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THE AUTHOR Dear co-dwellers of the globe,

OIKOS, a think-tank for socio-ecological change, will soon have been active for five years. 
With pleasure, I am writing to you this letter about the issues and ideas that we picked up, 
developed and shared. Given this time of the year, my letter may at the same time be a New 
Year Letter. After all, it does refer to the future, as it is about what we wish each other in the 
coming year. This is indeed important, since the themes that Oikos has been monitoring, e.g. 
climate policy, invariably focus on 2030 or 2050 but very rarely on the year to come. To me, 
this seems to be a type of future-oblivion rather than authentic intentions concerning the 
future. The more distant the future, the easier the talk about transition (radical change of the 
current systems – e.g. mass car mobility or industrial food – into sustainable systems).

Let us halt for a while. However, is a halt possible at all? Don’t you too feel you are being 
pulled along in life? That the standards we have to meet as parents, workers or students are 
higher year after year?  That your search for the good life looks more like a contest you can 
never win?

To me, it sounds all too familiar.  What especially strikes me is that we no longer ask ourselves 
a number of questions that might well touch the core of human existence and of civilizati-
on. Questions about what we believe matters in life. And whether we are organizing society 
adequately to match that core. Let me share some of these questions with you. Let us reflect 
together about our future. How we can take it in our own hands, how to get a grip again on 
our living environment, how to reclaim our autonomy.
  . 
Evidently, some of these questions are not new at all. Even the Ancient Greeks reflected on 
what is the good life. Yet, these questions could hardly be less relevant today than ever before. 
New questions have come up too. For the first time in the history of mankind, the human im-
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pact on the earth has been the greatest agent of change. We 
no longer live in what’s called the Holocene. Recently, scien-
tists baptized our geological era the ‘Anthropocene’ since it 
became clear that the human impact on the climate and the 
atmosphere is dramatic.

Something rather bizarre is going on in this respect.  Almost 
everyone agrees that human life on earth is at stake. Even the 
World Bank mentions 4°C global warming if policy does not 
alter. At the same time, I hear more and more people worry 
if their children will be better off than they are. This is an 
important concern, which I as a parent share with them. Only, 
we do not really link these two matters. If ‘better’ means 
‘more of the same’, viz. Faith in Progress, which in our narrow 
vision is achieved by piling up (and throwing away) material 
stuff, the future cannot possibly be ‘better’. Then there will be 
no more progress. The crucial question, therefore, is : What 
do we mean by ‘better’ today? Do we answer this questi-
on ourselves in a dialogue with others? Or do we leave the 
answer to others, giving up our own autonomy in the pro-
cess?  Below are four questions presented as a brain-exercise.

Three questions about what is essential

ONE1. Imagine yourself living in a society that has very few 
wooden tables and huge forests. It is logical then that a 
limited quantity of timber is used to make tables. Most fo-
rests will remain intact, jobs are created and the tables for 
daily use enhance your quality of life. Let time go by for a 
while and imagine yourself living in a society that has plenty 
of wooden tables, several per household, and only very few 
woods. Is it logical now that we keep buying wooden tables 
for which the last trees have to be felled?

TWO. While driving the world-renowned Indian thinker and 
activist Vandana Shiva from Zaventem Airport to Ghent, 
where she was to give an Oikos lecture,  we saw cornfields all 
around us, a monoculture of millions of plants, all neatly stan-
ding in rows, like a military defilé, all equally tall. Shiva shook 
her head at the scale of this monoculture and the total lack of 
diversity. Could she be right when she links the ‘monocultures 
in the fields with monocultures of the spirit’? What autono-
mous knowledge systems, managed by us, about nature, 
agriculture, nutrition and ourselves as citizens have we lost 
in the course of the last decades? Is it normal that so many 
people no longer know where their food comes from?

THREE. Now something more philosophical, and charming 
as well because it is so old. The philosopher stated: ‘Stones 
and trees are of no importance to me, it is the people in the 
city that matter.’ In the end, it appeared impossible for him to 

1 An question raised by Herman Daly already in 1996, cited in De Schutter 
‘Framing Paper’, The Francqui International Conference 2014 Brussels, 
Palais des Académies, 8-9 May 2014.

remain loyal to his own adage. Indeed, in order to reflect on 
the people in the city, he was led to give them a place in the 
world and to recognize their vital relation to stones and trees.  

Could this Socratic thought still mean anything to us? Can we 
build a world without taking nature into account?

And now a last one – never believe what you’re told before-
hand. Here is a question my youngest daughter asked me a 
few years ago: ‘Dad, what mobile phone did you have when 
you were 12?’

Autonomy. A first acquaintance

It is one of those words we all use at times. But what ex-
actly do we mean by autonomy? Does it refer to freedom? 
What freedom then? Does it refer to being able to do things 
yourself, and do you do them on your own or with others? 
Perhaps you should simply define what it implies for your-
self and then look what happens next. Indeed, the power of 
democratic dialogue is that it offers you the opportunity to 
change your mind. Or not to change it.

For a start, it is quite fascinating what the dictionary says : 
the word comes from the Greek autonomia and means ‘liber-
ty to follow one’s own laws’.  Indeed, autos refers to ‘self’ and 
nomos to ‘habit, law’.  But how do we make those laws?

On 6th November 2014, one of the largest demonstrations of 
the last few decades moved through the streets of Brussels. 
People were protesting the dismantling of the welfare state. 
A striking number of demonstrators stated on TV: ‘We oursel-
ves are fine, but we are here mainly for our children, we are 
worrying about their future’. The twentieth century model no 
longer offers good prospects for the future. Barbara Muraca 
compares our socio-economic system to a bicycle of a special 
type. Not only do you have to keep pedaling – the economic 
engine mustn’t stop – or else you will fall, you also have to 
pedal faster and faster, or else the bicycle will not remain up-
right. This is the paradox of our current system: it is only stab-
le as long as it accelerates. No doubt, this bicycle has brought 
us plenty of good things: the creation of the welfare state and 
the emancipation of several generations of employed people. 
However, our bicycle has begun to creak in each of its parts. 
Moving it faster has become impossible. We have reached all 
kinds of limits: economic, ecologic, social. And when the bike 
keels over, we will also lose what was built. 

BICYCLE: 
THE 20TH CENTURY

EITHER PEDAL OR FALL
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A new car every 58 seconds

First I will deal with the economic aspect: the increasing 
prosperity of the last century was built on ever-increasing 
productivity. This simply boils down to having the same 
number of people produce more stuff per hour. Or having 
fewer people produce slightly more stuff. And we have been 
very successful at that.  Lately, I happened to visit the new 
Volvo Works in Göteborg. Every 58 seconds a brand new car 
leaves the assembly line. In comparison, when Henry Ford 
introduced the assembly line in 1913, the time needed to 
produce one car was reduced from 12 to 2,5 hours. In a world 
of few cars such a rise in productivity is an economic blessing 
: you can sell more people a car at a lower price, the factory 
workers  see their wages rise, since this is the deal in the wel-
fare state: both workers and employers  will profit, and the 
government is given its share, too. What happens, however, 
when more cars are produced than are needed, is what we 
have witnessed for the last twenty years. Automobile compa-
nies are closing down their factories. 

As the automobile market becomes more saturated while 
productivity continues to rise, even fewer factories are nee-
ded, as are jobs. Moreover, the utiility derived from each 
individual car diminishes the more cars are on the road, due 
to traffic congestion. Finally, Ivan Illich once calculated that 
whereas we seek to move faster by using a car, if you count 
all the time spent on working in order to buy the car, pay the 
fuel, insurance, etc ultimately you lose almost as many hours 
than you gain by reducing commuting time (he calculated 
that the „actual speed“ of the average car was 6 km/h ...)

The current model of the welfare state chose to make 
people’s spending power rise rather than to opt for shorter 
workweeks which would create more jobs. By the way, it was 
Henry Ford who in 1926 introduced the 5-day-work week and 
was severely criticized. He thought leisure time everyone’s 
right and understood that his workers would be more pro-
ductive in a shorter workweek. Almost a century later, we still 
stick to the 5-day week …

The American sociologist Juliet Schor calculated that if pro-
fits from the rise in productivity had been used to shorten la-
bor time rather than to enhance spending power, our present 
work week would be only half as long as Henry Ford’s. This 
would also benefit the environment, since people who work 
plenty of hours not only have higher incomes and therefore 
a higher level of consumption, their consumption pattern is 
also less sustainable. Put simply: when you find yourself in 
a supermarket after a stressful day at work, sustainability  - 
e.g. using locally grown vegetables for a healthy dish – is 
the least of your concerns. Now, since higher productivity is 
usually rewarded with higher spending power, we are stuck 
in a vicious circle of working and spending.  We work harder 

because that is what the labour market demands, and having 
attained more spending power we look for relaxing compen-
sation. Since advertising keeps widening (also literally) our 
consumption horizon, we need more and more money for 
relaxation. This is also the result of the fact that more and 
more „leisure“ is commercialized / commodified, when it was 
free in the past. As a result, we tend to opt for a job with an 
even higher income and, of course, more work pressure.

Besides, for the last few decades we have tried to apply 
Ford’s approach to all sectors of society. First in the public 
sector as ‘new public management’. Then, the same mecha-
nism was applied to education and care. Why not manage 
a hospital as an efficient factory? Our common sense does 
know the answer: care or teaching students presupposes hu-
man contact, trust and interaction. The truth, however,  is that 
our runaway preoccupation with efficiency has now pervaded 
all sectors of society.

A racing standstill

So our modern society can only be stable if it grows and 
accelerates. The impact hereof on our relationships to each 
other and the world can hardly be overestimated. Indeed, if 
everything changes faster and faster, everything becomes 
more and more temporary. Hartmut Rosa describes three 
categories of change in the tempo of modern life: technical 
acceleration, acceleration in the pace of life and acceleration 
of social change.2 Technical acceleration is the most obvious: 
now that we can travel to New York by plane instead of sai-
ling ship, a city trip across the ocean has come within reach. 
The acceleration in the pace of life refers to the number of 
activities we want to do per unit of time. Who is not drea-
ming of multitasking? The acceleration of social change refers 
to accelerations within society itself, leading to the shrinking 
of the present. Acceleration means that the ‘shelf life’ of our 
experiences and expectations becomes increasingly shorter. 
You can easily test this for yourself: take your address book 
and try to foretell how many couples, addresses and telepho-
ne numbers will appear unchanged in five years from now. 

The shrinking becomes obvious when considering the family 
and employment. Before the Industrial Revolution they re-
mained stable for generations on end: family structures were 
preserved and sons often did the same job as their fathers. In 
the industrial era, up to approximately 1970, family and work 
remained stable for only one more generation: there were 
few divorces and many people kept their job for the rest of 
their lives. Today, flexibility is typical of both family and work: 
a relationship lasts as long as love does, our present job lasts 
until the next job opportunity or corporate restructuring.
A major drive of social acceleration is the competition prin-

2 In his book Social Acceleration. A New Theory of Modernity, 2013.
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ciple. Today this also applies to hobbies, partners, friends 
etc.  Just think of some parents’ behavior around the football 
pitch, where their child – literally – has to score. The cultural 
engine also drives acceleration, the widespread view that a 
rich life is a life full to the brim. And since there is so much 
more to see and experience than a human life can allow for, 
we try to remedy this fault by living twice as fast. In this re-
spect, Hartmut Rosa calls modern life tragic.  We have never 
raced so fast, only to have the impression that we’re missing 
increasingly more in life… He calls this the racing standstill: 
we are racing through life while there is no more room for a 
future-narrative, for building longstanding relationships. The 
price we have to pay is permanent restlessness and a radical 
loss of autonomy. This is a contemporary analysis that re-
minds me of Ivan Illich’s concept of ‘structural contraproduc-
tivity’, i.e. we want to be productive to such an extent that we 
have lost our grip and have become blind to the loss of social 
connections and environmental deterioration.

Here comes a last, provocative question. It can’t be anyone’s 
new year’s wish to find a new job every year, to move house 
every two years, to change one’s ‘life partner’ four times in a life-
time and to buy a new smartphone every six months? Or can it?

The planet’s burnout

Runaway acceleration cannot possibly be sustained at the 
ecological level either. Every year more fossil fuels are con-
sumed, more resources are mined, more greenhouse gases 
are released… We will soon be nearing tipping points where 
ecosystems may collapse and a stable temperature, freshwa-
ter or fish reserves are no longer self-evidently available.

No doubt, a Belgian’s or American’s impact differs from- 
say - a Tanzanian’s. If every world citizen lived like a Belgian, 
over four earths would be needed. So this is also a matter of 
ecological justice. For why would not every human being be 
entitled to an equally large, fair earth share? How unjust is it 
not that of all countries those that hardly contributed to the 
emission of greenhouse gases  - think of Bangladesh – are 
now being hit the hardest? Therefore, we in the Western 
world have an important task. We have to reduce our ecolo-
gical footprint dramatically, e.g. by a 90% reduction of green-
house gases. In other words, this is an immense reduction by 
factor 10. How to imagine the scale of it?

Well, take a refuse bag and cut away 9/10s of its size. The 
little bag that you keep is the size that you should do with 
from now on. Or take your energy bill and divide your con-
sumption by ten. Not 2000 liters of fuel oil but 200.  That 
for many of us a life with so little waste seems unrealistic has 
everything to do with our autonomy or rather our lack of it. 
Indeed, the average supermarket makes shopping absolutely 
impossible without the present excess of packing materials. 

The exhaustion of the earth’s resources is not an isolated 
case. This became clear to me recently when I heard that an 
ever-larger number of people are suffering from burnout. 
This is downright tragic for it is much more serious than 
a dip. After a burnout one rarely returns to one’s previous 
energy level. Simply stated: our present society makes a 
growing number of people ill, harms them for the rest of their 
lives, limits their autonomy.  Autonomy means taking your life 
in your own hands, it means being able to build your living 
environment together with others. I was numbed when I read 
the definition of burnout: it is the final stage of prolonged, of-
ten many years’ exhaustion of the body.’ Well then, this term 
equally applies to what more and more people experience 
in their jobs as to society as a whole, and  to what society is 
doing to our living planet Earth. In their books ‘Identity’ and 
‘Borderline Times’, psychologists Paul Verhaeghe and Dirk 
De Wachter give a touching description of how people have 
been literally made ill by our times. The latter book uses for 
its structure the criteria that define the disease called ‘bor-
derline’. De Wachter shows that these criteria also apply to 
western society as a whole. Borderline is a well-chosen term. 
Those who think they can exceed all borders, may get a kick 
at first but will in the end harm their autonomy.

The consumer:  
anything can be bought except autonomy

You are likely to be familiar with this: one single part of an 
appliance is out of order, e.g. the sprocket of your printer is 
broken. I need not tell you what will happen when you take 
it to the shop. Whenever I give a lecture people spontane-
ously provide the answer: ‘The shop assistant feels sorry your 
printer cannot be repaired but offers a percentage off your 
new one.’

Success is again guaranteed when during a lecture I ask 
who’s got an iPhone with them. Then I ask them to remove 
the battery… Well, this is what we call ‘progress’: you cannot 
remove the battery. The obvious conclusion: if it no longer 
functions well …

The following example I heard when attending someone 
else’s lecture: ‘What do you think and feel when you have 
only just left the shop holding a brand new smartphone in 
your hand? Anxiety is what you feel. Did you buy the right 
model? Won’t it be outdated tomorrow?

A final example: years ago I bought a nice watch. Water-
resistant, shockproof, ideal for a sportsman. When reading 
the instructions for use I was astonished to read: ‘This watch 
cannot be repaired because it has been compressed. If it is 
defective within the next two years, you will be given a new 
one.’  The leaflet didn’t tell me what to do beyond that peri-
od. Thus, the essential has become impossible: getting into 
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a relationship with things, cherish objects; feel pleased when 
they last long.

Summarizing this part of my letter: the current social model 
appears stable only when it doesn’t stop racing forward.  
Everything has to be more, faster, better. The result is exhaus-
tion of people, social relations and institutions, and - last but 
not least -  of the earth, which has to carry it all. 

We aren’t enthused by politics either. Paraphrasing Naomi 
Klein:  Who can still believe those ministers who, while sub-
sidizing fuel-devouring corporate cars, encourage people to 
use low energy bulbs? On top of this, it looks as if we, run-
ners in the rat race, find neither time nor opportunity to quit 
and build a new societal model. Real autonomy, shaping the 
future together? There is not a bit of it! Or is this only see-
mingly so?

The 21st century bike: a new model

If the old model comes to a creaking halt, we feel the need for a 
new societal model. The bike metaphor can be used again but 
now we opt for the tricycle carrier. It keeps its balance when 
you stop, and it can carry your children or even your grandma.

What the details are, we don’t know. We lack a blueprint, 
which is just fine. However, the contours are clear : it works 
on renewable energy only, it emits 90% less greenhouse 
gas,  it re-uses non-renewable materials in a closed circular 
economy, it guarantees that ecosystems can recover, in a 
society that gives people room to breathe, where the homo 
economicus has been replaced with the homo collaborans. 
By sharing stuff, people have what they need without being 
forced to buy it all. This means they need less spending 
power, which is all right since they work less.  Further, in 
peer-to-peer networks people will have become producers 
again, they will work together in microfactories. And last but 
not least, they will have turned from consumers into citizens 
again, having regained their grip on their immediate surroun-
dings as well as on large-scale challenges such as climate 
change. Such people are proud of their autonomy.

Autonomy and how we lost it

How can we regain autonomy? Let us first look back briefly at 
history to understand how we lost it. What really strikes me is 
how the first ecological thinkers, such as André Gorz or Ivan 
Illich lacked our current sense of powerlessness. They had a 
strong belief in the power of collaboration and the building 
of an alternative system. Of course, they wrote their texts at 
the time of May ’68, which gave an enormous boost to the 
autonomy ideal. True, autonomy has a long tradition. It is no 
coincidence that it is an ancient Greek word. It can be traced 
back to the city-state of Athens in which citizens refused to 

be led by traditions any longer and realized they were free to 
set their own rules. Also the Enlightenment, described by Im-
manuel Kant as the liberation of man from tutelage for which 
they themselves were responsible, is a clear benchmark. And 
I gladly add the perspective offered by my favorite philoso-
pher Hannah Arendt, who describes autonomy from a positi-
ve point of view, viz. the wonderment at who we might be.

From a historical point of view, May ’68 was a revolt of citi-
zens who wanted to free themselves from existing rigid struc-
tures – think of the church, village traditions, the strict pater 
familias, the army etc. I myself, as a conscientious objector in 
the early ‘90s, took a late part in the said revolt. The spirit of 
those times is reflected in Bob Dylan’s song ‘The times, they 
are a-changin’:

Come mothers and fathers / Throughout the land
And don‘t criticize / What you can‘t understand
Your sons and your daughters / Are beyond your command
Your old road is / Rapidly aging
Please get out of the new one / If you can‘t lend your hand
For the times they are a-changin‘.

Four decades ago, André Gorz wanted people to regain the 
grip on their own environment, opposing the advancing 
industrial zones and the authoritarian government. He con-
fronted the principle that experts were to take increasingly 
more decisions in society without people having a say. No-
wadays in a lot of countries action committees are again 
protesting against new roads, expansion of airports, … but 
also proposing other visions of the future. An interesting 
example is the Ringland action committee in Antwerp, which 
combines resistance against the planned new ‘Oosterweel’ 
connection with the formulation of concrete alternatives. This 
is a present-day example of Gorz’ interpretation of autonomy. 
His contemporary thinker Ivan Illich defined autonomy as 
conviviality, living well together: achieving freedom by perso-
nal interdependence. Their past views are more relevant than 
ever: ‘Rather than designing institutions and technologies 
to benefit the productivity and efficiency of a profit-based 
growth economy, the time has come for designers to favor 
convivial living-together …’

Ingolfur Blühdorn defines emancipation in the ‘70s-‘80s as 
‘first-order emancipation’ in which citizens as self-confident 
change agents fought for the disempowerment of traditional 
elites and who were determined to take responsibility for the 
general interest by setting up collective practices.  We re-
member the numerous social innovations of that period, such 
as community work, the environmental movement, the peace 
movement…

The political world did not respond fast enough to the citi-
zens’ liberation and the start of new social movements. The 
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classical Left did not find an answer to the economic crises 
of the seventies, when the sheiks turned off the oil taps. This 
gave the Right room to take over. In 1979, Margaret Thatcher 
became the UK Prime Minister, in 1980 Ronald Reagan was 
elected President of the USA. Also in Belgium, commodifi-
cation had stealthily moved in until it was finally perceived. 
Indeed, a sensational television report about youngsters and 
clothing brands broadcast on 6 March 1986 crushed all tele-
vision ratings. The Flemish teenage snob was born; the Millet 
padded jacket became the icon of a generation. No more  
‘coats’ or telephone sets. Today we wear and use brands, 
carriers of meaning, as part of our identity.

At the same time, ecological awareness developed, with 
major ecology conferences and laws to deal with the exces-
ses of industrialism. The white powder DDT that I as a child 
had found stored in a large pot in my grandfather’s attic was 
banned along with plenty of other toxic products.

As the Berlin Wall collapsed a quarter of a century ago, faith 
in government, which had not been renewed by the Left 
when already very unstable, was now completely swept away 
by the neoliberal wind. Commodification became the core lo-
gic, with limited government power through privatization and 
deregulation. In this context, socialism opted for a synthesis 
with the liberals named ‘The Third Way’. The civil society 
failed to fill the post-May ’68 freed space but the corporate 
world did, headed by the big corporations. 

The Millet jacket example of the 1980s, which can be seam-
lessly extended to today’s iPhone, shows the ongoing evo-
lution of people’s identity. The modern emancipation ideal, 
being shaped in the ideal of the autonomous individual’s 
coherent identity developed throughout life, now finds on its 
path the broken identity which is linked to ’liquid modernity’ 
as defined by Zygmunt Bauman.

Let me explain by referring to Paul Verhaeghe’s book  ‘Iden-
tity’. He describes accurately how we shape our own identity: 
it is the result of a continuous interaction with others, whose 
values and norms we copy, or do not copy at all. Our iden-
tity, therefore, is not inherent and already fully shaped only 
to come to the surface. Tim Jackson adds that our identity 
is also shaped by the continuous interaction with consumer 
goods: they too communicate, as did the Millet jacket and as 
does any brand logo that we see. Thus, in our accelerating 
society a flexible, fragmented identity is generated, which 
has to meet the demands of the hardening labor market, is 
more oriented towards the present and sees consumption as 
a major form of expression and identity building. Tim Jackson 
concludes: ‘People are persuaded to spend money they don’t 
have on things they don’t need to create impressions that 
won’t last on people they don’t care about.’ 
 

This ‘second-order emancipation’, which has come about since 
the 1990s, exactly implies moving away somehow from the 
moral commitments associated with the 70s-80s era and wi-
shes to reconsider (self-) limiting ecological and social targets.

In times of increasing individualization, it is ‘not done’ to 
start a debate about sustainable lifestyles. More and more, 
freedom simply means doing what you feel like doing at any 
time. This can also be perceived in politics. Appealing young 
green parties (e.g. Anders gaan leven in Flanders) were, quite 
understandably, critical of this new, consumption-based 
identity. However, this widened the gap between itself and 
the Third Way parties, which were far from pleased with the 
insistent ecological critique on their materialist-inspired faith 
in progress. In any case, these were tough times for organiza-
tions and thinkers who were critical of the system.

The same era sees power gradually seep away from the 
hands of governments and parliaments. It is even deliberately 
transferred to international institutions such as World Bank 
and IMF. Multinationals keep expanding through mergers, the 
mass media are scaling up and become increasingly market-
driven. This makes the Belgian sociologist Luc Huyse conclu-
de: ‘we are beyond politics’.

The crisis, a tipping-point

Etymologically, crisis means ‘a turning-point, a period of 
great disturbance’. Again and again, this is what I experience 
when giving lectures. Once I was talking about Tim Jackson’s 
‘Prosperity without Growth’. At the end, a man rose and 
not only asked a question but also told us a story. How as a 
teacher he had always had a good life and with his wife had 
been able to save a nice sum of money. How he had trusted 
his savings to a traditional bank, but now found out that his 
bank through speculation had participated in the madness 
that caused the financial crisis. On top of that he had lear-
ned how his bank invested in environmentally destructive 
projects. Then came his - fundamentally political - question: 
What can I do with my  money to safeguard my children’s 
future and leave them a better society?

Even young people look differently at life now they realize 
that the euro had almost vanished, that an economy can 
collapse, and they see what’s happening in Greece. The 
neoliberal mantra that only two things are important in life, 
viz. you yourself and your spending power, is a big lie. These 
youngsters know all too well. Indeed, no longer is it true that 
one’s serious efforts to obtain a diploma offer the prospect 
of a well-paid job. A job that allows you to buy whatever you 
need, including wellness. Because you’re worth it, as adverti-
sing suggests. It appears a delusion that each of us is a vessel 
steering strategically on its own chosen course in perfect 
happiness. A recent pamphlet by  ten European youngsters 
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words their doubt as follows:  we are happy with the wide 
range of choices but always afraid to make the wrong one; so 
much is expected from us and we are terribly scared to fail, 
to be unable to make it …

I am starting, even without a great narrative

What accompanies the decisive tipping point is that people 
are sick and tired of being involuntary consumers of a ru-
naway system. For lack of great meaningful narratives, they 
are taking initiatives themselves. So they embark on an urban 
gardening project, such as a collective vegetable garden, 
they organize repair cafés or exchange fairs, plan to set up 
an energy co-operative or start a Transition Initiative in their 
neighborhood. The results are sometimes amazing, like the 
project ‘De Site’ in Rabot, the poorest quarter of Ghent; this 
started as an urban gardening project but has since been 
praised as a successful intercultural project connecting sever-
al groups from the quarter.

The former May-68 protesters who I happen to meet, are 
somewhat ironical, but it is true: we are re-inventing the coll-
ective along with the awareness that doing things together 
offers sense and meaning and is, above all, very pleasant. 
Without wasting big words on it, people are creating a new 
narrative and become future-skilled. They are doing exactly 
what has been outlined above: without a blueprint they are 
searching for that sustainable society. Without planning or 
realizing it, they are building a new undercurrent.

The land of two currents

The social model of the 20th century welfare state is coming 
apart. Thirty years of neoliberal rule have ripped off the pub-
lic sector and led to a global race to the bottom. The central 
logic is that the market is given a much more important role, 
to the government’s detriment, and that social rights are 
being trimmed. Whilst the government leaves the financial 
elites undisturbed, they are increasingly disciplining the soci-
ally weaker groups. In Europe, after the age of equality as the 
core of the social project, we are now experiencing the crisis 
of equality, as Pierre Rosanvallon phrases it. Meanwhile, the 
soulless focus on efficiency and the scaling-up process have 
banished the human scale in services and organizations. The 
familiar person at the counter has been replaced with a call 
centre in who knows what country.

This is the dominating current in Europe, with governments 
and the European Commission   locked in a policy that gives 
priority to neoliberalism to the disadvantage of social poli-
cy, while the environment is demoted to the third rank even 
though the climate clock is ticking away. This is the current of 
future-ignorers.
 

We are happy to say that the demolition of the welfare state 
meets with huge protest. Thinkers such as Thomas Piketty 
condemn the growing inequality; trade unions and other so-
cial organizations manage to mobilize hundreds of thousands 
of people in a protest demonstration. These are hopeful and 
necessary signals but they do not yet sufficiently show that 
the target is not to keep the 20th century bike riding. Future 
social rights can only be materialized if at the same time they 
tackle the ecological crisis and further the building of ecolo-
gical rights.

Therefore, it is a sign of hope that there is again a counter-
current promoting future-aptitude. A number of examples 
have been listed above. It is quite logical that new initiatives 
develop as islands of hope, and that interesting ideas sprout 
up without there being a main coherent view. This need not 
be a problem if we consider it a first stage.  Harald Welzer in 
his book “Selbst denken” states we are dealing with a social 
movement that does not know yet it exists.

Our task then is to connect the growing number of initiati-
ves, the local practices that sometimes already happen to be 
brought together in larger networks. This is what a few new 
projects are aiming for, such as in Flanders the Transitienet-
werk Middenveld, a network of unions, the environmental 
movement, North-South organizations, social associations, 
the cultural sector, alternative media and scientists… For only 
through collaboration can a future be built again. In Hannah 
Arendt’s view, this precisely is the core of (political) freedom: 
the possibility to start anew. Without a guiding compass 
sailing is hard to do for a new initiative, let alone to keep on 
course together and to build a fleet. More people are involved 
than we tend to think. Last September, I went to Leipzig (the 
town where a quarter of a century ago the protest against 
the communist regime was the loudest using the slogan ‘Wir 
sind das Volk’ ) in order to participate in the fourth session 
of the Degrowth Conference. Whilst the previous session 
brought a few hundreds of people together, there were now 
3000 (with another 2000 declined). Many youngsters, but 
also researchers and activists, environmental officers and 
NGO representatives, all were together in a fruitful dialogue 
searching for a narrative to support the new movement. 
Quite strikingly, what is still a taboo in Belgium – questioning 
GDP growth – is a serious issue in Germany, with academics 
considering Postwachstum and a parliamentary committee 
that had spent two years studying this challenging prospect. 

Developing clout together

Only when the many initiatives work together can political 
clout be developed to achieve the much-needed transition, 
to build the new tricycle. Several paths lead to that goal and 
may reinforce each other. I myself can see three, but surely 
there are more. 
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ONE.  Within a particular sector, a multitude of initiatives 
can bring about a trend shift. Think of the energy sector and 
the increase of renewable energy. In Flanders, the energy 
co-operatives have joined forces and erected the Rescoop 
umbrella organization. This is an important step forward. But 
there is a lot more to do seeing that our Dutch neighbors 
can boast as many as 110 energy co-operatives. However, 
the most striking example is the German Energiewende, the 
ambition to further Ökostrom on the basis of a solid climate 
policy. Thanks to a stable regulating context the eco-energy 
share went up from 3.4 % in 1990 to over 25% now. And eve-
ry month, new civil initiatives can be added to the list. This 
means that German citizens , whether or not united in co-
operatives, own almost half the renewable energy facilities! 
They are literally taking back their autonomy. Indeed, citizens 
are replacing environment-threatening technology over 
which they have no control (such as nuclear energy) with  a 
decentralized network of local, renewable energy production 
units. Besides, more German cities are taking solid initiatives. 
E.g. Hamburg decided after a referendum in 2013 to take 
hold again of its energy grid after previous privatization. This 
leads us to the next point.

TWO. Complementary to the sectorial is the local level. 
Worldwide, cities are taking the initiative to enhance the 
transition. In Europe, there are the well-known examples of 
Copenhagen and Freiburg. Ghent and numerous municipali-
ties in Flemish Brabant signed the Covenant of Mayors (Local 
Governments for Sustainability). Together they represent 
over a hundred million Europeans. Also, plenty of cities in 
the USA and Australia are members of ICLEI (International 
Council for Local Environmental Initiatives) . Cities are clearly 
in the lead when it comes to climate neutrality, sustainable 
mobility and alternative food systems.

As a complement to ambitious local governments, the new 
local initiatives should now unite - together with current civil 
organizations willing to push forward - in order to form a new 
local civil movement capable of mobilizing citizens. This is 
more important than it seems. In the 20th century, the nation 
state was the major scale of emancipation and acquisition 
of autonomy, with trade unions as the crucial agents in the 
social struggle. Their role is far from over. However, in the 21st 
century the local level next to the European is gaining in im-
portance. So there is a need for NGOs operating at the Euro-
pean level as much as for city unions. The city or municipality 
is the pre-eminent level for citizens to reclaim autonomy, on 
the condition, however, that they should organize themsel-
ves in clout city unions and design a clear societal agenda, a 
project for the future of their city or municipality.

THREE. Ezio Manzini emphasizes that today’s local initiatives 
are not exclusively local. In the current internet society they 
are at the same time open and linked with other initiatives. 

An urban gardening project in Rotterdam may well have 
found inspiration in Berlin or Toronto. This network view cor-
responds closely with the importance that Michel Bauwens 
attaches to peer-to-peer networks. If computer experts vo-
luntarily contribute to designing the Linux operating system 
together and thus force IBM to give in, more is happening 
than a marginal play.

Not only are there open source software systems now, the 
production sector sees how open source hardware and open 
design initiatives emerge. The present technology (3D prin-
ters, powerful software, …)  has opened doors for locally 
managed microfactories which will produce on demand only. 
Is this fiction? In America, farmers already  succeed in manu-
facturing their own farming tools so they can free themselves 
from multinationals and their expensive, patented equipment. 
Regaining autonomy explicitly includes the economic sphere. 
After having been no more than just consumers for decades , 
we may have forgotten that autonomy also means regaining 
grip on products and production processes.

Repoliticising: a look across the ocean

People who tend to limit themselves to implementing their 
own, local transition initiative such as a collective vegetable 
garden are sometimes criticized, and rightly so. However 
valuable their work, it will not change the world, it does not 
mean transition. Transition stands for systems change, which 
includes systems disturbance! I once provocatively told such 
an a-political gardener: Should you ask Monsanto for subsi-
dies, I am sure you ‘d be given them, for by locking yourself 
in your own initiative you will make yourself absolutely harm-
less.’ Those who want a different food system, will have to 
stand up against the existing concentration of power with a 
small number of multinationals. Those who invest in renewa-
ble energy will have to confront the big oil concerns. For if 
they keep pumping or digging up fossil fuels - think of the tar 
sands in Canada – climate change will move on. That would 
mean game over, as the American climate scientist and 
activist James Hansen made clear. Johan Malcorps is right to 
make the militant statement that transition means war. Esta-
blished power groups will fiercely defend themselves. Oil and 
gas companies, who of all the corporations worldwide reap 
the highest profits, will not voluntarily leave their fossil fuel 
reserves in the ground. They are fossil enterprises, after all. 

The seriousness of this message has been brought home to 
the USA. On Sunday 21st September 2014, 400 000 people 
took to the streets of New York in the world’s largest clima-
te demonstration ever. UN Secretary- General Ban Ki-Moon 
joined in. He calls global warming ‘the defining issue of our 
time’. Other cities such as Delhi, Bogota and London (with  
40 000 demonstrators) also set up large demonstrations. 
This new climate movement, the Climate Justice Alliance, 
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shows a clear and radical agenda: for climate justice – since 
the weakest are the most vulnerable to environmental disas-
ters – and for 100% clean energy.

In her book ‘This Changes Everything. Capitalism vs. the Cli-
mate‘, Naomi Klein describes the emergence of a new protest 
movement, often from those places where the new oil and 
gas mining has been planned:

“Resistance to high-risk extreme extraction is building a 
global, grassroots, and broad-based network the likes of 
which the environmental movement has rarely seen. And 
perhaps this phenomenon shouldn’t even be referred to 
as an environmental movement at all, since it is primarily 
driven by a desire for a deeper form of democracy, one 
that provides communities with real control over those 
resources that are most critical to collective survival – 
the health of water, air, and soil.”

This new protest movement typically refuses to negotiate 
for compromises. Why sacrifice fertile land, vulnerable river 
deltas and historic cultural landscapes if 80% of all fossil fuels 
should stay in the ground? To Naomi Klein it is clear: only 
a new, radical mass social movement will be able to force 
national governments to take the necessary measures to fend 
off climate change, to take macro decisions toward a Big 
Transition.

Unhoped-for Allies

Recently I had the opportunity to address CEOs and compa-
ny owners in two closed evening meetings. I lectured them 
on the impact on our planet of the current growth economy, 
on climate change and the deterioration of ecosystems. I also 
talked about the alternative of the ecological economy, some 
of its building blocks such as sharing or peer economy and 
circular economy. I was surprised at their reaction. No-one 
doubted the planet was in a critical state nor that change 
was necessary. If this required high CO2/energy taxation, it 
would have to be imposed. “As entrepreneurs we will mana-
ge as long as the rules apply to everyone. If taxation is impo-
sed in all of Europe”. Or better still: worldwide.

After these two evenings I went home wondering what 
government leaders were still waiting for. Eco- awareness 
seems to have entered  the gates of a number of companies 
a long time ago.

Autonomy 2.0

In the view of ecological thinkers autonomy refers to the 
freedom for people to achieve the good life. If an aggressi-
ve market or an authoritarian government infringes on our 
autonomy and introduces heteronomy to make us utterly 
dependent, we lose ‘the joyful potential to shape the world 

ourselves’ (Illich). Building autonomy implies emancipation 
and reaches beyond narrow individualization. Joyful building 
of autonomy always happens in collaboration with others. 
From an ecological perspective it does not mean we always 
have full control: to collaborate with other people implies 
being open to their ideas and  reactions, and to accept the 
possibility that things can turn out differently.

Autonomy is not an abstract concept either: it refers to the 
‘autonomous domain’ where citizens unite, independent 
from or complementary to the market and the state (i.e. 
without systems pressure from these domains). It is here that 
citizens can make room for other dimensions of life such as 
commitment and care. The activities concerned may equally 
be organized by the market and the government, yet social 
relations in the autonomous sphere are different.
To illustrate: on the website of day-care center ‘Crèche 
De Villa’, a 40-year old Utrecht co-operative of parents, it 
reads: ‘We, the parents, manage the center together. Every 
single parent performs one day (or part of a day) among 
the group and carries out a number of extra tasks such as 
PR, small chores or purchases.  Our day-care center runs on 
enthusiasm, commitment, trust and clear agreements.’  An 
important surplus of such an initiative is that it brings people 
together without the most divisive element in our society, 
viz. their spending power, playing any part. Spending power 
has subdivided our cities into zones that are showrooms of 
consumerism, on the one hand and zones of social exclusion 
on the other.

Of course, public day-care centers are open to anyone. A 
parents’ co-operative, however, has more to offer: it enables 
people with limited spending power to participate in society-
building, it makes them feel accepted and appreciated. The 
same goes for civic initiatives where participants share cars 
or cycle carriers, grow food together or exchange competen-
ces without money being involved. Such systems all come 
under the heading of ‘commons’, i.e. the careful management 
of shared nature, goods or services by citizens.

1. Identity

Our task is now to build such an environment jointly so that 
it enables us to build an identity whose core is collaboration, 
sharing, sustainable lifestyles and non-market experiences. 
Decommodification activities will also liberate us from the 
corresponding growth urge. If we accept the importance 
of identity, it is high time we created an environment that 
enhances a different way of identity building, away from 
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rivalry and not market-driven at all. This implies freeing our 
living environment from the daily tsunami of advertising. A 
good start could be made in public spaces. Does it strike you 
too that there has never been so much advertising in train 
stations? Let us transform those and other spaces into profit-
free areas, where communication about recent local transi-
tion initiatives by citizens might find a place. Is this fiction? 
Not at all. Think of the green mayor of Grenoble who recently 
decided to replace the familiar bill boards in the streets with 
trees and community spaces.

This view allows for a different reading of the opening page 
of quite a few economics textbooks. They state that economy 
deals with satisfying people’s needs. Nobody should tell us 
that satisfying needs can only be profit-driven. Therefore, 
exchange systems such as LETS (Local Exchange and Trade 
System), lending systems like a tools library or a parent-
run day-care center are extremely important. Here is a last 
experience at a lecture to illustrate my point. I myself often 
use the example of the LETS system within the ecological 
sphere: perhaps you like to work in the garden whereas your 
neighbour’s hobby is to repair bicycles and further down 
the street someone can mend clothing. Now plenty of needs 
can be satisfied without money while contributing to a more 
sustainable lifestyle.  At a Lecture in Bruges someone offe-
red me an inspiring example. He told us the story of Ostend, 
where children of poor families often lag behind at school. 
He happened to know a retired maths teacher with a lively 
spirit, who unluckily was condemned to a wheelchair and felt 
useless. This man longed for someone to take him for an oc-
casional walk on the dyke. What strange society are we living 
in, lacking totally in social innovation (drowned in a wealth 
of technological gadgets) and failing to  connect these peo-
ple!  So our autonomy could be substantially enhanced if as 
citizens we managed to communicate our desires, needs and 
competences better and tune them to each other. Children 
with a learning deficit will then get wonderful support from 
wise retired teachers, who in turn will feel appreciation while 
enjoying  a fresh sea breeze.

2. Collective action

If we allow being constantly reduced to individual consumers 
we will never gain force. Only our collective mobilization as 
citizens, who embark on positive concrete practices next 
to large demonstrations of indignation, will make us visible 
again and have a key influence on the public agenda. From 
now on a donation to an NGO or signing a Facebook petition, 
however sensible that may be, will no longer do. Become an 
active member or start your own association. Local party 
politics may be more worthwhile than the ‘Wetstraat’ images 
(the national political level) suggest. Allow me to dream: if 
we could combine the recent Brussels demonstration against 
the demolition of the welfare state with the largest climate 

demonstration in New York, this might lead to the first great 
march for a socio-ecological future.

3. Developing our own economy

Of course, it is not likely for all of us to find a job in the al-
ternative economy as from tomorrow. However, we can help 
develop it. The sum in Belgian savings accounts is over 250 
billion Euros. A yearly 1 % investment in the infrastructure of 
the future, ranging from renewable energy networks to local 
food systems, could spark a tremendous change. Our impact 
increases more than we think when we opt for really green 
energy and food from the local eco food shop. This was one 
of the images that struck me in the documentary The Econo-
mics of happiness : an example from the US showed how a 
dollar (or euro) spent in a local bookshop produces at least a 
fivefold return to benefit the local community than a purchase 
from an international chain which outsources its bookkeeping 
to badly paid employees on the other side of the globe.

Opportunities galore : repair cafés can form the core of urban 
repair networks so everything can be repaired locally again; 
and co-operatives have the advantage that speculation 
cannot destroy them, nor do they suffer from takeovers or 
are sold with profits ending up in one individual’s pocket. It 
all boils down to the replacement of the grabbing economy, 
whose highest aim is to grab as much as possible, with a 
balanced economy where, on the contrary,   the core is the 
equilibrium of what people and nature can carry. 

Autonomy: the circle is closed  

In the 1970s, ecological thinkers such as André Gorz and Ivan 
Illich had a clear view on autonomy. In Gorz’ view it meant 
regaining grip on one’s own living environment against the 
advancing industrial zones and an authoritarian government. 
His contemporary Ivan Illich defined autonomy as living 
well together using the term ‘conviviality’, where freedom is 
achieved in personal interdependence, where we live peace-
fully together in a creative, collectively agreed way.  As early 
as then, Illich described the task we are now facing: ‘Rather 
than to design institutions and technologies to enhance the 
productivity and efficiency of a profit-based growth econo-
my, the time has come for designers to favor conviviality.’ 
Let me add to this an important lesson taught by Michel 
Bauwens. The new system that we dream of and develop will 
originate from the heart of the old. The naïve idea of an over-
night revolution will not materialize. The implication hereof 
is that we should go as far as we can every day; yet at the 
same time accept the reality of paradoxes and contradictions. 
That, for instance, a town promotes car-free living whilst the 
higher-ranking government keeps investing in 20th century 
automobile infrastructure. So we should build one project 
while fighting the other. There is a lot of work for us to do.
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