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It is almost impossible to disagree with a proposal seeking to slow things down 
to minimize harm to the planet. However, the question is where. The manifesto 

in The Case for Degrowth acknowledges the challenge of asking distinct 
populations to lower their economic growth and well-being. They suggest 

alliances, echoing the commons, and highlight ancient cultural traditions that 
have envisioned other worlds. In contrast, the discussion offered by Deepak 
Lamba-Nieves through the case of Puerto Rico and its colonial subjugation – 
shared or equivalent to many in the Global South and elsewhere – asks us to 

reflect upon who is demanding or expecting us to degrowth.
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DEGROWTH FOR WHOm?
DEBaTE

For well over a decade, Puerto Rico 
has registered dismally low economic 
performance measures. Gross national 

product and employment have shrunk by 
over 20%, and the population has declined by 
almost 14%. Energy production and demand 
have decreased significantly, and personal 
consumption expenditures have mostly 
waned throughout this period. Unfortunately, 
the sustained lack of growth has also 
been accompanied by high poverty, rising 
inequality, outmigration, lack of access to 
affordable housing, and a growing number of 
families requiring government support to meet 
basic needs. 

At first glance, these bitter facts may lead 
us to conclude that ‘degrowing’ inevitably 
brings increased misery and despair. But as 
some of the more lucid degrowth ideologues 
and advocates have pointed out, we shouldn’t 
confuse socioeconomic crises or collapse 
with proposals to “purposefully slow things 
down to minimize harm to humans and 
earth systems” (Kallis et al., 2021:viii). I agree. 
In making this crucial analytical distinction, 
degrowth supporters are making a case for 
a careful reflection of the processes through 
which meaningful societal transformations 
can be ushered and the need to move beyond 
a superficial accounting of basic indicators. 
This process-oriented lens can also lead us to 
think contextually and help us understand the 
structures, institutions, and actors that have 
shaped the histories and political economies of 
the places where change is called for or afoot. 

In the case of Puerto Rico, our 
socioeconomic predicament is the product 
of years of misguided economic policies, 
cascading disasters, fiscal mismanagement, 
and austerity policies. It is also the result of 
a series of colonial governance experiments 
(Torruella, 2018) imposed by the United States 
since the early 1900s, shortly after the island 
was invaded, that have perpetuated a highly 
unequal and exploitative relationship anchored 

in racist and xenophobic logic of domination.1  
Grounded in this complex and long-standing 
colonial context – versions of which are 
evidenced in other territories subjected 
to decades of extractive and neocolonial 
practices –, calls for degrowth must inevitably 
answer: how do we reshape the “sociocultural 
systems” that have promoted (but failed to 
deliver) unlimited growth and move towards 
a society that “seeks to liberate people’s time 
and energy to engage in life journeys with 
patience, compassion and care for self and 
others [...] to escape the pain, sadness, and 
frustrations of finding meaning in the face of 
life’s vulnerabilities?” (Kallis et al., 2021:18).

Over time, proponents have offered 
numerous expositions of what degrowth 
entails and how it can be achieved. From 
“less is more” to increasing well-being and 
reclaiming the commons, a swelling group of 
authors has devised a catalog of proposals 
that seem to offer something for everybody 
(see Fitzatrick, Parrique, Cosme, 2022:132764), 
even colonized nations. As Hickel (2021:102404) 
argues, degrowth is also “a demand for 
decolonization.” In his view, Northern countries’ 
growth occurs through colonial practices of 
extractivisim and the appropriation of Southern 
supplies. Therefore, allowing Southern 
countries to freely organize their resources 
and labor – without the obligation to feed the 
Northern growth machine – is tantamount 
to advancing decolonization. While surely 
appealing to some, this argument does not 
provide a robust answer to the question posed 
earlier, partly because it fails to account for and 
address the myriad ways colonial practices and 
institutions were built and ultimately persist 
beyond the confines of natural resource and 
labor extraction. In many ways, it is a simplistic 
characterization of colonial dynamics, which 
reveals a lack of precision that permeates most 
of the literature that makes a case for degrowth. 
In other words, if degrowth is to become much 
more than an exciting idea or series of principles 

and turn into a program of action, especially 
in places where colonial relationships persist, 
its ideas and proposals must be historically 
and locally specific and provide actionable 
alternatives to the existing structures and 
strictures that continue to foment colonial 
domination and control. 

Undoubtedly, many of the ideas espoused 
under the banner of degrowth are desirable 
and necessary. As Kallis (et al., 2021:103) and his 
colleagues have argued, the “common senses of 
degrowth” can help forge constructive dialogues 
between “degrowthers” and the rest of us. 
Nevertheless, grounding degrowth policies and 
programs in the tropics and beyond will require 
more than good intentions and solidarity. If it 
seeks to advance decolonization – the singular 
option for achieving self-determination and 
growth control – it must be unsettled from its 
universalizing tendencies towards a politics 
that, amongst other things, truly recognizes 
distinction and incommensurability.2  

nOTEs

1. See U. S. Supreme Court Justice Gorsuch’s concurring decision in United 
States v. Vaello Madero, 596 U. S. (2022).

2. On distinction and incommensurability in decolonization, see Eve Tuck 
and K. Wayne Yang (2012:1-40). 


