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editorial

Situating degrowth

On Wednesday, June 15, 2022, Jerome 
Powell, Chair of the United States of 
America Federal Reserve, affirmed: 

“We see job growth slowing, but it’s still at 
quite robust levels. We see the economy 
slowing a bit, but still growth levels, at healthy 
growth levels.” Three times the word “growth” 
is used in two sentences. Whether we like it or 
not, the consequences echo globally. Without 
question, this word has exemplified the holy 
grail of economic models for decades now. 
The state of our existence’s health is measured 
by this system’s robust or slow movement. 
Yet, can we still measure our planetary life 
based on practices that succeeded through 
centuries-old exploitative and extractive 
models? Can we treat the definition of growth, 
or development, in the same way in territories 
that benefitted from or were subjected to it?

The report The Limits of Growth was 
published fifty years ago using early computer 
simulations inquiring about economic and 
population growth and limited natural 
resources. After the questions it raised, 
time has proven general inquiries decisive: 
incessant growth in an irreversible-resources 
planet is an obsolete paradigm – even more, 
if applied evenly throughout the globe. 
Chile is one key example as its territory and 
peoples were core subjects for the neoliberal 
experiment and served as a model for 
‘developing economies,’ and still has some of 
the most unequal societies (oeCd). Are there 
alternatives to growth? This ArQ issue explores 
degrowth’s premises by situating its principles 
across geographies. But what is it? Degrowth 
comes from the French décroissance, a few 
decades-old movement that supports the 
slowing down of the political economy of 
constant growth. For others, it is defined 
as negative growth. We ask, is degrowth 
appropriate for all geographies and cultures? 
Is it worth exploring if it is not an anti-capitalist 
pursuit? Who is responsible, and who pays 
the price of degrowth? And for us, what is the 
role of architecture in this complex web of 
relational logistics?

Franco Berardi asserted in “Cognitarian 
Subjectivation” a decade ago that, 

“The financial class that dominates the 
contemporary scene has no attachment 
to either territory or material production, 
because its power and wealth are founded on 
the perfect abstraction of a digitally multiplied 
finance.” This fact impresses paradoxical 
challenges to the location and distribution of 
labor, reproduction (of products and people), 
and life-sustaining practices across the planet. 
Architecture and building practices are almost 
by definition antithetical to degrowth. Why 
bring a degrowth discussion to a field that sees 
itself as helpless, subject to client demands, 
and dependent on materials that embody 
multi-geographical chains of extraction, 
dislocated wealth, and carbon production 
seemingly external to its capacities?

The discussion of degrowth proposed here 
is broadly organized by situating geographies 
and timelines. On the one hand, geographies 
acknowledge that some territories have been 
subjected to the oppression of extractive 
and colonial practices that permitted growth 
elsewhere – or as uneven geographies. From 
the mineral extractions of the Spanish Crown 
in the lands of multiple indigenous cultures to 
the enslaving of African peoples to build the 
so-called prosperous United States and the 
new world, colonial practices materialized the 
foundation of economic growth – and continue 
to do so. On the other hand, the synchrony of 
the timelines of industrial development and 
capitalist time, evidenced in the stark contrast 
of the Global North and South and their multi-
geographical inequality, forced us to stretch 
the question of degrowth not to a strict present 
or future-looking process but to understand its 
formation in decades, centuries, or millennia.

In situating degrowth, we have explored 
these two frameworks with inevitable 
reflections and projects on a global scale, 
acknowledging what Ulrich Beck called “risk 
society”: the distribution of risk instead of 
goods, as a lens to help situate degrowth 
from a political economy and philosophical 
discussion to manifested examples of 
works and projects in dialogue with their 
sensibilities. These are no minor questions. 
The perverse models that shape growth and 

risk management are deciding today, as Achille 
Mbembe argued in Necropolitics, who gets to 
live and who gets to die.

The edition begins with the visual 
landscapes of fossil fuel extraction and 
coastal climate change territories. It continues 
with a profound inquiry into non-Western 
humanism, questioning the larger arc of 
time for the irreversible resources available 
on the planet. The following articles situate 
the discussion in varied latitudes – physical 
and conceptual – from France to the Donbas 
region in southeastern Ukraine, to the United 
States–Mexico border and the Rio Grande, and 
an inquiry on housing in Latin America.

The works and projects included embody 
ideas that situate timelines and geographies 
for degrowth, including architectural 
practices ‘models’ illuminating forms of 
collaboration, from a thousand-year territorial 
examination of what defines growth in the 
Arab Gulf region, the co-production of habitat 
in Mexico, a cooperative-based housing 
model in Barcelona, a repository of degrowth 
strategies in exhibition format in Oslo, and a 
project repurposing a Caribbean island golf 
courses to counter their colonial plantation 
and military heritage.

The issue’s debate section concludes 
with an excerpt from The Case for Degrowth 
manifesto and a critical proposition for 
growth in territories with legacies of extractive 
practices in Puerto Rico and beyond. The 
interview pushes the scope of degrowth 
between sufficiency and overconsumption in 
the context of radical environmentalism.

Altogether, we hope to instill questions 
and ideas in dialogue with the degrowth 
premises and their associated themes of 
commons, care practices, and planetary 
consciousness surrounding them. Thinking 
at a planetary scale with radical locality will 
ideally encourage us to situate ourselves in, 
following Arturo Escobar, a “pluriverse of 
humanisms” to counter the tyranny of growth 
and destruction – bodily and planetary – of the 
homo oeconomicus. 


