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Abstract

Degrowth has become a recognised paradigm for identifying and critiquing systemic unsustainability rooted in the capital-
ist, growth-compelled economy. Increasingly, degrowth is discussed in relation to specific economic sectors such as the
agri-food system. This paper builds on the foundational work of Gerber (2020) and Nelson and Edwards (2021). While both
publications take a rather specific analytical or disciplinary focus—the former specifically connects critical agrarian studies
and degrowth, the latter explores the contributions of the recent volume ‘Food for degrowth’—this paper takes stock of the
emerging body of literature on degrowth and agri-food systems more broadly. It proposes research avenues that deepen,
expand and diversify degrowth research on agri-food systems in four areas: (i) degrowth conceptualisations; (ii) theorisa-
tion of transformations towards sustainability; (iii) the political economy of degrowth agri-food systems; and (iv) rurality
and degrowth. Together, these avenues devote due attention to a variety of agents (ranging from translocal networks to
non-humans), spaces (e.g. the rural), theories (e.g. sustainability transitions and transformations towards sustainability) and
policies (of the agricultural sector and beyond) that thus far have received limited attention within the degrowth literature.
The critical social science perspective on degrowth agri-food systems, which is advanced in this paper, illuminates that the
present unsustainability and injustice of hegemonic agri-food systems are not merely a problem of that sector alone, but rather
are ingrained in the social imaginaries of how economies and societies should work as well as in the political-economic
structures that uphold and reproduce these imaginaries.
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Introduction metabolism, but more importantly, a society with a metabo-

lism which has a different structure and serves new func-

In today’s context of multiple socioecological crises, dis-
cussions and critiques of growth, as well as proposals for
post- or degrowth societies have entered public debates (see
e.g. Jackson 2009; Smil 2020; Hickel 2021a). In particular,
degrowth has become a recognised paradigm for identify-
ing and critiquing systemic unsustainability rooted in the
capitalist, growth-compelled economy. Degrowth is defined
as ‘an equitable downscaling of production and consump-
tion that will reduce societies’ throughput of energy and raw
materials. [...] Degrowth signifies a society with a smaller
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tions’ (D’Alisa et al. 2014, p. 3f). In an attempt to translate
degrowth’s broader critiques into concrete debates and poli-
cies, researchers have recently begun exploring intersections
of degrowth with specific economic sectors such as housing
(Nelson and Schneider 2019) and tourism (Fletcher et al.
2019). Increasingly, degrowth is discussed in relation to the
agri-food sector, as attested by a growing number of journal
articles, conference contributions and a recently edited vol-
ume by Nelson and Edwards (2021).

This interest in agri-food systems from a degrowth per-
spective is not entirely new; in fact, this literature recon-
nects with the intellectual work of some degrowth pioneers
who have addressed agri-food in their writings from dif-
ferent perspectives ranging from explorations of entropic
degradation and the biophysical limits it poses to agricul-
tural production (Georgescu-Roegen 1971) to discussions
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of meta-physical questions on the value of land and living
beings (Schumacher 1973).

In turn, the resurgent literature on agri-food systems
and degrowth has started to explore the centrality of
the growth question to agri-food system sustainability
and agrarian change (Gerber 2020) and the relevance of
degrowth for alternatives to industrial, capitalist agri-food
systems (Nelson and Edwards 2021). Yet, much remains
to be explored. How would a research programme for the
critical social sciences on degrowth and agri-food systems
look? How could the strengths of degrowth's system analy-
sis be combined with those of other scholarship traditions
such as rural studies, sustainability transformations and
agrarian studies, among others? What research questions
would emerge from a reflection on the embeddedness of
agri-food systems in broader capitalist socio-economies
and socio-ecologies? This article takes stock of this emerg-
ing body of literature and proposes a research agenda that
deepens, expands and diversifies future degrowth research
on agri-food systems. Agri-food systems ‘encompass the
entire range of actors and their interlinked value-adding
activities, engaged in the primary production of food
and non-food agricultural products, as well as in storage,
aggregation, post-harvest handling, transportation, pro-
cessing, distribution, marketing, disposal and consumption
of all food products including those of non-agricultural
origin’ (FAO 2021, p. xii).

Among the publications that have established degrowth
scholarship on agri-food systems as a distinct area of study,
Edwards and Nelson (2021) and Gerber (2020) have mapped
the contours of the field and proposed avenues for future
research; however, each of these foundational publica-
tions took a rather specific analytical or disciplinary focus.
Edwards and Nelson’s (2021) research agenda highlights a
diverse range of relevant research topics, including recon-
necting households to food provisioning, multidimensional
care and the influence of, and resistance to, growth nar-
ratives in food systems. Their research agenda forms the
final chapter of their edited volume Food for Degrowth and
primarily builds on the findings of the volume’s contribu-
tions. Gerber (2020) applies a marked political economy
perspective to connect critical agrarian studies with research
on degrowth, conceptually linking the agrarian question to
the growth question. He elaborates on the focus, key themes,
intellectual traditions and normative orientations of both
research fields to identify potential analytical synergies.

This paper builds on these two research agendas and is fur-
ther informed by a literature review (for further information on
materials and methods see Online Appendix I). By extending
the scope of the considered literature, this paper endeavours
to forge a research agenda that can contribute to establishing
degrowth research on agri-food systems as a field of study. It
identifies remaining gaps, proposes ways to address them and
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stirs new discussions by challenging some current assumptions
held in this emerging research field.

This research agenda is directed at scholars interested in
the intersection of degrowth and agri-food systems. Follow-
ing the footsteps of Gerber (2020) and Nelson and Edwards
(2021), we approach this intersection from a critical social sci-
ence perspective. For this purpose, we mobilise diverse bod-
ies of literature ranging from social movement scholarship,
critical transformation research, new materialist literature on
the more-than-human, political economy perspectives on agri-
food systems such as food regime and rural studies, amongst
others. Doing so allows us not only to enrich degrowth
research on agri-food with well-established approaches to
agri-food studies that have only marginally been mobilised in
degrowth research, but also to explore the intersections of a
specific degrowth transformation of agri-food systems with a
wider, societal degrowth transformation. In particular, adopt-
ing a critical perspective to degrowth agri-food system can
highlight and identify the root causes of the present unsustain-
ability and injustice of agri-food systems in larger, capitalist
societal structures and is not bound to solely look at the agri-
food sector. Thus, this research agenda explores connections
with pertinent critical social science theories and transforma-
tion practices of agri-food systems beyond degrowth as well as
debates on societal-level degrowth transformation.

Thereby, we seek to contribute to the ongoing debates in
this journal which adopt a critical social science perspective
and openly call for repoliticising and pluralising sustainability
science (see Asara et al. 2015 on degrowth; Escobar 2015 on
the pluriverse; Ertor and Hadjimichael 2020 on blue degrowth;
Menton et al. 2020 on environmental justice). Such politicisa-
tion is much needed in light of the dominant sustainability dis-
course, which, all too often, promotes sustainability platforms
and agreements such as the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) (Blythe et al. 2018). Since economic growth remains
a central goal within the SDGs (Muraca and Déring 2018),
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development fails to combat
the root causes of the multiple injustices that persist globally
(Menton et al. 2020). More so, the SDGs have, in specific
areas, ignored universally agreed human rights. For instance,
food, contrary to water or health, has not received the status
of a fundamental human right within the SDGs, degrading the
‘right to food’ to ‘a development goal carrying no account-
ability’ (Vivero Pol and Schuftan 2016, p. 4). However, market
mechanisms alone will not be sufficient to guarantee the food
needs of every human being (ibid.). Therefore, this research
agenda invites scholars to explore the manifold possibilities
to construct degrowth-benign agri-food systems. As a group
of researchers based in Europe and versed in specific themes
of agri-food system and degrowth research, the positional-
ity and expertise of the authors are reflected in this research
agenda. Furthermore, this research agenda emerges from the
engagement with extant literature on degrowth, which mainly
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originated in and gained momentum in Europe, and therefore
overrepresents Western case studies (Demaria et al. 2013;
Dengler and Seebacher 2019). Nevertheless, this paper seeks
to represent a diversity of theoretical approaches to degrowth
and agri-food systems and has identified specific areas in
which critical environmental justice and decolonial approaches
can fruitfully inform a research agenda on degrowth and agri-
food systems.

The paper is structured as follows. “Degrowth research on
agri-food systems: an emerging research field” takes stock of
degrowth research on agri-food systems. “Gaps and avenues
for future research” identifies avenues for future research
along four themes, namely, (i) degrowth conceptualisations,
(ii) theorisation of transformations towards sustainability, (iii)
the political economy of degrowth agri-food systems and (iv)
rurality and degrowth. The final section concludes the paper
with a brief summary.

Degrowth research on agri-food systems:
an emerging research field

Degrowth research on agri-food systems has adopted a
broad range of research designs and spanned various lev-
els of analysis ranging from the individual to the collec-
tive, community and translocal network levels (Nelson and
Edwards 2021). A substantial proportion of this scholar-
ship has followed a case study approach, often investigat-
ing ‘alternative’ agri-food practices’ and grassroots initia-
tives’ compatibility with and embodiment of degrowth.
This type of case study research has usually been char-
acterised by qualitative analysis and mainly, though not
exclusively, by a focus on the local level (ibid.). Other
types of contributions have included theoretical discus-
sions, for instance on appropriate agricultural technolo-
gies for degrowth (Bartkowski 2017; Gomiero 2018), and
quantitative research on the social metabolism of agri-
food systems as well as projections of food and calories
provisioning under different degrowth scenarios (Leahy
2021). Participatory and activist practices are strongly
represented in degrowth research on agri-food systems,
including the notable emergence of auto-ethnography as
a method for drawing on intimate knowledge of and direct
engagement with case studies (e.g. Bogadottir and Olsen
2017 on setting up a university-based food co-operative;
Strenchock 2021 on direct marketing in Hungary).
Degrowth research on agri-food systems has built upon
long-standing and central concepts, theories, and debates
in degrowth scholarship, such as those of social metabo-
lism, sufficiency, appropriate technologies, and democ-
racy, as well as more recently emerging themes such as
gender, care, work, open localism, indigenous knowledge
and social movements. This expanding and diversifying

conceptual basis has informed analyses of the current
agri-food system as well as examinations of existing
alternatives and the elaboration of visions of agri-food
system transformation beyond accumulation, exploitation
and growth. Specifically, degrowth research on agri-food
systems has put the degrowth debate into conversation
with existing work on food sovereignty (Roman-Alcala
2017), agro-ecology (Cederlof 2016) and decolonisation
(Radu et al. 2021). In developing these connections, the
literature has found inspiration in a variety of theoretical
traditions, including ecological economics (e.g. Bloem-
men et al. 2015; Gomiero 2018), political ecology (e.g.
Bogadéttir and Olsen 2017; Ertor-Akyazi 2020), social
practice theory (e.g. Boonstra and Joosse 2013), diverse
and community economies (e.g. Danék and Jehlicka 2021)
and, lately, critical agrarian studies (e.g. Gerber 2020;
Scheidel et al. 2022) and (eco)feminism (e.g. Prieto and
Dominguez-Serrano 2017; Briickner 2021). Fruitful inter-
connections have been established between degrowth and
studies of alternative food networks and movements (e.g.
Oz and Aksoy 2019), short supply chains (e.g. Voget 2009)
and local food systems (e.g. Boonstra and Joosse 2013).
Degrowth research on agri-food systems has mostly
been limited to food production, and within that, horti-
culture, whereas limited attention has been given to ani-
mal husbandry. A recent wave of studies has started to
address fisheries and marine ecosystems for sustainable
food production in what is referred to as ‘blue degrowth’
(for a review, see Scheidel et al. 2022). For instance, Boga-
dottir (2019) problematises blue growth strategies in the
Faroe islands, while Ertor-Akyazi (2020) also looks at blue
degrowth practices in Istanbul that develop in response to
growth in marine capture fisheries. Furthermore, degrowth
research on agri-food systems has provided notable dis-
cussions and analyses of food production, but has largely
disengaged with other sections of food supply chains, such
as food consumption, processing, distribution and retail.
A prominent theme in this field is the degrowth trans-
formation of agri-food systems. Contributions to this
theme include (i) diverse strategies to bring about a trans-
formation towards degrowth agri-food systems, ranging
from explicitly revolutionary, anti-statist (Sklair 2019)
to reformist approaches via public policies (Gonzélez
de Molina 2015), as well as hopeful, ‘utopian’ politics
(e.g. Roman-Alcala 2017); (ii) explorations of different
geographies of degrowth transformations, including pleas
for urban agriculture (e.g. Manteuffel 2014; Cederlof
2016) and speculations how an agricultural transforma-
tion towards degrowth may materialise differently in the
Global South and Global North (Clausing 2014); and (iii)
examinations of intentional, outward and ‘vocal’ strate-
gies of change in contrast to more ‘quiet’ (but potentially
transformational) forms of engagement with alternative
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agri-food systems (Bogadéttir 2020; Dané€k and Jehlicka
2021). Lessons and important insights have been derived
from both historical and ongoing ‘success cases’—nota-
bly Cuba’s agro-ecological transformation (Boillat et al.
2012; Borowy 2013; Cederlof 2016) and Catalunya’s agro-
ecological co-operative movement (Edwards and Espelt
2021; Homs et al. 2021).

In summary, degrowth research on agri-food systems
is a diverse and expanding body of literature. It draws on
rich case studies to provide insights into the ongoing pre-
figuration of and transformation towards degrowth agri-
food systems on various levels. It engages with a vast vari-
ety of conceptual and theoretical traditions of degrowth
research and beyond. The next section identifies remain-
ing research gaps and sketches a research agenda that can
productively build on the existing scholarship and move
the field forward.

Gaps and avenues for future research

This section discusses four areas for further develop-
ment that emerged during the literature review, namely
(i) degrowth conceptualisations, (ii) theorisation of
transformations towards sustainability, (iii) the political
economy of degrowth agri-food systems and (iv) rurality
and degrowth. Each area identifies research needs and pro-
poses questions that can fruitfully inform future degrowth
research on agri-food systems.

A reflexive approach on conceptualising degrowth
for research on agri-food systems

Various scholars have acknowledged and discussed the
lack of a single understanding of degrowth (e.g. Kallis
2011; D’Alisa et al. 2014). In fact, the concept of degrowth
has diverse intellectual roots; it is multifaceted rather than
a sharply defined analytical concept (Demaria et al. 2013;
Muraca 2013).

Therefore, it is not surprising that degrowth research
on agri-food systems adopts a broad range of degrowth
conceptualisations, encompassing varying degrowth prin-
ciples as well as denoting degrowth at times as a move-
ment, theory or political programme. For example, some
researchers have stressed the anarchist (e.g. Sklair 2019),
anti-capitalist (e.g. Nelson and Edwards 2021) or femi-
nist (e.g. Briickner 2021) character of degrowth in relation
to agri-food systems or pointed to the conceptual simi-
larities between degrowth and agro-ecology (e.g. Homs
et al. 2021). Some have conceptualised degrowth as a
form of ordinary and ‘quiet’ sustainability (e.g. Danék
and Jehlicka 2021; Pungas 2021), whereas others have
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assumed that this process entails more conspicuous ‘con-
scious’ or ‘deliberate’ action (e.g. Cristiano et al. 2021).

Particularly in case study research examining the rel-
evance of alternative agri-food initiatives for degrowth,
and vice versa, many studies take for granted the exist-
ence of a core set of ‘degrowth principles’. However, the
principles that have been foregrounded in the literature
vary from care (e.g. Briickner 2021; Pungas 2021), con-
viviality (e.g. Edwards and Espelt 2021), autonomy (e.g.
Edwards and Espelt 2021), decommodification (e.g. Cris-
tiano et al. 2021), commons (e.g. Bogadéttir and Olsen
2017), re-localisation (e.g. Boonstra and Joosse 2013),
to frugal abundance (e.g. Nelson and Edwards 2021) and
economic democracy (e.g. Bogadéttir and Olsen 2017,
Roman-Alcala 2017), among others.

Consequently, there is a risk of oversimplifying
degrowth by demeaning it to a ‘shopping list’ from which
to selectively choose principles for strategic research
purposes—for instance, to argue for the alignment, or
lack thereof, between a given agri-food initiative and
degrowth. However, in the absence of a widely agreed list
of degrowth-defining principles, and with awareness that
each principle is susceptible to different understandings
across cultural contexts (e.g. care) and political orienta-
tions (e.g. community), we consider it essential to more
holistically engage with the concept to avoid a reduction-
ist approach. Such an approach necessarily overlooks the
multidimensional and systemic character of alternative
agri-food initiatives and practices. Although specific stud-
ies may legitimately delve in-depth into selected charac-
teristic of alternative agri-food initiatives, it is crucial to
reflect on how this emerging field can analytically scruti-
nise, rather than merely illustrate or even take for granted
the degree of alignment between degrowth and alternative
agri-food practices. In a recent article, McGreevy et al.
(2022) present five ‘post-growth agri-food system prin-
ciples’—sulfficiency, regeneration, distribution, commons
and care—which they deem essential for moving beyond
the growth paradigm. Importantly, their work recognises
the need to simultaneously engage with several degrowth
principles, but it fails to specify why these and not other
principles were selected (ibid.).

The diversity of degrowth conceptualisations in the
degrowth literature on agri-food systems has at least three
important implications.

Considering the ecological and material throughput
of alternative agri-food initiatives

First, there is a tendency to focus on social principles of
degrowth while overlooking ecological ones. Studies that
investigate the ecological conditions and the energy and
material throughput of alternative agri-food initiatives are
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scarce (for a notable exception, see Cederlof 2016 who
investigates the ecological geography of different organic
urban farms and their integration in industrial systems of
energy and material provision). In other words, degrowth
research on agri-food systems has often assumed, rather
than investigated, the ecological sustainability of alternative
practices. More research is needed to identify and quantify
the actual, multidimensional impacts of alternative agri-
food practices. To address this gap, it is useful to draw on
existing quantitative assessments of farming systems and
aspects related to social metabolism, nutrition and resource
distribution (also beyond the initiative level). For instance,
Leahy (2021) asks whether permaculture in greater Mel-
bourne, Australia, can reduce not only Melbournians’ ‘food-
print’ but also provide enough food without the use of fossil
fuels, Bogadottir (2020) considers the social metabolism
of degrowth aquaculture models in the Faroe Islands and
Gomiero (2018) assesses the possibility of self-sufficiency
via ecological food provisioning in Germany. Research that
identifies and quantifies possible changes on social metabo-
lism and nutrition could serve as a ‘reality check’ for claims
about the potential of different alternative agri-food models
to contribute to a reduction of throughput while maintaining
the capacity to meet nutritional needs and increase social
well-being. Important questions in this respect are: What is
the social metabolic space of possibilities for the reduction
of material and energy throughput in agri-food initiatives
from food production to consumption to make them ‘ther-
modynamically efficient’” (Cederlof 2016, p. 783) rather than
thriving for more economically efficient modes of consump-
tion and production? What contested trade-offs (e.g. land
use for food production versus other purposes) within and
beyond the agri-food system are involved in such a reduc-
tion of material and energy throughput? Conceptually and
methodologically, social ecology and ecological economics
offer fertile ground for addressing such questions around the
ecological relations in production systems (Scheidel et al.
2022).

Reconceptualising degrowth as a political programme
and social movement

Another concern regarding research on agri-food systems
is that a more reflexive approach to the conceptualisation
of degrowth beyond ‘degrowth as a practice’ is needed. The
ways in which researchers understand, read and conceptu-
alise degrowth matter, as they fundamentally shape how
research is carried out, the focus of analysis, and how poten-
tial for transformative change is envisioned. For instance,
conceptualising degrowth as a practice likely results in the
analysis of individuals and grassroots initiatives that prefig-
ure a degrowth society. In contrast, two conceptualisations
of degrowth have been scarcely used in degrowth research

on agri-food systems, namely, degrowth as a policy and as
a social movement.

Degrowth can be seen as a set of concrete policy pro-
posals regarding labour (work sharing and reduction of
the working week to at most 32 h), welfare (minimum and
maximum income), consumption (reduction of advertis-
ing, withdrawal of subsidies for polluting activities) or
finance (green tax reform), such as those discussed by
Kallis (2015) or proposed in Green New Deals without
growth (Mastini et al. 2021). However, to date, few studies
have investigated the role of policies, such as those gov-
erning trade and agriculture (Gonzalez de Molina 2015;
De Schutter 2020), as factors of a degrowth transforma-
tion of agri-food systems. Furthermore, it remains poorly
understood how broader degrowth policies, such as a uni-
versal basic income or a reduced working week, may mat-
ter for a degrowth transformation of agri-food systems by
providing financial stability and time, which may enable
and/or motivate some households to engage in food self-
provisioning or participate in agri-food collectives. What
social and economic policies, and under what conditions,
can support a degrowth transformation of the agri-food
system? Answering this question requires drawing from
policy analysis literature from both theoretical and meth-
odological perspectives.

Another conceptualisation of degrowth is that of a social
movement (e.g. Muraca 2013). Social movements organise
and sustain collective action to bring about or resist social
change (Snow et al. 2019). This aspect opens a further prom-
ising research avenue, equipping us with the theoretical
baggage to investigate political alliances and other forms of
mutual support between the degrowth and agrarian move-
ments (see also Gerber 2020). However, whereas degrowth
is often referred to as a social movement in theory and prac-
tice, it is seldom studied as such in connection to agri-food
systems. For a notable exception, see Salzer and Fehlinger’s
(2017) chapter on the food sovereignty and degrowth move-
ments, which, amongst others, unpacks their relationship
by looking at their discourses and learning opportunities
between the movements. However, since both authors are
practitioners, their analysis does not engage with social
movement scholarship. The analysis of degrowth as a social
movement through the vast field of social movement schol-
arship helps put forward questions that have rarely been
asked to date: Under which conditions does degrowth as
a social or intellectual movement have political, economic
and/or cultural impacts on the agri-food system (see Amenta
et al. 2010; Amenta and Polletta 2019 for the impacts of
social movements)? How can political alliances for change
between the degrowth and agrarian movements form and be
consolidated, in particular if they do not (yet) feel attracted
to each other? What are potential benefits or tensions of such
alliances? How do sets of tools and actions move within
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and across degrowth and agrarian movements? Can com-
plementarity between social struggles forge strong alliances
between degrowth and agrarian movements rather than over-
lap among them? Key to answering these questions may be
(i) the analysis of networks of degrowth-inspired agri-food
initiatives rather than individual initiatives and (ii) the exam-
ination of how such networks articulate both prefigurative
(e.g. Yates 2015) and contentious politics (e.g. Diani and
McAdam 2003) across multiple levels. Although there are
examples of degrowth research on agri-food systems that
focus on networks (Edwards et al. 2021; Szakal and Balazs
2021), as argued by Roman-Alcala (2017), there is ample
room and need for further theoretical development in deter-
mining the role of collective agency geared towards shifting
policies, influencing political debates, reconfiguring social
norms and institutionalising discourses towards degrowth
within the agri-food system.

Enriching the concept of degrowth through the lens
of agri-food systems

Scholars working solely on degrowth can benefit from
engaging with research on specific economic sectors and
notably agri-food systems. As noted above, conceptu-
alisations of degrowth are highly diverse, and due to the
dynamic nature of this field, they are evolving along an
expanding body of literature. How do understandings of
degrowth evolve when applying it to a specific sector?
In what ways can applications of degrowth research to
agri-food systems enrich the concept of degrowth? In
other words, what unique insights can be gained from
investigating the agri-food system through a degrowth
lens to further the theorisation of a degrowth transfor-
mation, thereby potentially challenging and/or enriching
key assumptions of degrowth as well as proposing new
concepts? For instance, how can seasonality, the non-
intervention in and acceleration of growing cycles and
heterogenous temporalities in agriculture help us to move
beyond the linear thinking and time efficiencies of the
growth economy? See, e.g. Koretskaya and Feola (2020)
for a discussion on de-celerated and cyclical notions of
time in agri-food collectives as a response to linear, con-
tinuously unfolding time and Carolan (2022) on temporal
and spatial fixes in vertical farming.

Advancing the theorisation of transformations
towards degrowth agri-food systems

While it is widely agreed that degrowth advances fun-
damental socioecological transformations of societies
and economies (Asara et al. 2015; Kallis et al. 2020),
degrowth research on agri-food systems has lacked a
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rigorous explanation of how change towards degrowth
comes about. Insights into the realisation of change in
agri-food systems have been valuable but fragmented.
This research has only marginally been informed by the
scholarship on sustainability transitions and societal
transformations, thereby largely neglecting the recent turn
in degrowth research towards a focus on how degrowth
transformation can be fostered (Kallis et al. 2020).
Looking ahead, degrowth research on agri-food systems
urgently needs a more solid and in-depth engagement with
theories of sustainability transitions (e.g. Abson et al.
2017; Loorbach et al. 2017), transformations to sustain-
ability (e.g. Pelling 2011; Feola 2015) and their applica-
tions to agri-food systems (Lamine 2011; Hermans et al.
2016; El Bilali 2019). There are at least three ways in
which degrowth research on agri-food systems can fruit-
fully build on these theories and specific currents therein.

Learning from critical perspectives within sustainability
transitions and transformation scholarship

Firstly, the currently limited engagement with the above-
named theories has led to a number of shortcomings—for
instance, a lack of understanding on how different system
levels are connected in processes of sustainability transi-
tions or transformations. To date, degrowth research on agri-
food systems has focussed to different extents on the micro
(individual, local), meso (urban area, regional) and macro
(national, global) levels. However, it has typically limited
the engagement with this issue at the level of assumptions
(see Gonzélez de Molina 2015 on the necessity of simultane-
ous individual, collective and institutional change for agro-
ecology) and essentially failed to investigate the propaga-
tion of change across levels. Cederlof (2016) investigates the
multiscalar configurations that constitute productive agricul-
tural systems and Ertor-Akyazi’s (2020) study on small-scale
fisheries briefly addresses existing alliances across scales;
yet, neither study connects explicitly to processes or theo-
ries of sustainability transitions and transformations. Such
theories have proven useful in a diverse range of geographi-
cal contexts and offer the most advanced and sophisticated
understanding of these processes to date, including issues
such as multiscalar and multilevel connections, which have
been understudied in degrowth research on agri-food sys-
tems. Consequently, they could represent a reference point
for those interested in developing theory-informed accounts
of degrowth transformation as it concerns agri-food systems.

These theories certainly have limitations for the type
of fundamental socioecological transformation that is of
interest to degrowth researchers. For example, they have
usually lacked a consideration of capitalism (Feola 2020;
Newell 2020), have been predominantly developed and
applied to Western countries and are of limited or uncertain
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applicability to non-Western societies (Hansen et al. 2018).
They have also often given scarce consideration to norma-
tive and ontological pluralism, which has contributed to the
rigidity of de-politicised techno-centric responses to global
environmental change and undermined the transformative
co-production of political economies, cultures, societies and
biophysical relations (Pelling 2011; Stirling 2011; Nightin-
gale et al. 2020). Sustainability transition and transforma-
tion theories have considered a narrow spectrum of political
strategies to face global environmental change, often over-
looking the potential of resistance and conflict to initiate
the early stages of a transformative process as well as how
movements have generally been at a high risk of capitalist
co-optation by actors interested in maintaining the status quo
(Feola 2015; Blythe et al. 2018; Nightingale et al. 2020).

Nevertheless, the most critical theories within this field,
namely those building on political economy, critical social
sciences and humanities (e.g. Scoones 2016; Hansen et al.
2018; Feola 2020) can be useful for degrowth research on
agri-food systems. One example is the recent effort to theo-
rise processes of deconstruction of capitalist modernity for
the construction of post-capitalist realities in transformations
to sustainability (Feola 2019; Feola et al. 2021). By bring-
ing together theories of regime destabilisation and those
of decoloniality, autonomy, resistance, social movements,
political ecology and degrowth, this approach foregrounds
processes of deconstruction, rupture and disarticulation as
conditions for—rather than consequences of—transforma-
tion, which can be used to inform thinking about the role
of unmaking modern capitalist configurations that hinder
degrowth-benign agri-food systems (ibid.). Therefore, the
question remains open: What processes of deconstruction
are needed to make space for degrowth-benign agri-food
systems? How can degrowth research on agri-food systems
fruitfully build on existing theorisations of sustainability
transitions and transformation while also possibly contrib-
uting to their development? How can critical perspectives on
sustainability transitions and transformations ontologically
enrich degrowth research on agri-food systems? Finally,
(how) do theorisations on ‘degrowing agri-food systems’
resemble processes of de-(construction) in sustainability
transitions?

Investigating the multiplicity of agents of change
beyond grassroots initiatives

Secondly, the underlying message that degrowth research on
agri-food systems appears to convey is that transformative
change occurs from the bottom up through local grassroots
initiatives that experiment with social innovation and alter-
natives to growth-based, industrial agri-food models. Inter-
linkages and material flows between local grassroots initia-
tives (e.g. urban gardens) with city, provincial, national and

international levels are not explored. Furthermore, the role
of peasant and food movements (Roman-Alcala 2017; Salzer
and Fehlinger 2017), national governments (e.g. Gonzalez
de Molina 2015) and the business sector (e.g. Rodrigues de
Souza and Seifert 2018), among others, feature in degrowth
research on agri-food systems as a largely minoritarian sub-
field of mostly theoretical nature.

Therefore, degrowth research on agri-food systems needs
to complement its predominant focus on single, grassroots
initiatives by devoting more attention to the formal and
informal translocal networks of which local grassroots
initiatives are often part. In this context, theories of social
movement organisations and their geographies can help shed
light on processes of diffusion of alternative practices, their
embedding or emplacement in diverse geographical con-
texts, and the mechanisms of mutual support, empowerment
and learning that occur across interconnected grassroots
agri-food as well as other grassroots initiatives (Nicholls
2009; Loorbach et al. 2020). In particular, peasant and Indig-
enous movements, which remain largely unexplored, deserve
explicit attention in light of repeated claims for a decolonial
degrowth movement and science.

Although Hickel (2021b, p. 3) argues that degrowth is
decolonial by definition, Dengler and Seebacher (2019)
affirm that decoloniality has not yet become an integral part
of degrowth reasoning. Engaging and dialoguing with peas-
ant and Indigenous movements becomes necessary for truly
‘decolonising the social imaginary’ (see Latouche 2003) and
can further enrich degrowth debates. For instance, Indige-
nous, non-dualist ontologies can broaden degrowth perspec-
tives by shifting attention to communal and relational worlds
(Escobar 2015). However, future studies should place deco-
loniality centre stage, since existing studies e.g. on degrowth
and the food sovereignty movement (Roman-Alcala 2017;
Salzer and Fehlinger 2017) lack explicit discussions on
(‘neo-")colonial practices and structures.

Furthermore, it is paramount to understand agricultural
grassroots initiatives as multifaceted agents of transforma-
tion; they can be political actors as well as sites of social
innovation and experimentation. Individual initiatives, as
well as their formal networks, often operate in the politi-
cal arena in more diverse ways than through prefiguration.
They also engage in conventional politics through lobbying,
protests, and advocacy, among other ways, as well as uncon-
ventional politics such as direct action (e.g. Hitchman 2014;
Stapleton 2019). This point highlights the narrow nature of
traditional theorisations of grassroots initiatives as spaces
of social innovation and experimentation (e.g. Seyfang and
Smith 2007).

Finally, various conceptualisations of the politics of
grassroots actors also raise the question about their rela-
tions with the state. Degrowth scholars have taken different
positions concerning the roles that different social agents
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at the local level ought, are able, or willing, to play in a
degrowth transformation, ranging from anarchist perspec-
tives that foreground autonomous spaces (Dunlap 2020)
to frameworks that foreground the state as an agent of
change (D’Alisa and Kallis 2020). However, more research
is needed to identify, critique and theorise the (potential)
roles that state and non-state, systemic and anti-systemic
or anti-statist actors may have in promoting, inhibiting or
sustaining a degrowth transformation of agri-food systems.

In sum, with a multitude of actors present in the agri-
food system, such as grassroots initiatives, peasant and
indigenous movements, translocal networks, the state, local
authorities, and businesses the following questions remain
unanswered: What role do these multiple agents of change
play in a degrowth transformation of the agri-food system
and how do their efforts intersect? Which agents are cur-
rently mostly upholding and reproducing a growth mental-
ity? How can such a mentality be challenged? Where do
their politics create synergies, for instance by simultaneously
advancing similar claims in different social and political are-
nas? When can conflicts arise due to diverging agendas and
priorities? Can degrowth provide a shared narrative for these
multiple agents bridging their diverging political visions,
positionalities and agendas? To address these questions, it is
useful to draw on literature on agrarian change and peasant
studies that has investigated the role of the various actors in
food politics (for a review see Borras 2009).

Bringing in the more-than-human

Thirdly, degrowth research on agri-food systems would ben-
efit from engaging with the emerging materialist literature
on the more-than-human and its role and agency in poli-
tics and societal transformations (e.g. Braun and Whatmore
2010; Contesse et al. 2021), which to date have been only
marginally addressed in the degrowth scholarship (but see
Gertenbach et al. 2021 on multispecies conviviality). A
theoretical approach that attends to non-human agency in
agri-food systems is pertinent in several ways. A particular
attention to the more-than-human can broaden our perspec-
tive on how the capitalist agri-food system functions through
geographically contingent human-non-human assemblages
(such as the making of genetically modified food) and how
these might constitute hindrances against a transformation
away from the growth economy as well as resources of
power to resist and break away from it (Barua 2016; Green-
hough 2017). How, then, can degrowth agri-food systems be
created in a world that for centuries has implicated human
and non-human actants into the web of the capitalist growth
economy? How can this scholarship deal with super-produc-
tivist cattle and chicken breeds, GMO corn, polluted soil in
urban brownfield sites and nutrient-poor arable land evolved
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with years of monocultures in the countryside? Also, what
openings does the liveliness of agri-food commodities
provide for degrowth transformations? How can natures’
resistance to complete commodification be organised and
strengthened (Castree 2003; Robertson 2006) in the strate-
gies for agri-food system transformation?

Furthermore, centring non-human agency and human-
non-human relations can help illuminate the novel forms of
internal governance and democratic practices of agri-food
initiatives such as ecovillages, CSAs or food collectives that
are almost daily confronted with decisions conditioned by
their entanglements with more-than-human elements such
as soil, water, livestock and pests. Examining such relations
might provide promising starting points for investigating the
role of non-humans in transformative change and develop-
ing a multispecies democratic praxis that rejects the politi-
cal division between nature and society (Latour 1993) and
rather builds on human-non-human companionship (at times
conflictual), co-existence and collaboration (Hobson 2007,
Haraway 2008, 2016).

Lastly, there is much to be gained from introducing
insights from science and technology studies (see Whatmore
2006) and posthumanism to debates about the roles of differ-
ent kinds of desired agricultural technologies and the place
of GMOs in degrowth transformation (see Bartkowski 2017
for a plea; Gomiero 2018 for a critique of GMO). How might
an emphasis on non-human agency, such as the protection of
hedgerows against pests or the intelligence of seeds (Spanier
2021), enrich degrowth’s vision of convivial agri-food tech-
nologies (Samerski 2018)? Also, how can degrowth farm-
ing practices that are in balance with ‘nature’ be envisioned
without essentialising nature (Latour 1993)?

The political economy of degrowth agri-food
systems: recentring capitalism

The transformation to a degrowth society cannot possibly
materialise without conflict in a growth-dependent capi-
talist system (Foster 2011; D’Alisa et al. 2014). Agents in
degrowth transformations of the agri-food system, in par-
ticular agricultural grassroots initiatives and movements,
therefore, necessarily struggle to survive and thrive in a
socio-economic context that prioritises market exchange,
competitiveness, private property and accumulation of capi-
tal. Below, three ways how capitalism matters for the politi-
cal economy of degrowth agri-food systems are explored.

Mitigating the risk of capitalist co-optation

Being situated within a capitalist agri-food system exposes
grassroots actors to significant risk of being co-opted by
corporate interests or government authorities that may
appropriate and conventionalise a watered-down version
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of claims, practices and technical or institutional innova-
tions. While many degrowth scholars have acknowledged
the ever-present risk of capitalist co-optation in relation to
degrowth (e.g. D’Alisa et al. 2014; Escobar 2015), this has
remained rather cursory. In contrast, capitalist co-optation
has been addressed in agri-food studies, which have a long-
standing tradition in investigating the conventionalisation
of, for instance, the organic agriculture (e.g. Guthman 2004;
Darnhofer et al. 2009) or the fair-trade movement (Jaffee and
Howard 2010). Degrowth research on agri-food systems has
recently started to problematise the conventionalisation of
organic agriculture, which depoliticises a socioecological
movement through the reduction of organic agriculture to a
set of technical standards (Gonzélez de Molina 2015; Gomi-
ero 2018). However, rather than replicating already exist-
ing studies and arguments, degrowth research on agri-food
systems may forge of new questions: in line with propos-
als to form strategic alliances against capitalist co-optation
(Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013), in what ways could an alli-
ance between agri-food movements and degrowth mitigate
the risk of capitalist co-optation? What understandings of
degrowth underlying particular agricultural grassroots initia-
tives or movements are most capable of resisting capitalist
co-optation? It is crucial to reflect on the risks of capitalist
co-optation that derive from reducing degrowth to a narrow
and easily manipulated set of principles dissociated from the
critical intellectual origins of the movement (Gertenbach
et al. 2021). In contrast, as food sovereignty activists Salzer
and Fehlinger (2017) have proposed, espousing an explicit
stance for an anti-capitalist reading of degrowth may be very
fruitful while also minimising the above-mentioned risk of
capitalist co-optation.

Struggling within and against capitalism

In relation to the above, in-depth investigations of how
specific capitalist institutions and practices that govern
agri-food systems hamper the degrowth transformation are
needed. Although cogent analyses and critiques of capital-
ist institutions and practices in the agri-food system and
their environmental and social unsustainability abound
(see Bernstein 2016 for a review), drives of growthism in
capitalist agri-food systems and their impact on the eve-
ryday life of peasants and farmers deserve more scrutiny.
Particularly insightful to better understand growthism in
capitalist agri-food systems and how these systems came
into being are historical analyses of capital accumula-
tion in agriculture and food which have been advanced
by food regime scholars (see e.g. Friedmann and McMi-
chael 1989). Food regime scholarship traces global power
and property arrangements over time and sheds light on
“(unequal) relations among states, capitalist enterprises,
and people” (Friedmann 2005, p. 228). It has informed and

contributed with analysis, critique and documentation to a
better understanding of the dynamics of global agriculture,
and its long tradition makes it a necessary starting point
for studying agrarian change (Bernstein 2016). Scholars
typically distinguish at least three food regimes (see Fried-
mann 1987 for the original formulation; Bernstein 2016
for a synthesis and critique of subsequent work). Analyses
of the current ‘corporate’ food regime (McMichael 2006)
highlight, amongst others, the dynamics through which
farmers are subordinated to the logics of the corporate
model. For instance, McMichael (2013, p. 671) explored
how the integration of farmers in corporate markets and
value-chains traps them in debt relations that result from
the use of farming inputs such as ‘seed, fertilisers and
other agrichemicals’. According to Gerber (2014, p. 741)
‘economic growth [...] results — perhaps above all — from
the obligation to take out loans and form the subsequent
constant threat of defaulting in a competitive context’.
Consequently, degrowth research on agri-food systems
should investigate the role of indebtedness of peasants (but
also of corporate farmers): How can farmers resist or break
‘the chain’ of debt that ties them to capitalist agriculture
and forces them into the growth spiral?

Moreover, there remains scope to investigate how the
mechanisms and workings of capitalist institutions impede
the success of degrowth agri-food initiatives, how they
may be contested and resisted by agricultural grassroots
initiatives, and what alternatives can be sought. The exam-
ple of access to land helps illustrate potential avenues
for degrowth research on the political economy of agri-
food systems. To afford high land prices, farmers often
find themselves forced to embrace the growth paradigm,
seeking efficiency gains from economies of scale. In the
context of Europe, land prices are driven up by, amongst
other things, investments in and speculations with land,
low interest rates, area-based payments, and prevailing
competitions for land use such as renewable energy and
housing (IPES Food 2019). Land concentration is increas-
ing, with larger-scale farmers with financial means and
recipients of area-based payments being more likely to
be able to afford land for sale or rent (ibid.). Moreover,
land grabbing is no longer only a pressing issue in the
Global South, but is increasingly a global phenomenon,
and is gaining relevance in Europe (Borras et al. 2012;
Edelman et al. 2013; Van Der Ploeg et al. 2015). In other
words, farmers often face structural constraints imposed
by the land ownership regime, pushing them to cultivate
in a productivist manner that is at odds with degrowth (see
also Gerber 2020).

Due to these structural constraints that render access to
land difficult and expensive, agricultural grassroots ini-
tiatives that strive to prefigure degrowth societies while
remaining situated within capitalism often struggle to
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survive. Commoning and decommodification are often
proposed by degrowth scholars as means to move beyond
capitalism by aiding peasants and agricultural grassroots
initiatives to address and overcome unequal access to
land (e.g. Gerber and Gerber 2017; Kallis et al. 2020).
But where might commoning fail to work due to the nor-
malisation of private property ownership in the capital-
ist society? In a society predicated on private property
ownership, what elements need to be unmade as part of
a degrowth transformation to ensure the decommodifica-
tion of land and prioritise the use value of land over its
exchange value? How can the degrowth movement pur-
sue large-scale land decommodification while avoiding a
situation wherein people with access to decommodified
land may more easily ‘accept large-scale commodification
in other spheres of their life’ (Gerber and Gerber 2017,
p. 555)?

Moving beyond agri-food systems

Although capitalist logics infiltrate societies as a whole and
are by no means restricted to the political economy of food,
the potential that a systemic degrowth transformation holds
for agri-food systems has remained largely unexplored.
Much can be learned from linking broader societal changes
towards degrowth to food practices that are incompatible
with capitalism. In other words, how could a societal trans-
formation towards degrowth and a concomitant societal
value shift make space for and support alternative agri-food
practices? For instance, feminist currents of degrowth schol-
ars have emphasised the need to recentre and rethink care
for oneself, other people and the environment—which are
systematically devalued in capitalist societies—as vital ele-
ments of degrowth transformations (e.g. Dengler and Strunk
2018). Care practices such as cultivating land, harvesting,
cooking and preserving are often regarded as integral ele-
ments of degrowth agri-food systems (e.g. Briickner 2021;
Pungas 2021). To what extent could a structural recentring
and revalorisation of social-ecological care and reproduc-
tive work change dominant ways of food consumption and
production? How could (non)human relations and gender
roles associated with specific food practices be redefined?
What types of food production and consumption practices
would become obsolete?

The materialisation of societal transformations of the
depth and scope envisioned in degrowth are hardly limited
to the boundaries of a single economic sector. The agri-
food system is tightly interlinked with numerous other sec-
tors, which emphasises the need for cross-sector approaches
to degrowth research on agri-food systems (Scheidel et al.
2022). As Briickner (2021, p. 46) pointed out, ‘everyday
activities of mobility, work, childcare and work affect food
practices’. Solely focusing on the agricultural sector may
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obscure ways to leverage a degrowth transformation by
creating synergies and exploring interdependencies with
other sectors. However, interconnected political-economic
strategies, priorities and interests are largely absent from the
extant degrowth research on agri-food systems. What lever-
age points and opportunities can a degrowth transformation
of other sectors, such as housing, energy or mobility, offer
that might positively impact the agri-food system? How can
changes in infrastructure and mobility enable food distri-
bution in a manner compatible with degrowth (Pohl et al.
2014)? To what extent can common spaces for food produc-
tion enhance convivial forms of living and thereby become
an integral part of degrowth housing and planning? Also,
how does the growth imperative undergirding most indus-
trial sectors inhibit degrowth agri-food systems? How can
land use competition with solar and wind power be avoided
if the energy sector is prone to continue to grow, even if in a
supposedly ‘green’ manner (Kallis et al. 2018)? How could
affordable housing, particularly in urban areas and metro-
poles, contribute to a higher prioritisation of ethically and
sustainably produced food, a seemingly impossible endeav-
our when tenants spend half of their salaries on housing?
What would cities look like if growing food is re-integrated
into households (Danék and Jehlicka 2021)? Altogether, to
what extent can a degrowth transformation only be sought
in one sector?

Degrowth in place: research avenues on rurality
and degrowth

Up to 85% of food worldwide is produced in rural areas
(Ikerd 2018). For centuries, rural life has been defined both
materially and culturally by agricultural production. How-
ever, with the rapidly expanding industrialisation of agri-
culture, food production has—particularly in the Global
North— stopped to be the defining factor of rural dwellers’
lives (for a literary treatment of the vanishing of peasant
life in Europe, see Berger 1988 or Mak 2007). This has not
diminished the importance of the countryside for the present
and future of food provision, nor has it reduced the impact
of the ongoing transformation of the global agri-food sys-
tem on the world’s diverse rural areas [such as extractivism
in Latin America (Infante-Amate et al. 2022), Africa and
parts of Asia (Fairhead et al. 2012)]. Similarly, in many rural
regions of the world, and particularly in the Global South,
the defence of traditional peasant agriculture, of the rights
of the peasantry, their lands, resources and food sovereignty,
remains ongoing (Rivera-Ferre et al. 2014). These struggles
have been an important inspiration for the degrowth move-
ment as a whole (Demaria et al. 2019).

Degrowth research on agri-food systems has begun to
establish connections to ongoing peasant and food sov-
ereignty struggles (e.g. Roman-Alcala 2017; Salzer and
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Fehlinger 2017) as well as the practices and knowledges of
past rural life (e.g. Jones and Ulman 2021). Scholarship has
also analysed some cases occurring in the countryside (or
implicating it importantly) as (prefigurative) experiments
of degrowth food futures (e.g. Boillat et al. 2012; Boga-
doéttir and Olsen 2017; Strenchock 2021). Some research-
ers have carried out meso- and macro-scale projections of
degrowth agri-food systems and have thus implicitly contrib-
uted to an understanding of what degrowth transformations
might mean for the countryside (and spatial planning more
broadly) (Infante Amate and Gonzilez De Molina 2013;
Clausing 2014; Gonzélez de Molina 2015), with rare excep-
tions explicitly engaging in these reflections on rural futures
(Gomiero 2018; Leahy 2021). Gomiero (2018) argues that
there is a tendency among degrowth scholars to promote a
ruralisation of society—which, in his view, and based on a
hypothetical example of the ruralisation of Germany, would
have catastrophic environmental and socio-economic effects.
In contrast, building on a degrowth scenario for the city of
Melbourne, Leahy (2021) concludes that feeding Melbourne
without energy-intensive transport from within the city-
region would likely be untenable. He aligns himself with
permaculture visions for ‘self-sufficient rural communities’
and ‘decentralisation with compact rural towns’ as viable
options for energy scarce futures (ibid., p. 210), although—
likely informed by the frequent critique of degrowth thought
being unjustifiably romantic about past rural life (Salzer and
Fehlinger 2017)—he makes sure to explicitly oppose the
revival of a feudal rurality. Similarly, already the early work
of Schumacher (1973) pointed out the necessity of recon-
structing rural culture and employing a larger number of
people in rural areas.

However, quite contrary to this supposed enthusiasm for
the rural(-lisation), most of the cases referred to in degrowth
scholarship on agri-food are set in urban (e.g. Oz and Aksoy
2019 on a food co-operative in Istanbul; Edwards et al. 2021
on the edibile cities lab in Portugal; Szakal and Balazs 2021
on the Budapest Food City Lab; McGreevy et al. 2022 on
the potential of home and urban gardening across the globe)
or peri-urban areas (see Pungas 2021 on peri-urban garden
plots in Estonia). This discrepancy between the impor-
tance of the countryside in degrowth visions and its practi-
cal embeddedness in urban movements might help clarify
why degrowth scholars have only rarely engaged in-depth
with current realities in the countryside.' Important ques-
tions remain unanswered: In which ways could degrowth

' Our critique presented in this section refers to the prioritisation
of the urban in degrowth research on agri-food systems. We do not
intend to diminish the importance of the urban context for food pro-
duction nor past research that has explored this question in detail. We
are aware that, in the light of rapid urbanisation processes, urban food
production will be crucial for the food self-sufficiency of cities.

contribute to the revival of the social and cultural capital
of depopulated rural areas? How might degrowth help to
effectively fight rural marginalisation and decline, such as
that produced by urbanisation and the de-industrialisation of
many of Europe’s former industrial regions (for an excep-
tion, although not focusing on agri-food, see Dax and Fis-
cher 2018)? In the following subsections, we propose two
avenues for exploring degrowth and rurality.

Implicating rural populations in degrowth

Degrowth scholars have been silent about the ways in
which degrowth could ‘speak to’, i.e. learn from and listen
to diverse rural populations. In the case of Europe, from
where this agenda is written, doing so might bring a variety
of challenges to the narrative of degrowth. To name just
a few questions: How can degrowth speak to large-scale
farmers who have been formed and shaped by the capitalist
economy’s ruthless paradigm of continuous growth, tech-
nologisation and cost reduction (see Salzer and Fehlinger
2017)—such as those who cultivate and/or own the majority
of Europe’s arable land? What does degrowth's emphasis on
structural growthism have to offer to mediate between envi-
ronmentalists and large-scale farmers, the latter of whom
are often held personally responsible for the environmental
crisis? How can degrowth speak to those who have not been
socialised in diverse, progressive, intellectual and activist
urban environments, but rather have been socialised in rather
conservative rural and small-town environments (see Danck
and Jehlicka 2021 on “quiet” sustainability)—the very same
environments in which decentralised and variably ruralised
degrowth livelihoods might take place in the future? How
can degrowth speak to the middle-class living comfort-
able suburban lives (see Leahy 2021 on degrowth in the
suburbs)? Lastly, at a time when right-wing populism is on
the rise in rural Europe (Mamonova and Franquesa 2020),
how can degrowth ensure that it is not co-opted by far-right
movements (Eversberg 2018), which have already used the
romantic appeal of the countryside to co-opt some environ-
mentalist currents (Staud 2015; Lubarda 2020)?

Reconnecting urban and rural livelihoods in degrowth
agri-food systems

Finally, although re-territorialisation and re-localisation
have been central principles advanced by degrowth schol-
ars writing on the agri-food system (e.g. Infante Amate and
Gonzalez De Molina 2013), their effect on a re-connection of
rural and urban livelihoods has, when considered at all, too
often been taken for granted (Spanier and Feola 2022). How
would a degrowth agri-food system envision the relationship
between city and countryside? What economic, social, and
cultural relationships should be established between people
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living in urban and rural areas to foster more just, collabora-
tive, decommodified and non-exploitative relations? Are the
unequal power relations between city and countryside estab-
lished in the capitalist urban society reproduced or unmade
by localising food within a region? Do all local and regional
food initiatives (culturally) re-connect urban and rural lives?
Do they automatically include rural communities and the
diversity of rural food producers in decision-making? And
what of the abundance of long-distance rural-urban con-
nections in the global agri-food system that are not trans-
formed by establishing local food networks between a town
and its surrounding peri-urban and rural regions? Voget’s
(2009) proposal of avoiding the ‘defensive stance of local-
ism’ (p. 431) through the more open concept of short food
supply chains, which reduce the number of intermediaries
between producers and consumers as much as possible, pre-
sents an excellent starting point.

Conclusion: beyond a sectoral approach
to degrowth research on agri-food systems

The aim of this paper was to forge a research agenda for
the critical social sciences that contributes to establish-
ing degrowth research on agri-food systems as a field of
study while also identifying remaining gaps, suggesting
ways forward to address them, and stirring new discus-
sions by challenging some currently held assumptions
in this emerging research field. In doing so, this agenda
has built on the emerging degrowth scholarship on agri-
food systems. It proposed avenues for future research
and concrete research questions that can substantially
deepen, expand and diversify future degrowth research on
agri-food systems and fruitfully connect it with ongoing
debates on agri-food systems sustainability and degrowth
transformations.

Our research agenda proposed four key themes for
future degrowth research on agri-food systems: explor-
ing (i) degrowth conceptualisations; (ii) theorisation of
transformations towards sustainability; (iii) the political
economy of degrowth agri-food systems; and (iv) rurality
and degrowth. Together, these avenues give due attention
to a variety of agents (ranging from translocal networks
to non-humans), spaces (e.g. the rural), theories (e.g. sus-
tainability transitions and transformations towards sustain-
ability) and policies (of the agricultural sector and beyond)
that thus far have received limited attention within this
body of literature. Importantly, this research agenda calls
for a more reflexive approach to degrowth conceptualisa-
tions, which crucially shape the analytical lenses through
which degrowth research on agri-food systems is scoped
and designed. In line with degrowth thinking that is criti-
cal of capitalism, techno-centrism and productivism, this
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research agenda proposes to problematise how the inner
workings of capitalism structurally hamper degrowth
transformations and expose agri-food initiatives prefigur-
ing degrowth societies to the ever-present risk of capitalist
co-optation. However, capitalism structures societies well
beyond the realm of agri-food systems, thus challenging
us to ask questions on how the transformation of other
economic sectors and capitalist institutions more broadly
could contribute to degrowth agri-food systems. The criti-
cal reader may have further ideas and visions for degrowth
research on agri-food systems beyond the areas that are
proposed in this paper. Further debates in this field, both
within and beyond the academy, are needed.

This paper is directed at scholars who situate them-
selves at the intersection of degrowth and agri-food sys-
tem research. We suggest that these scholars may find the
critical social science approach presented in this research
agenda valuable, as it points to new, at times uncomfort-
able but necessary, questions for advancing socially just
and environmentally sound degrowth agri-food systems.
Moreover, a critical social science perspective foregrounds
that the present unsustainability and injustice of hegem-
onic agri-food systems are not merely a problem of the
agri-food sector alone, but rather are ingrained in social
imaginaries of how economies and societies should work
as well as the political-economic structures that uphold
and reproduce these imaginaries. As such, it has the poten-
tial to help rethink transformation of the agri-food system
in the context of and in connection with other economic
sectors and broader societal structures.
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