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Abstract

While sustainability has started to permeate the spatial planning practices of a number
of municipalities, this somewhat superficial and ambiguous approach is grounded in an
inherently unsustainable growth mindset. As cities attempt to transition towards climate
neutrality and circularity, greenwashing and techno-optimist fixes threaten to supplant
and undermine initially altruistic climate ambitions. Paradigmatic spatial planning
is therefore in need of a new, non-growth based spatial planning model to earnestly,
expeditiously and actually reimagine and realize a built environment configured around
social and environmental well-being rather than economic profit. This report therefore
positions the degrowth movement in relation both to transition theory and spatial planning
practice to hypothesize what a transition to degrowth spatial planning would entail. To
contextualize this theoretical pathway of change, the climate plans of a Danish municipality
are evaluated in terms of degrowth spatial planning. This analysis culminates in a proposal
for municipalities to refine and implement degrowth spatial planning to attain a socially
just and ecologically sustainable future.
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Introduction 1
Half a century after the �rst murmurs of the impending climate crisis, the unfettered
pursuit of in�nite production and consumption parallels soaring anthropogenic emissions,
rampant biodiversity loss, and detrimental land and ecosystem degradation (Almond et
al., 2022; Eswaran et al., 2019; IPCC, 2022a). Although limiting global temperature rise
to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels would considerably curtail the consequences of the
aforementioned crises, the window of opportunity to constrain catastrophe in line with
the progressively quixotic Paris Agreement is promptly closing (IPCC, 2022a). Indeed,
with two-thirds of planetary boundaries already exceeded and global warming predicted to
warm the world by 2.8°C by the end of the century, the fatal future of collapse predicted by
the prescient Limits to Growth report looks increasingly imminent (Meadows et al., 1972;
Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2023; United Nations Environment Programme, 2022). This
climate crisis is compounded by the simultaneous crises of deepening social and economic
inequality, a fragile global �nancial system and an even more delicate pandemic-worn
health system. In that respect, the contemporary era might best be characterized as an
unprecedented moment of complex crises colliding and careening towards a devastating
crescendo (Max-Neef, 2010). In the face of these looming existential threats, the time to
act is now. Yet, ill-considered, premature actions might do more harm than good given
the intricate, intersectional nature of the aforementioned crises. As these systemic crises
have not magically materialized out of thin air, their underlying root cause(s) must be
identi�ed and assessed in order to determine how to rationally react and respond to these
grave dilemmas. All in all, any action taken within the con�nes of a broken system can
only serve as a short-term solution. So although the time for considerable, concerted action
is running short, it is �rst imperative to discern and dismantle the reason why the planet
now faces these calamitous crises.

A number of classic and contemporary authors articulate an unambiguous answer: the
entrenched economic system of capitalism, in particular its current neoliberal incarnation,
is the key culprit (Hickel, 2020; Klein, 2014). Although specifying the full culpability of
capitalism would require its own comprehensive thesis, the logic of this particular socio-
economic system is rather straightforward: value is placed on the continuous accumulation
of assets for the sake of generating and acquiring ever more capital (Hickel, 2020). In
other words, the ostensibly endless production and consumption of commodities is solely
intended to make a pro�t above all other considerations. This emphasis on the lucrative
exchange value of goods is in opposition to the majority of civilization's earlier economic
systems in which goods were fabricated and traded according to their use value. Under
capitalism, commodities need not have an explicit reason for existing. Their value lies
instead in their potential to contribute to the quest for eternal, economic growth: generate

1



1.1. The Green Growth Illusion

a pro�t, reinvest that revenue into increased production, make even more money than
before and repeat this gluttonous process ad in�nitum. From an ecological perspective,
this pursuit of in�nite production on a �nite planet is simply and inherently unsustainable.
If this contradiction is considered in terms of labor rights and equality, the exploitative
reality of capitalism is as environmentally irrational as it is ethically untenable.

Although variable in its precise realization, capitalism has arguably become most successful
in its obstinate persistence and homogenizing adaptability. Namely, capitalism will
always �nd a way to endure, no matter the particular challenges or barriers to capital's
accumulation that arise. The rise of neoliberalism (capitalism's contemporary edition)
accordingly exempli�es how a capitalist economy will always �nd a `�x' to keep growing.
Neoliberalism1 emerged as a response to the de-industrialization and stag�ation2 of the
Global North in the late 1970s (Hickel, 2020). Advanced capitalist economies adopted
expansionist policies in the wake of the Great Depression out of fear that markets
would fail if left to themselves; after World War II, the Cold War raised the specter
of growing support for communism and prompted Western governments to expand welfare
states. This period of `embedded liberalism' came to an end with weak growth, rising
in�ation, mounting de�cits and declining con�dence in the U.S. dollar. Despite the
various bene�ts of investments in education and labor, these policies were dismantled
and replaced with neoliberal policies3. Social objectives were thereby discarded in favor
of capitalism's insatiable growth ambition. Since its establishment, neoliberalism has
thoroughly saturated society so as to make itself inextricably essential for our current
socio-economic and political institutions to function. In that vein, Hickel stoically details:

If growth stops, companies go bust, governments struggle to fund social
services, people lose their jobs, poverty rises, and states become politically
vulnerable. Under capitalism, growth is not just an optional feature of human
social organisation�it's an imperative to which all are hostage. If the economy
doesn't grow, everything falls apart (Hickel, 2020, p. 95).

The inability to substantively act on climate change (or address any of the world's crises
for that matter) is thus clear: conceding that there are limits to growth on a �nite planet
fundamentally con�icts with the sovereign ideology of neoliberal capitalism. This growth
imperative thus means that any initiative to mitigate and adapt to climate change must
comply with neoliberalism's contradictory rationale.

1.1 The Green Growth Illusion

The mainstream solutions proposed to solve the climate crisis, most notably sustainable
development and green growth, merely represent a continuation of a broken system and
follow the same delusional logic that has led to the current state of global emergency.

1Neoliberal ideology maintains that collectivist, in�ationary, and protectionist pressures caused by
government intervention hinder the potential performance of the economy.

2Stag�ation refers to the combination of stagnant growth, or a recession, and high in�ation.
3To remedy the encroachment of the public sector's oversight, neoliberal policies pro�er a free market

optimized through deregulation, privatization, globalization, and the shrinking of government's role -
including reduced welfare provision.
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1.1. The Green Growth Illusion

Like neoliberalism in the 1980s, the widespread acceptance and adoption of sustainable
development4 policies serve as just another in the long line of capitalist �xes. In the
case of sustainable development (the foundational strategy underpinning green growth5

economics), this organizing principle arose to pacify the burgeoning environmentalist
movement and its rallying cry concerning the limits to growth (Krähmer, 2021). Despite
the altruistic, environmental intentions that preceded the rise of these philosophies,
these now normalized strategies for ecological modernization constitute greenwashed
manifestations of capitalist ideology. Indeed, green growth (hereafter used interchangeably
with sustainable development) avows that both the neoliberal socio-economic system and
the consumptive, carbon-heavy lifestyles it encourages can and should be maintained or
even cultivated. According to these approaches, the discrepancy between economic growth
and ecological sustainability can be remedied through innovation and technology�with
some simple behavioral changes sprinkled in. The allure of this concept (with its agreeable
insinuation of guilt-free economic growth, job creation, and nominal lifestyle sacri�ces all
neatly harmonized with ecological sustainability) is con�rmed by the growing popularity
of various Green New Deals. While more progressive versions of this political agenda
possess latent potential to revolutionize the economy, the majority of these `greening'
political proposals uphold and reinforce the neoliberal imperative of capital accumulation
and shifting social and environmental costs6 onto marginalized communities (Conde et
al., 2022; Dunlap & Laratte, 2022). However, the techno-optimist belief underpinning the
green growth foundation of Green New Deals is a fallacy (Conde et al., 2022; Hickel, 2020).

Green growth hinges on the assumption that economic growth can be (relatively rapidly)
decoupled from resource use and anthropogenic carbon emissions through improvements in
e�ciency, the widespread implementation of renewable energies and low-carbon technology,
and the infusion of circularity into the economy. However, empirical analyses substantiate
both the lack of absolute decoupling7 on a global scale and the inability of observed
decoupling rates to reduce resource use and emissions to a su�cient scale (Haberl et
al., 2020; Hickel, 2020; Krähmer, 2021; Parrique et al., 2019). While evidence of relative
decoupling8 is often touted by green growth proposals, producing more with less impact (as
a result of e�ciency improvements) is not enough to reduce total ecological impact within
safe planetary limits (Hickel, 2020; Krähmer, 2021). If current economic growth rates
are expected to be genuinely made compatible with articulated climate goals, e�ciency
improvements must be invented at a rate ten times faster each year than currently�an
empirically quixotic endeavor (Wächter, 2013). As e�ciency improvements are bounded by
physical limits, decoupling exponential growth from material and energy use is impossible
to permanently achieve. In fact, rebound e�ects (caused by e�ciency improvements driving

4According to the Brundtland Report (1987), sustainable development is de�ned as "meeting the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs� (p.41).

5The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) describes green growth as
"fostering economic growth and development while ensuring that natural assets continue to provide the
resources and environmental services on which our well-being relies" (2011, p.9).

6Conde et al. clarify: "Cost-shifting occurs whenever (economic) agents generate social costs (�nancial
or otherwise) that a�ect, whether directly or indirectly, third persons or the environment. Unless forced,
economic agents that generate such costs generally do nothing to avoid or minimise them" (2022, p. 22).

7Absolute decoupling implies that economic growth is entirely independent from resource impacts;
environmental pressures stabilize or decrease while the economy expands.

8Relative decoupling indicates that the economy is growing faster than the rate of resource impacts.
However, environmental degradation may still be increasing.

3



1.1. The Green Growth Illusion

the price of a good or service lower) generate increased demand and thereby result in
heightened consumption (Hickel, 2020). Thus, the apparent success of relative decoupling
(itself a temporary circumstance) often belies processes of externalization (or the transfer
of the environmental impacts of resource extraction and industrial production to other,
often marginalized, populations) and is regardless negated if the total volume of economic
throughput continues to increase (Parrique et al., 2019). In short, "the notion that
continuous e�ciency improvements will somehow magically lead to absolute decoupling
is empirically and theoretically baseless" (Hickel, 2020, p. 155).

Furthermore, the enthusiasm for renewable and low-carbon infrastructures as perfect
mechanisms for powering the green growth transition glosses over their potentially
substantial ecological and social costs (Dunlap & Laratte, 2022). In reality, fully
substituting fossil fuels with `clean' energy sources would entail a staggering increase
in material extraction for the production of solar and wind utilities, electronic devices,
and digital infrastructure. And if the economy continues to indulgently increase as
neoliberalism would dictate, the damaging, exploitative land-use practices often associated
with mining must accordingly, exponentially grow. The latest Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) report denotes that the potential advantages of digitalization
and technological innovation in terms of climate change mitigation "can be reduced or
counterbalanced by growth in demand for goods and services" (2023, pp. 19�20). The
accelerating extraction of raw resources (which often occurs in regions of the Global South
where labor and environmental regulations are weaker) implies signi�cant environmental
degradation in the form of soil, air, water and body toxi�cation, the apathetic displacement
of communities or their subjugation to disastrous living and labor conditions, the
destruction of cultural heritage sites, human rights violations, and con�ict along political,
ethnic, or racial lines. As Dunlap & Laratte summarize: "replacing a rapacious fossil-fuel
industry with an equally predatory renewables industry is not in line with the principles of
global justice" (2022, p. 2). Regardless of whether or not extractive industries are obliged to
adhere to ethical and ecological standards, shifting to renewable energy will not be achieved
rapidly enough to limit global warming to 1.5 or 2� C if the global economy's existing
rates of growth persist (Hickel, 2020). And while the implementation of renewable energy
sources may serve to address anthropogenic carbon emissions, it fails to address attendant
ecological issues of deforestation, over�shing, soil degradation, and biodiversity loss�not to
mention systemic health, socio-economic, or political concerns. A green growth economy
�xated on in�nite expansion yet fueled by `clean' energy does not address the world's
multi-faceted crises and will remain susceptible to the threat of catastrophic ecological
collapse.

Of course, if green growth retains little potential for actualizing environmental, economic,
and social sustainability, the operative question turns to what ideological directive could
substantively address the globe's crises. The swelling support standardizing green growth
obscures a number of theories embedded within the green economy discourse which
represent promising theoretical and practical alternatives to the prevailing green growth
narrative. The comprehensive concept of degrowth in particular presents "an ecologically
coherent solution to a multi-faceted crisis" (Hickel, 2020, p. 208). Degrowth (further
elucidated in Section 2.1.2) criticizes the presumably perpetual expansion of the global
economy and challenges the techno-optimist hypothesis that social and ecological well-
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1.2. Spatial Planning

being can be attained while maintaining this exponential growth. Instead, this political
and social movement posits that a paradigmatic revolution encompassing signi�cant
reductions in production and consumption levels is imperative to transition to a sustainable
socio-economic system that is not solely infatuated with one metric of �nancial growth.
Degrowth presents an alternative model of economic organization based around principles
of participatory democracy, voluntary simplicity, and equality in order to prioritize
genuine and long-term ecological sustainability and social justice rather than maximize
pro�ts. Although still a rather niche proposal for radical societal re-organization,
degrowth is garnering more institutional and academic recognition. Most notably,
prominent international organizations that address the urgent challenges of the climate
crisis have recently underscored the value of further analyzing degrowth policies as a
viable alternative to growth-oriented development (IPCC, 2022b; Khmara & Kronenberg,
2022). The IPCC's sixth assessment report highlights empirical evidence which suggests
stabilizing the climate below 2� C is only attainable through a degrowth approach (IPCC,
2022b). Although degrowth provides a promising climate solution, it also requires a
revolutionary, redistributive paradigm shift for this degrowth transition to be initiated
and actualized. Successfully shifting to a degrowth trajectory necessitates the formulation
of a comprehensive and concrete portrayal of a degrowth society, yet clear scenarios and
explicit proposals that illustrate how this subversive transition will occur and how a future
degrowth society will function are largely lacking.

1.2 Spatial Planning

The interdisciplinary realm of spatial planning provides ample opportunity for combining
visions of a degrowth future based on ecologically-oriented development with tangible
practices and policies to materialize that sustainable scenario. However, the ingrained
neoliberal logic underlying contemporary spatial planning must be dismantled before the
practice can transition towards predominantly cultivating and sustaining environmental
and social well-being. Just as virtually every other facet of the prevailing socio-economic
system has proven susceptible to the hegemonic capitalist-growth mentality, neoliberal
principles have inundated planning since its emergence in the 1980s and continue to
comfortably envelop conventional planning practice within the growth-oriented paradigm
(Lamker & Dieckho�, 2022; Lehtinen, 2018; Xue, 2022a). Planning's insistence on
growth stems from a circular argumentation: market-led urban development stimulates
economic growth, which in turn induces population growth, rising employment rates, as
well as diversi�ed and expanded services and goods; planning should therefore facilitate
growth-oriented development and simultaneously direct that development in order to
advance community bene�ts (Lehtinen, 2018; Rydin, 2022). Normative planning practices
thus justify the pursuit of market pro�tability as necessary to ameliorate environmental
and social conditions; the fundamental objective of planning policies is therefore to
align ambitions for economic growth with socio-ecological improvements. In reality, the
prioritization of growth is often pursued at the expense of other social and ecological
agendas (Forestier & Kim, 2020). Illustrating the paradox of green growth, pro�t
is perceived as a prerequisite for the future implementation of sustainable planning,
rather than addressing the adverse social and environmental impacts of planning from
the outset. Consequently, planning reinforces and rea�rms the dominant ubiquity of
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neoliberalism through maintaining the optimal environment and mechanisms for economic
growth to �ourish (Lehtinen, 2018; Savini et al., 2022; Xue, 2022a). The unquestioned
interdependence of economic growth and planning has become so deeply entrenched that
it is essentially indisputable (Lehtinen, 2018).

This uncritical compliance is likely due, at least in part, to the prevalent pervasiveness of
green growth narratives in planning documents, the absence of imaginary planning tools for
envisioning alternative futures, and the limited representation of non-economically driven
actors in development plans (Ruiz-Alejos & Prats, 2022). Indeed, scholars underscore
the palpable paucity of analytical models investigating limits to growth for the planning
discipline (Khmara & Kronenberg, 2022) and planning's proclivity to strengthen the
green growth discourse (Mete, 2022). Planning has successfully devised and deployed a
plethora of instruments across local, regional and national scales to spatialize neoliberalism:
urban city development has been commodi�ed into competitive branding competitions
for heightened reputation, investments, and growth production; the commons have been
privatized to such an extent that public space is an ephemeral phenomenon; and biophilic
sustainability has become a marketable asset for spatial growth accumulation (Lehtinen,
2018; Ruiz-Alejos & Prats, 2022). In that respect, many cities are developing and executing
(albeit at a lethargic, uneven pace) sustainability initiatives and climate plans, such as
C40 Cities9, in line with green growth ideology (IPCC, 2022a). These plans generally
focus on mitigation measures rather than adaptation strategies, thus overlooking and
potentially exacerbating social inequalities already aggravated by the e�ects of climate
change (IPCC, 2022a). In spite of these ecological endeavors, sustainability assessed at a
regional and global scale indicates a lack of progress towards su�cient climate mitigation
while disparate wealth concentration and environmental degradation continue to increase
(Xue, 2018). Xue (2018) contends that these "failures to deliver urban sustainability goals
stem from a reluctance for spatial planning to challenge the hegemonic `growth ideology'
in contemporary socio-economic political domains" (p. 1). Thus, a crossroad is reached:
spatial planning is debilitatingly averse to opposing neoliberalism's omnipresent authority,
but this growth-oriented paradigm undermines the e�cacy of planning in dealing with
present socio-ecological challenges. While mainstream planning discourse and practice has
yet to challenge the entrenched growth mentality or verbalize the necessity of lowering
urban consumption (in other words, seriously consider degrowth), dissociating planning
from the capitalist-growth regime is an essential step to engender an environmentally and
socially just society (Lehtinen, 2018; Ruiz-Alejos & Prats, 2022; Savini et al., 2022).

Although degrowth theorizations and practices in the spatial planning domain remain
niche, there is a widening collection of scholarly literature interlacing degrowth and spatial
planning in recent years (Ferreira & von Schönfeld, 2020; Khmara & Kronenberg, 2022;
Lehtinen, 2018; Mazarro et al., 2023; Ruiz-Alejos & Prats, 2022; Savini et al., 2022;
Wächter, 2013; Xue, 2014, 2022a). To date, this work has predominantly concentrated
on exemplifying practices of degrowth through speci�c case studies rather than broadly
visualizing and stipulating the role of degrowth principles and initiatives for spatial
planning (Xue, 2022a). Nevertheless, Lamker& Dieckho� (2022) sanguinely foresee that

9C40 Cities is a network of metropoles across the globe committed to halving their carbon emissions by
2030, with the express ambition to limit global warming to 1.5 °C while developing resilient communities"
(C40 Cities, 2023).
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"a discursive momentum is building for developing planning roles and practices that are not
based on an institutionalised growth paradigm. It is becoming conceivable that planners
will emerge for whom growth is neither a starting point nor a goal" (p. 189). Of course,
de�ning spatial planning separately from the hegemonic capitalist-growth regime is a
necessary step to manifest this emancipated planning (and will be further elucidated in
Section 3.1.2). Academics and activists working at the intersection of spatial planning,
urban studies, and degrowth di�er in their delineation of degrowth spatial planning in a
re�ection of their particular backgrounds and contextual grounding. Although allowing
for individual idiosyncrasies, there are a number of common themes which characterize the
degrowth spatial planning discourse (detailed in Section 3.1.2). Generally, degrowth as
applied to spatial planning confronts the growth-imperative logic of contemporary urban
development and instead entails development centered around reducing the ecological
footprint of cities, promoting values of communal sharing and circular reuse, and espousing
social justice through actively addressing socio-spatial inequalities (Xue, 2022a). In
essence, degrowth spatial planning seeks to radically recon�gure urban metabolisms and
forms in a way that fosters social well-being and ecological sustainability.

1.3 Research Questions

With the understanding that previous and current iterations of spatial planning are
insu�cient to address the multifaceted crises the planet currently faces, the following
questions for implementing degrowth spatial planning in its stead arise. First and
foremost, the most pressing consideration for realizing degrowth concerns how societies can
fundamentally transition towards a degrowth spatial planning. In that vein, a worthwhile
avenue of research is to investigate transition theory itself and how transition ideology
might support the degrowth agenda towards planning for degrowth. In order to clarify what
society is transitioning towards, degrowth spatial planning must itself be distinctly de�ned
with unambiguous values and objectives. This de�nition might incorporate the strengths
and shortcomings of existing examples of relevant spatial degrowth projects and practices.
Lessons from these initiatives add to a comprehensive understanding and strategic vision
for a viable degrowth spatial planning. Although the aforementioned questions may be
broadly evaluated, they must be locally framed and applied to understand and actualize
degrowth in a given geographical, temporal, and political context. Rather than mandate
one uniform archetype for degrowth urban development, degrowth planning must allow
for contextual nuances to help form localized visions for attainable degrowth models of
collective organization and living (Savini et al., 2022).

In exploring the implementation of degrowth principles in spatial planning, Denmark, in
particular, has emerged as a potential role model for degrowth spatial planning due to
its commitment to planning for sustainability with Copenhagen as the crown jewel, or
the self-titled Capital of Sustainable Development (Krähmer, 2021; Xue, 2018). Danish
municipalities have ostensibly embraced a holistic approach to spatial planning, focusing on
the well-being of their citizens in addition to reducing the ecological footprint of its built
environments. Yet, Denmark has not evaded the in�uence of the neoliberal capitalist-
growth regime (with the accompanying implication of misguided green growth strategies),
despite its reputation as an egalitarian state. Although Danish spatial planning in its
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modern-day inception after WWII was initially intended to cultivate balanced and equal
economic development, economic stagnation and recession towards the twilight of the
twentieth century led to a gradual neoliberalization of this preceding welfarist approach
(Xue, 2018). In line with much of the Global North, this neoliberalization marked
the increasing evolution of Danish spatial planning into an instrument for stimulating
economic growth, strengthening Denmark's urban competitiveness, and "secure its position
in the global economy. Today, Denmark's spatial planning approach (detailed in Section
3.2.1) re�ects neoliberal values as "the framing of planning at the national level steered
by the growth and competitiveness rationale is seen as necessary in order to meet the
demands set forth by globalisation and to secure Denmark's future prosperity" (Xue, 2018,
p. 5). Nonetheless, Denmark has distinguished itself on the global stage with its current
trajectory to implement sweeping Climate Action Plans aligned with the Paris Agreement
in nearly all of its municipalities (Realdania, 2023). As achieving these ambitions is highly
unlikely under the incumbent green growth paradigm, Danish planning must undergo
quite a transformation to achieve articulated objectives of carbon neutrality. Given its
past welfarist tradition and its lofty sustainability ambitions, Denmark provides fertile soil
for a degrowth transition.

Thus, this thesis aims to investigate and exemplify degrowth spatial planning in Danish
municipalities. In contextualizing degrowth spatial planning to Denmark, this thesis
converges on four fundamental inquiries. First, the cultural mentality and political
landscape of Danish municipalities must be examined, especially in relation to their
receptivity to degrowth. With the current zeitgeist established, Danish municipalities
may next be investigated to determine what principles and/or practices conducive to
degrowth already exist in spatial planning. As policies require enabling actors for
implementation, the subsequent query concerns who the relevant stakeholders are for
discussing and implementing degrowth in Danish spatial planning. Following these
underlying inquests, the penultimate consideration for integrating degrowth into Danish
spatial planning regards concrete actions that might be taken to transition to degrowth
Danish municipalities.

With these four questions answered, this thesis ultimately aims to ascertain how a
transition to degrowth may actually be realized. In e�ect, How can municipalities divorce
themselves from an insatiable growth mentality and transition to a spatial planning practice
based on degrowth principles?
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Method 2
In order to comprehensively contend with the underlying queries evoked in the
introduction, this report is �rst grounded in academic theories and an analytical framework
which construct the critical lens of this paper. With this particular perspective established,
the subsequent research design delineates the methodological organization and procedural
outline of this report. In accordance with this research structure, the methodology
concludes with an explication of the four methods employed for accumulating and analyzing
pertinent knowledge and data.

2.1 Conceptual Framework

This theoretical armature forms the foundational lens of this report. In that respect,
the following concepts within the socio-economic circularity discourse frame the particular
perception and evaluation of sustainability and urban development adopted and elucidated
within the bounds of this thesis. The comprehensive circularity discourse encircles
degrowth, which serves as the theoretical and conceptual foundation of this thesis.
Rooted in this degrowth perspective, steady-state economics and planetary boundaries
are subsequently de�ned.

2.1.1 Circularity Discourse

Although lacking a �xed, universal de�nition, a circular economy denotes a regenerative
economic system that aims to minimize waste and maximize the e�cient use of resources
in a restorative, resilient cycle (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2023). The characteristic
ambitions of a circular economy � eliminate waste and pollution, circulate products and
materials (at their highest value), and regenerate nature � possess the latent potential
to alleviate resource scarcity, biochemical �ow disruption, and anthropogenic carbon
emissions while concurrently restoring and enhancing local and regional economies (Ellen
MacArthur Foundation, 2023; Friant et al., 2020). While this relatively novel theory
has exploded in visibility in both public and private spheres, the breadth of this popular
discourse and the absence of a single, sanctioned de�nition induces varying interpretations
and incongruities concerning the comprehension, ambition, implementation, and systemic
validity of the circular economy concept (Friant et al., 2020).

Although the circular economy is frequently a�liated with the concept of green growth,
in reality, there is no established economic model or social theory underpinning the
concept and it therefore encompasses a plethora of circularity narratives and visions
(Friant et al., 2020; Khmara & Kronenberg, 2022). Indeed, Friant et al. (2020)
identify a manifold typology of circularity discourses organized along social, technological,
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political and ecological dimensions and divided into reformist, technocentric, fortress,
and transformational strands. This plurality underscores the complex ecological, social,
and political implications of circularity and the necessity of grounding the expansive
concept of the circular economy in more explicit theory. Degrowth � the main conceptual
backbone both of this analytical framework and the thesis in general � falls within
the circularity discourse as a transformational proposal for economic downshifting and
abundant su�ciency.

2.1.2 Degrowth

At a glance, degrowth is positioned in unequivocal opposition to growth, but this
opposition extends to other characteristic consequences of the capitalist-growth regime
which obstruct ecological and social well-being. At its core, degrowth is an academic and
activist demand for ecological and social justice. Hickel (2020) resolutely reinforces this
expansive de�nition:

[Degrowth] stands for de-colonisation, of both lands and peoples and even our
minds. It stands for the de-enclosure of commons, the de-commodi�cation of
public goods, and the de-intensi�cation of work and life. It stands for de-
thingi�cation of humans and nature, and the de-escalation of ecological crisis.
Degrowth begins as a process of taking less. But in the end it opens up whole
vistas of possibility. It moves us from scarcity to abundance, from extraction to
regeneration, from dominion to reciprocity, and from loneliness and separation
to connection with a world that's �zzing with life (pp. 289-290).

Thus, although degrowth is most immediately visible as a criticism of the prevailing
capitalist-growth regime and a rallying call for radical change, it encompasses a variety of
interpretations, ideas, and initiatives. Ecological economists promote the environmental
and social bene�ts of a steady-state economy (Farley, 2014; Schumacher, 1977); back-to-
the-landers emphasize the power implicit in voluntary simplicity (Illich, 1973; Schumacher,
1973); feminist decolonial scholars advocate for global intragenerational justice that
obstinately opposes the reproduction of (neo-)colonial narratives (Abazeri, 2022; Dengler
& Lang, 2022; Dengler & Seebacher, 2019); and environmental justice activists connect
degrowth to the adjacent environmental justice movement in calling for multidimensional
justice in an ecologically stable world (Akbulut et al., 2019; Scheidel & Scha�artzik,
2019). As a result, degrowth positions itself as an open-minded and transdisciplinary
con�uence point for debate on how to radically reimagine contemporary society in the face
of multifaceted, existential crises.

Notwithstanding this veritable cornucopia of in�uences, the theoretical and philosophical
underpinnings of degrowth may be distilled around a handful of fundamental tenets. In
that vein, Demaria et al. (2013) identify six theoretical sources of degrowth illustrated
in Figure 2.1: ecological economics, bioeconomics, anthropological and cultural critiques
of development, re-democratizing politics, the social and environmental justice movements,
and the economics of happiness.
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Figure 2.1. Six sources of degrowth visualized. Source: Deeg, 2021.

In opposition to the illusory premise of green growth, degrowth draws onecological
economicsfor its insights into the biophysical limits on economic growth and its critique of
mainstream views that technology can solve any resource constraint problems. Ecological
economics also provide empirical evidence of the lack of absolute decoupling on a
necessary global scale (Demaria et al., 2013). In a like manner, degrowth employs a
bioeconomics argument that down-scaling economic production is necessary given the
inevitable exhaustion of resources and degradation of materials. Degrowth adopts a
decolonialization approach for composing new degrowth imaginaries in contrast to the
historic and ongoing colonialization and materialistic Westernization of development and
culture. Hand in hand with decolonizing future abstractions of society, degrowth intends
to implement a more participatory, direct democracy (although there are discrepancies
between reformist and radical visions) by repoliticizing public debate and infusing political
institutions and systems with values of collective solidarity, autonomy, and justice. This
political reform under degrowth thus extends to social justice (and to a lesser extent
thus far, environmental justice); reducing rampant inequalities and poverty through
redistributive, egalitarian measures constitutes a cornerstone of degrowth. Policies aimed
at allocating and attaining structural equality are further legitimized by studies of
happinesswhich imply that a less consumptive lifestyle with more free time for leisure,
community, and rewarding pursuits (as championed by degrowth) will lead to greater
long-term well-being and prosperity than increases in material wealth. While potentially
daunting given this plethora of interdisciplinary elements, the multidimensional discourse
coalescing around the degrowth movement mirrors the disconcerting complexity of the
world's concomitant climate, socio-economic, health, and political crises.

In opposition to this forbidding future, the ultimate objective of degrowth scholars,
activists, and proponents hinges on a shared aspiration to manifest a just, participatory,
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and ecologically sustainable society (�Degrowth Declaration of the Paris 2008 Conference�,
2010). This intersectional, socio-economic transformation necessitates prioritizing and
abiding by ecological limits (or planetary boundaries). This requires a redistributive
revision of the contemporary political and cultural zeitgeist by ceasing continual
commodi�cation while simultaneously down-scaling exorbitant production and resource
consumption. Yet, the degrowth movement is somewhat divided in proposing both a
localized, bottom-up approach and a premeditated reform of governmental and political
institutions to negate the capitalist-growth imperative. Nonetheless, degrowth proposals
(presented in-depth in Appendix A) predominantly promote national top-down strategies
to actualize a socially and ecologically sustainable society by reducing the environmental
impact of human activities, redistributing income and wealth, and cultivating a convivial,
collective society (Cosme et al., 2017).

In a sense, degrowth is nothing new: degrowth-oriented policies like investing in robust
social welfare systems, subsidizing local production and consumption, promoting and
protecting labor rights, progressively distributing national income, and even organizing
economies around ecological regeneration have all been developed and implemented in the
past1 (Hickel, 2020). Indeed, degrowth draws on existing, alternative visions of well-being
outside the hegemonic capitalist-growth imperative and largely informed by Indigenous
perspectives such asb̀uen vivir' in Latin America (Gudynas, 2014; Thomson, 2011),
`ubuntu' in Sub-Saharan Africa (Ramose, 2014; Terblanché-Gree�, 2019) and `ecological
Swaraj' in India (Kothari et al., 2014). In a similar vein, the following concepts de�ned in
this analytical framework exist in their own right within the sustainability discourse, but
they are explicitly de�ned in relation to degrowth within the scope of this report.

2.1.3 Steady-State Economy

Positioned in diametric opposition to the current socio-economic system, the degrowth
movement naturally espouses an alternate economic model to neoliberal capitalism: that
of steady-state economics. Just like degrowth, steady-state economics is based on the
premise that in�nite economic growth in a �nite world is intrinsically impossible and
that the ecologically and socially correct role of the economy should be to e�ciently
sustain and equitably allocate su�cient wealth rather than maximize production and pro�t
(Schumacher, 1977). To that end, a steady-state economy can be conceived as the ultimate
socio-economic objective of degrowth (Farley, 2014).

Instead of depending on continuous growth for stability, a steady-state economy aims to
achieve balance between human well-being and ecological health through the prudent use
of natural resources and the implementation of sustainable consumption and production
patterns. In essence, a steady-state economy represents a tenable socio-economic model in
which the �ow of material and energy remains within the carrying capacity of the Earth's
ecosystems. According to Farley (2014), a steady-state economy in harmony with the
living world entails the �ve following principles:

1. Renewable resource extraction does not surpass regeneration rates.

1This is particularly the case in the post-colonial decades of the mid-twentieth century in the Global
South before neoliberalization � teaming up with neo-colonialization � dismantled these programs (Hickel,
2020).
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2. Waste emissions do not exceed waste absorption capacity.
3. Consumption of non-renewable resources must be limited.
4. Neither resource extraction nor waste emissions jeopardize critical ecosystem

functions.
5. Human populations must remain relatively �xed2.

These �ve principles can be distilled to the binary standard to "never extract more
than ecosystems can regenerate" and "never waste or pollute more than ecosystems
can safely absorb" (Hickel, 2020, p. 246). In practical terms, achieving a steady-state
economy undoubtedly encompasses de�nite limits on resource use and waste. In concert
with degrowth policies, this transformation will likely necessitate the implementation of
measures such as ecological taxation, resource and pollution caps, and the promotion of
sustainable technologies and practices. This reorientation of economic policies and systems
also requires a fundamental shift in socio-cultural values and standards.

With critical planetary boundaries (elucidated below) surpassed and current rates of
throughput 3 exceeding the limits compatible with a steady-state economy, "humanity
is no longer living o� the regenerative capacity of the global ecosystem, but is actively
reducing natural capital stocks and future capacity to sustain economic activity" (Farley,
2014, p. 51). At a certain point, since the global economy will be compelled to degrow to
a steady state, the operative question is whether this transition is voluntary or coercive.
Nevertheless, the inevitability of a steady-state economy is, in fact, advantageous as a
balanced throughput allows society to focus on ecological, cultural, and social progress,
rather than amassing more material wealth at the expense of the environment.

2.1.4 Planetary Boundaries

The planetary boundary concept was developed to de�nitively delineate and quantify "a
safe operating space for humanity based on the intrinsic biophysical processes that regulate
the stability of the Earth system" (Ste�en et al., 2015, p. 1). Following widespread critical
engagement, the framework's initial con�guration in 2009 has been continually re�ned and
expanded to re�ect the latest developments in ongoing scienti�c research, the importance
of interactions across boundaries, and the signi�cance of regional variability in underlying
processes (Ste�en et al., 2015; Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2023).

The current planetary boundary framework (illustrated in Figure 2.2) denotes limits
for nine potentially destabilizing processes: climate change, freshwater change (in
terms of freshwater and green water � water used by plants), stratospheric ozone
depletion, atmospheric aerosol loading(e�ect on regional ocean-atmosphere circulation),
ocean acidi�cation, biogeochemical �ows(terrestrial and marine biological carbon sinks),
novel entities (chemical pollution), land-system change, and biosphere integrity (rate of
biodiversity loss in terms of genetic and functional diversity) (Stockholm Resilience Centre,
2023). Crucially, this visual emphasizes the dire condition of planetary limits: six of
the nine boundaries have already been breached to varying degrees. Theatmospheric

2The debate concerning this controversial proposition falls outside the scope of this report (for a critical
overview, see Søyland, 2021).

3 In this context, "throughput is de�ned as the extraction of raw materials from nature and their return
to nature as waste" (Farley, 2014, p. 49).
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aerosol loadingboundary and the subdivision of functional biodiversity under thebiosphere
integrity boundary have yet to be quanti�ed, meaning that even more ecological limits
might already be exceeded.

Figure 2.2. Current state of the planetary boundaries. Source: adapted from Stockholm
Resilience Centre, 2023.

Each boundary encompasses its own areas of concern and potential tipping points, but two
phenomena, namelyclimate changeand biosphere integrity diverge in their overarching
global scale, their ability to regulate the other boundaries, and their consequential
capability to shift the Earth system out of its current state (Ste�en et al., 2015). This
distinction therefore insinuates a two-level hierarchy of the planetary boundaries in which
climate changeand biosphere integrity encompass the physical and biological conditions
within which the other boundaries operate and regulate the planet's living systems. While
transgressing those two boundaries might occasion more immediate catastrophe, surpassing
any of these ecological thresholds catapults society into a precarious zone where tipping
points may be triggered, potentially leading to irrevocable systemic collapse (Hickel, 2020).

To stay within the biophysical limits of a stable Earth system, the world must transition
towards a sustainable and equitable future where resource consumption and extractive
production are kept within the Earth's natural capacity to absorb and regenerate (Ste�en et
al., 2015). The planetary boundary concept contributes to this sustainable transformation
by providing a scienti�c framework to analyze and ascertain the limits within which human
activity can safely operate without causing irreparable harm to the Earth's natural systems
and the essential services they provide.
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2.2 Theoretical Framework

In alignment with the underpinning analytical framework, the theories utilized in this
report facilitate and characterize the apprehension and application of speci�c terminologies,
concepts, and practices that collectively converge to address the principal research query.
In that vein, this report incorporates transition theory, touching upon strategic niche
management, multi-level perspective, and transition management, in order to understand
the complex, seemingly capricious nature of societal transformations. The theory of
science, critical realism, is then articulated to characterize the philosophical perspective of
this report.

2.2.1 Transition Theory

Although the phenomenon of transitions has been scrutinized throughout a plethora of
disciplines (notably within evolutionary economics in the form of innovation, science, and
technology studies) transition theory has itself metamorphosed into an emerging �eld
on its own right (Loorbach, 2007; Markard et al., 2012). Transition theory, a research
agenda that has been gaining steam academically and politically since the turn of the
century, arose to determine how a societal transition from the present global trajectory
of carbon lock-in and path dependent climate catastrophe4 to more ecologically and
socially tenable levels of production and consumption might be articulated and executed
(Markard et al., 2012). Transition theory thus dissects the processes of change in which
one normative socio-technical system5 is reconstructed along technological, material,
organizational, institutional, political, economic, and socio-cultural lines (Markard et
al., 2012). While the complex magnitude of these multi-dimensional, interdisciplinary
transitions typically manifest in incremental change over generations, some (more partial)
processes of innovation and change can almost instantly proliferate and result in rapid,
radical reformation (Markard et al., 2012).

Within transition theory, a number of frameworks have garnered particular popularity
for their systemic, comprehensive consideration of socio-technical transitions. Despite
variations, two key concepts connect these theoretical suppositions: that of thesocio-
technical regimeand niches. The concept of thesocio-technical regimeindicates both that
technological processes are inextricably intertwined with social practices and that there is
one hegemonic zeitgeist that dominates global politics, economics, and culture. In other
words, the ingrained socio-technical regime "imposes a logic and direction for incremental
socio-technical change along established pathways of development" (Markard et al., 2012,
p. 957). Outside the normalizing pressure and appropriation of the socio-technical regime,
niches are conceptualized as smaller markets or domains which facilitate the development
of radical innovations and novel technologies (Gibbs & O'Neill, 2017; Markard et al., 2012).
Niches materialize as shifts or disruptions in the broader socio-technical environment
(posed by challenges like the climate crisis) generate moments of friction and tension

4Here, path dependence and lock-in refer to the entrenched inertia created by established technological,
regulatory, institutional, political, and cultural structures which impede e�orts to change carbon-intensive
socio-technical systems in response to the climate crisis.

5A socio-technical system is an amalgamation of various, interrelated actors (both individual and
collective), institutions (structures which dictate cultural and regulatory norms), material artifacts and
knowledge (Markard et al., 2012).
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in which niche experiments can evolve, amass visibility within mainstream systems, or
potentially displace the incumbent socio-technical regime (Gibbs & O'Neill, 2017).

Emanating from these two foundational concepts, threee predominant frameworks of
transition theory � strategic niche management (Schot & Geels, 2008), transition
management (Loorbach, 2007), and the multi-level perspective on socio-technical
transitions (Geels, 2002) � are elucidated below. Derived from the multi-level perspective
approach, an explication of a fourth, more niche conception of change, namely the
pluriversal pathway, concludes this deconstruction of transition theory (Vandeventer et
al., 2019).

Strategic Niche Management

The transition theory of strategic niche management maintains a speci�c focus on the
role that niche development plays in e�ectively cultivating peripheral technologies or
practices to the point of di�used standardization. Moreover, the intentional creation and
conservation of technological niches, de�ned as sites of radical or experimental technologies,
practices, and structures separated from pressing market demands or economic imperatives,
is presented as a method to engender paradigmatic shifts towards sustainable development
(Markard et al., 2012; Schot & Geels, 2008). In essence, this niche-led transition entails a
bottom-up process in which novel innovations nurtured in technological niches spread to
broader market niches and ultimately supplant the incumbent regime with a new socio-
technical regime, as visualized in Figure 2.3 (Schot & Geels, 2008).

Figure 2.3. Process of strategic niche management. Source: adapted from Schot& Geels, 2008.

Although niches can arise from collective organic origins, strategic niche management
involves a form of re�exive governance in which the future evolution of niches can
be prescribed and directed through structured research & development initiatives or
demonstration projects (Schot & Geels, 2008). In that regard, niches operate as
`proto-markets' with explicit objectives either to test a technological design, resolve a
discrepancy between a technological innovation and current market conditions, or introduce
a technological novelty geared towards sustainable development (hearkening back to
the techno-optimist �x detailed in Section 1) (Schot & Geels, 2008). The strategic
management and paradigm shifting potential of these niche environments is contingent
upon three internal processes (Schot & Geels, 2008). First, the explicit articulation of
expectations and visions provides direction, provokes intrigue, and confers legitimacy to
the sustained development of nascent technologies (Schot & Geels, 2008). Second, the
building of robust social networks establishes a broad constituency in support of new niches
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while simultaneously uniting relevant stakeholders and unearthing essential expertise and
�nancial resources (Schot & Geels, 2008). Third, successful niche development entails
encompassing and optimizing learning processes gleaned from multiple technical, cultural,
infrastructural, industrial, political, and environmental dimensions (Schot & Geels, 2008).

Overall, strategic niche management contributes to transition theory with its conceptual
framework for understanding and investigating how novel, innovative technologies or
practices can be e�ectively introduced and integrated into established market regimes
and thus occasion broader socio-technical transformation.

Transition Management

While strategic niche management narrowly concentrates on niche experimentation and
development, the transition theory of transition management adopts a broader frame
to scrutinize how complex societal change processes can be pro�ciently planned and
directed to explicitly engender sustainable development (Loorbach, 2007). Uniting
existing thought on technological transitions and complexity theory with governance and
policy studies, transition management de�nes an operational, practice-oriented model
and re�ective governance approach for coaxing current transitions to a sustainable
trajectory commensurate with planetary boundaries (Loorbach, 2007; Markard et al.,
2012). Managing this social change � understood as the product of diverse actor
interactions set against an ever-evolving societal landscape � entails the subtle stewardship
of these actor relations (Loorbach, 2007).

Transition management is broken into four cyclical phases illustrated in Figure 2.4:
strategic development, tactical engagement, practical operationalization, and re�exive
evaluation (Loorbach, 2007).

Figure 2.4. Transition management cycle. Source: adapted from Loorbach, 2007.

Before diving into experimentation, the strategic development process begins with problem
structuring and envisioning practices of a collective future imaginary in multi-stakeholder
arenas (Markard et al., 2012; Schot & Geels, 2008). These arenas indicate "social

17



2.2. Theoretical Framework

environments in which speci�c [regime, niche, and outside] actors operate under shared
conditions, worldviews and routines" which enables the exploration, experimentation, and
participatory co-creation of alternative ambitions, objectives, and initiatives (Loorbach,
2007, p. 82). The niche encounters and alternate imaginaries established in these transition
management arenas (further distinguished in three distinct types in Table 2.1) in�uence the
associated regime actors to, in turn, shape the overarching socio-technical regime (Schot
& Geels, 2008).

Table 2.1. The three types of multi-stakeholder arenas. Source: adapted from Loorbach, 2007.

Type of
Arena

Characterizing
Components

Time
Period

Decision-making
Basis

Policy Formal procedures,
policy development,
regulation, enforcement

Short-term Representation,
negotiation, consensus

Market Economic interest,
individual survival,
competition

Short-term E�ectiveness and
e�ciency; top-down
process

Transition Informal networks,
creativity, innovation

Long-term Shared vision and
agenda

Following this transition arena formation, the process of tactical engagement encompasses
the promotion of captivating images and strategies in order to promulgate peripheral
visions (Loorbach, 2007). This translation further mandates negotiations and shared
goal-formulation for agenda building alongside developing new coalitions for networking
(Loorbach, 2007). This engagement phase naturally bleeds into the operational
implementation of innovative experiments and agendas (Loorbach, 2007). Viable
interventions and initiatives are then propagated, replicated, and managed with an
eventual ambition to occasion broader systemic change (Loorbach, 2007). In order
to adhere to an agenda's initial intent, as well as improve performance and amass
ongoing knowledge, learning processes of systematic monitoring and participatory, re�exive
evaluating are continuously undertaken (Loorbach, 2007). This re�ective process often
triggers a return to the strategic development phase as adapting and adjusting visions
warrants new agendas and experiments (Loorbach, 2007).

On the whole, transition management provides a theoretical and operational model for
discerning and managing complex societal transitions. The collaborative coordination,
strategic experimentation, and continual self-assessment insinuated by transition manage-
ment provides a viable approach towards attaining sustainable development in line with
planetary limits.

Multi-Level Perspective

The multi-level perspective transition theory has formed the conceptual basis for analyzing
historical transitions and continues to be widely utilized for investigating prospective
pathways of sustainable future system change (Markard et al., 2012; Vandeventer et
al., 2019). According to the multi-level perspective, change in socio-technical systems
is a product of the dynamic interactions and frictions between three synergistic levels
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(delineated in Table 2.2): the macro socio-technical landscape which constitutes an
exogenous, broader context, the meso socio-technical regime which stabilizes existing
institutions and infrastructures, and micro niches in which potentially radical novelties
develop (Geels, 2002; Schot & Geels, 2008). While the stability and permanency of these
multi-faceted levels are ever �uctuating in isolation, these levels "can be seen as a nested
hierarchy with regimes embedded within landscapes and niches existing inside or outside
regimes" (Gibbs & O'Neill, 2017, p. 165).

Table 2.2. The three synergistic levels of the multi-level perspective. Source: adapted from
Gibbs & O'Neill, 2017.

Level Scale Components

Socio-technical landscape Macro Spatial structures, political ideologies,
societal values, beliefs, concerns, the media
landscape, and large-scale economic trends
(such as capitalism (Feola, 2020))

Socio-technical regimes Meso Existing technologies, institutions, formal
and informal rules, normative roles, and
practices

Niches Micro Protected spaces for experimental (and
often technological) innovations

This pictorial portrayal of transitions as intimated by the multi-level perspective (Figure
2.5) provides a valuable foundation for comprehending the synergistic bottom-up and top-
down dynamics of socio-technical change (Vandeventer et al., 2019). The dominant regime
(depicted as an amorphous, rectilinear form) is initially �xed but progressively destabilizes
and loses coherence due to landscape pressures; thereafter, the constitutive institutions of
the incumbent regime attempt to regroup and readapt. Niche innovations (represented by
multi-directional arrows) concurrently coalesce and gradually gain momentum to capitalize
on open slivers of opportunity for these novelties to assimilate to or fundamentally shift
the prevailing socio-technical paradigm. This process ultimately produces a new regime �
or in this graphic context, a new amorphous blob.
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Figure 2.5. Multi-level perspective on transitions. Source: adapted from Vandeventer et al.,
2019.

Given the variety of niches (and their substantial transformation potential if landscape
pressures debilitate or destabilize the dominant regime), four predominant pathways for
regime change have been distinguished and depicted in Figure 2.6 (Geels & Schot, 2007).

Figure 2.6. Four pathways for regime change. Source: adapted from Vandeventer et al., 2019.

Underdeveloped niches with an amenable view of the incumbent regime allow actors to
incorporate desired elements from the niche innovation, thustransforming the regime
while maintaining its overarching structure. Well-developed, synergistic niche innovations
assimilated into the regime mandate structural modi�cations that recon�gure the regime.
In contrast, a well-developed niche devised with a competitive tilt wholly replaces and
substitutes the prior regime if it breaches its micro limitations. Lastly, the occurrence
of multiple competitive, underdeveloped nichesdealigns the prevailing regime as these
antithetical niches strive to monopolize their individual innovation. When one niche attains
dominance, a new regimerealigns around this sole survivor.
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In essence, the multi-level perspective e�ectively explains socio-technical transitions as
a byproduct of the �uid dynamics between macro landscape variations, meso regime
persistence, and micro niche innovations.

Pluriversal Pathway

Vandeventer et al. (2019) interrogate the aforementioned multi-level perspective framework
through the contextual frame of the capitalist-growth system. In particular, certain
assumptions of the multi-level perspective, namely its competitive characterization of
change pathways, are challenged in order to ultimately propound a `Pluriversal potential
pathway for change' as an alternative transition theory that remedies the presumptions
embedded within the multi-level perspective. Following the language of the multi-
level perspective, the socio-technical regime is rede�ned as the capitalist-growth regime.
This incumbent capitalist-growth imperative constitutes a socio-technical regime as the
capitalist-growth regime:

consists of [an] economic system, which in its entirety pursues economic
growth in a quest for capital accumulation and consequent re-investment; a
technological system characterized by fundamental social features (i.e. a socio-
technical system); a set of semi-coherent rules dictate acceptable conditions
of participation in the system; and both actors and institutions stabilize it
through interdependence and dynamic, ongoing interactions (Vandeventer et
al., 2019, pp. 275�276).

Within the incumbent capitalist-growth regime, degrowth is conceptualized as a radical
niche innovation which presents an alternate vision for a sustainable future (Vandeventer
et al., 2019). In opposition to alternative sustainable development models which
intend to agreeably assimilate within the capitalist-growth regime (thus following a
symbiotic pathway), degrowth challenges the fundamental premises of neoliberal economic
growth. In calling for the dismantling and restructuring of the underpinning economic
logic of the capitalist-growth regime, the diametric degrowth niche is categorized as
a competitive niche-regime relationship. However, this competitive-symbiotic binary is
where Vandeventer et al.'s theoretical frame diverges from the multi-level perspective.

The multi-level perspective operates under an implicit competitive bias, or a "zero-sum
understanding of change: over time, one niche will win and one uniform regime will
ultimately exist" (Vandeventer et al., 2019, p. 276). Yet, the supposition of one individual
niche replacing a sole regime in perpetuity disregards the possibility that niches can be
symbiotic with one another and that multiple regimes can co-exist (an improbability
given the complexity of the modern socio-economy). This lapse of logic complements
the competitive scarcity mindset of the capitalist-growth regime. Nevertheless, despite the
capitalist-growth regime's veneration of pro�t as the singular objective of innovations,
niches encompass a broad range of values and ideas which can simply exist without
requiring ubiquitous dominance. Vandeventer et al. accordingly underscore the possibility
of niches in harmonious symbiosis with each other � epitomizing intentionally mutual
and `complementary niche innovations' � while simultaneously striving to supplant the
capitalist-growth regime. In line with the multi-level perspective framework, this vision

21



2.2. Theoretical Framework

embodies Vandeventer et al.'s �fth pathway for change which allows for niche symbiosis
and regime heterogeneity: the pluriversal pathway (Figure 2.7).

Figure 2.7. Five pathways for regime change. Source: text adapted from Vandeventer et al.,
2019.

In Vandeventer et al.'s conception, "the resultant regime would involve a diverse set of
micro-regimes that are not only symbiotic but also contextualized to local circumstances"
(2019, p. 276). Indeed, the signi�cance of local contexts is evidenced by the adaptive
capacity of micro-regimes to tailor socio-economic systems to the particularities of
their respective locales. Notably, this plurality creates opportunities for marginalized
communities to lead their own transitions. This pluriversal pathway thus critically engages
with localism (along with principles of justice, equity, and inclusion) and hints at the
spatialization of transition theory.

Vandeventer et al. (2019) propose an amendment to the multi-level perspective framework
to remedy its illogical inter-niche competition expectation. In its stead, the pluriversal
pathway for change integrates spatially di�erentiated and heterogeneous micro-regimes
which might supersede the capitalist-growth regime.

Applicability

While the four forenamed theories converge in their ambition to understand and facilitate
transitions, they di�er in their theoretical foundations, their emphasized focus, their
pertinence, and their conclusions. Table 2.3 provides both a distilled summation of each
transition theory and its particular relevance in the context of this report.
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Table 2.3. Summary of articulated transition theories.

Transition
Theory

De�ning Focus or
Characteristics

Applicability to the Report

Strategic niche
management
(Schot & Geels,
2008)

(Technological) niche
experimentation and
advancement to engender
paradigmatic shifts towards
sustainable development

Emphasis on crucial role of
niches in manifesting
macro-societal transitions;
Potential to position degrowth
as a niche

Transition
management
(Loorbach, 2007)

Transitions as a malleable
process entailing strategic
development, tactical
engagement, operationalization,
and re�exive evaluation

Operational model insinuating
an active interventionist
approach and �exible
governance processes; Potential
to realize degrowth through
this model

Multi-level
perspective
(Geels, 2002)

Interdependent interactions of
the socio-technical landscape,
socio-technical regime, and
niches catalyze systemic change

Analytical tool for scrutinizing
and categorizing multi-scalar
transition dynamics; Potential
to position degrowth within
these landscapes

Pluriversal
pathway
(Vandeventer
et al., 2019)

Plausibility of niche symbiosis
and co-existence of multiple,
localized socio-technical
regimes for a pluriverse future

Consideration of capitalism
within transition theory
framework; Articulated analysis
of degrowth in transition

This comparative table also allows for the explicit juxtaposition of these four di�erent
transition approaches. While strategic niche management adopts a narrower, niche-
oriented perspective focused on innovation and experimentation, transition management
clari�es a broader perspective which emphasizes the importance of collaborative, re�exive
processes in molding the direction of transitions. Maintaining a wider scale, the
multi-level perspective espouses a structural perspective concentrated on the dynamic
interplay between the three synergistic levels of the socio-technical system. The more
recent theory of the pluriversal pathway reimagines the multi-level perspective through
a capitalist perspective to ultimately accentuate the importance of decolonization and
the recognition of multiple epistemologies. Nevertheless, these four transition theories
emphasize the importance of envisioning, experimentation, and engagement in advancing
sustainable development. All together, these theories all provide a conceptual framework
for investigating and facilitating socio-technical transitions.

These four transition theories also warrant further exploration along two distinct avenues
(additional analytical endeavors fall outside the purview of this report). Transition theory
must be more explicitly spatialized to understand the physical manifestations of socio-
technical transformation and to relate its conceptual deductions to planning practice
(Gibbs & O'Neill, 2017). Moreover, transition theory generally foregrounds the complex,
seemingly capricious logic of societal transformations (towards an ambiguous sustainable
outcome) rather than unequivocally de�ne the ideal sustainable conclusion of the examined
transition (Gibbs & O'Neill, 2017). In response, the work of Section 3.1.2 expounds upon
these articulated shortcomings and posits degrowth (dissected in relation to contemporary
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sustainability transition theory) to spatialize planning practice and outline an unambiguous
vision and process towards a sustainable, equitable future.

2.2.2 Critical Realism

Critical realism is a philosophical framework which aims to arbitrate between the objective
science of reality and our conceptually mediated interpretation of reality (Danermark
et al., 2019). According to critical realism, reality is comprised of three interconnected
ontological domains: the empirical, the actual, and the real (Danermark et al., 2019). The
empirical layer only encompasses observable events and experiences, while the actual layer
refers to all events and occurrences, regardless of whether they are experienced or not
(Danermark et al., 2019). The real layer represents the underlying, generative structures
and mechanisms that form the events and experiences (Danermark et al., 2019). From
an epistemological perspective, critical realism adopts a relativist stance to denote the
fallibility of societally interpreted understandings of reality (Xue, 2022c). In other words,
knowledge about external reality is shaped by social and conceptual factors which is �awed
to varying extents (Xue, 2022c).

Adopting this critical realist position emboldens the report to distinguish these domains
and investigate the interplay between what is experienced, what is actually occurring,
and the underlying mechanisms which generate these events. Critical realism can inform
degrowth spatial planning by emphasizing the underlying social, economic, and political
structures that perpetuate unsustainable growth patterns. Indeed, environmental crises
(such as resource depletion, ecological degradation, and massive biodiversity loss) and
inequality issues (such as increasing socio-economic disparities, widening environmental
injustice, and disappearing accessibility) are not isolated events but are rooted in deeper
socio-economic systems. By examining these structures, critical realism can help identify
the mechanisms and processes that maintain and institutionalize practices antithetical to
social equity and environmental stewardship.

In that sense, critical realism does not delimit degrowth spatial planning to addressing
the symptoms of unsustainable urban development. Rather, a critical realist perspective
encourages the identi�cation and transformation of the underlying structures that drive
the unsustainable growth-imperative. This signi�es the reformation of prevailing economic
models, a critique of the power dynamics that propagate inequality and overconsumption,
and a challenge to value-laden ideologies. In that vein, Xue argues that "a realist approach
to ideology, as represented by critical realism, is particularly advantageous to strengthening
the potentiality of planning as a driving force of societal transformation" (2022c, p. 112).
Overall, the critical realist perspective underscores the complex and interconnected nature
of social and environmental systems. By applying critical realism to degrowth spatial
planning, researchers and planners can develop a more holistic understanding of the
problems within planning today and work towards transformative solutions that promote
ecological balance, social equity, as well as human and species well-being.
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2.3 Analytical Framework

The research design (depicted in Figure 2.8) outlines an organizational framework for the
analytical undertaking encompassed in this report. This structure concomitantly speci�es
the methods utilized to answer each sub-question (articulated below in greater detail).
The assessment ascertained from each sub-question progressively informs and builds upon
the preceding inquiry to ultimately answer the main research question:

How can municipalities divorce themselves from the prevailing
capitalist-growth ideology and transition to an urban planning practice based

on degrowth principles?

The structure of the report � and correspondingly, the research design � is split into
two distinct components in order to comprehensively address this issue. The �rst half of
the analysis (Section 3.1) encompasses a formative state of the art (or rather, a re�ning
extension of this report's analytical framework); degrowth is applied to transition theory
as well as to urban planning practice and development in order to de�ne a viable pathway
towards an unambiguous degrowth planning practice. The second half of the analysis
(Section 3.2) relates this degrowth urban planning de�nition to a Danish setting. This
section is further sub-divided as an initial inquiry concerning the general attitude and
receptivity towards growth and non-growth narratives in Denmark is meant to establish
Danish planning practice in relation to the circularity discourse. The exploration of this
question is intended to serve as an approximation since capturing the nuances of the
socio-economic and political pressures in�uencing Danish planning practice (as it pertains
to degrowth) constitutes a thesis in its own right. With this background established,
degrowth planning and development is explicitly contextualized to a particular case study.
This exempli�cation enables an applied consideration of the probability (along with
the associated barriers) of embarking upon and successfully implementing a degrowth
transition.
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