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1. Introduction 
 
Originally, we planned to write and submit a traditional research article for this 

inaugural issue of the journal Degrowth. Our idea was to respond to Brand et al.’s 

call and contribute to “a dialogue […] toward understanding and defining 

conditions and thresholds” (2021, p. 281) for self-limitation and realising a 

degrowth society. However, when the process of preparing our manuscript was 

nearing completion, we came to the conclusion that submitting it to this journal 

would be inappropriate and that we needed to write this essay instead. In our 

view, it represents a much more appropriate contribution to this inaugural issue 

of Degrowth. A full explanation of the train of thought behind this decision and 

appreciation is given by way of the remainder of this essay and starts with setting 

out the rationale for our original manuscript, and the research process it involved.  
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Based on the reference point that local government has a significant impact on 

realising broader (national and/or international) policy intentions on the ground, 

our research process was designed to explore to what extent municipalities in 

the Netherlands have installed degrowth conditions and have already engaged in 

initiatives that align with creating a degrowth society. Building on Cosme et al.’s 

(2017) categorisation of degrowth policy proposals, the specific policy proposals 

put forward by Kallis (2015) and Hickel et al.’s (2021) suggestions for policy 

interventions, we interviewed policy makers (aldermen and mayors) representing 

ten Dutch municipalities and scrutinised additional documentation to identify 

policies, measures and activities that (have the potential to) contribute to 

creating a degrowth society. The interview and identification processes were 

guided by Hickel’s definition of degrowth: “A planned reduction of excess energy 

and resource use to bring the economy back into balance with the living world in 

a safe, just and equitable way” (2020, p. 29). We then conducted a thematic 

analysis of data gathered, gratefully and conscientiously making use of Parrique’s 

(2019) categorisation of degrowth measures into 19 themes, 60 goals, 43 

objectives and 140 instruments. Finally, we started drafting a first version of our 

manuscript, including a results and discussion section.  

 

The gist of these sections, and the manuscript as a whole, would have been that 

municipalities in the Netherlands already put a lot of effort in trying to reduce 

(excess) energy and resource use but without a clear strategic focus. In fact, and 

more importantly, our findings suggested that Dutch municipalities fail to 

address the second part of Hickel’s definition: how to do so in a safe, just and 

equitable way. Only very few of the measures taken by these municipalities relate 

to ensuring social fairness and achieving a transition from a materialistic to a 

convivial and participatory society. No measures were identified that correspond 

with or even somewhat resemble the first three policy proposals put forward by 

Kallis (2015): citizen debt reduction, work-sharing and basis and maximum 

income. In our conclusions section, we would have probably linked our findings 

to Hankammer et al.’s (2021) findings that even commercial organisations 

certified as being very sustainable do not (yet) cover the principles of degrowth 
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and could actually be argued to pursue green growth, as well as Krähmer’s (2019) 

rather sobering assessment of the municipality of Copenhagen’s approach to 

sustainable urban development – a so-called success story that, on closer 

inspection, is actually largely based on externalising ecological impacts. And our 

final conclusion would then have read something like: Unfortunately, despite their 

good intentions, our municipalities claim to be pursuing sustainable development, 

but their actions suggest they are actually pursuing a myth—green growth—by 

failing to address the socially just and democratic transformation or 

emancipation process (Parrique, 2019) that needs to accompany a planned 

reduction of excess energy and resource use.  

 

As mentioned earlier, ultimately, though, we never finished this manuscript. 

Instead, we created an extensive but accessible Dutch version – which we shared 

with the interviewees and published online. We also issued a press release to 

news media, contacted a number of relevant environmental, governmental and 

business organisations for further discussions, and spread the core message of 

our study on social media. All of this also resulted in us getting the chance to 

hand over our report to members of the Dutch national parliament and agreeing 

to organise a round table with degrowth experts for them. Plans for a podcast 

and live presentations are in the making.  

 

2. Are we looking up? 
 
Meanwhile, in early 2022, the Working Group II contribution to the IPCC Sixth 

Assessment Report was published. It includes the following statement: “The 

window of opportunity for action is ‘brief and rapidly closing’” (IPCC, 2022). On 

April 5, 2022, António Guterres, Secretary-General of the UN, tweeted: “Climate 

activists are sometimes depicted as dangerous radicals. But the truly dangerous 

radicals are the countries that are increasing the production of fossil fuels. 

Investing in new fossil fuels infrastructure is moral and economic madness.” 

 

On April 29, 2022, the Dutch national broadcasting association (NOS) reported 

on the heat wave scorching big parts of India. Their report included the following 

https://www.klimaatplein.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Ontgroeien-als-strategie-om-binnen-planetaire-grenzen-te-blijven.pdf
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statement: “Power failures are bad for the economy and tough on Indians 

because they cannot use their fans to cool themselves. Because coal power 

plants do not have sufficient coal in stock to provide for sudden high electricity 

demand – now that the rich and middle class suddenly use their air conditioning 

day and night, some areas experience power failures of up to eight hours a day” 

(André, 2022, translated from Dutch). A day earlier, April 28, 2022, Reuters 

reported that “climate change could see 4% of global annual economic output 

lost by 2050 and hit many poorer parts of the world disproportionately hard” 

(Jones, 2022) in an online item with the telling bold-faced header: “Climate 

change putting 4% of global GDP at risk, new study estimates.” 

 

On May 15, 2022, one of the editors of this journal, Timothée Parrique, could not 

stop himself from responding to an article by William Rinehart, senior research 

fellow at the Center for Growth and Opportunity of Utah State University, in which 

he refers to a blog post by Hanna Ritchie on Our World in Data. Based on the 

graphs presented in this blog post, Rinehart claims that what is needed is not 

degrowth but “ingenuity coupled with material abundance” and focusing on how 

to make “everyone wealthy enough to be able to do this” (Rinehart, 2022). After 

pointing out some of the (many) blatant falsehoods in both the original blog post 

and Rinehart’s article, Parrique (2022) states: “I find it scientifically insulting that 

someone dares cobbling a few graphs together in defence of a crackpot 

hypothesis whose scientific legitimacy has fallen close to Flat Earth theory. Of 

course, this is science, and if you want to prove that rich countries can both 

produce and consume more while radically reducing their resource use and 

emissions, you’re welcome to try. You won’t be the first one to try and you won’t 

be the first one to fail. But it will take more than a flimsy blogpost to do so.” 

 

Speaking of science, let us return to the IPCC Sixth Assessment Report and, more 

specifically, to some of the statements in the Full Report and the Technical 

Summary that did not make it into the Summary for Policy Makers. Careful 

scrutiny of all three documents reveals that degrowth is mentioned 15 times in 

the Full Report and not once in the Summary for Policy Makers. The Technical 
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Summary states that “decommissioning and reduced utilisation of existing fossil 

fuel installations in the power sector as well as cancellation of new installations 

are required,” while the Summary for Policy Makers states that “decommissioning 

and reduced utilisation” and “retrofitting existing installations with CCS” and 

“cancellation of new coal installations without CCS” can “contribute to aligning 

future CO2 emissions […] with emissions in the assessed global modelled least-

cost pathways.” Some other powerful statements from the Technical Summary, 

such as “the interaction between politics, economics and power relationships is 

central to explaining why broad commitments do not always translate to urgent 

action,” simply did not make it into the Policy Makers version at all. 

 

These are just a few examples of official reports, news items, statements and 

opinions that illustrate the current state of affairs. Maybe the best way to 

summarise the present-day situation is to use the words of Peter Kalmus, NASA 

climate scientist and avid Twitter user, and those of Mark Rutte, Prime Minister 

of the Netherlands. In a recent tweet, Peter describes the situation as an “obvious 

and catastrophic fossil-fuel-and-capitalism-driven Earth breakdown” and you 

can almost hear him suspire when he adds that “it would be nice if [warning 

people about this] wasn't such a constant struggle with flak coming in from 

literally every direction.” As for Mark’s words… A few years ago, in 2019, while 

being interviewed for an online morning show, he stated: “We should not get 

carried away with climate [change]; we should still be able to enjoy our lives and 

[should be allowed to] barbecue.” These words have since come to represent an 

often-quoted concise explanation of the situation in our country – a situation that 

is not significantly different from any other country. Whereas the Technical 

Summary of the IPCC Sixth Assessment report states that there is an urgent 

need to overcome “resistance to policies (e.g., from incumbents in high carbon 

emitting industries),” politicians across our globe show similar resistance to 

adopting such policies in the first place. That has not really changed since that 

particular morning in 2019. What has changed is that recently we transgressed 

yet two more planetary boundaries – chemical pollution and green water 

(Persson, 2022; Wang-Erlandsson, 2022).    
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Against the backdrop of this ongoing societal collapse, we decided this is not the 

time to write and submit a research article highlighting that policy makers in 

Dutch municipalities are not yet engaging in and covering all policies, measures 

and activities needed to create a degrowth society. Of course they are not. Why 

would they? The fact that the latest IPCC report mentions degrowth 15 times 

does not automatically mean that it is now top of mind for aldermen and mayors. 

Clearly, the scientific community is slowly but surely reaching consensus on 

degrowth—including a focus on social justice, democratic transformation and 

emancipation processes—representing our only hope of avoiding the window of 

opportunity for action to close before our very eyes. However, this does not 

automatically mean that the interaction between politics, economics and power 

relationships is now heading in that same direction. In fact, (recent) history tells 

us that this is unlikely to happen any time soon. 

	 

3. The circularity trap 
 
The best way to illustrate this is to review what happened to the circular economy 

– a concept that is closely related to the concept of degrowth. Like degrowth, it 

aims to reduce excess energy and resource use and, quite similarly to current 

discussions about degrowth, its conceptual development first started with 

discussions among (worried) academics based on (confronting) scientific facts. 

With time passing, this all changed for the circular economy concept and, to put 

it mildly, not all for the better. Therefore, from the perspective of furthering 

degrowth, it is wise to take stock of what happened. 

 

The concept of circular economy currently dominates industrial and 

environmental policies in China, Africa, the European Union and the United States 

(Corvellec et al., 2021). As Ekins et al. (2019) explain, the origins of this key 

principle for current policy making can be traced back to (1) conceptual 

discussions on industrial ecology within the field of economic geography as early 

as the 1940s, (2) the seminal text on the principles of a circular economy by 

Boulding (1966), (3) the early days of the modern environmental movement in 
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the 1960s and 1970s, (4) the work by the Club of Rome – reported on in their 

Limits to Growth report (Meadows et al., 1972), and (5) numerous academic 

publications and textbooks building on Boulding’s principles without 

substantively adding to them right up to the very early 1990s. And then, “the idea 

went to sleep for close on twenty years, both in terms of use of the phrase, and 

intellectually” (Ekins et al., 2019, p.8), only to be revived by the Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation in the early 2010s. And what a revival it has been! Politicians across 

our globe have now basically adopted circularity as a panacea and have laid this 

down in a range of ambitious targets and policies. The number of funding 

programmes to stimulate a circular economy has mushroomed in recent years, 

as have governmental and non-governmental agencies and consultants who are 

eager to offer assistance with implementation. And then there is the seemingly 

endless supply of tips, tricks, checklists and guidelines that has emerged, as well 

as, to date, more than a hundred different definitions of what a circular economy 

entails (Kirchherr et al., 2017; Ekins et al., 2019; Corvellec et al., 2021). As for the 

academic world, in recent years attention for the circular economy has risen 

again after decades of relative silence and it is “trying to catch up” (Ekins et al., 

p.9). 

 

All this leaves us with a situation in which an idea that now drives and shapes a 

significant portion of sustainable development policies and practices across our 

globe actually represents “a heterogenous collection of scientific and semi-

scientific concepts” (Corvellec et al., 2021, p.2). Part of the explanation for the 

enthusiasm and excitement about this concept in non-academic circles is 

undoubtedly that, over the years, it has come to represent much more than 

simply reducing waste and resource use through reuse, remanufacturing, 

refurbishing and recycling. It is now widely—in every sense of the word—

interpreted as a way to create an economic, social and environmental win-win-

win situation. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation refers to this potential of the 

circular economy concept as the ability to create “an industrial system that is 

restorative or regenerative” (2013, p.7) and the authors of the yearly Circularity 

Gap Report go as far as to state that through “adopting a roadmap packed with 



Degrowth Journal Volume 1 (2023) 00025 

 

 8 

circular strategies, we can pave the way for the systemic transformations needed 

to course-correct the global economy” when it comes to getting us “on a path to 

a well below 2-degree world by 2032” (Circle Economy, 2021, p. 9). In fact, they 

claim that “current pledges” linked to the Paris Agreement and subsequent 

Conferences of the Parties (COPs) “bring us over 15% of the way; the circular 

economy delivers the other 85%” (Circle Economy, 2021, p. 9).  

 

Meanwhile, academics are trying to catch up by scrutinising these claims. Can 

circular strategies really enable decoupling of resource use and emissions from 

economic growth? Will they allow us to create perfect circles? Will they allow us 

to regenerate our natural world, while simultaneously addressing the social and 

economic issues we face? It is beyond the scope of this essay to present you 

with a full overview of all academic publications and reports that have already 

answered these and related questions from various theoretical, practical and 

ideological perspectives. Instead, we highly recommend reading up on the latest 

state of affairs by starting with publications like the recent paper by Corvellec et 

al. (2021), which presents a (relatively) short but reasoned account of the various 

issues raised in the literature to date. Probably the best way to summarise 

findings related to the circular economy concept is that it currently represents 

“not a theory but an emerging approach to industrial production and 

consumption” (Korkonen et al., 2018, p. 551) that ignores the laws of 

thermodynamics and the fact that “circles can […] never deliver growth. You need 

ever-increasing spirals for that” (Skene, 2018, p. 489). What is more, it remains 

unclear how so-called circular strategies actually contribute to social equality, 

especially given the fact that implementation on the ground seems to ignore 

moral and ethical issues that require addressing for bringing about societal 

transformation. Finally, despite popularity of the concept among policy makers, 

businesses, consultants and the like, our current economy is only 8.6% circular, 

and it is trending down, not up (Circle Economy, 2021). Apparently, not only is 

defining this particular concept proving problematic, its implementation is 

proving to be at least equally problematic. 
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As said, after being silent for years, academics are now trying to raise these 

issues by pointing out the various problems and consequences associated with 

pursuing a circular economy (in their publications), much like they have been 

doing in relation to the concept of green growth. For both concepts, slowly but 

surely, there is growing consensus in the academic world. It is becoming clearer 

by the day that “a circular economy will likely remain a mere pipe dream as long 

as the growth imperative drives the economy” (Bauwens, 2021, p. 2) because its 

principles are strictly limited in their “ability to provide resources for an 

expanding material economy” (Parrique et al., 2019). In fact, the way the 

circularity concept is currently interpreted and implemented by policy makers, 

the business world, and the like, is not contributing to a fair and just distribution 

of resources that accounts for social equality and planetary boundaries. Instead, 

it ignores rebound effects and retains an agenda focused on economic growth. 

This narrow approach to reducing excess resource use actually bolsters 

consumption and a socioeconomic system founded on the good old assumption 

that people and organisations acting in self-interest through the pursuit of profit, 

material wealth and property will automatically contribute to more prosperity for 

all. We, academics, more or less seem to be in agreement on this by now. 

However, this has not (yet) reduced excitement about and enthusiasm for the 

circular economy concept amongst others. Consequently, there is still “an 

overwhelming risk that [current] priorities will ignore social concerns” (Corvellec 

et al., 2021, p. 6), planetary boundaries and the laws of thermodynamics and, 

thus, there is “no guarantee that the final results will be positive for society” 

(Mavropoulos & Nilsen, 2020, p. 4). In fact, as things stand now, the opposite 

outcome is far more likely. 

	 
4. Cause for celebration or reflexivity?   
 
With what happened to the circular economy firmly on our mind, let us now return 

to the concept of degrowth. Undoubtedly, this inaugural issue of the journal 

Degrowth is cause for celebration and congratulations to the founding members. 

Given the current state of affairs, there is a clear need for a journal dedicated to 

a concept that is mentioned 15 times in the latest IPCC Assessment Report and 
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that, in essence, has now been identified as the only viable option left to avoid 

societal collapse. As stated in the journal’s manifesto, such a concept needs a 

home and a place where ideas can be further developed without the need to 

constantly start from zero making the case for degrowth, especially given the 

“incoherent depictions of degrowth” (Degrowth journal, 2022) that we can read 

and hear all around us. Let us celebrate that this place now exists. 

 

However, this is also the time for reflexivity by all degrowth thinkers and doers. 

It is imperative that, from the start, we do much more than voice conceptual 

conflicts and bring up difficult discussions. Of course, we do need to report on 

empirical tests related to policy proposals and interventions put forward by 

authors like Kallis (2015) and Hickel et al. (2021). We do need to follow up on 

Hankammer et al.’s suggestion that “a fruitful direction to further research might 

be to analyse the links between organisations approaching degrowth and relevant 

institutions (regulations, standards, social norms) and other actors that can 

foster the transition towards a degrowth society (such as governments, NGOs, 

social movements or individuals)” (2021, p. 14). In fact, that is exactly what we, 

the authors, planned to do through writing and submitting the research article 

described in the introduction section of this essay.  

 

But voicing conceptual conflicts, bringing up difficult discussions and reporting 

on testing policy proposals and interventions is not all we need to do. We, 

degrowth thinkers and doers, also need to make sure that we avoid making the 

same mistakes that academe has made in the past. Given that the window of 

opportunity for action is closing fast, we cannot afford to resolve conceptual 

conflicts and have difficult discussions among ourselves, formulate appropriate 

policies and measures, and then be silent, hoping others will pick up on what we 

have delivered and apply degrowth accordingly. We must not repeat what 

happened to the circular economy. As worded so eloquently by Gardner et al., we 

must rise to “the collective challenge with the urgency commensurate with [our] 

scientific warnings” and “engage in advocacy and activism to affect urgent and 

transformational change” (2021, p. 1). 
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That is why writing and submitting a research article on reviewing the current 

actions taken by Dutch aldermen and mayors—who have clearly not yet picked 

up on what degrowth is all about and what is involved in creating a degrowth 

society—without, or even instead of, acting on those findings, would have been 

a mistake. It would have amounted to not much more than moving academic air. 

Realising a degrowth society requires more than conceptual discussions within 

the confines of academe. It requires more than reporting on findings in an 

academic journal, which will not be read by policy makers. It requires bridging the 

infamous science-policy gap. To paraphrase Hall (2012), being concerned with 

furthering degrowth beyond academe requires more than just attending 

appropriately labelled conferences or producing yet another (manuscript 

conveying a) critique of the current system; it requires not only thinking other, 

but also doing other. We see that now and we apologise for not realising it sooner. 

 

We hope that this essay—and our actions on the ground described in the 

introduction section—represents a much more appropriate contribution to the 

inaugural issue of the journal Degrowth. We also hope that it will contribute to 

ensuring that degrowth thinkers and doers do not fall into the same trap as we 

almost did. Of course, conceptual conflicts must be resolved, difficult discussions 

must be had and appropriate policies and measures must be developed. However, 

this is not the time to do so by retreating to an oasis for theoretical work. Instead, 

we must all be thinkers and doers simultaneously now. This might very well 

involve having difficult discussions with those well beyond the borders of the 

oasis and having to make the case for degrowth again and again. It most certainly 

involves renegotiating the (broken) science-society contract (Glavovic et al., 

2021). Sometimes we will have to seduce people to be open to the idea of creating 

a degrowth society but, at other times, being loud and blunt may be called for 

(Springer, 2016). Advocacy and activism can take many forms and our own 

individual roles in this may differ depending on personal preferences, talents and 

circumstances. However, one thing is clear: it is time to go out into the desert. 



Degrowth Journal Volume 1 (2023) 00025 

 

 12 

And now, we have a perfect place to share and discuss our endeavours, catch our 

breath, and then jointly plan our next contribution to realising a degrowth society. 
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