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Abstract

This article identifies a triple crisis of capitalism based on the three fictitious 
commodities as identified by Karl Polanyi: labour, money and land. This 
framework is used to integrate the environmental crisis into the wider crisis of 
capitalism. It argues that international actions required to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions are going to present major challenges for capitalism with implications 
for the current dominance of market power and the subservience of state and 
social power. The article critically examines the potential of climate capitalism 
to achieve a low-carbon society by 2050 and introduces the need to face the 
challenges of degrowth. 
Key words: development models, climate change, sustainability, Polanyi, 
climate capitalism, degrowth

Production, consumption patterns and lifestyles in all of the three key transforma-
tion fields [energy, urbanisation and land use] must be changed in such a way that 
global greenhouse gas emissions are reduced to an absolute minimum over the 
coming decades, and low-carbon societies can develop. The extent of the trans-
formation ahead of us can barely be overestimated. In terms of profound impact, 
it is comparable to the two fundamental transformations in the world’s history: 
the Neolithic Revolution, i.e., the invention and spreading of farming and animal 
husbandry, and the Industrial Revolution, which Karl Polanyi (1944) called the 
‘Great Transformation’, meaning the transition from agricultural to industrialised 
society. (German Advisory Council on Global Change (WBGU) 2011: 5)

This opening quote from the high-level German Advisory Council that reports 
directly to the German Chancellor reminds us that all considerations of 
transforming capitalism today have to be framed within the growing realisation 
that, as the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2011 Human 
Development Report puts it, ‘our development model is bumping up against 
concrete limits’ (UNDP 2011: 15). We therefore face fundamental challenges 
not just to the dominant form of contemporary capitalism, namely financialised 
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neo-liberalism, but a deeper crisis to the model of industrial society itself as 
recognised by the German Advisory Council. Any consideration of transforming 
Irish capitalism therefore has to be placed in this larger context. This special 
issue of  IJS on Transforming Irish capitalism begins with two articles analysing 
and offering perspectives on the multifaceted crises of contemporary capitalism 
and responses to these. This article discusses the three central dimensions of 
this crisis with particular attention to drawing the ecological crisis into the 
mainstream discussion which tends to focus on the financial and social crises, 
and developing an argument about what these may hold in store for the future 
of capitalism. Central to this argument is articulating the need for a different 
political economy model, what some are calling an ecological socialism, to 
address the multifaceted crises of capitalism. Mary P. Murphy raises issues about 
how production and distribution are to be organised and about employment and 
social protection in such a model of society. 

Sustainability in question

There is much focus in public discussion on issues of sustainability, and 
mainstream versions of development tend routinely to attach the adjective 
‘sustainable’ to it in ways that have largely become meaningless (see Baker 
2006). However the content of the discussion tends to limit itself largely 
to issues of environmental sustainability as revealed in the reports of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC 2013). This discussion is 
dominated by a techno-scientific discourse about curbing emissions, switching 
to renewable energy, developing low-carbon buildings, agricultural production 
and transport options, ‘greening’ industrial production processes and protecting 
biodiversity. Little or no attention is focused on the models of development 
that structure our production and distribution systems (both industrial and 
agricultural), inform our energy systems, stimulate our consumption patterns, 
and provide society with the imaginaries that legitimate the present structure. 
Therefore, discussion of alternatives is largely limited to reforms within the 
current capitalist model of economy and society so that the questions raised by 
the various dimensions of today’s global crisis – the financial/economic and 
the social, as well as the environmental – for the sustainability of capitalism 
tend not to be asked. This is partly because the various dimensions are seen as 
discrete and separate crises rather than manifestations of a paradigmatic crisis, 
a crisis of the capitalist model itself. 

For the purposes of this article, these dimensions of today’s crisis can usefully 
be traced to the three ‘fictitious commodities’ that Karl Polanyi saw as being the 
revolutionary innovations of early industrial capitalism – the commodification 
of land, labour and money. The commodification of land stands for the com-
modification of the whole of nature and the natural world, a process that has 
extended in our day to an extent that would have been impossible for Polanyi to 
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imagine (the ‘water wars’ that have broken out in some parts of the world being 
a good illustration). The commodification of labour stands for the commodi-
fication of the human person (markets for living body parts, trafficking). And 
the commodification of money has now reached the extremes of the complex 
financial instruments of today’s hyper-financialised capitalism. As Polanyi saw 
so presciently in his classic work The Great Transformation, allowing these 
fictitious commodities through the market mechanism ‘to be the sole director 
of the fate of human beings and their natural environment indeed, even of the 
amount and use of purchasing power, would result in the demolition of society’ 
(Polanyi 2001: 76). Some of these same insights find expression in the words of 
Pope Francis today:

While the earnings of a minority are growing exponentially, so too is the gap 
separating the majority from the prosperity enjoyed by those happy few. This 
imbalance is the result of ideologies which defend the absolute autonomy of 
the marketplace and financial speculation. Consequently, they reject the right 
of states, charged with vigilance for the common good, to exercise any form of 
control. A new tyranny is thus born, invisible and often virtual, which unilaterally 
and relentlessly imposes its own laws and rules … The thirst for power and pos-
sessions knows no limits. In this system, which tends to devour everything which 
stands in the way of increased profits, whatever is fragile, like the environment, is 
defenseless before the interests of a deified market, which become the only rule. 
(Pope Francis 2014: 47–8)

Polanyi’s three fictitious commodities accurately identify the three core 
elements that make today’s capitalism so unsustainable and therefore require its 
transformation. The commodification of labour lies at the heart of the problem 
of the social reproduction of capitalism as the gap between higher earners, 
average earners and lower earners has grown exponentially, while security of 
employment has virtually disappeared in many sectors of the global economy. 
This has resulted in the growing depression of the purchasing power of the 
income of large sectors of the population even in countries at the core of the 
capitalist system, and has been a major contributing factor to the high levels 
of personal debt built up as people seek to participate as active consumers in a 
society where participation is more and more defined by the ability to engage in 
practices of consumption rather than through an active practice of citizenship. 
It is a paradox of contemporary capitalism that, as citizenship is increasingly 
replaced by consumption as the dominant mode of social participation, the 
practice of consumption requires high levels of indebtedness for many. Indeed, 
one of the characteristics of the debt crisis of a number of countries (Ireland, 
Iceland, Spain) is the contrast between high levels of household debt compared 
to low levels of public debt before the financial crisis resulted in the swift growth 
of the latter. While the growth in inequality has now become a subject of public 
debate (and was even the theme of the 2014 Davos conference), less attention 
is focused on the extent to which this is a systemic crisis for capitalism. The 
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magisterial volume by French economics professor Thomas Piketty (2014) 
has sharply brought this issue to the fore. Not only does Piketty believe that 
capitalism can never solve the problem of inequality – which he demonstrates 
is getting far worse at the beginning of the twenty-first century as controls on 
capital are weakened all over the world – but he believes that he has proved 
that ‘under the present circumstances capitalism simply cannot work’ (quoted 
in Hussey 2014: 8). 

The commodification of money lies at the heart of the transformation of the 
financial system of today’s capitalism into an almost entirely speculative system 
that has become to a great extent disengaged from the productive economy. 
It was this speculative financial system that lay at the heart of the economic 
collapse of 2008–09. Yet, instead of instituting strict curbs on the power of 
financial markets, political leaders all over the world have channelled very sig-
nificant amounts of public resources to rescue major players on these markets 
and made recovery hostage to the goodwill of such players. If anything, the 
result of the crisis has been to strengthen the very uncontrolled forces that 
caused the crisis, deepening commodification rather than curbing it. Following 
that collapse, many citizens of our societies have experienced ‘the demolition 
of society’ which was what Polanyi predicted would be the result of allowing 
society to be organised through the mechanisms of these fictitious commodi-
ties. This is consistent with Jacqlyn Cock’s (2011) argument that nature itself is 
now a product that is financialised with a growing speculative market for green 
commodities.

While the commodification of labour and of money have generated much 
critical analysis of capitalism, until recently much less attention was devoted 
to the commodification of nature, reflecting the widespread failure of the social 
sciences to take into account the embedding of our social systems within the 
planet’s finite and vulnerable ecosystems. The almost universal and uncritical 
acceptance of the mechanism of economic growth as the main driver of social 
progress is a good example, as the critical questions raised about growth by John 
Stuart Mill in his Principles of Political Economy published in 1848 were all 
but forgotten. His brief Chapter VI in Book IV on the ‘stationary state of wealth 
and population, dreaded and deprecated by writers but not in itself undesirable’ 
sums up with elegance and insight that the principle of distribution should at 
a certain point replace the principle of growth and ‘would be, on the whole, a 
very considerable improvement on our present situation’ (Mill 1970 [1848]: 
113). He adds: ‘It is scarcely necessary to remark that a stationary condition of 
capital and population implies no stationary state of human improvement’ (Mill 
1970: 116). Climate science is in our time forcing a recognition of these limits 
of the ecosystem in a dramatic and urgent fashion. A brief consideration of how 
these manifest themselves (including in the Irish case) is necessary to inform 
the discussion of the options for transforming capitalism in this special issue. 
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Concrete limits

A simple but very effective way of illustrating the concrete limits imposed 
by the ecosystem (mentioned by the UNDP in the 2011 Human Development 
Report as quoted earlier) is through measuring the global footprint of countries, 
regions and the world and comparing it to the biocapacity of that country, region 
or the world as a whole. In general terms, these data show us that an inverse 
relationship exists between levels of development and ecological sustainability 
(which we can define as living within the capacity of the earth’s or region’s or 
country’s biocapacity). It is chastening to note that, according to the 2012 Living 
Planet Report, Ireland’s ecological footprint of 6.22 global hectares per person 
(GHP) was among the highest in the world, surpassed only by Denmark (8.25), 
Belgium (7.11) and the Netherlands (6.34) in Europe; by Canada (6.43) and 
the United States (7.19) in North America; by Australia (6.68); and by Qatar 
(11.68), Kuwait (9.72) and the United Arab Emirates (8.44) in the Middle East 
(WWF 2012; these are the latest data available at the time of writing). Table 1 
compares the ecological footprint with the biocapacity of the main regions of 
the world.

Table 1: Regional ecological footprint and biocapacity, 2008

Region Footprint Biocapacity

Africa 1.45 1.52
Middle East/Central Asia 2.47 0.92
Asia-Pacific 1.63 0.86
Latin America 2.70 5.60
North America 7.12 4.95
EU 4.72 2.24
Other Europe 4.05 4.88

Source: WWF International 2012

This illustrates the unsustainability of what the German Advisory Council 
called ‘the carbon-based economic model’ and points to the need for a radically 
new development path. The third Working Group report of the IPCC Fifth 
Assessment Report (AR5) issued in April 2014 further underlined the need for a 
radical change of course as it showed how ‘total anthropogenic GHG emissions 
have continued to increase over 1970 to 2010 with larger absolute decadal 
increases toward the end of this period’ and this happened ‘despite a growing 
number of climate change mitigation policies’ (IPCC 2014b: 5). As the German 
Advisory Council put it, the scale of change required will involve not just the 
use of technological potential for decarbonisation but also ‘profound changes 
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to infrastructures, production processes, regulation systems and lifestyles’ as 
well as ‘a new kind of interaction between politics, society, science and the 
economy’ (WBGU 2011: 1). As the opening quote implies, it is nothing short 
of a transition beyond the development model that began with the Industrial 
Revolution in Britain in the late eighteenth  century and which has now been 
completely globalised. 

Transforming capitalism

The feasibility of transforming capitalism to overcome the problems identified 
by Karl Polanyi can be usefully examined through the framework of political 
economy. The central mechanism that has driven the development of industrial 
capitalism has been the self-regulating market which Polanyi’s own work 
showed to be an innovation of the industrial revolution (Dalton 1968; Pearson 
1977). Polanyi’s daughter, Kari Polanyi Levitt has more recently summarised 
the implications of her father’s thought in terms of limiting the reach of the 
market:

If we cannot set limits to the reach of the market, economic forces will destroy 
the capacity of society to resist disintegration and the capacity of the biosphere to 
renew itself. Public ownership and social and economic planning must be rescued 
from their current status as heresies. The vision of socialism as a co-operative, 
democratic and just economic order based on the social ownership and control 
of natural and man-made resources, united by the enjoyment of a community of 
culture, embodies the best of the legacy of the European enlightenment. (Polanyi 
Levitt 2013: 53) 

This raises questions as to whether the transformation of capitalism takes us 
beyond capitalism itself to a form of co-operative and deliberative socialism. 
Using the tools of political economy to examine the relationships of state, 
market and society permits a more thorough examination of these issues.

Erik Olin Wright’s work on transforming capitalism through real utopias offers 
a useful framework to examine these issues and has been the inspiration for this 
special issue. He acknowledges that capitalism as an engine of economic growth 
and technological change has provided the material conditions for people to live 
a flourishing life in some parts of the world; however, it fundamentally contra-
venes the three principles of equality, democracy and sustainability. Wright’s 
different configurations of state–market–society that underpin different forms 
of capitalism and socialism offer a heuristic device that clarifies the power con-
figuration which delivers the sorts of outcomes he identifies (inequality, limits to 
democracy, unsustainability) – namely market power – and provides options for 
moving beyond this configuration. This, then, is consistent with Polanyi Levitt’s 
point about the need to set limits to the reach of the market and with her father’s 
emphasis on the decommodification of labour, money and land although it does 
not go quite as far. According to Wright’s configurations these limits can be set 
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by different combinations of state and social power, combinations he illustrates 
in his article and labels as a socialist cluster, a social economy cluster and a 
social democratic cluster (Wright 2013: 19). 

The major challenge, as Wright acknowledges, is how to build a counter- 
power strong enough to curb the power of capital. Here he acknowledges Marx’s 
‘elegant solution to this problem’, namely that capitalism would in the long run 
destroy its own conditions of existence (Wright 2013: 20) but dismisses this by 
saying that few people now believe that capitalism will destroy itself. Instead 
Wright opts for ‘understanding how strategies of transformation have long-term 
prospects for eroding capitalist power relations and building up socialist alter-
natives’ (Wright 2013 20; original emphasis). The three strategic logics that 
have characterised the history of anti-capitalist struggle he labels the ruptural, 
the interstitial and the symbiotic, each associated with particular moments and 
places in that struggle. Thus, the ruptural strategy is associated with revolu-
tionary socialism and communism of which the most emblematic moment was 
the Russian Revolution of 1917, the impacts of which dominated the global 
politics of the twentieth century. The interstitial strategy, namely building new 
forms of social empowerment in the niches and margins of the capitalist system, 
is associated with anarchism and co-operativism which arguably reached its 
most important expression in Spain in the 1930s though it was evident in many 
parts of the world. The symbiotic strategy is most associated with social democracy 
and found its fullest expression in the Nordic social democratic states. While all of 
these strategies have had their successes, none now seems to offer a viable route to 
curbing the immense power of capital and opening paths to socialist transformation. 

Wright’s response to this discouraging situation is to advocate an interplay 
of interstitial and symbiotic strategies with perhaps periodic ruptural episodes 
(though it is far from clear what he has in mind when referring to such episodes). 
Interstitial strategies can help build and strengthen ‘real utopian economic insti-
tutions embodying democratic egalitarian principles’ while symbiotic strategies 
can, through the power of the state, ‘help open up greater space and support 
for these interstitial innovations’ leading to ‘a trajectory of deepening socialist 
elements within the hybrid capitalist system’ (Wright 2013: 21). He acknowledg-
es however that capitalist elites ‘are unlikely to gracefully embrace the prospect’ 
(Wright 2013: 22), surely a mild understatement of the active, determined 
and very well funded strategies of capitalist elites constantly to fragment and 
disempower any potential opposition to the power of capital. Wright’s approach 
to limiting the power of capital seems therefore a rather idealist attempt to 
make the most of the very weak power base of those forces seeking to limit the 
power of the market in today’s global order. However, what Wright misses is the 
changing context emerging as a result of the complex processes we label climate 
change. In sum, these are beginning to present real challenges for human liveli-
hoods and therefore problems for capital. As the second Working Group report 
of the Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) of the IPCC made clear:
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Impacts from recent climate-related extremes, such as heat waves, droughts, 
floods, cyclones, and wildfires, reveal significant vulnerability and exposure of 
some ecosystems and many human systems to current climate variability (very 
high confidence). Impacts of such climate-related extremes include alteration of 
ecosystems, disruption of food production and water supply, damage to infrastruc-
ture and settlements, morbidity and mortality, and consequences for mental health 
and human well-being. For countries at all levels of development, these impacts 
are consistent with a significant lack of preparedness for current climate variabil-
ity in some sectors. (IPCC 2014a: 7)

In this dramatic context, it is viable to argue once again that capitalism is 
destroying its conditions of existence and is facing limits to the ability of capital 
to continue its endless expansion (Kovel 2007). If these destructive processes 
are to be addressed in the adequate ways that climate scientists are urging with 
ever greater insistence, then the successor treaty to the Kyoto Protocol, currently 
being negotiated and to be unveiled at the 21st Conference of the Parties (CoP 21) 
under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which 
takes place in Paris at the end of 2015, will have to set demanding targets for the 
reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by up to 90 per cent by 2050. If it 
is to have any credibility, this will impose concrete limits on the extent to which 
our models of development can exploit the biocapacity of the planet. 

A low-carbon society by 2050

For the first time ever in the history of humanity, therefore, virtually all states will 
have pledged before the end of this decade, through their state representatives, 
to adapt all forms of production, consumption, mobility, energy and agriculture 
to conform to low-GHG emission targets. While much of the public discourse 
on the changes needed has focused on issues such as renewable energy, the 
development of carbon capture technologies, the insulation of homes and 
offices, and the move towards low-carbon transport, the two final reports of the 
IPCC’s AR5 focus attention on what the Working Group (WG) II report called ‘a 
wide range of socioeconomic futures’ (IPCC 2014a: 11) and it urged exploration 
of these. WG III speaks of the need to go beyond ‘a focus on mitigation and 
adaptation policies alone to examine development pathways more broadly, 
along with their determinants’ (IPCC 2014b: 4). These are very important 
recognitions that the scale of the changes being demanded by scientists go far 
beyond discreet policy options and touch on our models of development. The 
WG II report makes clear that the options made now will determine whether 
we end up with a high-resilient, low-risk future or the opposite, namely a low-
resilient and high-risk future. The evidence in both reports makes very clear that 
we are currently on a route for the latter rather than for the former, and flooding 
during winter 2013–14 gave us in Ireland a small foretaste of what such a future 
may involve. 
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Of course, as both political and business discourse emphasises continuously, 
this will offer many new opportunities for capital but it will inevitably also 
constrain capital’s freedom of activity to opt for the most profitable investments, 
and it will do this at a global level. This is a level of constraint by public policy 
that capital has never before faced and its implications for profitability are far 
from certain. But much more important than these direct impacts on profitabil-
ity are the implications for the power of capital, today the dominant power in 
most political economy formations, as is made clear in Wright’s graphic con-
figurations, what critics term the neo-liberal model. Since there is now credible 
scientific evidence to conclude that the very survival of much of humanity is 
now at stake, setting the goal of a low-carbon society by 2050 and throwing the 
weight of public policy behind achieving this goal has the potential radically 
to curtail the dominance of market power in today’s political economy. It is 
this dimension of the development pathways towards different socioeconomic 
futures that warrants attention here. 

For social scientists, the key question is: What configuration of state–
market–society can get us to a low-carbon society by 2050? Robust debate on 
this issue backed by rigorous research is urgently needed to inform the choice 
of development pathways as states begin to plan for ways to achieve the goal of 
a low-carbon society. At the moment, this is sorely lacking both in the climate 
change debate and also in wider social science discourse on pathways beyond the 
current financial/economic and social crisis. A good starting point is to recognise 
that the predominant approach adopted up to now to curb GHG emissions has 
been a climate capitalism. This is not surprising given the dominance of market 
power; yet, despite the evidence that it has proved incapable of even curbing 
the growth in emissions much less reversing them substantially, it remains little 
contested in policy debates. Climate capitalism uses the rules of the market to 
create incentives for producers and consumers to move to low-GHG options 
in production, distribution, consumption and mobility. It has been defined as 
‘a model which squares capitalism’s need for continual economic growth with 
substantial shifts away from carbon-based industrial development’ (Newell and 
Paterson 2010: 1). Essentially, this entails creating different types of carbon 
markets which put a price on carbon, such as emissions trading like the EU’s 
Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) and the Clean Development Mechanism 
(CDM) which allows investment in developing countries to offset carbon 
emissions, as well as expanding markets for renewable energy technologies 
which offer opportunities for investors (see Newell and Paterson 2010 for a 
comprehensive discussion). The emergence of these market-based mechanisms 
has helped shift the view of some sectors of business and finance from seeing 
climate change as a threat to seeing it as an opportunity to be embraced. For 
example, one can visit the permanent Crystal exhibition in London’s docklands 
dedicated to showing how urban living can become low-carbon and sustaina-
ble.1 Not only is this housed in a sustainable building which itself is part of the 
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demonstration of what can be done with cutting-edge technologies but it has 
been entirely developed by a private company (Siemens) as a showcase for its 
technological innovation. There is evidence therefore that some of the innovative 
financial and technological potentials of capitalism are being harnessed to help 
society make the transition to a low-carbon or post-carbon society. And this has 
been achieved not just through the endeavours of market actors such as corpora-
tions and pension funds but has also involved governments which have created 
rules and incentives for these activities, and civil society actors such as NGOs 
which benefit from investments through the CDM. 

However, many questions remain about just how far climate capitalism can 
take us towards a low-carbon or post-carbon society and what the costs might be 
of allowing the market determine the sort of society that emerges. For example, 
questions have been raised about the digital or connected city as illustrated in 
the Crystal exhibition. Whose interests predominate in designing the social and 
economic institutions and practices that emerge: the interest of corporate profits 
or of citizens’ deliberation and connectivity? It has been pointed out that, at the 
very least, plans for the digital city presuppose a rigorous regulation and control 
to protect the rights and freedoms of citizens, as well as a new type of civic 
education to alert citizens to how they understand their rights and obligations 
within a predominantly digital environment. They thus require new forms of 
governance adequate to this task (see Legros 2013: 159). Newell and Paterson 
raise other types of questions about the extent of the benefits being delivered, 
highlighting difficulties of methodology in assessing these benefits (such as 
accounting, measurement and regulation problems) and weak governance of 
these markets (targets that are not robust enough and rules that are too loose). 
Based on their analysis of the development of climate capitalism up to now, 
they outline four possible future scenarios: a climate capitalist utopia where 
all the mechanisms work to achieve the goal of a low-carbon and post-carbon 
society; stagnation where markets falter and fail to achieve their potential; a 
‘decarbonised dystopia’ which manages to achieve the objective sought but in a 
highly inegalitarian manner benefiting the privileged and placing the burden of 
adjustment on the poor and vulnerable, and climate Keynesianism where much 
stronger governance ensures markets act to achieve the objective sought. All 
are plausible, they write, but add: ‘In all likelihood some messy mix of them 
all will co-exist – some areas of the world stagnating, others going ahead with 
a pure neoliberal version, while others still regulate the carbon economy more 
stringently’ (Newell and Paterson 2010: 178). 

As they themselves recognise, what Newell and Paterson’s scenarios point 
to is the need for strong governance. In other words, market power alone 
cannot achieve benign outcomes and needs to be strongly controlled, regulated 
and channelled. To ensure such governance structures represent the interests 
of citizens and not of capital, as is so often the case today, will require the 
strengthening of social power. The pathways that will take us successfully to a 
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post-carbon future therefore require a fundamental shift in dominant power con-
figurations, curbing the freedoms of the market through strong public regulation 
at global, national and local levels. Equally necessary, alongside this, is the 
forging of new forms of social power both to ensure that strengthened state 
power serves society rather than the market, and also to experiment with new 
ways of organising production, distribution, mobility, consumption and living so 
as to generate the new social forms of a post-carbon society. Wright’s different 
power configurations therefore become very pertinent to inform the political 
economy options that now require urgent fashioning. They will be fashioned 
through a combination of symbiotic transformations (extending and deepening 
forms of social empowerment involving the state and society simultaneously) 
and interstitial transformations (new forms of post-carbon experimentation by 
social actors in capitalism’s niches and margins) in a wider context radically 
changed by the need to reduce GHG emissions swiftly and radically being 
enforced legally at a global level. 

The degrowth challenge

While this will have to curb the immense power of capital as has happened 
in previous eras through both symbiotic and interstitial strategies, a further 
challenge poses an even more significant threat to capitalism: this is the 
challenge of degrowth. As the WG III report of IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report 
(AR5) made clear, ‘economic and population growth continue to be the most 
important drivers of increases in CO2 emissions from fossil fuel combustion’. 
And, it added, while the contribution of population growth has remained roughly 
identical over the past four decades, ‘the contribution of economic growth has 
risen sharply’ (IPCC 2014b: 7). Both serve to outpace emission reductions from 
improvements in energy intensity, according to the IPCC. This is an extremely 
serious point as it confirms that the contribution that can be made to reducing 
GHG emissions through energy efficiency, a core policy mechanism in many 
countries, is counteracted and negated by economic and population growth. 
While moves are afoot that are slowing population growth, the need to slow 
economic growth contradicts the central dynamic of capitalism, namely the 
need for increased profits. The challenge of degrowth has to be faced.

The fundamental point at stake is well posed by Jackson: ‘How – and for how 
long – is continued growth possible without coming up against the ecological 
limits of a finite planet?’ (Jackson 2009: 6). Unfortunately, this crucial question 
has for long been obscured by such contradictory expressions as ‘sustainable 
development’ (Baker 2006) or ‘green growth’ (National Economic and Social 
Council 2012). The urgency of the present moment does not permit any more 
such intellectual sleights of hand as scientists emphasise the incompatibility of 
growth and emissions reduction. Anderson and Bows, leading climate experts, 
go so far as to say that ‘climate change commitments are incompatible with 
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short- to medium-term economic growth’, something they say ‘few if any 
scientists working on climate change would disagree with’ (Anderson and Bows 
2012: 640). There is now an extensive literature on degrowth (at least in French 
and Spanish if not yet in English), posing real challenges to the dominant ways 
we have organised our economic and social development for more than a century 
(Dietz and O’Neill 2013; Fournier 2008; Garcia 2012). Central to this is the 
need to move beyond the consumer society which is the central mechanism of 
capitalist growth based on three institutional features: the planned obsolescence 
of goods, advertising to create a demand for such goods based on wants rather 
than on needs, and credit which allows the consumption of such goods at the cost 
of increasing indebtedness. As Smith argues, ‘consumerism and overconsump-
tion are not “dispensable” … They are built into capitalism and indispensable 
for the day-to-day reproduction of corporate producers in a competitive market 
system in which capitalists, workers, consumers and governments alike are all 
locked into an endless cycle of perpetually increasing consumption to maintain 
profits, jobs, and tax revenues’ (Smith 2011: 117). Or, as Wright puts it so well:

An anti-consumerist economy is one in which productivity growth is turned 
into greater leisure rather than greater consumption. But if this were to happen, 
capitalist firms would continually face problems of inadequate demand for their 
products … Only by curtailing profit-maximisation as the driving force allocating 
capital would it be possible to reengineer the economy in the rich regions of the 
world in such a way that increases in leisure would be given priority over increases 
in consumption. (Wright 2013: 8) 

This literature on degrowth leads us back to focus again on the central ethical 
questions that have been obscured for decades by a growth-based economy: 
What is the good life? What is the good society? For example, Jackson’s work 
examines in some detail the ability to have ‘prosperity without growth’ (the title 
of his 2009 book) or Latouche’s ‘society of frugal abundance’ (Latouche 2011). 

Towards an ecological socialism?

One of the benefits of the degrowth literature is to free our collective imaginaries 
from their colonisation and limitation by the dominance of the market principle 
in economic (and increasingly social and political) thought. This is an essential 
requirement for decommodification and opens up new utopian possibilities for 
bringing about different futures that are not just an extension of the market-
dominated capitalism that allows no alternatives. This brings us back to the 
insights of the utopian socialists of the nineteenth century and their emphases 
on workers’ control of the means of production through co-operativism, of the 
localisation of production and consumption, of the development of deliberative 
mechanisms of democratic decision-making. These are the means through 
which the decommodification of labour, money and land can be achieved. 
The one difference that offers more hope for their implementation today is the 
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wider context of the need radically and swiftly to curb GHG emissions and the 
limitations this is going to place on the dominance of profit maximisation as the 
driver of social change in today’s world. For the first time in human history, our 
very survival depends on fundamental changes to our dominant socio-economic 
model. 

It is interesting that different versions of such a society, labelled by some 
as ecological or eco-socialism (Cock 2011; Kovel 2007), as an economy of 
the common good (Felber 2012) or as ‘eco-system economics’ (Scharmer and 
Kaufer 2013) have been emerging in various parts of the world. All of them are 
consistent with Wright’s definition of socialism as ‘an economic structure within 
which economic activity is controlled through the exercise of social power’ 
(Wright 2013: 12, original emphasis) and map out the foundations of a political 
economy model that can be sustainable, can live comfortably within the limits 
of the ecosystem and can address the causes of the social and financial crises 
that characterise today’s capitalism. For example, it is impossible to imagine 
Piketty’s prescriptions for effectively addressing today’s gross inequality – a top 
income tax rate of up to 80 per cent, effective inheritance tax, proper property 
taxes and a global wealth tax – being implemented within today’s dominant 
political economy model where market power predominates. Transforming 
capitalism therefore becomes a necessary requirement to address the triple crisis 
that puts all our futures in grave peril. 

Notes
1  www.thecrystal.org. 
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