
Introduction to the plenary on democracy Saturday

The relation between degrowth and democracy is not obvious, although a large majority of the degrowth advocates explicitly commit to democracy.

However, there is a great danger in considering this relation as an obvious one which does not need further critical scrutiny.

This is why I am convinced that a serious, deep-going and daringly self-critical discussion on democracy has to play a central role in the further development of the degrowth movement. I am therefore particularly happy to have the honor of chairing such a session and to have so many workshops dedicated to this very issue today. I hope we will have the courage to be schonungslos bluntly self-critical - because it is not illusions or that will do the thing!

Before moving to the panelists‘ presentations, which I am very eager to hear, let me briefly recall here some aspects of the wicked relation between degrowth and democracy and the challenges that a democratic degrowth path implies. I am intentionally going to play the devil‘s advocate and collective some provocative thoughts from different perspectives.

I. Degrowth and democracy: a wicked marriage
In the current debate on degrowth & democracy we can find roughly following positions:

1.  Indifference: democracy is not the issue at stake - we are facing a dramatic danger for the planet and the future of humanity.
1.1.  Degrowth can be considered as an inevitable path (which we can let come upon us or we design) or as a necessary goal for saving the earth. In both cases, we do not have time to wait for a democratic process or a structural change that will enact the change we urgently need. 
1.2.  Moreover, changing political structures & institution is not the main & more urgent field of action for a real change in society. We have to start at the individual level and embody new models of living and understanding ourselves in relation to nature and to the world. Everybody can start now by changing her habits, moving towards frugality, voluntary simplicity, and by enhancing other forms of neighborhood solidarity, cooperation and exchange on a regional basis. Sufficiency and subsistence economy in food-sovereign regions is the way to go.
1.3.  The risk along this path is a strong depoliticization of the degrowth debate and a focus on individual or small-group-scale paths of change, which might either be perfectly compatible with the systemic structures or might endanger democracy, by political disaffection and radical localisms ideologies.

2.  Degrowth is a danger for modern democracies
2.1.  Modern democracies have arisen and stabilized themselves by means of economic growth. The improvement of the material and overall conditions of the majority of the people has rendered their participation in democratic processes possible. Economic independence is a necessary condition for participation. A good example is gender equality and emancipation struggles.
2.2.  The modern welfare state as we know it (which reduced to a certain extent inequality, improved public education, general health care, and social security for all members of society) relies on economic growth for both, its stabilization (low social conflicts, high tax revenues), and legitimization (unemployment, perspective of improvement for oneself & one‘s own children, independence from family bindings, individual freedom -- see gender-related issues of justice). How can a welfare state in a degrowth society be envisioned?
2.2.1.  Indeed in some conservative groups, which support a declining path in Germany the equation goes like this: degrowth = less tax revenues = shrinking of welfare state = reallocation of services to family & the private sector (care, education) = less materialistic-based path to happiness & more family relations, spiritual values, community values. (NOW: How is it with gender equality? With domination and discrimination relations in the family and the community? Who is in charge of this?). Degrowth proposals are antidemocratic and serve the logic of the system (pacification through voluntary simplicity instead of struggles for the redistribution of wealth and the access to participation).
2.3.  A sustainable growth path (more focussed on the care sector, dematerialized) rather than degrowth would enhance democracy. The problem is not growth, it is the (capitalistic) unjust distribution of wealth and power. Focusing on degrowth is misleading.
2.4.  Proposals in terms of re-localization & bioregionalism, which seem to do away with the institutional coordination function of a central democratic government, lack adequate models for an inclusive democracy (cultural heterogeneity, mobility, domination structures) and for antidiscrimination interventions for the protection of the disabled, the excluded etc.
2.5.  The idea behind bioregionalism relies on an ecological asset of the carrying capacity of bioregions - the leading model is based on natural science as the carrier of truth. This reminds of utopian models such as the Baconian ,New Atlantis‘ in which scientists and experts ruled. Everybody has her specific role in the society, determined on the ground of an overall harmonious holism. See De Benoist: this is not all to far from this! Where is the room for democracy?
 Degrowth as a crucial ally to save and enhance democracy. 

3. Democracy is being highjacked by the dominating growth/capitalistic paradigm: what we call representative democracy is in reality the organized defense of the privileges of the fews. The overall, compulsive growth paradigm (imaginary) works as a kind of natural law above our heads and hinders real democratic decisions towards alternative paths of social development. Liberating from the pervasive growth-diktat is necessary for a truly democratic path, in which the people decide about how they want to live together. Representative democracy is coming to its end (or it is being finally unmasked). Degrowth can be a path to re-invent & strengthen democracy by re-embedding the economy back into the social & the political. 
3.1.  The enhancement of democracy under a degrowth regime would help the development of democracies all over the world - by reducing or suspending the pressure of globalization & the neo-colonial struggle for resources and sinks.
3.2. Moreover, we have indeed reached some relevant ecological and social limits to growth. The promise of growth as a stabilization factor in our democratic societies does not work anymore (even if one might agree that it had worked so far). This cannot go on like this. The alternative we are facing is then between recession under the current system conditions of capitalism or degrowth by design. 
3.3.  The first option might let a kind of surface of formal democracy survive, but will soon lead to the destruction of the social bond and effective democratic power of the people (social conflicts, inequality, control, wars on resources). The second option is a challenge, because design might mean many things: either a centralized, ecofascist path or a democratic bottom-up design of a degrowth or post-growth society. 
II. Challenges for a democratic degrowth path

Degrowth and democracy is not an obvious link, but a link which has to be constructed, defended, and continuously questioned. We have to keep in mind both, the vision of a degrowth society and the transition path towards it. 

1.  How radical is the change going to be? Can a democratic degrowth society remain within the systemic structures of modern societies (other regulations regimes, changed behavior)? If not, what has to/ would change (market, capitalism, representative democracy)? How far are these different frameworks linked to each other (is representative democracy necessarily neoliberal and capitalistic or can it be shaped differently?)
2. Which democracy? Representative or direct? Are there any mixed paths of binding back representative democracy to the direct control and participation of the people (Iceland?)? What about the risk of a face-book democracy where the ,I like‘  button replaces deliberative processes in society? (Same risk with surveys on happiness; see the Pirats)
3. Which institutions in the wide sense of the terms are required & envisioned? How does coordination works? How can social, formal, & juridical justice be guaranteed to all citizens independently from their embeddedness in social networks? What is the role of work and labour? How does reciprocal recognition work?
4. How do we deal with the challenge of open-endedness of direct democratic processes, which might very well lead to paths contrary to degrowth? What is the role of ,experts‘ if any (starting with those at this conference who tell us what to do?)? How can resilience be safeguarded?
5. How might a transition look like? Who is in charge, who is in the boat? Who is excluded? Whose voices are heard, whose are rejected? How do we know and how do we decide and identify which direction is the one to go? Problem of leadership & revolutionary avangarde: do we have/ need experts? 
6. How does the path towards deeper or direct democracy work on a global scale? How do the different scales (local, regional, international) interconnect? How do we defend us from nationalisms, localisms, & racism?
I am sure that our panelists will give us quite a lot of food for thought - and do not expect them of course to address and answer all the questions posited! These questions and many others are meant to provoke discussion in the workshops later and foster self-critical reflection.

We then start with the panel:

Marco Revelli is a well-known Italian sociologist. I remember his amazing work on the workers strikes in the 70ies. I am very eager to hear his point of view on degrowth and democracy.

...... ..... 

Marco Deriu is sociologist at the university of

..... ..... 

