowth movement to focus on self-limitation.

Focusing on the moral stance on the idea of degrowth, Research and Degrowth
(2024) makes an analogy between degrowth and the Latin American concept of Buen
Vivir,?® which was formulated by Indigenous communities. Research and Degrowth
states that Indigenous worldviews deny the nature-culture dichotomy of Western
modernism and consider human and non-human beings in a continuous interaction.
Similarly, the idea of degrowth suggests simplicity in the lives of human beings,
allowing space for non-humans to survive on Earth (ibid). Research and Degrowth
(2024) also argues that this simplicity and community-based lifestyle proposition in
degrowth will yield human flourishing and well-being, which is very similar to the
interpretations of Buen Vivir. Moreover, considering the ethical stance embedded in
the idea of degrowth, I also see the traces of Aristotle's concept of ‘eudaimonia’ in

these human flourishing and social well-being arguments (ibid).

Concerning Hickel’s book Less is More, Miller-McDonald states that Hickel offers
an animistic spirituality and biocentric ethics as a part of the degrowth agenda.
Hickel responds to this argument by expressing the importance of amplifying the
voices of Indigenous leaders (Miller-McDonald 2021). Hickel argues that we need
much space for the thinkers who are connecting anti-colonial struggles and post-
capitalist visions with such animist ontologies. According to Hickel, this is not
spiritualism as criticized by many, but rather, it is a matter of radical politics (ibid).

Hickel, for instance, finds the Red Nation Movement® with the tagline “All

20 Buen Vivir is a concept emerged in Latin America, which simply means living well in harmony. It
is an alternative to Western idea of development, mainly raised by Indigenous societies. Being a part
of a community in brotherhood and without exploiting others are the basis of this viewpoint.

*! Red Nation Movement describes themselves as a group “dedicated to the liberation of Native

peoples from capitalism and colonialism, that center Native political agendas and struggles through
direct action, advocacy, mobilization, and education” (therednation.org).
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Relatives Forever” and the Rights of Nature Movement® with its consideration of
ecosystems as persons promising and inspiring (ibid). As far as | am concerned,
Hickel thinks that degrowth should be leavened with all these historical backgrounds.

As | mentioned above, the arguments of several degrowth thinkers grasp different
political and ethical aspects in the field. Therefore, | think there has not been a
definite separation between the ethical and political stance in degrowth. For example,
Nelson (2024) considers degrowth a revolutionary agricultural self-sufficiency
strategy, stating that degrowth challenges our way of thinking and priorities
regarding quantity vs. quality, money vs. ecology, and competition vs. collaboration.
According to her, even though degrowth initially arouses a feeling of austerity and
poverty, it actually aims for social and ecological justice and sustainability (ibid).
Demaria et al. (2013, p. 195), drawing attention to a critique of ‘homo-economicus’?
as a source of degrowth, argue that degrowth embraces various aspects of thinking
more than any single philosophical thought. Moreover, as a movement of voluntary
simplicity, reduction in consumption, and a critique of lifestyles based on maxims of
working more, earning more, and consuming more, degrowth is a quest for societal
well-being (ibid, p. 197). In other words, degrowth aims to set forth a set of newly
emerging values. In this sense, Demaria et al. assert that the degrowth theory has an

anti-utilitarian and deontological perspective (ibid).

Among these interpretations, Andreucci and Engel-Di Mauro indicate (2019, p. 184)
a significant point: In some studies, degrowth’s permanent criticism of growth is
accompanied by moralistic condemnation of the lifestyle choices of individuals.
However, | think this individualistic interpretation of degrowth is also contentious
since many degrowth proponents do not acknowledge that critique. For instance,
Hickel expresses that degrowth does not problematize the behavior of individual

22 “The Rights of Nature” movement is fundamentally rethinking humanity’s relationship with nature,
and it is gaining momentum. It is led by activists advocating for ecosystems such as rivers, lakes, and
mountains to bear legal rights in the same, or at least a similar, manner as human beings. This
movement is striving for a paradigm shift in which nature is placed at the center and humans are
connected to it in an interdependent way, rather than a dominant one” (Tiffany Challe, Columbia
Climate School, April 2021).

% The concept used for the consideration of human beings as economic agents driven by self-interest
and utility maximization.
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consumers as in mainstream environmentalist thought. Rather, it criticizes the
structure and logic of the prevailing economic system, namely, capitalism (Miller-
McDonald 2021). | think that this is one of the tensions between the degrowth
thinkers and Marxists—whether degrowth is an individualistic cultural perspective or

a concrete political solution to the environmental crisis.

As | tried to explore in Chapter 3, the liberal approaches to environmentalism have
an effort to burden the responsibility of the ecological problems on individuals and
offer individualistic solutions to this colossal global risk. These liberal environmental
policies mainly focus on changes in the lifestyles of individuals, such as self-
limitation, consuming less, etc. Huber (2022, p. 132) criticizes such policies in the
sense that without fulfilling the basic needs of people, these policies by no means
meet the interests of the majority of people worldwide, who have limitations imposed
on them (or whose access to the basic means of survival is denied) through the very
structure of the capitalist system. If the idea of degrowth holds only an ethical stance
and tends to point to such individualistic lifestyle transformations, then degrowth
would have no peculiarity worth discussing since it will not differ from the liberal
perspectives in environmentalism that | heavily criticize. However, | can infer from
the very political arguments above that the political dimension of degrowth

outweighs the ethical part of the idea.

5.1.2. Austerity or Egalitarian Abundance?

One of the inexplicitness related to the idea of degrowth is about the promises that it
makes. In sections 4.1 and 4.2, | have often emphasized that degrowth imagines and
encompasses a social and political transformation challenging the growth imperative
of capitalism, which is considered to lead to an ecological crisis due to its perpetual
need for the overuse of energy and material throughput. In this sense, the main
objective of the degrowth idea, as asserted by many of its thinkers, is to form a new
social model of fair distribution and justice, securing the social well-being of people,
compatible with ecological sustainability. Degrowth proponents suggest an exit from
today’s growth-based economic system, staying in line with nature’s limits. For

instance, Hickel praises degrowth, stressing that degrowth can achieve this reduction
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while improving human well-being and ensuring good lives for people. For Hickel,
this is the core principle of degrowth, which can be posited as an entry into the post-

capitalist world.

However, it sounds a little confusing to me when it is argued that social well-being
can be maintained with a smaller scale of production (and consumption as well) with
less energy and resource usage. Therefore, it would be a valid question to ask
whether it is possible to improve the living standards of the masses with such a scale-
down that degrowth asserts. In this sense, does the degrowth idea envisage austerity
or egalitarian abundance for people? | think this is a crucial question that needs to be
clarified. | argue that degrowth policies do not clearly present the possibility of
obtaining social well-being for the masses with a reduction in material throughput
and energy. Thus, degrowth’s arguments are far from convincing people that they
will benefit from the formulations of degrowth.

Huber (2023b) suggests the term “politics of less’ to explain the policies of degrowth,
stating that degrowth’s programmatic definitions put forward a formulation of
downscaling and reduction in various fields. Huber problematizes the pledges of

degrowth proponents as follows:

Imagine what it would take to give the entire planet public housing, public transit,
reliable electricity, and modern water-sewage services. Now, imagine trying to
achieve this while also shrinking aggregate material resource use. To say the least,
this sounds like a difficult task (Huber 2023a).

Some right-wing populist politicians scorn degrowth’s proposals similarly, claiming
that degrowth cannot propose anything for the advantage of people exposed to
poverty; rather, degrowth thinkers pave the way for more poverty and austerity.
These politicians make propaganda against degrowth, stating that what degrowth
posits will make the lives of the people struggling with poverty—particularly people
working for low wages—more difficult because degrowth calls for a reduction in
material and energy use. Likewise, Hickel indicates that some “bad-faith commentators”
have attempted to represent degrowth as primitivist austerity, intrinsically harmful,
especially to the people of the Global South (Miller-McDonald 2021).
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In this regard, I think Ross Clark can be considered a “bad-faith commentator” that
Hickel mentions. He states that the degrowth idea mainly appeals to the middle
classes and “revolves around matters of taste as much as the environment” (Clark

2023). Clark continues his arguments against degrowth proponents with a diatribe:

If you are a nurse, ambulance driver, driving examiner, or a member of the many
other groups who have been striking about the failure of your wages to keep pace
with inflation, your enemy is not Hunt?; it is the degrowthers. It is they who want to
reduce the buying power of your wages year on year. If a conservative minister were
to say, ‘Nurses, why don’t you forget your pay claim and learn to live life with less,
to concentrate on mental wellbeing rather than material goods?’ the sky would fall in
(Clark 2023).

Regarding this discussion, Empson (2024) alleges that working people have been
exposed to heavy attacks on their living standards, especially since the 2008 global
financial crisis. Under these circumstances, degrowth’s reductionist slogans could be
understood as new attacks on the material conditions of the working class (ibid).
Further, Empson (2024), in his study, quotes Matthew Huber, who strongly criticizes
the idea of degrowth with the following question: “In a capitalist system defined by
deprivation, who will support a program centering reduction?”. Embracing Huber’s
arguments, Empson adds that if degrowth proponents cannot apart degrowth from
austerity, the idea will be very far from getting support from the working class (ibid).
Similarly, Driscoll (2024) asserts that degrowth does not offer an adequate theory of
political transformation, and he indicates the difficulty of embracing degrowth

policies, especially for emerging economies in the Global South.

As stated many times throughout the study, degrowth is often explained with the
arguments of forming a different society and a different way of thinking and living.
In this sense, the question of whether degrowth is a palpable theory or if it only
consists of a utopia is significant concerning the critiqgues of degrowth. The
ambiguities and controversies in the degrowth discourse make it difficult to give a
straight answer to this question. | think this is a problem of realizability for

degrowth’s propositions.

** Jeremy Hunt: British Chancellor of the Exchequer, 2022-2024.
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5.1.3. Are Power Relations and Social Distinctions Considered by Degrowth

Thinkers?

In this part, | will try to discuss the inadequacy of the degrowth idea regarding the
social, economic, and geographic distinctions and power relations worldwide. | argue
that degrowth arguments cannot be offered everywhere. | believe this discussion will

also help us ponder the realizability of the idea of degrowth.

Being a challenge to the growth imperative of capitalism, degrowth envisions and
introduces an alternative way of thinking; it suggests a new economic and societal
model in which material throughput and energy are reduced to be compatible with
nature. Hence, degrowth is proposed as a solution to the world's current ecological
and social crises. However, can degrowth be applied to the different regions of the
world with different social and economic characteristics and historical backgrounds?
In other words, can we discuss any idea in environmentalism today without
considering the socio-economic and geographic distinctions? Can power relations,
hegemony, imperialism, invasions, and wars be ignored in the environmental debate?

Besides, can we argue that degrowth reckons with all these facts about our world?

| argue that any idea dealing with environmental issues should take into
consideration the inequalities throughout the world and suggest appropriate methods
concerning these distinctions. For instance, it is widely mentioned that not all human
beings suffer from the consequences of the ecological crisis at the same level. For
instance, Shotwell asserts, as an example of climate injustice, that people experience
more of the harm of global warming if they are living in poverty or in nations that
have been colonized (Shotwell 2016, p. 202). As experienced in various cases,
people of the Global South suffer more severely from environmental problems, such
as droughts, floods, and pollution. Besides, the worst impacts of the ecological crisis
are felt by the nations and regions of the Global South that have had very little
negative impact on the environment. So, can degrowth cure the pains of the
Wretched of the Earth®?

% The Wretched of the Earth: a 1961 book written by Frantz Fanon.
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In this regard, when degrowth’s clear position against growth is at stake, defending
degrowth in the Global South seems controversial since degrowth explicitly suggests
a downscaling in production. In other words, it is not certain whether degrowth and
its proposals are desirable in the Global South, where millions of people are deprived
of their basic needs. In my opinion, it is not convincing that an idea or a stance
mainly focusing on reducing production and consumption can heal the misery of the
poor. In this sense, | consider it a mystery how the projected prosperity and
abundance can be achieved for the masses following degrowth policies. Thus, the
preferability of degrowth is questionable, especially in the regions where people live
in deep poverty and deprivation.

Lowy, on the one hand, admits that the countries of the Global South need
development; on the other hand, he believes this development can be sustained in a
different way, compatible with the arguments of degrowth:

<...> The ‘underdeveloped' countries of the Global South (Asia, Africa, and Latin
America), where basic needs are very far from being satisfied, will need a process of
‘development’ including building railroads, water and sewage systems, public
transport, and other infrastructures. However, there is no reason why this cannot be
accomplished through a productive system that is environmentally friendly and
based on renewable energies. These countries will need to grow great amounts of
food to nourish their hungry populations, but this can be much better achieved—as
the peasant movements organized worldwide in the Via Campesina network have
been arguing for years—by a peasant biological agriculture based on family units,
cooperatives, or collectivist farms (Lowy 2023).

Regarding this debate, Hickel is probably the most distinguished degrowth thinker,
who focuses on the distinctions between the Global North and the Global South
while defending the idea of degrowth. First, Hickel explicates that since degrowth
aims to reduce the excess use of energy and resources, degrowth’s suggestions do not
apply to economies that do not use high amounts of resources and energy. Second,
for him, “capital accumulation in the core depends on draining labor and resources
from the periphery” (Hickel 2023b). Hence, economic growth in the Global North
requires the appropriation of resources worldwide, and this structure has a colonialist
background in the Global South (Hickel 2021). In this regard, he introduces the term
‘ecological debt’ concerning the differences between the Global North and the

Global South. Nelson (2024) states in the same manner that tension exists between
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the Global North and South perspectives of degrowth, and degrowth cannot be
applicable in the Global South. However, she believes that the idea of degrowth can
still meet the struggles for decolonization and environmental justice in the Global
South.

As | previously quoted, Hickel, in his interview with Miller-McDonald (2021),
focuses on the importance of speaking of anti-imperialism and anti-colonialism in
environmental issues and praises degrowth in this context. According to Hickel,
degrowth brings an ethic of anti-imperialism in the sense that high consumption in
the Global North relies on extraction and appropriation in the Global South, and
degrowth considers these dynamics (ibid). Likewise, according to Jason Moore
(2023), the role of imperialism is fundamental in ecological problems, and we need a
distinction between imperialist and colonized countries. He states that anyone talking
about climate justice must necessarily be anti-imperialist because we cannot talk
about a democratic transition, climate justice, for instance, without demanding the
withdrawal of the armies of the imperialist countries from other regions of the world
(ibid). Foster (2023a) points to the colonialist background in the growth of the
Global North as well, asserting that economic growth requires the appropriation of
resources, mainly in the Global South. According to Foster, the appropriation of land
and exploitation of labor and nature are hidden behind growth, and this is not only
unsustainable but also unjust (ibid). Even though what Foster mentions is about the
primitive accumulation and the enclosure process throughout the development of
early capitalism, I think we can still notice the same exploitation methods in line with
the interests of the capital. For example, the separation of local people from the land
by appropriating rural areas in favor of extractivist projects widens poverty today.
With its refusal of the growth imperative of capitalism, exploiting both nature and
human labor, Foster thinks that degrowth pays regard to deprivation in the Global
South. Similarly, Demaria et al. (2013, p. 200) defend the degrowth idea, arguing
that degrowth positions itself as “an ally of the global environmental justice

movements,” which has strong historical roots in the Global South.

As most explicitly mentioned by Hickel, many degrowth thinkers argue that

degrowth policies cannot be implemented in the Global South since it is not possible
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to actualize reductionist policies in regions exposed to poverty. Instead, they foresee
and plan to reduce the material and energy usage in the Global North, which they
think will directly lead to reduced production and consumption. Degrowth thinkers
believe that this reduction in the Global North will help stop the exploitation of both
nature and humans in the Global South as well.

In my opinion, degrowth policies, in general, do not sufficiently reckon with the
functioning of the world system. In other words, I argue that degrowth’s assertions,
without touching upon these political relations, are not plausible in their original
position. When discussing any global environmental policy, | believe we do not
have the option to overlook power relations and the hegemonic structure in our
world. For instance, according to a recent study®®, “rebuilding Gaza after Israel’s
bombardment would come at an environmental cost of 60 million tons of CO,, and
this amount is more than the annual emissions of 135 individual nations.”
Considering the arguments of that study, how can we merely focus on and offer a
reduction in production as a solution to this environmental degradation under these
circumstances? | believe that without considering the role of wars and invasions in
today’s ecological destruction, any theory in environmentalism will be crippled. As
ground for my assertion, | think the Libyan floods of 2023 would be explanatory.
The floods in September 2023 caused the loss of more than 10,000 lives in Libya.
Although it was an environmental disaster, one cannot rule out the role of the
imperialist invasion in 2011 in this catastrophe, which destroyed all the infrastructure
of the country. In this sense, it is not the consequence of the ecological crisis per se,
but rather the very consequences of imperialist intervention that had demolished the

country.

To conclude this part, | argue that the arguments of the degrowth proponents do not
sufficiently consider the role of power relations and social, economic, and
geographic distinctions worldwide. If degrowth is not an applicable theory in the
Global South, as accepted by many degrowth proponents, what do we offer as a
concrete solution for billions of people in the Global South? Degrowth thinkers

respond to this question with an alliance of the degrowth idea with the anti-colonial

% pyblished by Harriet Reuter Hapgood on 07.06.2024 in Euronews.
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social movements of justice in the Global South. However, with its anti-growth and
anti-developmental arguments, | think it is not clear whether the movements of the
Global South will agree with the arguments of degrowth or whether people living in
that territory will demand what degrowth proposes. Moreover, if we hope for help
from anti-colonial social and environmental justice movements of the Global
South—which are on their own quite influential—for the sake of ecological well-

being, then why do we need such a new stance like degrowth?

Although degrowth proponents are trying to integrate degrowth policies into the
movements of the Global South, we cannot rule out the fact that, among all other
assertions, the main idea of degrowth is downscaling resource use, material
throughput, and energy transition. Therefore, | think degrowth policies as such are
not compatible with the economies of poor nations. Moreover, what can be said
about the class politics of degrowth in the Global North, i.e., about the people of the
Global North who are living in poverty and deprived of their basic needs? Hence,
how do we reconcile degrowth with the reality of working-class poverty in the
world's rich countries? Can poor people in rich and developed countries be persuaded
by degrowth policies that suggest a socio-economic model limiting their

consumption?

Furthermore, | believe it is still uncertain how the rich and dominant countries will
consent to a downsizing in their production for the good of poor nations and the sake

of nature. This question leads us to the methodology problem in the degrowth idea.

5.2. The Methodology Problem in Degrowth

Among many critiques of degrowth, I think one of the most vital criticisms of the
degrowth idea is about realizability, i.e., its inadequacy in the possibility of
materialization. | argue that the ambiguities in degrowth literature also pave the way

for this realizability problem.

Degrowth envisions a new economic and societal model characterized by a new way

of living depending on reduced production and consumption via a reduction in
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material and energy usage. Nevertheless, what do degrowth proponents think about
materializing their policies? How can this new economic and societal system be
maintained? | contend that degrowth proponents do not explicitly argue how
degrowth policies and the social and economic transformation they suggest could be
implemented—what are the conditions of degrowth’s realizability? They do not
present concrete and powerful arguments to convince the masses about how such a

society can be achieved, and I consider this a vital problem.

To begin with, | believe that the notion of degrowth is positive; the idea, its goals,
and the corresponding proposals can be supported. For example, I find degrowth’s
ultimate goal of a different society of equality compatible with nature and its aim of
revising redistribution in favor of a democratic and just social relations model
admirable. Under the permanent threat of planetary survival due to the accelerating
ecological breakdown, the ultimate goal may also be defined as to survive and
bequeath a livable world for future generations. Kallis (2018, p. 118) alleges that in a
degrowth society, the economy is not itself an end but a means to a superior end: “the

satisfaction of our biological needs and our quest for meaning.”

As the idea of degrowth positions itself against the growth imperative of capitalism, |
believe it would not be possible to implement degrowth policies without
overthrowing the capitalist system as a whole. In this regard, Hickel quotes Murray
Bookchin, who expressed the relationship of capitalism with growth and mentioned
the difficulty of decoupling these two: “Capitalism can no more be persuaded to limit
growth than a human being can be persuaded to stop breathing” (Hickel 2020a, p.
78). Thus, considering how capitalism is addicted to growth and profits, | think one
must ponder how the goals of degrowth can be achieved without changing the
capitalist mode of production. Or, like some degrowth thinkers argue, if a radical
change/transformation in the economic and social system is considered, what should
be the proper instruments to overcome such a tough and dominant system, supported
by state power? Many degrowth proponents continuously criticize capitalism and
imagine a post-capitalist society. However, it is not explicit what kind of system the
degrowth idea suggests, whether such a system change is considered. As Isikara

(2023) rightly questions, “Taking capitalism as a whole mode of production, what
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are we to replace the central elements of capitalism in a post-capitalist or degrowth
society?” In this regard, as an example, Isikara states that since the free market is the
central coordinating mechanism in a capitalist economy, degrowth thinkers should
offer a solid alternative in their post-capitalist society to the regulating role of the

market in capitalism (ibid).

Based on a poll conducted at the 2014 International Degrowth Conference in
Leipzig, Schmelzer et al. speak of the envisioned transformation to a degrowth

society:

Attendees largely agreed that economic growth without the destruction of nature is
an illusion and that, therefore, industrialized countries need to equitably downscale
production and consumption; they also mostly agreed that, consequently, the rich
will have to do without some amenities to which they have become accustomed, and
that the transformation to a degrowth society must come from below, will be
peaceful, and will require overcoming capitalism and patriarchy (Schmelzer et al.
2022, p. 17).

Regarding the applicability of degrowth, Demaria et al. (2013, p. 205) state in the
same manner that it remains unclear in the degrowth literature how the socio-
ecological transformation might take place at macro scales and which institutions
should be involved in this transformation. Maintaining doubts about the possibility of
such a transformation, similar questions are raised by Klitgaard (2023): “What would
a transformation towards economies that prosper without growth look like, and under
what conditions may that transformation be realized? What policies and grassroots
practices could catalyze it?” Klitgaard also argues that nearly all degrowth thinkers
know the difficulty of implementing degrowth’s suggestions (ibid). Moreover,
Klitgaard draws attention to the inadequacy of the degrowth literature regarding the

possible resistance against its policies:

The degrowth literature contains little on the resistance the transformation will
encounter, not only from workers and consumers, who see their provisions reduced
but from the power of the capitalist class to resist any limitations on their power to
accumulate. We should expect such a pushback from capitalists themselves, from a
barrage of advertising and media, and from hired politicians (Klitgaard 2023).

Similar concerns can be seen in Kallis’s arguments. For instance, Kallis states that it

would be unrealistic to expect that the ruling classes would release their power and
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renounce their interests in the name of a broader common good (Kallis 2018, p. 141).
Likewise, Huber (2023b) highlights the importance of possessing power for the
realization of degrowth arguments and states that the solution to ecological issues
within a capitalist economy is not degrowth itself but rather the control and power
over resources. | think Huber shows us below how we can overcome the possible

resistance against degrowth policies that Klitgaard expressed:

The ecological crisis is a problem of power. Capitalists have all the power to control
the social relation to nature—and will destroy it in the interest of profits. So we need
a kind of counter-power—a social force that can wrestle control over production and
investment, to guide society toward a sustainable production system. This is a class
struggle over power (Huber 2023b).

In Chapter 4, | extensively discussed the connection between the capitalist mode of
production and the growth imperative. Capitalism’s pursuit of endless growth arises
from the system's very nature. Therefore, it would not be rational to imagine that the
capitalist system would voluntarily renounce its core principle and driving force.
Empson (2024) considers it impossible for capitalism to operate differently since the
growth imperative always entails more production with excessive usage of energy
and material throughput. Again, we come to the same point: given that the hegemon
economic system strictly positions itself against degrowth policies, what are the
appropriate methods to achieve our goals, i.e., to maintain the societal transformation
envisaged by the degrowth paradigm? To answer these questions, Kallis refers to
Latouche, who defines degrowth as a process of building an autonomous, convivial
society and making its own laws (Kallis 2018, p. 10). Nevertheless, it is again
ambiguous how this autonomous society can be founded under these circumstances.
There is no exact information about the instruments to be used during the formation
of this new society. For instance, to part with the growth imperative of capitalism,
are we going to seize the means of production and consequently seize the state power
in favor of the working class and the interests of the masses?

Likewise, Isikara (2024) points to this unclearness in the degrowth literature,
indicating that degrowth proponents deliberately refrain from discussing the mode of
production and focus on an imaginary post-capitalist society concerning lifestyle

choices. According to Isikara, since the social relations on which growth is built are
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inherent in capitalism, it would be wrong to abstract growth from the underlying
mechanism, namely the capitalist mode of production. Therefore, degrowth thinkers
must openly fight capital accumulation and the capitalist system to reach their

ultimate goals (ibid).

However, as absurd as it is to imagine a capitalist economy that does not grow, it is
equally absurd to think that one can move beyond capitalism without overturning the
property relations that are the basis of capitalism, without replacing the market
mechanism and the pursuit of profit with other means and processes that will take on
the function of organizing production (Isikara 2024).

Concerning the methods to achieve the ultimate goals of degrowth, another problem
Is the reorganization of the economy in this envisioned post-capitalist society. In
other words, how will we organize production and reproduction with the propositions
of degrowth? For instance, as stated above, Isikara questioned the surrogate of the
role of the market in the capitalist economy. Latouche calls for an exit from the
dominant economic system in the name of autonomy and democracy compatible with
degrowth policies (Kallis 2018, p. 6). Similar to Latouche, Andre Gorz also responds
to this problem with autonomous small-scale economic structures (Akbulut 2023).
However, we encounter the problem of methodology once again: How can this
autonomous model be realized/materialized under the hegemony of market relations?

What is the appropriate subject of such a transformation to autonomous structures?

Concerning the subject of degrowth, Kallis (2019b, p. 268) refers to Vergara-Camus,
who argued in the same manner that these autonomous decisions on production entail
the collective control of the laborers over the means of production. This discussion
leads us to the problem of agency in degrowth literature; in other words, which
subjects/agents have the ability and capacity to realize the ultimate goals of the
degrowth idea? I will try to analyze this issue in the following section.

5.3. The Agency Problem in Degrowth

“The history of all hitherto existing societies
is the history of class struggles.”’

*” The Communist Manifesto: Book written by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 1848.
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Taking inspiration from Chico Mendes’s*® famous quote, “Environmentalism
without class struggle is just gardening”, Jason Hickel tweeted on July 30™ 2022:
“Environmentalism without class struggle is using paper straws while the rich take 9-

minute flights in their private jets.”

For me, it is evident that today’s ecological breakdown has resulted from the
mechanism of capitalism. Thus, while considering a solution to stop environmental
degradation to sustain the planet's future, we must explicitly challenge the capitalist
mode of production. Furthermore, | believe that solely criticizing capitalism is not
enough in this urgent ecological crisis; instead, a concrete alternative model to
capitalist relations and the capitalist economy should be articulated. As Marx stated
in his 11" Thesis?®, the point is not only to interpret the world but rather to change it.
Therefore, a palpable strategy to overthrow the capitalist mode of production should
be suggested, and the corresponding agents to implement this strategy should be

formulated.

Regarding the agency in degrowth literature, Kallis (2019b, p. 268) refers to Stefania
Barca, who asks, “What political subjects and which processes of political
subjectification can make degrowth happen?” Barca claims that degrowth
scholarship and activism currently feed upon the middle class of intellectuals, which
is not enough to widen the theory to the masses (ibid). Similarly, Lowy (2023) draws
attention to the importance of the subject in the struggle for degrowth, refusing to
feature the traditional industrial workers. Rather, he proposes an extensive,
intersectional subject, such as women, peasants, and Indigenous people, for the
environmental struggle (ibid). Lowy’s agency includes the oppressed of the world
from different social layers, as well as the groups that have already been
experiencing the ecological destruction of enormous extractivist projects in favor of

capital accumulation.

%8 Francisco Alves Mendes Filho (15 Dec.1944 - 22 Dec. 1988): known as Chico Mendes, was a
Brazilian rubber taper, trade union leader, and environmentalist. He fought to preserve the Amazon
Rainforest, and advocated for the human rights of Brazilian peasants and Indigenous people. He was
assassinated by a rancher on December 22" 1988.

 Theses on Feuerbach: Book written by Karl Marx, 1845.
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Huber argues that the weakness of the degrowth movement comes from the fact that

its principles and programs are only embraced by a tiny minority of society:

In my book, I argue that the degrowth movement is purely a movement of a highly
educated professional class. It is a program embraced almost entirely by people with
PhDs or on their way to getting PhDs (there are some exceptions). In the United
States, at least (not sure about the UK), this is something like 2% of society (and
degrowth is certainly not embraced by anything like a majority of that 2%, | would
guess!) (Huber 2023b).

Huber, in his same work, accepts that the elements of the degrowth program, such as
shorter working hours and universal basic services, can be embraced by vast portions
of the population, and these demands considerably overlap a socialist working-class
agenda. According to him, since a solution to the ecological crisis, which is created
by capitalism, is at stake, and since the power of capital should be eroded to stop
environmental degradation, there exists historically no force other than the working

class with the potential to build the power we need (ibid).

Huber (2023b) once again criticizes the agents of degrowth, stating that “degrowth is
an insular politics of the professional class unlikely to resonate with the masses of
ordinary workers facing material deprivation and economic insecurity.” Huber’s
definition of professional class here refers to academics, NGO staff, intellectuals,
journalists, and white collars in the field. According to him, these are the ones
leading the current environmental discourse (Huber 2022, p. 3). Moreover, Huber
alleges that these professional class members are far from understanding the working
class masses' everyday material needs and interests. Hence, what is missing in
today’s environmental struggle—including degrowth—is class thought (Huber
2022). 1 think the most significant part of Huber’s criticism toward degrowth is
related to the agency problem and the inadequacy of degrowth in meeting the needs
of working-class people. Furthermore, for Huber (2024), degrowth policies wrongly
point to consumption and lifestyle changes rather than focusing on the role of capital

in environmental degradation.

As an anchor to his articulations, Huber gives the example of the struggle of the

Yellow Vests Movement in France to understand the attitude of the masses. Starting
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in November 2018, the protests widened throughout France against the carbon fuel
taxes imposed by the French government, the corresponding high cost of fuels, and
the increasing cost of living for the poor. Huber interprets this tax implementation of
the government as an anti-working-class climate policy and quotes the slogan of the
demonstrators to support his interpretation: “The politicians care about the end of the
world when we have to care about the end of the month” (Huber 2022, p. 39). It can
be argued that Huber construes degrowth policies from a similar perspective, arguing
that with the goal of downscaling production, consumption, and material usage, the
degrowth idea cannot recognize the interests and demands of working-class people or
the oppressed groups of the world. Driscoll (2024) points to the same example in
France, comparing degrowth policies with carbon-tax advocacy in the sense that
carbon-tax supporters aim to decrease consumption like degrowth thinkers. He
mentions the corresponding unrest of low-income citizens resulting from the increase
in their living costs, claiming that similar attitudes can be seen toward degrowth
policies (ibid).

Since Huber is so sharp and rigorous in his arguments, his criticism toward degrowth
is well-followed by many degrowth thinkers. For instance, Hickel (2021) mentions
that Matthew Huber dismisses degrowth as “a preoccupation of middle-class
environmentalists in the Global North who feel anxiety about excess consumption.”
As Hickel expresses, for Huber, the degrowth movement cannot connect with the
Global North's working class and the Global South's social movements, where mass
poverty and deprivation are widespread (ibid). Likewise, Isikara (2023) argues that
when degrowth focuses its lens on overproduction, consumption, or unsustainable
energy and material transition rather than the structural formation of the capitalist
mode of production, degrowth appeals to well-off individuals in central capitalist
countries. Similarly, Saito (2024) says that Marxists criticize degrowth in the sense
that it posits an inadequate folk politics of local, minoritarian, and small-scale

propositions having no impact on global capitalism.

In this regard, Empson (2024) clearly expresses the need for a socialist society to
improve the well-being of the masses and defines the subject to achieve the goals as

follows:
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<...> Achieving this goal of a socialist society requires the mass mobilization of the
working class, impoverished people, and oppressed groups in both the Global North
and South. In the short term, the struggles waged by these groups will be over-
expanding their share of the economic surplus. In these battles, particularly (though
not only) in the Global South, slogans of degrowth can be a barrier to those fighting
to improve their lives against the greed of capitalism. Our strategy and slogans must
recognize the real threat of ecological disaster and relate to working people's and the
oppressed living struggles.

From the arguments above, it can be inferred that many degrowth critics doubt that
degrowth policies can be desired and welcomed by the millions of masses forced to
work and live in harsh conditions and deprived of their basic needs. Similarly, I
believe that degrowth, as such, mainly appeals to Western middle
classes/intellectuals and cannot go beyond academic discourse. Degrowth policies do
not meet the demands and interests of the masses living in poverty and do not relate
to the problems of oppressed and marginalized groups of people worldwide. Since
degrowth slogans do not appeal to their material needs, degrowth, on its own, has no
chance of getting their support. In this regard, when a political idea or stance cannot
connect with the masses, it is not possible to find people to fight in the direction of
these political ideas. For instance, who will bear the responsibility and ambition to
struggle against the ruling system that perpetually exploits and destroys nature?
Then, what should be the actual subject of this struggle that degrowth envisions? If
degrowth addresses the ‘professional class’ as Huber calls it, i.e., if the agency in
degrowth consists of these academics and intellectuals, can these groups have the
capacity to organize and struggle for such a societal transformation?

At this point, we may discuss the role of the working class in the environmental
debate. However, two questions may appear here: First, can the proletariat, as
conventionally characterized, be offered as the suitable agent to fight against the
current ecological breakdown? Besides, what do we understand from the term
‘proletariat’ today? Does it point to the industrial working class in our orthodox
understanding, or as widely discussed, do we have to take different groups of
intersectionality, such as women, immigrants, and peasants, into consideration? As
an example, Huber’s approach to this issue is closer to the conventional industry
proletariat, mostly working in the energy and mining sectors, and having the ability

to block the fossil fuel industry. Huber argues that an appropriate way to relate the
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working-class interests in the environmental crisis is by considering their insecurity
as the basis of environmental politics (Huber 2022, p. 5). He states that our energy
and food system should be transformed to be compatible with nature and that
“working-class people’s basic needs overlap precisely with the very sectors we need

to decarbonize” (Van Horn and Turner 2022).

5.4. The Debate and Rapprochement between Degrowth Thinkers and Marxists:

How does Degrowth Relate to Socialism?

In the previous sections, | stated that most degrowth scholars always bypass
socialism as an alternative while criticizing capitalism's harm to nature. For instance,
| have often cited Kallis throughout my work—because Kallis is one of the pioneers
of the degrowth literature—and | believe that Kallis refrains intentionally from
naming a socialist system with a planned economy as a solution to the ecological
crisis. However, | think Kallis’s arguments for a degrowth society, stated below, are

very similar to a socialist model:

In a degrowth society, core resources, goods, and infrastructures, such as health,
education, water, and energy, will be governed and shared as a commons with
egalitarian direct democratic processes. If the economic product is going to be
smaller, as it will be in a degrowth scenario, the only way to avoid facing scarcity is
to share the smaller product, securing conditions that enable everyone to have
enough. The basic goods that are needed for everyone’s survival should be made
accessible free from payment, based on the rights and duties of citizenship (Kallis
2018, p. 120).

I think that to build a bridge between the arguments of political ecology and the
thesis of Marxism, the most accurate way is to focus on the role of capitalism in
environmental degradation. We live in an age of ecological crisis caused by
capitalism’s continuous plundering of nature; therefore, I argue that we should
openly portray the capitalist mode of production as a target and explicitly argue for a
socialist world model while searching for a solution to the current ecological crisis.
In this sense, as an individual supporting the ideology of socialism, | believe it is
worth discussing the similarities and differences between the idea of degrowth and
socialism since some degrowth proponents seem to support socialism/ecosocialism.

Before analyzing the proximity and differences between these two, it would be
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proper to articulate why | am trying to appeal to Marxism in environmental issues
once again. Coban (2021) explains the need for Marxism in the ecology debate with
the following arguments: “Marxism indicates the source of ecological problems
(capitalism), shows us the solution to the problem (a socialist society), and points at
the agent/subject to solve the problem (the working class).” In addition, the class
concept in Marxism teaches us not to burden the responsibility for environmental

harm on all humans.

Degrowth’s statements mostly criticize capitalism, condemning the imperative of
growth, which is indispensable to capitalism. Considering the role of capitalism in
the ecological crisis, | think that many degrowth policies very much resemble
socialist/ecosocialist models, and suggestions of the degrowth idea are in line with
the practices of socialism as well. However, degrowth proponents do not openly
argue for a socialist system as a solution to the ecological crisis while criticizing
capitalism. In this sense, where does degrowth stand politically in the field of
environmentalism? For example, how do degrowth policies differ from socialism?
Should we define the idea of degrowth as an independent political stance apart from
both capitalism and socialism? Moreover, despite their post-capitalist imagination
and the similarity of arguments of degrowth and socialism concerning a new societal
model, why do degrowth thinkers deliberately keep themselves away from

socialism?

Isikara (2024) puts forward a similar criticism toward degrowth proponents,
expressing that among all arguments of the degrowth discourse, degrowth scholars
somehow manage to draw back from the doorstep of socialism. According to Isikara,
degrowth proponents take a pragmatic position at this point and intentionally refrain
from the great historical political debate between capitalism and socialism. Instead of
directly targeting the capitalist mode of production and arguing for a socialist model,

they focus on growth as the primary cause of today’s ecological breakdown (ibid).

As | discussed in Chapter 4, some degrowthers posit a sort of cultural revolution
based on individual lifestyle changes. Moreover, many degrowth proponents propose

local, autonomous forms of small-scale production and local grassroots movements
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instead of colossal movements of a social revolution to achieve the goals. Isikara
(2023) says that if degrowthers aim to replace capitalism and argue for a societal
transformation, we need a model more than self-management, small-scale
production, and autonomous structures. Isikara argues that socialism is grounded on
use-value instead of exchange value and profits, and it aims for production for the
needs of society rather than the interests of capital (ibid). For instance, degrowth
does not consider these value debates. Furthermore, socialism highlights central
social and economic planning instead of the market mechanism of capitalism (Isikara
2023). However, we cannot see palpable concrete alternatives to the apparatus of

capitalism in degrowth’s articulations.

Criticizing the ambiguities in the idea of degrowth and the timid approach of
degrowth proponents to defend socialism, Huber addresses degrowthers and
distinguishes the goals of socialists as follows:

<...> S0, comrades, what | want to suggest is that you really do not want degrowth;
you want a core principle of socialism: you want planning. What we want as
socialists is to take social control over production so we can decide collectively and
democratically decide what society needs and how to organize production, not to
destroy the ecological conditions for all (Huber 2023b).

Even though I sometimes find Huber’s arguments too strict and ruthless, | believe
that Huber has a point when he relates the idea of degrowth to the theses of

socialism:

I think there actually is common ground that a traditional socialist and working-class
perspective on the environment shares with the degrowth agenda: namely, we all
want to take democratic control over the economy and guide toward the production
of use values over profits; we all want an economy geared toward meeting human
needs and ecological sustainability. The question we need to grapple with is how to
actually win the scale of transformation we all agree is necessary (Huber 2023b).

Empson (2024) explains that capitalism’s growth imperative has a unifying side
between Marxists and degrowthers since the consequences of the capitalist system,
such as inequality, injustice, oppression, and exploitation, are also of great interest to
both sides (ibid). He argues that the statements of degrowth proponents resemble

Marxist arguments in the sense that they both point to capitalism as the culprit of
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environmental destruction. Moreover, they both imagine a world of equity, justice,
and democracy. However, he is unconvinced about the adequacy of degrowth for the
masses concerning the impending environmental catastrophe (ibid). In this sense, he
hopes to develop a vision and collaboration of these two in the struggle for a

sustainable and equitable world.

Like Empson, degrowth per se is not seen as a viable strategy for many Marxist
scholars in the field of ecology. Therefore, paying attention to the arguments for
degrowth, they either try to unify degrowth policies with different political
movements or find ways to integrate the degrowth idea into their socialist
imagination. For example, Kohei Saito considers degrowth to be only possible in a
post-capitalist, communist society, which would involve “the equal, communal
management of the means of production as a form of commons via democratic
municipalism and citizen assemblies” (Saito 2024). Saito defends his arguments by
articulating the term ‘degrowth communism’, arguing that Marx was actually a
degrowth communist (ibid). Likewise, Schmelzer et al. (2022, p. 27) praise the core
perspective and proposals of degrowth and consider degrowth a form of an integral
part of the larger “movement of movements”, necessary for a globally just and
sustainable future for the masses. They claim that the origin of degrowth was rooted
in anarchist environmental groups and movements against large-scale industrial
infrastructure projects as well as in campaigns for car-free cities and eco-villages
(ibid., p. 25). Demaria et al. (2013) argue in the same manner that degrowth is a
frame that can provide the potential to create a network of movements, including

academics, activists, politicians, and scientists.

Considering the arguments of some Marxist scholars dealing with ecology that | have
stated so far, it can be argued that there is an effort by some degrowth thinkers to
relate degrowth to socialism. For instance, according to Lowy, ecosocialism and
degrowth have been coming together in the last few years, and “each side has been
appropriating the arguments of the other, and the proposal of an ecosocialist
degrowth has begun to be adopted as a common ground” (Lowy 2023). In this sense,
Lowy, on the one hand, endeavors to integrate degrowth with socialism; on the other

hand, he aims to put forth the differences between them. He praises the struggles
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around concrete issues of degrowth in the sense that they contribute to raising
ecological and socialist consciousness while promoting grassroots organizations.

Moreover, he clearly distinguishes degrowth and ecosocialist degrowth as follows:

Ecosocialist degrowth includes the need for substantial reductions in production and
consumption, but does not limit itself to this negative dimension. It includes the
positive program of a socialist society based on democratic planning, self-
management, production of use values instead of commodities, gratuity of basic
services, and free time for the development of human desires and capacities—a
society without exploitation, class domination, patriarchy, and all forms of social
exclusion. <...> Ecosocialist degrowth does not have a purely quantitative
conception of degrowth as a reduction in production and consumption. It proposes
qualitative distinctions. Some productions—for example, fossil energies, pesticides,
nuclear submarines, and advertising—should not merely be reduced but suppressed.
Others, such as private cars, meat, and airplanes, should be substantially reduced.
Still, others, such as organic food, public means of transport, and carbon-neutral
housing, should be developed (Lowy 2023).

Regarding the proximity of degrowth with socialism, Kallis lists some suggestions
for concrete policy actions, such as a universal basic income, a guaranteed minimum
wage, a reduction in working hours, progressive taxation, equity, and so on. He
claims that ending exploitation requires a change in relations of production, with
workers' collective control of their means of production through cooperatives (Kallis
2018, p. 132). Although it is controversial whether these radical policies and the
consequent transformations could be implemented by degrowth—without a
revolutionary transformation that would overthrow the capitalist state—what Kallis
practically offers is also in the program of many socialist parties worldwide.

Among all these similarities and the effort to unify the arguments of degrowth with
socialism, the different approaches of socialists and degrowth proponents should also
be discussed to lead a comprehensive discussion. For example, Isikara (2023) argues
that socialism embraces an intended increase in labor productivity and the
development of productive forces in general, with higher and more central levels of
coordination, planning, and management. The primary function of production under
socialism is to provide all citizens with a universal standard of basic needs (ibid).
Similarly, Ozbudun and Demirer (2024) indicate that in order to achieve Marxism’s
aim of overcoming the alienation of humans from his/her labor, society, and nature,

productive forces should be developed as much as possible. Nevertheless, several
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degrowth thinkers permanently criticize the Marxist arguments regarding the
emphasis on the development of productive forces because they think this
development inevitably leads to harm to nature. They heavily condemn the socialist
theory and its founders, Marx and Engels, as Promethean®, as they are primarily
focused on increasing production. They claim that Marxists, with their orthodox
approach, overlook the environmental problems related to the historical development
of productive forces. However, for Marx and Engels, the development of productive
forces is actually a matter of socialization of production and the development of

conscious collective control over production (Ozbudun and Demirer 2024).

Huber (2023a) states that, while the point of socialism is to free human potential
from the constraints of the capitalist economy, degrowth seeks to limit our future
political programs regarding production. | think this is a significant difference
between degrowth and socialism, as degrowth offers local, small-scale, and
autonomous structures for production instead of central planning and the
development of productive forces. Similarly, Empson alleges that democratic
planning of the economy would determine the level of production under a socialist
system. According to Empson (2024), although degrowth thinkers have anticapitalist
imagination in common with Marxists, they do not aim to destroy the capitalist

system.

To conclude, regarding the elucidations of many scholars discussed above, | can see
many similarities between the goals of the degrowth idea and socialism. At least, |
find the suggestions of degrowth to be compatible with the arguments of socialists.
However, it is my opinion that not all degrowth proponents have such a clear
political stance. Their arguments are often focused on political movements and
organizations in environmentalism, which do not pose a real alternative to capitalism.
Rather, socialism, as a mode of production, is a direct challenge, confrontation, and
alternative to capitalism. For me, it is obvious that degrowth intends to limit and

reshape capitalism; i.e., degrowth imagines a post-capitalist society, as stated in

** In environmentalism, Prometheanism is considered very similar to productivism. It is mainly
defined as the addiction to human progress/development depending on the subjugation of nature for
the sake of human purposes.
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previous sections. However, by focusing mainly on growth rather than the mode of
production, aiming to reduce material throughput and energy consumption, and
proposing a cultural revolution of lifestyle changes, degrowth seems to be a reform
of capitalism. In other words, since degrowth proponents do not explicitly argue for a
socialist world system, | think what they suggest looks like a sort of tamed

capitalism.

Huber (2024) has a similar viewpoint. He argues that although some degrowth
policies are compatible with socialist programs, degrowth’s main orientation focuses
on reductionist policies, which are very distinct from socialism. Similarly, Kallis
references Vergara-Camus, who suggests emphasizing class relations and the
preconditions for capital accumulation instead of concentrating on growth. For him,
degrowthers should consider “the separation of laborers from the means of
production, alienated labor, the imperative and dynamic of competition, and the
limited nature of liberal democracy” (Kallis 2019b, p. 267).

I think that degrowth’s focus on social well-being in a post-capitalist imagination of
an egalitarian society compatible with nature is not apart from the goals of socialist
theory. Solid suggestions of degrowth, such as reduced working hours, guaranteed
jobs for the masses, determining a minimum wage, satisfying the basic needs of
people, and improvements in public services, health, and education opportunities,
coincide with the socialist experiences. Furthermore, the degrowth agenda,
questioning the hegemony of growth, has already met with some political and
ecological movements. Thus, degrowth has a significant standpoint in the field of
environmentalism, and Marxist ecologists can work on the progressive aspects of the

degrowth idea.

However, as | have extensively discussed in Chapter 4, degrowth literature is not
unique. For some degrowthers, improvements or reforms within the existing system
are seen as enough for ecological sustainability. For some other scholars, degrowth is
a direct challenge to capitalism, and an exit from the hegemonic capitalist economy
through cooperatives and autonomous structures is necessary for planetary survival.

Furthermore, Marxist degrowth proponents have a distinctive effort to integrate
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degrowth into the socialist agenda. Given that degrowth literature does not explicitly
argue for overthrowing the capitalist mode of production to achieve its goals, I think
the unclearness concerning the relationship between degrowth and socialism
prevails. In this regard, although | see degrowth as a stance close to socialism, |
cannot consider the degrowth idea, on its own, as a part of the imagination of a

socialist world.

5.5. A Comparative Interpretation of the Arguments of Some Degrowth

Scholars

Up to now, | have tried to define the degrowth idea via the arguments of some
scholars and discuss the goals and solutions of degrowth regarding the ecological
crisis. Moreover, | have made an effort to analyze the political stance of degrowth
proponents, arguing that the idea embodies versatility in the field of
environmentalism. Given that the degrowth idea is mainly built around the critique of
the growth imperative of capitalism, the aim for a downscaling in material and
energy throughput is commonly expressed, and a need for a reduction in production
and consumption is highly articulated by most of the degrowth thinkers. Besides, it is
again widely stated that the idea of degrowth cannot be reduced to anti-growth or
anti-developmental policies. For many scholars that | discussed in Section 4.1,
degrowth is a multidimensional stance, and it goes beyond the refusal of economic
growth. Hence, a strong emphasis on reorganization of the economy and a
democratic transition to an alternative society can be seen in the majority of
degrowth thinkers of different political positions. Besides, the possibility of
increasing the life standards of the masses with less energy and material usage is
discussed among disciples and detractors of degrowth. However, we still encounter
various interpretations of degrowth in academic literature and environmental

movements following the diverse political stances that degrowthers hold.

It can be argued that degrowth’s ultimate goal is the achievement of social and
ecological well-being maintained through material downsizing. In other words,
degrowth thinkers are concerned for ecological sustainability, and degrowth is a

quest for a better, more peaceful, and ecological way of living. In this regard, when
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the definitions of degrowth by several degrowth thinkers and scholars are considered,
it can be seen that the degrowth idea encompasses a post-capitalist imagination and a
projection of a new and differently organized society compatible with nature. In
degrowth literature, the possibility of an exit from the growth-oriented economies in
favor of ecological sustainability is discussed. In addition, a vision of self-limitation
respecting the limits of nature and lifestyle shifts based on the renouncement of
unnecessary and excessive consumption is apparent. In my opinion, up to this point,
the political and ethical stances of degrowth proponents are more or less the same.
Nevertheless, when the problems and ambiguities of degrowth are taken into
consideration, | think various viewpoints stand out. Especially regarding the
organization of a new society that degrowth thinkers envision, there exist
uncertainties about how these new societal models would look. In this sense, we can
notice a variety of thoughts and political positions among degrowthers and political
ecologists.

Throughout my study, among many other degrowth scholars, | have often cited
Giorgis Kallis, Jason Hickel, Giiney Isikara, and Matthew Huber. While Kallis and
Hickel are two important contemporary scholars in the field, 1 have many times
appealed to Isikara and Huber as well, as they provide valuable Marxist critiques of
the idea of degrowth. After indicating the common grounds in the degrowth idea, |
will now try to put forth a brief comparative analysis of two foremost degrowth
proponents, Kallis and Hickel, together with the comments raised by two Marxist
ecologists writing on degrowth, namely Isikara and Huber. Despite the discrepancies
between their interpretations, both Kallis and Hickel think that degrowth will save

our world from possible annihilation.

As stated in section 4.1, Kallis says, “To prosper without growth, we must establish a
radically different economic system and way of living” (Kallis 2018, p. 1). In Kallis,
economic growth is identified as the primary driver of environmental degradation,
and any system, either capitalism or socialism, following the growth policies, cannot
be compatible with nature. Concerning his critique of capitalism that needs perpetual
growth to sustain, it can be argued that Kallis is aware of the exploitative

mechanism of capital accumulation. In this regard, he seems to imagine a new
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societal model beyond capitalism. However, it is unclear in Kallis’s arguments what
should replace capitalism to stop the exploitation of nature in the name of growth.
For instance, he does not argue for a socialist state/economy instead of the hegemony
of the capitalist system, which causes environmental degradation following over-
production and consumption policies for the sake of profit. | believe he prefers to
take a neutral stand and successfully gets around this historical political debate. In a
degrowth society that Kallis imagines, there will be a fair distribution of resources,
and an improvement in social well-being will be provided for all with basic income
and an egalitarian democratic process of production. In this society, health,
education, and energy services will be commonly governed (Kallis 2018, p. 120).
However, | think Kallis has hesitations and concerns about his own arguments. For
instance, Kallis states that “it would be unrealistic to expect the ruling classes to
release their power and renounce their interests in the name of a broader common
good” (Kallis 2018, p. 141). Again, he does not make any palpable suggestions to
remove these obstacles. As far as I am concerned, Kallis’s imagination of a degrowth

society is free of class distinctions.

Similarly, while promoting degrowth, Hickel argues that a newly established
democratic society of fair distribution is needed to negate the growth paradigm of
capitalism. Apart from Kallis, Hickel supports and explicitly argues for a socialist
agenda instead of a growth-oriented economy to prevent the plundering of nature for
the sake of the interests of capital. Moreover, | think Hickel has a peculiarity among
other degrowth thinkers in his interpretation of degrowth’s position concerning the
distinctions between the Global North and Global South. In this sense, he mentions
that degrowth, on its own, cannot be an adequate alternative for the poor countries of
the Global South. Furthermore, Hickel explicates the role of colonialist and
imperialist relations in today’s ecological crisis and indicates the importance of
degrowth in the anti-colonialist movements. One can see an analogy between
degrowth’s suggestions and Indigenous movements in Hickel’s works regarding the
anti-colonialist aspects. According to him, supporting degrowth policies in rich
countries also means a struggle for decolonization. Compared to Kallis, I think
Hickel articulates more plausible strategies concerning degrowth. His ideas address

the inequalities and geographic and social distinctions created by the imperialist-
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capitalist world system more comprehensively. Besides, he explicitly argues for the
need for socialism to replace the capitalist relations that cause the environmental
harm that we face today. In this regard, I find Hickel’s interpretation of degrowth

more realistic.

The idea of degrowth is discussed not only by academics dealing with environmental
issues, but it is also examined by many economists and political scientists
comprehensively. In this regard, 1 gave many references to Matthew Huber and
Guney Isikara for a critical analysis of degrowth in my work. Both Huber and Isikara
handle degrowth’s critique from a constructive viewpoint and criticize degrowth
through a Marxist perspective, arguing that degrowth is not a viable option to solve
the current ecological crisis. | argue that while Huber’s critique basically points to
practical issues concerning degrowth’s arguments, Isikara focuses more on the idea
behind degrowth. In other words, Isikara mainly questions the formation and

structure of degrowth policies.

Huber’s criticism of degrowth rests on two major problems: the plausibility and
realizability of degrowth policies and the lack of an adequate agency. First, he
problematizes degrowth in the sense that it is difficult to imagine the implementation
of degrowth policies and to obtain the projected results. For instance, Huber (2023a)
claims that it does not sound plausible to achieve degrowth’s goals of social well-
being while reducing material resource use. Instead, he suggests developing the
productive forces and increasing production under the collective control of workers
to sustain the basic needs of billions of people. Second, according to Huber,
degrowth is the politics of the professional class comprising white-collar people,
intellectuals, and academics. In this sense, degrowth’s arguments are “unlikely to
resonate with the masses of ordinary workers facing material deprivation and
economic insecurity” (Huber 2023b). Since degrowth, with its goal of downscaling,
cannot coincide with the interests of working-class and poor people of the world,
degrowth has no chance of organizing people for a collective ecological struggle.
This critique provides a basis for the agency problem in the degrowth idea. Besides,
it also indicates a problem of realizability for an idea envisioning a societal

transformation. Concerning the proper agency, | think Huber has an orthodox view
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of the working class while emphasizing the critical role of industrial workers and
their trade unions in the struggle against the fossil fuel industry. Moreover, he
mentions the importance of seizing state power to provide control over resources and
production. There is no such argument in degrowth literature; therefore, there exists a

problem of the realizability of degrowth policies under these circumstances.

Isikara articulates some more structural opposition against the idea of degrowth. For
instance, he criticizes degrowth, for most degrowth proponents do not challenge the
foundations of capitalism. Instead of indicating the capitalist mode of production as
the primary cause of environmental degradation, many degrowth proponents hold
growth, on its own, responsible for the ecological problems. As stated before, Isikara
(2024) argues that degrowth proponents deliberately refrain from discussing the
mode of production while focusing on an imaginary post-capitalist society.
Moreover, Isikara focuses on the uncertainties in the degrowth arguments regarding
the reorganization of the economy, i.e., the process of production and social
reproduction. According to him, degrowth does not say anything palpable about the
replacement of capitalism’s core elements in the envisioned degrowth society. In this
sense, some concrete suggestions, such as localized small-scale production and
autonomous organizational structures, cannot be considered a tough alternative to the
mechanism of capitalism. In addition, Isikara similarly thinks that supporters of the
idea of degrowth do not openly discuss the conditions of passing to such a degrowth
society. In other words, what is the methodology and agency to overcome the

resistance of state power to implement degrowth policies?
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CHAPTER 6

DISCUSSION: IS DEGROWTH A VIABLE SOLUTION TO THE IMPASSE?
WHAT CAN BE DONE TO SAVE OUR PLANETARY FUTURE?

“I don’t care whether or not you recycle. | care
whether or not you stand against the rich who run
the oil companies, airlines, and banks, causing
global heating and Earth breakdown and the
politicians doing nothing to stop them.”*

In the third chapter of my work, I criticized the liberal approaches in the field, and |
argued that today’s environmentalism is at an impasse due to the wrong-headed
policies of those leading the ecological debate and movements. However, | believe
that without putting forth alternative solutions, any criticism on its own could be
judged to be deficient. Therefore, | think we have to discuss and articulate new

solutions and practices concerning the ecological crisis to save our planetary future.

Saito (2024) argues that in the time of the Anthropocene, the Earth's entire surface is
fully covered by traces of human activity. He worries that we, humans, have come to
the end of history, feeling the threat of the end of human civilization due to
ecological breakdown. Like Saito, many scholars dealing with environmental issues
allege that excessive interference of human beings with nature has posed an
enormous risk to the sustainability of the planet and our future lives. So, is there a
way out of this impasse? In other words, what can be done to stop—or at least to

slow down—this impending annihilation?

As discussed throughout Chapter 3, I think liberal thoughts are still dominant in the
environmental discourse. I argue that these thoughts lead to misinterpretation of the

situation and mislead the masses. Today, we often encounter moral approaches that

31 Tweeted by Peter Kalmus on 02.06.2023. Peter Kalmus is an American scientist and writer.
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reduce the ecological breakdown to the climate crisis, the climate crisis to carbon
footprint analysis, and all these to the consumption of fossil fuels. In this regard,
liberal policymakers promise us to wake up in a better world if we renounce the
consumption of fossil fuels and make a suitable transition to renewable energy
systems. Their suggestions also focus on individualistic precautions and lifestyle

changes, aiming to reduce consumption.

Up to now, | have many times mentioned that environmental degradation cannot be
separated from the capitalist mode of production; because, in capitalism, the goal of
economic growth for the sake of profit leads to the exploitation of both land and
labor, seeing nature as a free source to use and a sink to dispose. Sure enough, when
concrete examples of the current environmental harm in different regions of the earth
are considered, | can easily recognize the role of monopolies and capitalist
enterprises—and their governments behind them—in various ways, all creating
divergent environmental disturbances in the pursuit of the interests of capital.
Likewise, Lowy (2023) mentions that the growth ideal of capitalism cannot go on
without an extended use of fossil fuels; therefore, there is no solution to the
ecological crisis within the framework of capitalism. Lowy also refers to the well-
known climate activist Greta Thunberg, who said, “It is mathematically impossible to

solve the ecological crisis in the framework of the present economic system” (ibid).

As a newborn idea/stance in the realm of environmentalism and as a solution
proposed to stop environmental destruction, my thesis is composed of a discussion of
the idea of degrowth, together with the ethical and political interpretation of the idea.
In this part of my work, | want to discuss whether degrowth can be offered as an
appropriate strategy and a viable solution to the ecological crisis. Furthermore, | will
try to articulate what can be done to save our planetary future.

6.1. Is Degrowth a Viable Option to Solve the Ecological Crisis?

Chapters 4 and 5 of my thesis present a comprehensive analysis of the degrowth idea.
In Chapter 4, 1 tried to put forward various aspects of the idea of degrowth, such as

its definition, goals, and historical development, based on the arguments of several
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scholars. Chapter 5 deals with the problems related to degrowth and the criticism of
the idea, mostly raised by Marxist ecologists. Taking into consideration all these
issues, | will try to put forth my own interpretation of the degrowth idea in this

section.

Degrowth presents the ultimate goals of maintaining ecological sustainability and the
well-being of humans, reducing inequalities among people, and saving the future of
the planet and human generations against the global threat of ecological crisis. In this
sense, | think that the degrowth idea can be defended by the ones who have concerns
about the current worsening ecological situation and who care about the future of life
in the world. Nevertheless, | still doubt that degrowth, in its original formulation, can
be a viable solution to the ecological breakdown that we face today because the

degrowth idea contains many ambiguities and significant problems.

Since degrowth literature encompasses complexity and heterogeneity, it would be
better to recall the idea behind it before going further. For instance, Demaria et al.
(2013, p. 209) outline the concept of degrowth, stating that degrowth refers to the
reduction of energy and material throughput necessary to address the existing
biophysical constraints related to natural resources and the ecosystem’s assimilative
capacity. Moreover, degrowth challenges the pervasive nature of market-based
relations and growth-oriented views in society, aiming to replace them with
egalitarian abundance (ibid). Likewise, Schmelzer et al. (2022) define degrowth as a
term used to criticize the hegemony of growth and as a proposal for a radical
reorganization of society with a forceful reduction in the use of energy and resources.
For degrowth is an assertive stance and a strong challenge to the growth imperative
of capitalism, regarding a change of organization of society, as Schmelzer et al.
stated above, degrowthers generally imagine and speak of a post-capitalist
transformation. However, it is often not clear in the degrowth literature what kind of
political regime is demanded by degrowth thinkers and what such a post-capitalist
world looks like. In this regard, Michael Lowy, on the one hand, praises the
degrowth idea with its contribution to ecology; on the other hand, he draws attention
to inadequacies in degrowth literature concerning the alternative economic and social

system degrowth imagines:
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The degrowth reflection and movement that emerged in the last few decades have
made a great contribution to a radical ecology by opposing the myth of an unlimited
growth on a limited planet. However, degrowth in itself is not an alternative
economic and social perspective: it does not define what kind of society will replace
the present system. Some proponents of degrowth would ignore the issue of
capitalism, focusing only on productivism and consumerism, defining the culprit as
‘The West’, ‘Enlightenment’, or ‘Prometheanism’. Others representing the left of the
anti-growth movement clearly designate the capitalist system as responsible for the
crisis and acknowledge the impossibility of a capitalist degrowth (Lowy 2023).

First of all, 1 do not think that it is possible to obtain a solution to the ecological crisis
within capitalism, as capitalism is the ultimate cause of the crisis. Degrowth
proponents do not clearly position themselves against the capitalist mode of
production, which is the dominant economic and political system shaping our lives,
and they do not openly name an alternative system to capitalism. Hence, | believe
degrowth holds many uncertainties concerning the societal transformation and the
political system it proposes. Isikara (2023) points to this strategy of evasion in the
degrowth literature:

However, when it comes to the mode of production, their arguments resemble the
movement of a pendulum: Their thinking on capitalist growth inevitably comes
down to a discussion of the mode of production. But every time they approach this
limit, they either content themselves with an eclectic list of a few reforms that are
irreconcilable with capitalist production, or they suggest turning away from the
imagination of growth and appeal to moralistic approaches.

In my opinion, such a transformation that degrowth envisions cannot occur within
the capitalist mode of production because capitalism inherently depends on perpetual
growth and accumulation. Degrowth, on the contrary, calls for downscaling and
deaccumulation; in this regard, degrowth is incompatible with capitalism. However,
while many degrowth thinkers criticize capitalism and the growth imperative
inherent to it, they do not explicitly discuss an overthrow of the capitalist mode of
production. As widely discussed in Chapter 5, there is a problem with the
realizability/applicability of degrowth’s suggestions unless the capitalist mode of
production is abandoned. In other words, degrowth policies cannot be implemented
without changing the capitalist mode of production. For instance, Kallis (2018, p.
122) argues that social justice and equity, along with a radical reorganization of
production, distribution, and consumption envisioned by degrowth proponents, can

only be achieved through democratic control over the production process. Likewise,
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Schmelzer et al. (2022, p. 24) assert that ending the pursuit of growth does not point
to recession but to a democratic process of transformation to a more just, sustainable
society with less material and energy intensity. Hickel, in the same manner, mentions
the importance of democratic control over finance and production and draws
attention to the organization of these two around the objective of social and

ecological well-being:

This requires that we distinguish between the socially necessary production that
clearly needs to increase for social progress and the destructive and less necessary
forms of production that urgently need to be scaled down. This is the revolutionary
world-historical objective that faces our generation. As all of this should make clear,
degrowth—the framework that has cracked open the imagination of scientists and
activists over the past decade—is best understood as an element within a broader
struggle for ecosocialism and anti-imperialism (Hickel, 2023a).

However, can it be argued that such democratic control over production is possible in
capitalism? Capitalism heavily depends on the exchange values in the market.
Conglomerates, corporations, and finance capital mainly determine what to produce
and what to sell in line with their interests. Thus, since it is not possible to talk about
democratic control over production under capitalism, the main point of concern
should cluster around a way of overcoming capitalism. This is actually the point that
degrowthers always get around. In order to actualize its policies, | believe that
degrowth requires instruments of political power to control and repress the current
hegemonic political and economic system, which is based on continuous growth
through increased consumption and production. As far as | am concerned, such
political suppression of today’s growth-based economic and social system can only
be achieved by seizing the state's political power. | argue that this process of seizing

political power necessitates a class struggle against the ruling class.

Another matter of debate is degrowth thinkers’ assertion of achieving social well-
being for the masses by reducing the usage of energy and material throughput to
bring the world economy back within planetary boundaries at the same time (Hickel,
2023a). Since such a reduction in energy and material use will inevitably yield a
downscaling in production and consumption as well, | find this argument quite
controversial. Similarly, Kallis (2018, p. 114) argues that there is no evidence that a

contraction of the economy and its throughput will improve the well-being of the

100



masses. Besides, since degrowth is far from meeting the basic needs of billions of
poor people and laborers of the world, I think degrowth cannot be seen as an
umbrella under which different layers of society can gather. In other words,
degrowth, with its current arguments, does not offer an opportunity for a collective
environmental struggle. Driscoll (2024) implies in the same manner that “despite
academic chatter, the degrowth movement is irrelevant to most people worldwide
and fails in the public consciousness in both opinion and salience.” According to
him, degrowth cannot provide empirically grounded, credible social and political
solutions (ibid). As stated before, many degrowth proponents position themselves
against the arguments of Marxism concerning the development of productive forces
in the sense that this development harms nature. Instead, they focus on downsizing in
production, which is called “politics of less” by Matthew Huber. | argue that this
approach also weakens the possibility of endorsement of the degrowth idea by the
masses. | do not think that degrowth can embrace the masses and mobilize them for

the struggle against ecological destruction with this perspective.

To conclude, it is ambiguous what degrowth proponents offer to overcome the
relations of capitalism. In his work, Kallis indicates the same problem, saying that
since capital has grown by exploiting all possible founts of growth, “how and why
would it accept limits to its main sources of free work: resources and energy?”
(Kallis 2018, p. 105). He asks whether it is realistic to expect states to adopt policies
that would threaten growth and whether it is possible to come into power with an
agenda that would question growth (ibid., p. 137). According to him, the agenda
should be to find how, or under what conditions, degrowth’s envisioned societal
transformation may become possible (ibid., p. 137). Similarly, I argue that degrowth
literature is far from articulating convincing arguments about these uncertainties.
Hence, with all these uncertainties and problems, | think the idea of degrowth, as

such, cannot be a viable solution to the ecological crisis.

6.2. A Possible Solution to the Impasse

Let us begin with a provoking question from Jason Hickel: “If the dominant
economic system actively destroys the biosphere and fails to meet most people’s

basic needs at the same time, then what is the point?”
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Before discussing possible solutions to environmental degradation and the possibility
of bequeathing a livable planet for future generations, | believe the underlying causes
of the current situation should be stated clearly. | contend that nature and the climate
cannot be saved under capitalism; therefore, it is impossible to create an ecologically
sustainable world under the hegemony of the capitalist mode of production. The
interests of big corporations and monopolies are not compatible with
environmentalist ideas like degrowth, which aim to limit the usage of energy and
material throughput and reduce production and consumption in favor of social and
ecological well-being. Capitalism’s profit-oriented view, with its continuous
exploitation of humans and nature, is the very basis of the system, and this formation
can work more efficiently when nature is considered a free resource for capital to
obtain surplus. Since environmental degradation is an outcome of the capitalist mode
of production, the imagination of an alternative society in tune with the ecosystem
should be based on the negation of capitalism as a mode of production. In other
words, capitalism should be resolved first. Only then can we literally ponder on a
sustainable world. Only then, a real analysis of viable solutions to ecological
problems be meaningful. To say it again, | think it is not possible to overcome the
environmental crisis without a radical shift—a socialist transformation—in the

capitalist mode of production.

Huber (2022, p. 209) suggests seizing the means of production to save the planet,
with a shift in attention from reducing individual consumption to politicizing the
relations of production. In this regard, he emphasizes his hope for the era of social
revolution before the planet is destroyed (ibid). According to Huber, the climate fight
is not a cultural struggle against those who release the most carbon but a class
struggle against those who actually produce fossil fuels (ibid). In this regard, Huber
(ibid., p. 128) offers a new language of climate politics that does not concentrate on
less and calls for a climate politics of more, aligned with the material interests of the
working class to win the masses. In other words, we need a new discourse to hold the
attention of the masses. As Foster (2023b) mentions, there exists an opportunity to

build a global movement in the arena:

Pessimism and optimism are irrelevant in this situation. It is about building a global
movement based on the global working class and the “wretched of the earth” more
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generally, and entering into the fight for a world of substantive equality and
ecological sustainability. It is about the youth of today and future generations. You
either choose a path of resigning humanity to its so-called fate, pointing at present to
a planetary holocaust, or you resist.

I consider environmental problems to be directly related to the basic needs of the
billions of poor laborers. In this regard, the working class, deprived of the means of
production, should be taken as the appropriate agent to overcome the current
environmental crisis and achieve the ultimate goals of degrowth, such as equity,
justice, and societal well-being. I think the struggle of the working class for labor and
the struggle of environmental activists to save nature should both position themselves
against capitalism’s continuous exploitation. Therefore, | see a concrete opportunity
for a collective struggle of the climate movement together with all the exploited,
dispossessed, suppressed, and marginalized people of the world against capitalism.
Likewise, Kallis (2018, p. 140) draws attention to the affinity between the
widespread “environmentalism of the poor and the indigenous” in the Global South
and the movement for climate justice or degrowth in Europe. However, he doubts the
reality of a possible generalized socio-political change in the direction of degrowth
(ibid).

For sure, it will not be easy to get all these struggles together to cooperate for the
same goals. In my opinion, the difficulty here is to create an awareness among
people that they all have common interests and persuade them to join a united
struggle. Kallis has a similar consideration about this issue: “The question is whether
the movement of commoners or the dispossessed will see its common interest as
conditions change, organizing to struggle politically and socially to produce a new

mode of living, distributing, and enjoying” (Kallis 2018, p. 148).

In this sense, Hickel also pointed to the importance and need for an alliance between

environmental and labor movements in his Instagram post on 2™ May 2024:

The climate and environmentalist movements need to get very serious about creating
alliances with labor movements and working-class political formations. This means
foregrounding social policies as core demands: universal public services, affordable
housing, a job guarantee, living wages, and working-time reduction. Unite around
these demands and mobilize around policies that will ensure well-being and
economic justice for all.
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I find degrowth’s arguments for increasing the living standards of people through
less production not comprehensible on their own. | argue that such a transformation
can only be possible with a mode of production that is based on the needs of the
people. Only a use-value-oriented production with central planning can overcome
this problem. In other words, the main issue is to decide the purpose of production: a
production for the basic needs of people or the sake of profit?

Isikara (2023) argues that the primary function of production under socialism is to
provide all citizens with use values to satisfy a universal standard of basic needs.
This is actually what degrowth thinkers pursue: to achieve social well-being for all
while maintaining a just distribution without exploiting nature. As far as | am
concerned, collective planning, which we have seen in socialist practices so far, is
necessary to satisfy such needs of the masses and to save nature. However,
production in capitalism mainly depends on exchange values to expand the profit;
capitalism, in the era of globalism, refrains from the discussion of central planning.
Bagkaya (2023, p. 6) states in the same manner that capitalism commoditizes all
living bodies and asserts exchange value instead of use value. In this sense, Hickel
says that “under capitalism, essential goods are either underproduced or
commodified and priced out of the reach of working-class households, such as
housing, health care, higher education, and so on” (Hickel, 2023a). Thus, only a
socialist world system may enable the envisioned living conditions for the society
that degrowth proponents imagine without damaging the ecosystem.

I contend that the suggestions and goals of degrowth can make sense only if we
explicitly argue for a socialist model with confiscation of private property,
distribution of large lands and enterprises to people, elimination of unnecessary and
luxury production, transition to a centrally planned economy, etc. Only then can we
move to a production organized for the needs of the people—the concept of use-
value is important here—avoiding the production and consumption of unnecessary
goods. This is clearly a transition to a proletarian government. Therefore, | believe
that degrowth must be a part of a global anti-capitalist movement, and degrowth
thinkers should call for a socialist world. In my opinion, without openly demanding

socialism, degrowth promises nothing.
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When we explicitly utter a united struggle of climate movements together with the
working class and articulate the need for socialism, the class struggle may be offered
as a key to environmentalism's impasse. Huber (2020) draws attention to the possible

role of the working class in stopping environmental degradation:

It is workers’ strategic location at the point of production which gives them
tremendous power to disrupt capital’s profits at the source. The most obvious form
of planet-warming capitalist production is digging up fossil fuels and selling them
for profit. Workers have power if they act collectively. They can halt capitalism’s
assault on the planet.

To conclude, despite the various problems that | have extensively discussed so far, |
believe that degrowth encompasses valuable arguments concerning ecological
problems. On the one hand, degrowth’s goals of societal well-being, fair distribution,
ending exploitation, direct democracy, localized production, ecologically and
socially sustainable surplus, care, and decommodification of land and resources are
very close to the socialist system that | argue for. On the other hand, although it
holds many proximities, | think the degrowth idea cannot be totally in accord with
Marxism because of the different perspectives it holds. At this point, | consider the
critique of degrowth thinkers toward socialism regarding the development of
productive forces problematic. Thus, | see it not possible for the degrowth
proponents, with these approaches to socialist theory and practice, to act in concert
with the socialist movements. However, | argue that the goals of degrowth that I
have listed above can only be obtained through a struggle through the lens of

socialism.
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CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSION

“<...> And this history, the history of their
expropriation, is written in the annals of
mankind in letters of blood and fire.”*

Andreucci and Engel-Di Mauro (2019, p. 184) mention that it is possible to imagine
a society where humans can live “healthy, abundant, and meaningful lives without
denigrating the natural world.” The idea of degrowth that | have analyzed in my
thesis has been introduced to maintain the society that Andreucci and Engel-Di
Mauro desire. The societal transformation that degrowth thinkers envision
encompasses maintaining social well-being, justice, and equality for all, as well as
respecting the limits of nature. The degrowth idea is a challenging confrontation with
the growth imperative of capitalism; in this regard, degrowth comprises a post-
capitalist imagination. My purpose in this study is to put forward a detailed analysis
of the idea of degrowth, providing a frame for the political and/or ethical stance of

degrowth proponents.

Degrowth, with its various interpretations, is a recently developed stance in the field
of environmentalism and contains complexities and uncertainties. Together with the
definitions and the historical development, | have tried to discuss the problems of
degrowth and the criticism toward the degrowth idea, and | have provided my own
interpretation of degrowth as well. Finally, I tried to explicate whether degrowth is a
viable solution to the impasse in environmentalism and explore possible solutions to

the current ecological breakdown.

*? Karl Marx: Capital, Vol.1
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Scientific research shows us that we are facing an accelerated ecological crisis
threatening life on Earth. Environmental degradation is felt on the planetary scale
more deeply day by day. I should admit that | also have serious individual concerns
about the well-being of the ecosystem and future generations. Thus, | consider any
effort to stop environmental destruction and to solve the ecological crisis valuable. In
this sense, as a Marxist dealing with environmental issues, | find the degrowth idea
quite significant. However, as stated in the previous chapters, degrowth seems to be
an insufficient strategy to solve the current environmental crisis due to its
ambiguities and deficiencies. In my opinion, the most important problem of the
degrowth arguments is the realizability/applicability of the idea under capitalism. In
this sense, | contend that degrowth’s suggestions cannot be implemented unless

capitalism is overthrown by a socialist revolution.

Throughout my work, | have argued that ecological and social well-being are not
compatible with the goal of perpetual growth inherent in capitalism. Therefore, if we
want to stop environmental degradation and save nature, | think we should ponder
ways of replacing the capitalist mode of production, which is dependent on the
exploitation of both human labor and nature. Discussing the possibility of developing
a Marxist ecological awareness in pursuit of climate justice, the opportunity for a
collective climate struggle based on the power of the working class should also be
considered. Stating that the capitalist mode of production is responsible for today’s
ecological and social crisis, | argue that the environmental movements should strive
for a revolutionary overthrow of capitalism together with the working class and the
oppressed of the world in the pursuit of a livable planet. As Huber (2020) asserts,
“the political theories and strategies that flow from Marx’s core contradiction apply

equally to ecological crisis: namely, the class struggle remains central.”

Today, we face ecological and social problems due to the dominant economic system
prevailing in our lives. Capitalism commaodifies everything and plunders nature for
the sake of profit. As a result, humans suffer from global ecological and social crises
threatening life on the planet. Like in the field of environmentalism, liberalism
suggests developing individualistic solutions to social and global problems in all

areas. However, it is essential to generate collective solutions to these colossal
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troubles, and a political struggle should be organized to obtain the intended results.
From my point of view, people should unite and rebel against all the injustices,
inequalities, and exploitation, which is very similar to Camus’s absurdity®, in the
world. Given that capitalism is leading us towards deadlock and we are living in a
world of some sort of barbarism under capitalism, | think the only proper way is to
stand up together against all forms of exploitation. For a better world of equality,
justice, and freedom, bearing responsibility to hand the planet to future generations
in livable conditions, collective political activism is a sine qua non. Keeping in mind
that individual moral approaches by no means can solve such colossal global
problems, ecology is a crucial field of this collective struggle.

As a last word, let me quote Chico Mendes once again:

“At first, | thought | was fighting to save rubber trees, then | thought | was
fighting to save the Amazon rainforest. Now, | realize that | am fighting for
humanity.”

** Camus argues that only by rebellion, this absurdity can be overcome and replaced with justice, law,
etc.
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APPENDICES

A. TURKISH SUMMARY / TURKCE OZET

BOLUM 1: GIRIS

Gliniimiizde, kiiresel 1sinma ve iklim degisikligi ile birlikte ¢evresel kaygilar giderek
artmaktadir. Yasanan iklim krizinin gezegensel bir yok olusa neden olabilecegi
tehlikesinin hissedilmesi, insan-doga iliskisinin daha fazla sorgulanir olmasini da
beraberinde getirmistir. Bir yandan ekolojik yikimin nedenleri ve sorumlulari iizerine
kafa yorulurken, bir yandan da bu yikimi durdurmaya yonelik ¢6ziim Onerileri
giindeme gelmektedir. Bu baglamda c¢evre miicadeleleri ve cevresel hareketler
gelismekte ve bu alanda yeni politik ve etik duruslar akademik cevrelerde ve
toplumsal alanda daha fazla tartisilmaktadir.

Cevresel konular, etik, politik, teknolojik, ekonomik vb. pek ¢ok farkli alanla iliskisi
olan multidisipliner konulardir; bu nedenle, ¢evre alaninda ¢alismalar yapilirken bu
cok yonliiligiin géz Oniinde bulundurulmasi gerekir. Bu nedenle, bu ¢alisma
kapsaminda ele alinan ‘kiiglilme’ (degrowth) diistincesi de farkli yonleriyle analiz
edilmeye calisilmistir. Bu tezin amaci, kiigiilme fikrinin kapsamli olarak (6nerileri,
hedefleri, giiglii ve zayif yanlar1 vb.) incelenerek, ¢evrecilik alaninda etik ve politik
bir durusun belirlenmesidir. Ayni zamanda, i¢inde bulundugumuz mevcut ekolojik
krize bir ¢6ziim olarak gelistirilen kii¢iilme diigsiincesine yonelik elestiriler de tez
kapsaminda ele alinmakta olup, kiigiilmenin ¢evresel yikima kars1 uygulanabilir bir

diistince/durus olup olamayacagi konusu degerlendirilmektedir.

BOLUM 2: INSAN-DOGA [LISKiSi VE FELSEFENIN BURADAKI ROLU

Cevrecilik alaninda ortaya atilan teorileri/fikirleri ele alirken, insan-doga iliskisi

konusu 6nem arz etmektedir. Cevre felsefesinin 6ziinii de, insan-doga iligkisi ve

118



dogaya etik yaklasimlar olusturmaktadir. Insanin, insan dis1 canlilarla ve bir biitiin
olarak doga ile etkilesiminin nasil olmasi gerektigi, bu baglamda doganin degerinin
ne oldugu, dogaya ve gelecek kusaklara karsi hangi sorumluluklar tasidigimiz gibi
sorular cevre felsefesinde temel sorulardir. Ornegin Jamieson (2008, p. 6), felsefenin
buradaki roliinii, i¢inde bulundugumuz ekolojik yikimla ilgili bir farkindalik yaratma
ve bu baglamda insan-doga arasindaki iliskiyi sorgulamak olarak agikliyor.
DesJardins’e (2013, p. 5) gore ise, ¢evre alaninda ¢alisan felsefecilerin gevre ile ilgili
meselelere politik, etik, metafizik ve epistemolojik kavramlari igeren daha genis ve
radikal bir bakis gelistirmeleri gerekmektedir. Cevresel sorunlarmn nedenlerinin
aslinda politik kararlar ve tercihler oldugunu diisiindiigiimiizde ise, ¢evre felsefesinin

politik felsefe ve etik ile giiclii baglar1 oldugunu sdyleyebiliriz.

Cevre alanindaki tartismalarda temel noktanin, yasamin/ekosistemin devamliligini
saglayacak dogru yaklasim ya da Onerilerin ortaya konulmasi oldugunu
diistiniiyorum. Bagka bir ifadeyle, ekolojik ve toplumsal iyi olma halini ve gelecek
nesillere yasanabilir bir diinya birakma hedefini gerceklestirebilecek politik ve etik
duruslar tizerine kafa yorulmasi gerekiyor. Zaten kii¢iilme diislincesi de, boyle bir

amac1 gergeklestirmeye yonelik etik ve politik bir durus olarak dnerilmektedir.

Esitsizlik, adaletsizlik ve ayrimciliklarin bu denli yogun hissedildigi bir diinyada,
bireyin etik bir yasami nasil siirdiirebilecegi ya da bireysel yaklagimlarin bu
problemlere bir yanit olup olamayacagi sorusu 6nemlidir. Bu baglamda, doga ile
uyumlu bir yasamin nasil olabilecegi sorusunU da bireysel etik alaninin disinda
goriiyorum. Doga katliam ve talanlari, ¢evresel bozulmalar dikkate alindiginda, tek
bagina etigin bu sorunlar1 ¢6zmekte yetersiz kalacagi bir gergektir. Giliniimiiz
diinyasinda, bu konular tamamen politik alanin belirleyiciligindedir. Yine de, insan-
doga iliskisini tanimlamak ve iiretim siirecinde insanin dogayla etkilesimini tartismak
gerekmektedir. Bu boéliimde, insan-doga iliskisini incelerken, siklikla Marksizmin bu
konuyu nasil ele aldigina degindim; ¢iinkii bana gére Marksizm, ekolojik sorunlarin
kaynagint gosterme, soruna dair ¢Oziim Onerileri gelistirme ve bu ¢oziimil

gerceklestirecek 6zneleri ortaya koyma noktasinda yol gostermektedir.

Marksizmde, doga ve insan arasindaki siirekli etkilesime vurgu yapilmaktadir. Bu

anlamda doga da, tipki toplumlar gibi, dialektik bir degisim siirecine tabidir. Demirer
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ve Ozbudun (2024), bir yandan insan toplumunun dogayla ayrilmaz bir sekilde
baglantili oldugunu, 6te yandan insanlarin ise emek araciligiyla dogaya miidahale
ettigini, onu doniistiirdiigiinii sdyler. Insan toplumunun doga iizerindeki etkisi iiretim
siireciyle sekillendiginden, lretim iligkilerindeki degisime bagli olarak bu etkinin
miktar1 tarih boyunca farklilasmistir. Engels (1887), Doganin Diyalektigi adli
eserinde, insanlarin dogaya ait oldugunu ve doga {izerindeki hakimiyetimizin, onun
yasalarini bilme ve uygulama konusunda diger tiim varliklara gore sahip oldugumuz
avantajdan ibaret oldugunu belirtir. Benzer sekilde Aldo Leopold, insanlar1 toprak
toplulugunun (land community) sahipleri degil, sade tiyeleri ve vatandaslar1 olarak
tanimlar (Leopold 1949, p. 204). Ancak kapitalizm, insan ve doga arasindaki bu
birlikteligi ve etkilesimi yok etmek ve bu alanda bir ikilik (diializm) yaratmak
istemektedir. Hickel (2020a), diinyay1 bu sekilde gérmenin bir tiir felsefi diializm
oldugunu ve bu fikirleri Platon'dan Descartes'a kadar uzun bir disiiniirler
silsilesinden miras aldigimizi belirtmektedir. Hickel'e gore, bu dialist felsefe
giiniimiiziin ekolojik krizinden sorumludur ve kapitalizmin argiimanlariyla dogrudan
iligkilidir. Bu anlamda, kapitalizmle birlikte insanin dogadan ayrildig1 iddiasiyla,
doga ve insan arasinda bir tiir dikotominin de ortaya ¢iktig1 sdylenebilir. Bu goriise
gore insan dogaya hiikkmeden bir varliktir ve dogayla ¢atisma halindedir. Ben bu
yaklagimin—insanin doga {izerindeki hakimiyetinin giiglii bir sekilde ileri
stiriilmesinin—Kapitalist {iretim bi¢iminde dogal kaynaklarin kapitalist tekellerin
cikarlar1 i¢in sOmiriilmesinin mesrulastirilmasi1 ¢abasindan kaynaklandigim

diistiniiyorum.

BOLUM 3: IKLIM DEGISIKLIGI VE GUNUMUZ CEVRECILIGINDEKI
CIKMAZ

Iklim degisikliginin yarattigi kiiresel risk ve buna bagli olarak artan gevresel
farkindalik g6z oniinde bulundurarak, bu boliimde giiniimiiz ¢evreciligini ele almay:
ve ekoloji miicadelesinde gordiiglim sorunlari tartigmay1 amagladim. Bu boliimde iki
temel konu tizerinde durulmustur: ilk olarak bilimsel bir olgu olarak iklim degisikligi
kavrami incelenmis, daha sonra ise g¢evresel yikimin sebepleri ve sorumlular

tartisilmistir. Buradaki amacglarimdan biri de, akademide ve iklim hareketlerinde
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egemen olan liberal bakis agisinin kitleleri yanlis yonlendirmesine dikkat ¢gekmek ve

giiniimiiz ¢evreciligindeki ¢ikmazin nedenlerini tartigmaktir.

Lowy (2023) giiniimiiziin ekolojik krizini yirmi birinci ylizyilin en 6nemli sosyal ve
politik sorunu olarak tanimlamakta ve bu krizin dniimiizdeki on yillarda gezegenin
ve insanligin gelecegini belirleyecegini ifade etmektedir. Benzer sekilde Kallis
(2018, s. 100), iklim degisikliginin yalnizca diger tiirleri ve biyogesitliligi degil, ayni
zamanda insanlarin yasam kosullarini da tehdit ettigini savunmaktadir. Klitgaard ise
(2023), kapitalizmin yol actigi kiiresel bir ekolojik ve sosyal kriz nedeniyle
varolugsal bir tehditle kars1 karsiya oldugumuzu iddia ediyor. Klitgaard’a gore
(a.g.e.), doganin sinirlarinin gogunu ¢oktan asmis durumdayiz ve sorunu ¢ézmek igin

fazla zamanimiz kalmadi.

Bilim, bugiin kars1 karsiya oldugumuz kiiresel iklim degisikliginin insan kaynakli
(antropogenic) oldugunu ortaya koymaktadir. Baska bir deyisle, iklim degisikligine
neden olan dogrudan insan etkisidir; yasadigimiz ¢evresel sorunlar, insan
toplumunun dogaya miidahalelesinin sonuglaridir. Ancak, iginde bulundugumuz
mevcut ¢evresel yikim icin insanligi bir biitlin olarak suglamak adil midir? Ya da tim
insanlarin bu sorundan ayni diizeyde etkilendigini sOyleyebilir miyiz? Bu baglamda,
¢evre sorunlarinin nedeninin insanligin dogaya karsi gorevlerini yerine getirmemesi
oldugunu iddia edebilir miyiz? Benim diisiinceme gore, yikimin asil sorumlularini
gormezden gelerek iklim degisikliginin hikayesini bu sekilde anlatmak eksik

olacaktir.

Cevrecilik alaninda liberal yaklasimlar tarafindan, insanlarin dogaya miidahaleleri ile
bugiinkii ekolojik felaket durumuna neden oldugu yaygin olarak ifade edilmektedir.
Yani yaganan sorunlarin kaynagi bir biitiin olarak insanliktir. Huber, bu goriisiin
bireylere igsel bir sugluluk duygusu asiladigin1 ve dogaya verilen zarardan dolay1
onlar1 sugladigini savunmaktadir (2022, s. 104). Her ne kadar baz kisi veya gruplarin
dogayr tahrip eden bilincli ve kasith eylemleriyle ¢evresel problemlerde pay:
oldugunu disiiniiyor olsam da, tiim insanlara ortak bir sucluluk yiikleyen bu
yaklasimlarin  kapitalist sistemin ¢evresel bozulmadaki roliinii gizlemeyi

amagcladigini savunuyorum. Dahasi, bence bu c¢abalar, emegin ve doganin siirekli
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sOmiiriisiine dayanan bu egemen sistem i¢in insanlardan riza liretmeye ¢alismaktadir.
Bu baglamda, mevcut cevresel yikim kapitalist tiretim tarzinin isleyisiyle baglantili

oldugundan, kapitalizmin bu krizdeki rolii acik¢a ifade edilmelidir.

Ozellikle politik ekoloji yazininda, ekolojik sorunlarin nedeninin kapitalist {iretim
bicimi oldugu genel bir kabuldiir. Lowy'ye (2023) goére suglu, sonsuz genisleme,
birikim, tiretimcilik ve kar arayisi saplantisi gibi sagma ve irrasyonel bir mantigi olan
kapitalist sistemdir. Aksu (2023) da ayn1 sekilde, ekolojik sorunlarin ezelden beri var
olmadigini, insanoglunun iiretim sisteminin tarihsel gelisiminin belirli bir doneminde
sahneye c¢iktigini savunmaktadir. Bu baglamda, Aksu'ya (a.g.e.) gbre, ne insanlarin
doga iizerindeki tiim eylemleri dogaya zararli olarak degerlendirilebilir ne de mevcut

ekolojik yikimdan tiim insanlar sorumlu tutulabilir.

Meta iiretimine ve biiyiik 6lgiide kullanim degeri yerine degisim degerine dayanan
Kapitalist tiretim tarzinda, tiretimin kontrolii 6zel miilkiyete aittir; mal ve hizmetler
piyasada fiyatlandirilir ve satin alinir. Uretim, piyasada deisim ve dolasim igin
gerceklestirilir ve bundan net bir kar geliri elde edilmesi amaglanir. Uretim
araglariin sahipleri, karlarin1 arti deger somiiriisiinden elde eder. Bu baglamda
Marx, kapitalist dolagimin genel formiiliinii, paranin metalara ve metalarin tekrar
paraya doniistiigi M-C-M (para-meta-para) olarak tanimlar (Marx 1887, s. 104).
Marx, M-C-M dongiisiiniin baglica giidiisiiniin ve amacinin degisim-degeri oldugunu
belirtir (a.g.e., s. 106). Kapitalizmin emegi somiirmesi ve dogayr yagmalamasi
birbirinden ayr1 meseleler degildir; her ikisi de meta iiretimine ve arti degere el
koymaya dayanan iiretim tarziyla iligkilidir. Marx, kapitalist {retim tarzinin
olusumunda doganin yalnizca bir nesne, kar ve sermaye birikimi ugruna bir {iretim
araci olarak gorildiigiine isaret eder. Dolayisiyla, kapitalizmde doga artik i¢sel/6zsel

bir gii¢ olarak goriilmemektedir.

Bu boliimde incelenen konulardan birisi de, mevcut ¢evre miicadeleleri ve onlara
yonelik elestirilerdir. Son donemde oOzellikle Bati’da g¢evre miicadeleleri/iklim
aktivizmi biliylimiis ve miicadele yoOntemleri c¢esitlenmistir. Bu hareketlerin,
kapitalizmi ¢evresel sorunlarin ana kaynagi olarak gormeleri, iklim krizine karsi

gencligi harekete gecirmeleri ve toplumsal aktivizmi onermeleri agisindan degerli
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olduklarmi diisiiniiyorum. Ote yandan, Letzte Generation, Just Stop Qil, Fridays For
Future orneklerinde oldugu gibi, yeni gelisen bu hareketlerin, kaynak kullanimini
azaltmak ve fosil yakitlardan ¢ikis onerileri gibi noktalarda kii¢iilme diisiincesi ile de
ortak paydalarinin oldugu kanaatindeyim. Ancak, aktivistlerin tiim kararliliklarina ve
miicadele araglarmin c¢esitliligine ragmen, bu hareketler kitlelerle bulusmaktan
uzaktir. Bu baglamda Huber, giiniimiiziin ekolojik sorunlarinin, yoksullarin temel
ihtiyaglartyla olan ilgisinin altin1 ¢izmektedir. Huber’e gore, iklim hareketinin
argiimanlari, temel ihtiyaglara ulagsmakta zorlanan bu kesimlerle bulusamamaktadir
ve onlarin ¢ikarlar1 dogrultusunda yeterli bir strateji sunamamaktadir (Huber 2022, p.
102). Gergekten de mevcut ¢cevre miicadelelerine baktigimizda, bu hareketlerin esas
olarak entelektiieller, akademisyenler ve beyaz yakalilardan olusan kentli orta
siniflara dayandigini soyleyebiliriz. Sonug olarak bu hareketler, diinya genelinde
milyarlarca emekgiyi ikna etmekten ve gevresel bozulmayr durdurmak igin kitlelerin

birlesik iklim miicadelesini basarmaktan oldukga uzaktirlar.

Kapitalizmi ekolojik problemlerin kaynagi olarak goren bu anlayislarin yani sira,
¢evresel bozulmanin sorumlulugunu bireylere yiikleyen, bireysel tiiketime ve karbon
ayak izi analizine odaklanan liberal yaklasimlarin ¢evrecilikte hala etkin oldugunu
sOyleyebiliriz. Liberal zihinlerin bireyci bakis agisinin gevrecilik alanindaki bu
yansimalariin, kitleleri bilingli olarak yanlis yonlendirdigini savunuyorum. Bana
gore, asirt tiiketimin dogal kaynaklara verilen zarari artirdigi bir gergektir; ancak
iklim degisikliginin itici giicii olarak tiiketim analizine bagli kalmak, sorunun yanlis

degerlendirilmesidir.

BOLUM 4: KUCULME (DEGROWTH) NEDIR?

Son yillarda kiiglilme diisiincesi ¢evrecilik alaninda giderek popiilerlik kazanmis ve
bu alandaki akademisyenler, ¢evreciler ve sivil toplumu bir araya getirmistir.
Esasinda kiiciilme, ¢cok yonlii bir fikirdir ve biinyesinde bir¢ok farkli yaklagimi
barindirmaktadir. Tez calismamin temeli olarak nitelendirdigim bu béliimde,
cevrecilik alaninda politik ve etik bir durus olarak kiiciilmeyi pek cok farklh
akademisyen ve aragtirmacinin bakis acilarim1 da Yyansitarak ele almaya ve

kiiglilmenin tarihsel gelisimini incelemeye calistim.
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Kiiclilme, mevcut ekolojik yikimi durdurma hedefiyle ortaya c¢ikmis bir bakis
acisidir. Temel olarak, topluma egemen olan biiyiime fikrine ve biiyiime odakli
iretim anlayisina bir karst durus olmakla birlikte, ekonomik bir kavramin g¢ok
otesindedir. Kiiclilme yazininda, kii¢iilmenin ne olduguna, neleri hayata gec¢irmek
istedigine dair birbirinden farkli iddialar/gériisler olsa da, genel olarak kiigiilme
diisiincesi  savunucularinin  toplumsal bir donilisim iizerine yogunlastiklari
gorilmektedir. Daha c¢ok post-kapitalist bir toplum tahayyiilii diyebilecegimiz bu
yeni modelde, enerji ve hammadde kullaniminda 6lgek kiigiilmesine gidilerek, dogal
cevre ile uyumlu bir yasam siirdiiriilmesi hedeflenmektedir. Kii¢iilme diisiiniirlerine
gore, bu sekildeki bir 6lgek kiigiilmesi, tiretim ve tiiketimde de bir azalmaya gidilerek
cevresel yikimin etkilerini azaltacaktir. Bu bolimde kiigiilmenin ne oldugu
tartisilirken, Kallis, Hickel, Isikara, Akbulut, Schmelzer vd. gibi kii¢iilme alaninda
calisan pek ¢ok arastirmacinin goriislerine yer verilmistir. Ornegin, kiigiilme {izerine
calisan uluslararasi bir diistince kurulusu olan Research and Degrowth’un (2024)
tanimlamasina gore kiiciilme, insan refahini artiran, toplumsal esitligi gelistiren,
gezegendeki ekolojik kosullarla uyumlu, siirdiiriilebilirlik esash bir iiretim ve tiiketim
Olgegidir. Akbulut’a (2021, s. 98) gore ise kiigiilme, toplum, ekonomi ve dogayi
eklemlemenin alternatif yollarin1 hayal etme g¢abasindaki kavramsal bir ¢ergevedir.
Kallis (2018, s. 9), en genel anlamda kiigiilmeyi, ¢evresel siirdiiriilebilirlikle uyumlu
olacak sekilde enerji ve kaynak lretiminin azaltilmasi olarak aciklamaktadir. Bu
baglamda, politik ve etik bir durus olarak kii¢iilme, yalnizca maddi 6l¢ek kiiciiltmeye
ilisgkin ekonomik meselelerle ilgili degildir; kii¢iilme diislincesi ayni zamanda
toplumsal formasyona da gii¢lii bir vurgu yapmaktadir. Isikara, kiigiilme hareketinin,
tiretimciligi ve sonsuz biiylime arayisini elestirerek, mevcut yasam bi¢iminin tersine
cevrilmesi ve toplumun biiylime arayigindan kurtularak kiiglilme yoluyla canliliga

kavugmasi gerektigini savundugunu belirtmektedir (Isikara 2020, s. 111).

Yukarida belirtildigi iizere kii¢lilme diisiincesi, kapitalizmin biiylime zorunluluguna
kars1 ¢ikan bir durustur ve bu anlamda anti-kapitalist bir bakis tasidig1 sdylenebilir.
Dolayisiyla kiigiilme diistincesini incelemeye baslamadan once, biiylimenin—daha
dogru bir ifadeyle kapitalist biiylimenin—ne oldugunu incelemeye c¢alistim. Bu
anlamda biiylimenin kapitalist tiretim bi¢imi ile iliskisini ele aldim ve kapitalizmin

dogas1 geregi biiyiime mecburiyetinde olan bir sistem oldugunu gostermeye ¢alistim.
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Kapitalist iiretim bi¢imine igkin olan biiylime, toplumsal gelisim ya da kalkinma
olarak ele alinamaz; kapitalizmde biliylime aslinda sermaye birikimidir ve iiretim
siirecinde art1 degere el konulmasi ile ilgilidir. Kapitalist iiretim bi¢imi kar odaklidir
ve kullanim degeri yerine degisim degerine odaklanir. Sermayenin ¢ikarlar1 esas
alman T{retim siirecinde, emegin somiirisi ve doganin yagmalanmasi i¢ ice
gegmistir. Yani, kapitalizm kosullart altinda ¢evresel yikim kaginilmazdir. Kiigilme
diisiincesi kapitalist bliylime anlayisina karst yeni bir paradigma ortaya koymay1
amagladigindan, kiiglilmenin kapitalizm karsiti bir model oldugu da soylenebilir.
Ancak, kii¢iilme diisiiniirlerinin kapitalizmi bir iiretim bi¢imi olarak agik bir sekilde
karsilarina almadiklarini ve kapitalizme karsi alternatif bir sistemi de net olarak
onermediklerini savunuyorum. Bence, kiigiilme savunucular1 bu noktada kagamak bir
tutum almaktadir. Kiigiilme, kapitalizmi elestirirken, yerine nasil bir iiretim modeli
onerdigi belirsizdir. Kiiclilme fikrine yonelik elestirilerden biri olan bu noktayi,

tezimin ilerleyen boliimlerinde daha genis olarak ortaya koymaya ¢aligtim.

Bu bdliimde ayrica, i¢cinde bulundugumuz ekolojik krize bir ¢6ziim olarak Onerilen
kiiglilme diisiincesinin nihai hedefleri ile somut 6nerilerini inceledim. Bu baglamda,
kiiciilme savunucularmin mevcut ¢evresel yikim karsisinda politik duruglarinin ne
oldugunu da ortaya koymak istedim. Kiiclilme, genel olarak kapitalist biiyiime
fikrine kars1 bir diislince oldugundan, kapitalizmin asir1 {iretim ve tiikketime dayali
anlayisina da karsidir. Dolayisiyla, hammadde, enerji kullanimi ve kaynak
kullanimimi azaltacak sekilde, daha kiigiik 6lgekli, lokal, otonom yapilar lizerinden
iretim yapilmasini savunur. Bunun yaninda kii¢lilme diisiintirleri, fosil yakitlarindan
cikig, yenilenebilir enerji kaynaklarindan faydalanma, demokratik ve adil bir
boliisim ve tiim c¢alisanlar icin yeterli temel bir iicret gibi somut Oneriler
sunmaktadirlar. Cevresel yikimin oniine gecebilmek ve doga ile uyumlu bir yasam
sirebilmek adina ise, bireysel tiiketimin de azaltilmasi ve buna yOnelik yasam
aliskanliklarinda bir doniistimiin gergeklestirilmesi gerekmektedir. Bu da kiigiilmenin
bireysel alandaki onerilerindendir. Elbette bu onerilerin hangi kosullar altinda hayata
gecirilebilecegi belirsizdir. Bana gore, somiirii ve biiylime odakli kapitalist sistem
asilmadan kiiciilmecilerin savunduklart bir modele gecilmesi miimkiin degildir;
clinkii kapitalizm dogas1 geregi her zaman daha fazla kaynak kullanmak

istemektedir.
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BOLUM 5: KUCULME ILE ILGILI SORUNLAR VE KUCULMENIN
SOSYALIST BiR PESRPEKTIFTEN ELESTIRISI

Bu boéliimde, kiigiilme diislincesi ile ilgili sorunlu gordiigim konular1 ele almaya
calistim. Bunu yaparken de, ekoloji alaninda caligmalar yiiriiten bazi Marksist
diisiiniirlerin elestirilerinden yararlandim. Bu boliimde kiiclilme diisiincesine doniik
yapici elestiriler getirildi, ¢linkii her ne kadar kiigiilmecilerin savunduklarinin mevcut
kosullarda uygulanabilirligi olmadigimi diistinsem de, bir biitiin olarak kiigiilme
fikrini ve onerilerini degerli buluyorum. Yine bu boliimde incelenen bir diger baslik,
kiigiilme diisiincesi ile sosyalizmin argiimanlar1 arasindaki benzerlikler ve farklilar
oldu. Boliim sonunda ise kiigiilme alanindaki bazi 6nemli akademisyen ve yazarlarin

(Kallis, Hickel, Huber, Isikara) diisiincelerinin karsilastirmasini yapmaya calistim.

Bolimiin ana konusu, kiiciilme diistincesindeki sorunlar ve kiiciilmeye yonelik
elestirilerdir. Bu kapsamda ilk olarak kiigiilme diislincesindeki belirsizlikleri ele
aldim. Kiiciilmenin daha cok etik mi yoksa politik mi bir durus oldugu bunlarin
basinda gelmektedir. Benim diisiinceme gore kiigiilme, hem politik hem de etik bir
durustur ve aslinda bu ikisini birbirinden ayirmak hata olacaktir. Yine kii¢ilmenin
oziinde bir azla yetinme modeli olup olmadigi konusunun ve iiretim ve kaynak
kullanimindaki ~ Olgek  kiigiiltmenin, o6zellikle yoksul Kkitlelerce  arzulanip
arzulanmayacaginin tartismali oldugunu diisiiniiyorum. Ornegin bana gére, iiretim ve
buna bagli olarak tiiketimdeki bir azalma ile pek ¢ok yoksunlukla bogusan kesimlerin
sosyal ve ekolojik problemlerine ¢6zliim olma iddiasi, akla uygun gériinmemektedir.
Son olarak, kii¢iilme diislincesinin diinya iizerindeki sosyal ve ekonomik farkliliklart
ve buna bagh gii¢ iligkilerini yeterince degerlendirmedigini savunuyorum. Bu
anlamda kii¢lilmecilerin dnerilerinin, dzellikle Kiiresel Giiney’in yoksul iilkeleri i¢in

savunulabilir olmadigini iddia ediyorum.

Sorunlu gordiigiim diger bir konu ise kiigiilme diisiincesindeki yontem sorununa
iliskindir. Bu bir anlamda, amag-ara¢ diyalektigine dair bir problemdir. Kiigiilme
fikrinin nihai hedefinin toplumsal ve ekolojik bir iyi durum elde etme oldugu
soylenebilir. Hizlanan ekolojik ¢okiis nedeniyle gezegensel bir yok olus tehdidinin

hissedildigi bir ortamda, bu nihai hedef, diinyanin ve hayatin siirdiiriilebilirligi ve
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gelecek nesillere yasanabilir bir diinya miras birakmak olarak da tanimlanabilir.
Kallis (2018, s. 118) kiigiilme toplumunda ekonominin kendi basina bir amag degil,
daha {istiin bir amaca giden bir ara¢ oldugunu iddia etmektedir ki; Kallis’e gore bu

amac biyolojik ihtiyaclarimizin tatmini ve yasama dair bir anlam arayisimiz olarak

ifade edilebilir.

Peki bu hedeflere ulasmak ic¢in hangi araglar kullanilacaktir? Kiigiilme
savunucularinin 6nerdigi, daha az madde kullanimina dayali kiigiik 6l¢ekli ve doga
ile uyumlu bu yeni toplumsal ve ekonomik modele nasil gegilecektir? Kiiciilme
politikalarimin hayata gecirilmesi i¢in kullanilmasi gereken araglar nelerdir ve bu
araglar nihai amaca uygun mudur? Kiiclilmecilerin bu sorulara yeterince acgik
cevaplar veremediklerine diisiiniiyorum. Bu baglamda, kii¢iilme fikrinin 6nerilerinin

gerceklestirilmesi kosullari, kiigiilme yazininda tam olarak ortaya konulmamaktadir.

Kiiciilme diisiincesine bir diger 6nemli elestiri ise kiiciilmedeki 6zneye iliskindir.
Bagka bir ifadeyle, kiigiilme politikalarin1 hayata gegirecek, bunun i¢in miicadele
edecek dzne kimdir ya da nedir? Iginde bulundugumuz ekolojik krizin, kapitalizmin
doga ve insan somiiriisii nedeniyle ortaya ¢iktigini savundugum i¢in, ¢dziim olarak
da kapitalist {iretim bi¢imimin degismesi gerektigini diisiiniiyorum. Bu anlamda
oncelikli olan, kapitalizmin nasil asilacaginin ve kapitalizmi agsma miicadelesinin
0znesinin ne olmasi gerektiginin ortaya konulmasidir. Kapitalizmin kar odakli iiretim
biciminde, iiretim araglarinin sahibi olmayan ve gecinmek i¢in emegini satmak
zorunda olanlar, kapitalizm karsiti miicadelenin de &znesidir. Ote yandan, ekolojik
krizin getirdigi Kuraklik, agir1 yagislar ve buna bagli olarak saglikli gidaya ve temiz
suya erigim sorunu gibi problemler, sermaye tarafindan emegi somiiriilen ve miilksiiz
birakilan yoksul kesimleri daha fazla etkilemektedir. Meseleyi bu sekilde ortaya
koydugumuzda, ¢evre miicadelelerinin 6znesinin de is¢i sinifi ve bir biitiin olarak
ezilenler oldugunu savunuyorum. Burada onerilen geleneksel anlamda endiistriyel bir
is¢i sinift degil; temel ihtiyaclarina erisim sorunu bulunan kent ve kir yoksullari,
gelecek kaygist tasiyan genclik, sistemin baskisina ve somiiriisiine maruz kalan
kadinlar ve gogmenler ve ezilenlerden olusan daha genel bir tanimlamaya isaret
etmektedir. Gezegensel yikimi durdurmak ve gelecek nesillere yasanabilir bir diinya

birakabilmek i¢in kapitalizme karsi verilecek bu miicadelede, anti-koloniyal
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miicadeleler ile son donemde giderek artan hafriyatgilik (extractivism) projelerine
kars1 topragina ve yasam alanlarina sahip ¢ikanlarin yereldeki direnisleri de biitiiniin
parcalar1 olmalidir. Ancak kiiclilme yazininda, kiigiilmenin onerdigi sosyal ve

toplumsal doniistimiin 6znesi belirsizdir.

Daha 6nce ifade edildigi iizere, kiigiilme diisiincesinin onerileri ve hedeflerini degerli
buluyorum. Yasadigimiz ekolojik problemlerin kaynagini kapitalist liretim bigimi
olarak goriiyorum ve ¢oziim olarak da insanlarin temel ihtiyaglarii karsilamak
maksatli planli bir ekonomiye/iiretime dayanan sosyalist bir modeli savunuyorum.
Bana gore kiiciilme diisiincesi ile sosyalizm arasinda ©onemli benzerlikler
bulunmaktadir. Bu anlamda baz1 kiigiilme savunuculari da kendilerini
sosyalist/ekososyalist olarak tanimlamaktadir. Kiiglilme fikrindeki adil bir boliisiim,
herkese temel iicret, daha fazla bos zaman, dogayla uyumlu ve daha az tiiketime
dayanan bir yagsam Onerileri, sosyalizmin pratikleri ile uyumludur. Ancak kiigiilme
fikrine egemen olan tezlerde, sosyalizmin (Marx’in) iretici gii¢lerin gelismesine
yaptig1r vurgu elestirilmektedir. Hatta pek cok kiigiilme savunucusu, sosyalizmi
tiretimcilikle ve dogaya verilen zarart gormezden gelmekle suglamaktadir. Bu

anlamda bana gore kiiglilme diislincesi, sosyalizmin tezleriyle uyumlu degildir.

BOLUM 6: KUCULME MEVCUT EKOLOJIK KRIiZE UYGUN BiR COZUM
MUDUR?

Kiiciilme diisiincesini pek ¢ok yonden ele aldiktan sonra, bu boliimde ise bir tartigma
yiriitmeye calistim. Kiigiilmeye dair yapmis oldugum kendi degerlendirmelerim
sonucunda, kii¢lilmenin mevcut ¢evresel sorunlara bir ¢éziim olup olamayacagin ele
aldim. Ekolojik sorunlara kafa yoran ve dogaya verilen zarardan endise duyan
insanlar i¢in, kiiciilme diisiincesinin Onemli argliimanlar ortaya koydugunu
diistinliyorum. Yine de, i¢inde barindirdig: belirsizlikler ve yetersizlikler nedeniyle,
kiictilmenin bu haliyle, i¢inde bulundugumuz c¢evresel yikima bir ¢oziim

olamayacagini savunuyorum.

Her seyden once, kii¢lilme stratejisinin, kapitalist iiretim bi¢imi degistirilmeden

hayata gegirilmesinin miimkiin olmadigm iddia ediyorum. Ote yandan, kiigiilmenin
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ortaya koydugu ve bir anlamda insanlara daha azla yetinmeyi onerdigi toplumsal ve
ekonomik modelin, yoksulluk ve yoksunlukla bogusan milyarlarca insanin
bulundugu bir diinyada, kitlelerce benimsenecegini diisiinmiiyorum. Kii¢iilme
diistincesi her ne kadar kapitalizmi elestiren bir yerde konumlansa ve post-kapitalist
bir toplum hayali kursa da, kapitalizmin ana unsurlarinin yerine neyi koyacagini
acikca ortaya koymuyor. Bunun yani sira, biiylime karsit1 bir strateji dnerildiginde,
kapitalist devlet aygitinin buna direnecegi goz ardi ediliyor. Dolayisiyla, kapitalizmi
asma iddiasmnin giiclii ve somut argiimanlarla ortaya konulmasi gerekiyor. Bu
anlamda, dogayr yok eden ve siirdiiriilemez olan kapitalizmin egemenligine
dokunmayan herhangi bir modelin, ekolojik krize ¢oziim olmasi miimkiin

gorunmuyor.

Isikara (2023), sosyalizmde iiretimin birincil islevinin, tiim insanlar i¢in evrensel bir
temel ihtiya¢ standardini karsilayacak kullanim degerleri saglamak oldugunu
savunmaktadir. Aslinda kiigiilme diisiintirlerinin pesinde oldugu sey de budur: dogay1
somiirmeden adil bir boliisiim saglamak ve herkes igin sosyal refahal/iyi duruma
ulagsmak. Bu anlamda, kii¢iilmenin 6neri ve hedeflerinin ancak sosyalist bir modeli
acikea savunursak anlamli olabilecegini iddia ediyorum. Sadece bu sekilde insanlarin
ihtiyaglar1 i¢in organize edilmis demokratik bir iiretime gecebiliriz. Bu nedenle,
kiiclilme diisiincesinin kiiresel bir anti-kapitalist hareketin par¢asi olmas1 gerektigine
ve kiigiilme savunucularinin agik¢a sosyalist bir diinya cagrisinda bulunmasi

gerektigine inantyorum.

BOLUM 7: SONUC

Andreucci ve Engel-Di Mauro (2019, s. 184), insanlarin dogaya zarar vermeden,
saglikli, tiretken ve anlamli hayatlar yasayabilecegi bir toplum hayal etmenin
miimkiin oldugunu belirtmektedir. Tezimde inceledigim kiigiilme diisiincesi de,
boyle bir toplum 6zlemini ortaya koymaktadir. Kiigiilme diisiincesinde ongoriilen
toplumsal doniisiim, herkes i¢in sosyal refah, adalet ve esitligin korunmasinin yani
sira doganin smirlarina saygi gosterilmesi argiimanlari dnemlidir. Kii¢lilme fikrinin
temelini olusturan biliyiime toplumundan ¢ikis fikri, Kkapitalizmin biiyiime

zorunluluguyla bir yiizlesmedir; bu baglamda, biiylimenin azaltilmasi fikri, post-
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kapitalist bir tahayyiilii icermektedir. Dolayisiyla, kii¢iilme fikri 06zii itibariyle
kapitalizmle c¢elismektedir. Bu calismadaki amacim, kiiclilme fikrinin ayrintili bir
analizini ortaya koymak ve kiigiilme taraftarlarinin siyasi ve/veya etik duruslari icin

bir ¢ergeve saglamaktir.

Bugiin bilimsel arastirmalar bize, Diinya iizerindeki yasami tehdit eden bir ekolojik
krizle kars1 karsiya oldugumuzu gosteriyor. Cevresel bozulma gezegen dlgeginde her
gecen gin daha derinden hissediliyor. Bu baglamda, ekosistemin ve gelecek
nesillerin devamliligi konusunda ciddi bireysel kaygilarim oldugunu da itiraf
etmeliyim. Bu nedenle, cevresel yikimi durdurmaya ve ekolojik krizi ¢dzmeye
yonelik her tiirlii cabay1 degerli buluyorum. Ancak, dnceki boliimlerde de belirtildigi
gibi, kiiglilme diisiincesi, belirsizlikleri ve eksiklikleri nedeniyle mevcut cevresel
krizi ¢ozmek igin yetersiz bir strateji gibi goriinmektedir. Bana gore kiiciilme
arglimanlarinin en Onemli sorunu, bu fikrin kapitalizm egemenligi altinda
gerceklestirilebilirligi/uygulanabilirligidir. Bu anlamda, kapitalizm sosyalist bir
devrimle yikilmadikga, kiiclilme diistiniirlerinin Onerilerinin ~ hayata

gecirilemeyecegini iddia ediyorum.

Bugiin, egemen sistem nedeniyle gezegendeki yasami tehdit eden kiiresel olgekte
ekolojik ve sosyal sorunlarla karsi karsiyayiz. Kapitalizm her seyi metalastiriyor ve
kar ugruna dogay1 talan ediyor. Kapitalizmin bizi ¢ikmaza siirtikledigi ve kapitalizm
altinda bir tiir barbarligin hiikiim siirdiigii bir diinyada yasadigimiz gbéz Oniinde
bulunduruldugunda, tek dogru yolun her tiirlii somiiriiye karsi birlikte miicadele
etmek oldugunu diigiiniiyorum. Bu noktada, esitlik, adalet ve 6zgiirliigiin egemen
oldugu bir diinya i¢in, gezegeni gelecek nesillere yasanabilir kosullarda devretme
sorumluluguyla, kolektif politik eylem olmazsa olmazdir. Bireysel yaklagimlarin
boylesine devasa kiiresel sorunlart higbir sekilde ¢ozemeyecegini akilda tutarak,
ekoloji miicadelesinin de bu kolektif miicadelenin 6nemli bir alan1 oldugunu

savunuyorum.
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