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A historical reversal?

● In the past: dependence on weather / climate

● Last 200 years welfare and wellbeing 

became less dependent on the weather

● Increasingly afuent lifestyles affect clmaate … 

and the weather

● In a warming world individual welfare 

(e.g. access to food, energy) and collective wellbeing (wealth of a nation, social 

cohesion) become more dependent on climate & weather again!

Introduction 



General hypothesis: 

● Welfare systems are an important driver of a model of development that is 

proving incompatible with eco-systems limits and properties 

Scope: 

● Better understanding relationship between social welfare and sustainability

● Contributing in addressing the sustainability challenge 

Answering a call:

● putting more efort in the search for a more holistic and integrated vision between 

social policy research and sustainability issues (Ian Gough 2016)

  1. Why welfare and sustainability



  Why welfare and sustainability

Welfare system in industrialized countries:

A model of dependency on growth: 

● increasing productivity, employment and 

(re)distribution of benefts, 

● mutually reinforcing each other (alleged virtuous circle)

(Pierson 2007)

However:

● Declining efects on well-being and happiness

● No more greater equality and jobs

● Wrecking our ecology and wellbeing conditions



Triple crisis of  
welfare 
state

 Why welfare and sustainability

Contradictions between (e.g. Taylor-Gooby 2004, Gough 2017):

● Increasing demands of social protection (changing social risks) 

● Aggravating fscal crisis due to states’ responses to economic 

downturn (austerity) +  Secular stagnation 

● New social risks due to climate crisis and climate policies 

e.g. regressive efects of decarbonization eforts

 

Worker 
= 

money pump 

“Why should we 
pay for all?”



 Why welfare and sustainability

Other conditions which make welfare systems unsustainable:

● Instrumental/compatible to an unsustainable economic model

● Top-down, inefcient and inefective

● Dissipative organization

● Risks of exclusion and unsustainable inclusion

● Maintains / fuels inequalities between classes, places, generations



 Why welfare and sustainability

So … we simply have to cut /reduce / return welfare 

to the conditions of the previous eras 

or poorer countries? 

Just retrenchment strategies?
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In the short run: an aggravator of existing social risks
health, poverty, inequality

● Mainly on vulnerable communities / territories 

● Displacement and migration

In the long run: the main driver of social risks 

(particularly if weak anticipation, mitigation and conservation):

● People/communities and economies on which they depend

● The employment-insurances system on which welfare systems are designed

Tricky distributional implications between individuals and populations, social classes. 

generations, places

● Sustainability / Equality combined efects 

2. The link between welfare and sustainability:
     a. Climate crisis and Social risks

(Gough 2017, Johansson 2016)
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“More welfare”: espansion and social investment? 

● Less inequality, stronger states for decarbonization strategies and policies for dealing with eco-

social risks, more public good and collective sense-making, consensus towards climate policies

● But…. Still growth dependence and productivism ?

”Less welfare”: rentrenchment strategies?

● Less costs and less growth dependence

● But…. Counterproductive for inequality and distribution 

of risks; weaker states and policies, less consensus

A diferent welfare? Diferent how and how much? 

● Which paradigm (green-growth, post-growth, de-growth) and implications?

● How the transition? Which risks and how to deal with them?

Examples: Housing, Work, Income, Migration, Intergenerational relationships

The link between welfare and sustainability:
b. Possible answers on the welfare front
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Doing nothing  Private answers for the few within runaway situation?→

Adaptation  Public / Private answers within runway situation and increasing costs?→

Geo-engineering  Hoping to make it in time? What, if we don't make it in time?→

Conservation  Geo-political challenges: not only passive but costly transformative action→

Mitigation  Increasing costs and changing economies, labor markets, conditions for welfare →

The link between welfare and sustainability:
c. Possible answers on the climate front
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A political economy of climate?

● Green growth  → decoupling? Really?

● De-growth  → how does it really work ?

● Steady-state economy → economy not only economic

● Green New Deal  → necessarily diferent meanings

Hard  questions:

● What do they reveal 
and what do they hide?

● Growth/De-growt ± GDP?

● Is it simply capitalism's fault?

The link between welfare and sustainability:
d. Possible answers in political economy
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Capitalism’s fault?

Yes, but … risk of symplication...

● What capital, what capitalism?

● What about industrialization (Polanyi)?

● What about behaviors / lifestyles?

● What about population?

● What about relationship with nature?

● Which are the alternatives practicable over time?

The link between welfare and sustainability:
d. Possible answers in political economy
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A triple ecological crisis: social-economic-environmental

● Complexity and non-linearity: every change in one sphere create 

non-linear unpredictable efects and feedback loops in the overall system

(Bateson 1972; Byrne 1998; Room 2011)

● Combination of size, speed, uncertainty, 

contradiction and urgency 

Create conditions of double bind:

● Any choice may have counteractive and 

counterintuitive efects … up to make it 

look wrong anyway (Bateson 1972; Eriksen 2016). 

● No strategy seems really efective in preventing us from falling into deep contradiction

● Simplifcation risks further boosting vicious circles

3. Dealing with the triple ecological crisis
    a. We are not in control  embracing complexity→
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“Climate change is essentially political” (Ruser 2018)

● Needs for translation and understanding: 

what do we really know about ecology and society?

● No mere technical or economic solutions

● Institutions, Lifestyle, Learned Habits, Culture, Values are involved

● Interests in confict and modes/powers for addressing them

● Not only Top-down or bottom-up strategies

● Democratic or non-democratic ways to fnd solution?

Dealing with the triple ecological crisis
b. Going political



  

Dealing with the triple ecological crisis

c. Overcoming obsolete ideas

What is the nature of the problem we seek to address?

“The major problems in the world 

are the result of the diference 

between how nature works and the 

way people think” 

(Gregory Bateson)

Which implications?



  

Alcuni esempi:

● Le merci fttizie e la fallacia economicista (K. Polanyi 1977)

● Economia della fessibilità vs. Tendenza a massimizzare (più ce n’è meglio è)
Sostenmbmlmtà = Quando le variabili interconnesse di un sistema non siano costrette – per efetto 
di una qualche tensione - ad assumere un valore prossimo al limite superiore o inferiore di 
tolleranza 

● Unità di sopravvivenza: organismo vs. organismo + ambiente = co-evoluzione

● Individualismo  Antropocentrismo vs. Comprensione ecologica. ciò che vale per l’individuo →
non vale necessariamente per la popolazione, l’eco-sistema, l’ecologia sua e dei suoi simili

● Razionalità strumentale vs, Razionalità ecologica (emozioni+ragioni; 
cervello/corpo/ambiente)

● …. 

"i sistemi puniscono ogni specie che sia tanto stolta da non andare 
d'accordo con la propria ecologia" (Bateson 1972).

Dealing with the triple ecological crisis
c. We are not in control  overcoming obsolete ideas→
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One example of obsolete ideas
Welfare system are living systems? … Creatura

“The Game of Croquet”

It represents a metaphor of a 
conception of welfare as a

● Living system (that changes, 
evolves and learns)

● Cognitive system (with 
refexivity and self-reference)

● Ecological system (whose 
parts, processes and actors are 
interdependent with each 
other and with the 
environment)
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One example of obsolete ideas
Or not? … Pleroma

Which Game of Croquet?

Following straight lines, 
numbers and quantities ...

is (apparently) easier, 

is an habit, 

is tempting ...
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One example of obsolete ideas
Straight lines are easier but...

Friedensreich 
Hundertwasser: 

“The Straight 
Line is Godless”



  

One example of obsolete ideas
Numbers and quantities are easier but...

Number is diferent from quantity

(Il numero e' diverso dalla quantita')

Quantity does not determine pattern

(la quantita' non determina la struttura)

The tale of the polyploid horse …. 

Gregory Bateson, 1979



4. A sustainable welfare? Principi

Welfare sostenibile: "verso la soddisfazione dei bisogni umani entro limiti ecologici, dal 
punto di vista intergenerazionale e globale".

Politica sociale ecologica: afrontare le questioni e i rischi sociali riconoscendo 
"l'integrazione ecologica delle società e le implicazioni che ciò ha per l'uso delle risorse 
naturali".

● Stili di vita post-crescita? Solo i bisogni universali? Più ugualitario?

● Top-down e bottom-up? Più efciente, meno burocratico e più basato sulla collettività?

● Globale e intergenerazionale?



  

Lavoro, Casa e crisi ecologica

● Più o meno lavoro? Più o meno qualifcato e retribuito? Distribuito come?

● Quali / quante abitazioni per chi?

● Compensazione / prevenzione / trasformazione?

● Rischi e possibilità della transizione...

4. A sustainable welfare? Politiche



  

Come il cambiamento e l'innovazione possono dare voce agli interessi ecologici:

alcuni esempi di processi organizzativi ed ecologici

4. A sustainable welfare? Organizzazione

https://youtu.be/sePPLMM9pKs?t=5
https://youtu.be/qOGlM71AeHU?t=5
https://youtu.be/7JxyfGmNhNw?list=PLRTym6fyuPjKIc1IwYpuX-4Kb59TC0f_v&t=5
https://youtu.be/Ej-vmsesQxc?t=5
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1. Promuovere coesione sociale in cotesti urbani; 

2. Promuovere azioni socio-economiche per rilanciare lo sviluppo e il 
benessere delle comunità montane a rischio di spopolamento

Fonte principale: M. Villa. The transformative role of the social investment welfare state towards 
sustainability. Criticisms and potentialities in  fragile areas, Sociologia e Politiche Sociali, N. 3/2016

4. A sustainable welfare? Territorio



Conclusion: we are running out of time?

“I wish it need not have 

happened in my time”

“So do I, and so do all who 

live to see such times. But 

that is not for them to 

decide. All we have to 

decide is what to do with 

the time that is given to us”

J.R.R. Tolkien, 
The Fellowship of the Ring 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/3204327
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