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The genesis of this special issue
The idea for this special issue on ‘Analysing the Ecological Crisis: Conﬂicts, (De-)Politicization, and Power Relations’ was born at the international Conference entitled ‘Breaking
the Rules! Energy Transitions as Social Innovations’ that took place in Berlin (Germany) in
June 2018, hosted by the Leibniz Research Alliance on Energy Transitions. During two
days of theorizing about social energy innovations, presenting real life experiences from
different parts of the world, and engaging in thought-provoking debates, a group of
papers crystallized that shared an interest in the nexus between the ecological crisis and
questions of conﬂict, (de-)politicization, and power. With the aim of continuing the
debate, we launched this special issue. It contains elaborated presentations from the conference, as well as supplementary articles with a similar focus.
While the lectures during the conference were grounded in different theoretical perspectives, two broad topics were present in all of them – ‘energy transition’ and ‘social
innovation’ – in alignment with the title of the conference. Some papers in this special
issue theorize explicitly about the concept of energy transition, while others tackle it
from a broader perspective via the umbrella of the ecological crisis. However, although
the idea of social innovation exists in all of the articles (in the eight articles, the reader
can ﬁnd innovations related to practices, policies, strategies, and actors participating in
energy transitions), none of them explicitly discusses the concept of social innovation
itself. Therefore, we use this editorial to present our perspective on social innovation
and to provide possible reasons for the neglect of the concept, and to place emphasis on
the issues of conﬂict, (de-)politicization, and power. Our theoretical standpoint is based
on ideas stemming from the degrowth approach which, more or less explicitly, can be
found in all eight articles of this compilation. Though we are unable to elaborate on the
degrowth approach here, we would like to brieﬂy mention some of its essential elements.
Since the strategies of ‘green growth’ have so far not led to a reduction in global emissions and resource consumption (IPCC 2014, 6; Lorek 2015; Secretariat of the Convention
on Biological Diversity 2014, 12), let alone reduced social injustice and power asymmetries, the demand for degrowth is a criticism of the primacy of economic growth. The
reduction of economic growth is not seen as a goal in itself; rather, it is assumed that a
reduction of the throughput of an economy (the ﬂow of energy, materials, and waste) is
necessary in order to achieve social and ecological justice (both within individual societies
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and at the global level) (D’Alisa, Demaria, and Kallis 2015). It is assumed that the reduction
in throughput will in turn lead to a reduction in economic growth. In this context, one has to
emphasize that ‘[t]he goal of degrowth is not to make GDP growth negative’ (Kallis 2018,
9), but to decrease the throughput (energy, materials, and waste ﬂows) of an economy. As
‘degrowing throughput will in all likelihood come with degrowing output’ (Kallis 2018, 9),
it is the degrowth hypothesis that ‘a social transformation in an egalitarian and ecologically
sustainable direction will in all likelihood decrease GDP’ (Kallis 2018, 9).
The concept of social innovation from a degrowth perspective
The concept of social innovation is very popular in sustainability and transformation
research. Broadly speaking, the concept covers new forms of organization, business
models, consumption practices, etc. that (are supposed to) lead to social change, towards
greater sustainability. This is based on the assumption that a social-ecological transformation cannot be reached by techno-economic innovations alone; instead, new social practices are needed to initiate transformation processes that go beyond the techno-economic
innovations and to tap the full potential of the latter in the ﬁrst place (for an overview
and discussion of various deﬁnitions and applications of the term social innovation see
Marques, Morgan, and Richardson 2018; Moulaert, MacCallum, and Hillier 2013).
Various authors complain that social innovation has become a ‘buzzword’ or a ‘container concept’ that has no agreed upon deﬁnition (i.e. De Muro et al. 2007; EdwardsSchachter, Matti, and Alcántara 2012; Mulgan et al. 2007). Pol and Ville summarize
this when they say that ‘“Social innovation” is a term that almost everybody likes, but
nobody is quite sure of what it means’ (Pol and Ville 2009, 881). We think, however,
that the lack of an agreed upon deﬁnition is not a problem; this is something that holds
true for most concepts in the social sciences. If one prefers more clarity, one can always
either propose a sharpened deﬁnition (i.e. Marques, Morgan, and Richardson 2018) or
embed the concept in a theoretical approach that provides a clearer orientation (i.e. Pellicer-Sifres et al. 2017). What worries us it not that ‘nobody is quite sure of what it means’;
the real issue is rather that it ‘is a term that almost everybody likes,’ but one that doesn’t
challenge anything or anyone. The reasons for the broad agreement on the concept and its
problematic implications are two sides of the same coin.
In the following, we will discuss some of the problematic aspects of the concept of
social innovation. In order to avoid misunderstandings, however, we would like to explicitly emphasize at the outset that there is no doubt that good research has also been carried
out under the label of social innovation, and that it can continue to be useful to work with
the concept for certain research questions. Accordingly, we will touch on the valuable ideas
that have emanated from the concept of social innovation. In this sense, we would like to
mention three main reasons why the concept of social innovation seems attractive to many
scientists:
(1) The concept of social innovation increases attention for the complex social
requirements of socio-ecological transformation processes (Grimm et al. 2013).
(2) Social innovation is very practice-relevant. It has a high impact as an orientation
for policy instruments and funding programs (Jessop et al. 2013, 110; Grimm et al.
2013; Marques, Morgan, and Richardson 2018, 496; Moulaert et al. 2013, 1).
(3) The concept contributes to an increased reputation of niches and, thus, to an
appreciation of grassroots initiatives within civil society (Pellicer-Sifres et al.
2017). Under headings such as citizens’ energy, communing, and solidarity
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economy a diverse range of groups have taken centre stage that also have been
attributed with having great transformative potential within the degrowth debate
(Exner and Lauk 2012; Hargreaves et al. 2013; Seyfang and Smith 2007).
These positive aspects, however, are contrasted by issues that are regarded as problematic from a degrowth perspective:
(1) The concept overstretches the imperative of innovation. It presumes that it is
always the (alleged or actual) innovations that are relevant for the socio-ecological
transformation (Jaeger-Erben, John, and Rückert-John 2017, 248). This assumption has negative implications in two senses. First, the attention is inevitably on
the phenomena of innovation. Therefore, it is easily overlooked that the transformative potential of certain practices or initiatives can often be found at a different
level; for example, in experiences of self-empowerment and self-efﬁcacy (JaegerErben, John, and Rückert-John 2017, 248). Second, the expectation of innovation
increases the principle of permanent activation of not yet fully exhausted physical,
social, and cultural energy sources (Rosa, Dörre, and Lessenich 2017, 61ff). This
has very concrete consequences, for example, regarding the criteria of funding programs. The requirement (of many calls for proposals) of project- and innovationoriented work is an obstacle to the continuation of many activities and initiatives in
the sector of alternative economies. In general, the imperative of innovation fuels
the logic of acceleration and associated symptoms, like the short and frequent
deadlines, the abbreviation of planning horizons, and also the simulation of innovations (Kropp 2015, 24).
(2) The concept of social innovation has a ‘harmonious’ bias. Conﬂicts and questions
of power are underexposed. Such disharmonious processes are primarily not
carried out with regard to innovations, but rather with regard to exnovations.
The term exnovation refers to the intended elimination (or dismantling) of practices, products, technologies, and infrastructure (Gross and Mautz 2015, 3;
Heyen, Hermwille, and Wehnert 2017, 326). Although the term originally
emerged in macro-organizational innovation studies (where it had a very different
meaning; Kimberly 1981), it has recently gained attention in the literature on sociotechnical transitions (Heyen 2017; Heyen, Hermwille, and Wehnert 2017) and,
more precisely, in the literature analysing the case of the German Energiewende
(David 2017, 2018; David and Gross 2019). Exnovations can be pushed by different actors and for different reasons. They can be carried out suddenly or gradually.
From a degrowth perspective, it is the exnovation of very resource intensive practices and objects that is of particular interest. Almost inevitably, exnovations are
accompanied by conﬂicts. After all, the users and those who proﬁt from the
elements selected for elimination usually have an interest in the perpetuation of
the existing patterns of production and consumption (David 2018, 523; Heyen
2017, 10; Heyen, Hermwille, and Wehnert 2017, 327f). However, it is obvious
that an ambitious socio-ecological transformation cannot be reached by adding
new innovative practices, products, technologies, and infrastructure without tackling the existing ones (Gross and Mautz 2015, 146; Kivimaa and Kern 2016). This
is manifested, for instance, in the clean energy transitions taking place in many
societies. The increase in renewable energy (in the electricity sector) in quite a
few countries is tremendous; however, the fossil energy production in these
countries very often remains constant. The exnovation of fossil energy production
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(especially coal and lignite) is the crucial factor for a signiﬁcant reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. It is precisely on this point that the clean energy transitions
haven’t made decisive progress because the phase-out of fossil fuels inevitably
implies harsh conﬂicts (David and Gross 2019; Gross and Mautz 2015, 146). In
order to be able to grasp the massive tendencies of inertia, scientiﬁc concepts
that are sensitive to the (necessity of) conﬂicts and questions of power that are
linked with exnovation efforts are needed. After all, the reduced production and
consumption of goods and services that goes hand in hand with abandoning
habits and privileges, is central from a degrowth perspective (Arnold et al. 2015).
(3) The concept of social innovation favours incremental over transformative
approaches. The term incrementalism refers to the notion of resolving complex problems via small steps. Incremental approaches avoid radical changes. Instead, the
established structures are supposed to be enhanced and optimized as long as possible (Smerecnik and Renegar 2010, 162). In contrast, transformative approaches
aim at a break with hegemonic structures. Practices and strategies of (collective)
actors can be classiﬁed as transformative if they aim to change social values,
norms, and institutions. Transformative politics implies not to ensconce oneself
in the small niches of alternative communities or projects, but to ﬁght battles and
take up positions in social struggles (Calvário and Kallis 2017, 599ff). Only a
few of the initiatives that commonly are labelled as social innovations have such
a transformative claim (Howaldt and Schwarz 2017, 242f; Kropp 2015, 18;
Smith, Fressoli, and Thomas 2014). Rather, most initiatives step into the breach
when traditional forms of economic and state action fail to offer adequate solutions
for social and ecological problems. In this sense, many social innovations take on a
repair function, without changing the related institutional frameworks and structural conditions (Howaldt and Schwarz 2017, 242f). It seems to us that this predominance of incremental approaches represents not just a snap-shot. It is not a
coincidence that social innovations in most cases aim to modernize existing structures. After all, the concept of social innovation is based on assumptions from modernization theory in which continuous development is the unquestioned goal to be
achieved by steady technical and social progress (Kropp 2015). Thereby, the
concept of social innovation remains connected to the concepts and the logics of
growth and acceleration that have led to the socio-ecological crisis in the ﬁrst
place (Rosa, Dörre, and Lessenich 2017, 61). The concept ﬁts in the mode of
dynamic stabilization that is typical for modern societies (Rosa, Dörre, and Lessenich 2017, 54) and which is – from a degrowth perspective – part of the problem.
(4) The lack of critical examination of assumptions of modernization theory also
becomes apparent in another respect: the focus on innovations distorts the fact
that (both at the local and global level) it is rather the traditional lifestyles that
tend to be compatible with degrowth (Kallis et al. 2018). If one takes this allegedly
trivial statement seriously, the sweeping focus on innovation becomes questionable. Shouldn’t the focus rather be on existing (but partly already lost) marginalized, peripheral, allegedly outdated, or simply neglected social worlds that are
not characterized by their innovative power, but by their immobility, passivity,
and contemplation? Furthermore, the question arises of whether so-called traditional or indigenous societies that are remote in space and/or time can provide
inspiration for the construction of societal institutions that are adaptive, without
operating in the mode of an accelerating dynamic stabilization (Kallis et al.
2018; Nirmal and Rocheleau 2019; Rosa, Dörre, and Lessenich 2017, 64f).
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The points of criticism mentioned above have two main thrusts. First, we argue that the
concept of social innovation does not necessarily focus on the phenomena that are crucial
for transformation towards a degrowth society. The necessity to politicize assumptions of
modernization theory remains underexposed, just like the relevance of conﬂicts (about
exnovations). Second, we want to emphasize that the practice-relevant impact of the
concept is ambivalent. The increased attention on the complex social requirements of
socio-ecological transformation processes and the appreciation of grassroots initiatives
is accompanied by a reproduction of the logic of acceleration, which has to be considered
to be part of the problem.
Therefore, the thesis from this editorial is that – from a degrowth perspective – one
should abandon the concept of social innovation. As an alternative, it seems to be more
promising to link with debates about buen vivir (Altmann 2013; Cubillo-Guevara and
Hidalgo-Capitán 2015), degrowth (Kallis 2018), imperial mode of living (Brand and
Wissen 2018), (neo-)extractivism (Gudynas 2018), post-development (Escobar 1995),
and environmental and climate justice (Martinez-Alier et al. 2014), which do not
revolve around alternative development paths but around alternatives to (the ﬁxation on)
development (Escobar 2015). This implies naming certain assumptions, institutions, and
basic principles of ‘western’ modernity causes of the socio-ecological crisis, and demanding that they be overcome.
In this context, it is imperative to spotlight the crucial importance of conﬂicts (about
exnovations), (de-)politicizing processes, and power relations. Furthermore, the question
arises, what alternative narratives exist that are suitable to initiate processes of collective
self-reﬂection and empowerment and entail experiences of resonance and self-efﬁcacy
(Jaeger-Erben, John, and Rückert-John 2017, 248; Rosa 2016, 367ff). The eight papers featured in this issue tackle these challenges – with different emphases and from different starting points. They differ in whether they focus on actors from below; actors from above;
actors from outside; or potential actors, coalitions, and strategies (that are yet to come).
The contributions of this special issue
The ﬁrst three articles of this special issue focus on politicizing processes that are initiated
by actors from below. Victoria Pellicer-Sifres (‘Transformative Energy Transition from the
Bottom-Up: Exploring the Contribution of Grassroots Innovations in the Spanish
Context’) explores the role of active citizenship within the Spanish energy transition.
She discusses why and how grassroots innovations are particularly relevant for socio-ecological transformation processes. Pellicer-Sifres identiﬁes the values of equity, sustainability, participation, and diversity as characteristic of the ‘Transformative Energy Transition’
promoted by the grassroots initiatives arising out of political activism.
The paper by Ivan Cuesta-Fernandez, Sergio Belda-Miquel, and Carola Calabuig
Tormo (‘Challengers in Energy Transition Beyond Grassroots Environmentalism: Community-Based Electricity Cooperatives in the Valencia Region’) unveils – based on the
Multi-Level Perspective – the diversity of niches that have emerged in Spain since the
early 2000s in response to landscape pressures and an adapting energy regime. Building
on this, the authors elaborate on the singularities of a largely overlooked challenger of
the energy regime, the niche of community-owned electricity distribution cooperatives.
Cuesta-Fernandez et al. conclude that cross-ideological political coalitions between different actors from the diverse niches could become an important force for change.
The third article (‘Ecologists by Default? How the Indigenous Movement in Ecuador
Became Protector of Nature’), authored by Philipp Altmann, analyses how the discourse of
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the indigenous movement in Ecuador changed from the 1920s to today. Altmann observes
an integration of nature-related frames and claims within the indigenous discourse. In this
context, the concept of the sumak kawsay (or buen vivir) has taken a prominent position in
recent years. Altmann describes the ecologization of the movement as a strategic framing
by indigenous organizations, taking into account the relevance of inﬂuential external actors
and the perceived cultural opportunities and constraints.
The fourth paper, by Cristián Flores Fernández (‘Preliminary Analysis of the Chilean
Energy ‘Transition:’ Between Successful Energy Policy and Assimilation of the Post-Politics of Socio-Ecological Transformations’), focuses on (de-)politicizing processes that are
initiated by actors from above, mainly by the Chilean government. From the theoretical
perspectives of depoliticization, post-politicization, and energy democracy, Flores analyses
the historical political context as well as the most relevant policies and legislative reforms
that shaped the recent energy transition in Chile. He concludes that the integration of
renewable energies in the energy matrix has not implied an advance towards a more decentralized and democratic energy system. On the contrary, the new energy policies have contributed to the perpetuation of current power relations and hegemonic structures.
The following two articles (ﬁve and six) focus on (de-)politicizing processes that are
initiated by actors from outside. Katharina Wiese (‘Energy 4 All? Investigating Gendered
Energy Justice Implications of Community-Based Micro-Hydropower Cooperatives in
Ethiopia’) explores the gendered justice implications of low carbon energy projects. She
analyses four community-based micro-hydropower projects in Ethiopia that were
implemented by the German Development Cooperation (GIZ). Her ﬁndings show that –
although the projects generally achieved positive outcomes for the lives of the villagers
– the energy needs of women were insufﬁciently addressed and the effective participation
of women in the management of the cooperatives was impeded by overarching power
relations und hegemonic structures. Wiese proposes further development of the energy
justice framework in order to account for the gendered and intersectional dimensions of
justice implications of low-carbon energy systems in culturally and geographically
diverse contexts in the Global South.
In the sixth paper (‘Challenging Traditional Energy Settings in the Humanitarian Aid:
Experiences from Doctors Without Borders’), Maria Ten-Palomares and Elvina Motard
discuss the challenges faced by intervening actors that try to balance the urgency and complexity of their tasks with an ecological perspective. Based on observations of Médecins
Sans Frontières, a medical humanitarian organization that is rethinking its traditional
logic of energy planning, Ten-Palomares and Motard discuss the plurality of those challenges, aiming to develop a better understanding of the relationship between particular
energy infrastructures and speciﬁc social settings.
Articles seven and eight focus on conceptual and methodological reﬂections on potential coalitions and strategies that are yet to come. Dennis Eversberg (‘Who Can Challenge
the Imperial Mode of Living? The Terrain of Struggles for Social-Ecological Transformation in the German Population’) draws on survey data in order to identify the potential
social bases of both support for and resistance to a broad social-ecological transformation.
He concludes that the resistance to transformation is not simply a matter of attitudes, but is
deeply rooted in the infrastructures of the imperial model of living and the speciﬁc ways
social groups are integrated into them. Thus, instead of raising consciousness, transformational strategies should focus on altering those infrastructures themselves, thereby,
acknowledging that signiﬁcant segments of the population will not be won over, but
have to be politically defeated.
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In the eighth and ﬁnal paper of this special issue (‘Identifying Strategic Entry Points for
Transformative Politics Towards a Degrowth Society. How to Operationalize the Concept
of the ‘Imperial Mode of Living’ for Empirical Research’), Timmo Krüger outlines how
the concept of the ‘imperial mode of living’ can be operationalized for empirical research.
He demonstrates how a speciﬁc method – the interpretation of enthymemes – can be useful
for analysing the dissemination, attractiveness, and stability of the imperial mode of living
in certain socio-political milieus. He concludes by looking at how these insights can
provide essential background information for identifying strategic entry points for transformative politics towards a degrowth society.
The eight articles of this issue – regardless of the diversity of cases studied, theories
used, and ﬁndings gained – are held together by a shared story. All of the papers start
from the assumption that research should identify and challenge hegemonic structures,
power relations, and depoliticization processes that hinder transformation efforts, from
reducing emissions and resource consumption effectively, to tackling social injustice
and power asymmetries. To summarize, all of the articles provide reﬂections on the
linkage between solving the ecological crisis and the importance of changing social structures, values, and practices, with a special focus on (but not limited to) conﬂicts in the
energy sector.
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