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Short abstract
Moving beyond both utopian optimism's market-based solutions and terminal marketing's pessimism, this work introduces a dystopian optimism to revitalise critical marketing. We advocate for degrowth as an optimistic path forward and outline how marketing scholars can use critical performativity to be part of the transition to a post-growth economy.




Introduction
For many years, critical marketing scholars have questioned conventional marketing scholars’ ideas of what environmental responsibility and sustainable marketing look like. They have critiqued business sustainability (Bradshaw and Zwick, 2016) and sustainable consumption (Cluley and Dunne, 2012), with some scholars questioning whether consumer culture can be sustainable at all (Borland and Lindgreen, 2013; Kilbourne et al., 1997). In recent years, this once-niche group has expanded significantly with a growing number of critical marketing scholars now suggesting that fundamental economic system change is required to fix the inherent excesses of consumer culture. 
The term “terminal marketing” was introduced by Ahlberg et al. (2022) to capture the pessimistic mood of those contemporary critical marketing scholars who take a fundamentally pessimistic view on growth-capitalism and refuse to temper their stark conclusions with palliative solutions. Such solutions, they argue, merely soothe our anxieties about growth-capitalism’s many failings, rather than bringing about the systemic changes required to address them. Ahlberg et al. (2022: 669) contrast the pessimism of terminal marketing with the “utopian optimism” of more mainstream marketing and sustainability researchers, who believe in “progressive potential for change within consumer culture itself”.
In his (2022) think-piece, Coffin reflects on the “depressive” state of contemporary critical marketing and asks how we might make it more optimistic. In this paper we argue that degrowth scholarship offers a promising path to optimism for critical marketers. A chance for critical marketing to build a meaningful legacy around environmental responsibility. Degrowth represents a planned reduction in economic production and consumption in which well-being is maintained within ecological limits. It differs from unplanned recession, aiming instead for a “prosperous way down” to a post-growth future in which resource extraction and consumption are significantly reduced.
By rejecting the notion of growth as the primary economic driver (Banerjee et al., 2021; Carrington et al., 2016), degrowth offers a means to rebalance the climate and ecology while enhancing human well-being (Gunderson, 2018; Hickel, 2021; Lloveras et al., 2022). However, it also challenges the dominant consumer culture paradigm, in which well-being is equated with the consumption of more rather than fewer market commodities. Resistance to degrowth from consumers and producers is, hence, likely. We suggest that critical marketing researchers can help overcome resistance to this paradigm shift by creating a new social imaginary where degrowth is not only feasible but desirable. After all, creating desire for what people do not yet know they want is at the core of marketing practice.
Degrowth is gaining traction in various social sciences, including marketing (Chertkovskaya and Paulsson, 2021; Lloveras et al., 2018; Rémy et al., 2024; Rennstam and Paulsson, 2024), but has not yet been fully embraced as a source of optimism within critical marketing, an oversight that limits critical marketing’s potential to contribute positively to the discourse surrounding economic system change. Meanwhile, degrowth scholars acknowledge that public acceptance of degrowth requires “a shift in discourse [to emphasise the] benefits of a post-growth future” (Paulson and Büchs, 2022: 11) and wonder where to look for such subversive narratives (Lloveras, 2014). Surely critical marketing is well-positioned to provide such narratives.

Beyond Terminal Marketing: Towards Dystopian Optimism
This article shares terminal marketing's fundamental assertion that transformative changes to the economic system are essential for human survival and that growth capitalism is fundamentally incapable of reversing our environmental decline (Ahlberg et al., 2022; Bradshaw and Zwick, 2016). In this sense, it may be described as dystopian. Popular culture often depicts dystopian futures as scenes of great human suffering and deprivation. However, we emphasise the post-apocalyptic aspect of dystopia, focusing on what may emerge after the collapse of the growth capitalist “utopia”. As Maclaran and Brown (2001) note, one person's utopia is another's dystopia. Thus, while the end of growth capitalism may be unwelcome to capitalists and consumers, it could also pave the way for alternative subjectivities and systems that promote greater well-being.
However, this article does not share terminal marketing’s pessimistic outlook. By concentrating on humanity's “desire for [...] annihilation” and “environmental apocalypse” (Bradshaw and Zwick, 2016: 269), we argue that terminal marketing’s pessimism risks descending into a nihilistic dystopia in which optimism is stigmatised and progress obstructed. Critical marketing scholarship must evolve beyond the constraints of terminal marketing if it is to avoid accusations of nihilism. If we are not content to simply watch humanity's decline (Bradshaw and Zwick, 2016), we must find pathways to optimism that do more than just reinforce existing growth-capitalist structures.
We propose that critical marketing should evolve through terminal marketing to a model of thought that we call dystopian optimism. Dystopian optimism acknowledges the need for radical economic transformation to effectively address the climate crisis while simultaneously encouraging critical marketing scholars to envision and champion solutions for a post-capitalist future. Dystopian optimism differs from naïve optimism because it is built on a rejection of the growth capitalist status quo. Dystopian optimism charts a course through terminal marketing’s darkness without reverting to the overly simplistic, optimistic narratives that have failed to address the systemic failings of growth-capitalism and consumer culture.
To do so, dystopian optimism combines principles of degrowth, such as collective sufficiency and craft orientation (Banerjee et al., 2021; Rennstam and Paulsson, 2024), with the performative potential of knowledge and theory (Gibson-Graham, 2008; Rennstam and Paulsson, 2024; Spicer et al., 2009). In other words, we suggest that the theoretical concepts and frameworks that we use to describe ways of organising our economy have performative potential (Bennett, 2010; Gibson-Graham, 2008) and, therefore, have the capacity to encourage a degrowth transition. 
One might reasonably ask whether marketing has a role in a post-growth economic system. The answer depends on whether or not we see marketing as fundamentally bound to capitalist structures (Cova et al., 2013; Hietanen et al., 2022; Jones and Hietanen, 2022). We do not. Following Arnould and Helkulla (2024), we suggest that marketing could serve as one of various mechanisms for resource circulation in a post-growth economy. This transformation would require a fundamental reconceptualisation of marketing's essential nature, divorcing it from growth imperatives and reframing it as a practice focused on distributing and exchanging use-value to enhance collective welfare (Varey, 2010).
Furthermore, we contend that marketing should also be part of facilitating the transition towards a post-growth future. First, it should construct an optimistic vision of this future through theoretical development, cultivating desire for previously unimagined possibilities. Second, it should establish the viability of transitioning from our current growth-oriented economic system to sustainable post-growth alternatives. By developing innovative terminology and theoretical frameworks for post-growth marketing, critical marketing can perform a future in which societal prosperity and well-being are decoupled from economic growth and profit maximisation. The legacy of marketing theory and practice would thereby be fundamentally reshaped.

Dystopian-Optimistic Production and Consumption
In a dystopian-optimistic, post-growth future, production and consumption should be organised according to principles that emphasise quality over quantity. This paradigm shift focuses on producing and consuming fewer, better goods that meet collective needs rather than maximising output for profit, and consuming primarily as a vehicle for identity and status enhancement (Üstüner and Holt, 2010).
Craft-oriented production (Rennstam and Paulsson, 2024), which prioritises quality and human engagement, can be a part of this transition by fostering pride in workmanship and encouraging slower and more thoughtful production processes. Likewise, craft-oriented consumption (Rennstam and Paulsson, 2024) reconceptualises consumer goods as epistemic objects with which consumers actively engage. This naturally leads to slower consumption patterns because we cannot consume more than we can epistemologically engage with. Craft-production and consumption both involve understanding an object's materiality and environmental impact (Rennstam and Paulsson, 2024) and are a stark contrast to the commodity fetishism (Marx 1990/1887) typical of consumer culture, which masks exploitation chains by viewing market commodities in isolation (Jones and Bradshaw, 2023). 
Relocalisation may also be an important principle in post-growth production and consumption. Relocalising production makes it more sustainable by establishing shorter supply chains and facilitating knowledge and skill-sharing initiatives, both of which are important in reducing ecological footprints (Liegey et al., 2020). Various performative local actions have demonstrated the benefits of environmental sustainability and social equity and, thereby, the practical implementation of the relocalisation principle. Such actions include transition towns (Escobar, 2015; Khmara and Kronenberg, 2020), community currencies (Dittmer, 2013; Lloveras, 2014), food sovereignty movements (Roman-Alcalá, 2017; Vicdan et al., 2024), and eco-communities (Casey et al., 2020; Mocca, 2020).
Previous literature has identified multiple approaches to slower consumption and reduced ownership, such as minimalism (Meissner, 2019; Oliveira de Mendonça et al., 2021; Wilson and Bellezza, 2022), voluntary simplicity (Alexander, 2013), mindful consumption (Shaw and Duffy, 2020), and anti-consumption (Chatzidakis and Lee, 2013). These approaches all effectively decouple well-being from the consumption of market commodities. Instead, they promote ideas of sufficiency—ensuring equitable access to basic needs (Liegey et al., 2020)—and conviviality—common, social benefits (Illich, 1973). Both of which are principles that will be important when encouraging consumers of the desirability of a degrowth transition. 
Contemporary consumption and production rarely embody the degrowth principles, craft ideologies, and minimalist philosophies that we have described above. Instead, these remain peripheral to mainstream consumer culture, in which the ability to consume more is usually considered better and profit maximisation is prioritised despite its socio-ecological consequences (Soper, 2020). However, it is our contention that critical marketing could, and should, facilitate the modification of the dominant paradigm to include degrowth principles (such as craft-orientation, relocalisation, sufficiency, and conviviality) by theoretically developing of a social imaginary that positions them as both desirable and normal. By advocating for localised supply chains and community-based initiatives that reduce ecological footprints, and by encouraging consumers to value quality and sustainability over quantity, marketing can help reshape societal norms around production and consumption.
To explain how this could occur, we turn to our theoretical lens.

The Performativity of Theory
Research has established that theoretical frameworks and linguistic expressions have the power to shape and construct future realities rather than just describing them. Austin (1963: 7) explained the transformative nature of language, arguing that “the issuing of an utterance is the performing of an action.” Given that theoretical knowledge is communicated through written and spoken language, it follows that academic discourse plays a role in constructing social realities. This concept, which Gibson-Graham (2008) terms the 'performativity of knowledge,' suggests that theoretical constructs can influence economic behaviour and outcomes. When theoretical perspectives gain widespread acceptance, they influence institutional structures, managerial approaches, societal norms, and expected behaviours, effectively bringing their predictions into being (Ferraro et al., 2005).
The dystopian optimistic approach builds on the premise that marketing theories should be developed with the explicit aim of fostering social transformation. However, for these theories to achieve performative impact, they must gain acceptance and implementation among marketing practitioners, organisations, and consumers alike. To address this implementation challenge, we utilise critical performativity (Spicer et al., 2009; Tadajewski, 2010a) and progressive performativity (Wickert and Schaefer, 2015) to propose methods through which theoretical conceptualisations of dystopian-optimistic production and consumption patterns can effectively catalyse the emergence of a post-growth society. 
Progressive performativity emphasises the potential for transformative change through micro-emancipations, where small, manageable improvements in marketing practices can lead to significant societal shifts. We propose that marketing scholars engage in micro-engagement with practitioners to create spaces for new practices to emerge. This involves fostering trust and dialogue between researchers and marketing managers, enabling a shift towards progressive aims such as ecological sustainability.
While critical performativity presents promising avenues for implementing post-growth marketing principles, critics argue that it fails to adequately address the fundamental political, institutional, and material conditions required for meaningful change (Banerjee et al., 2021; Cabantous et al., 2016). Fleming and Banerjee (2016) suggest that rather than attempting to influence corporate leadership directly, critical scholars might achieve more substantial impact by focusing their transformative efforts within academic institutions, particularly business schools and universities.

The Performativity of Marketing Education
Academic institutions, particularly universities and business schools, provide a crucial platform for transformative education to prepare future business leaders for a post-growth economy (Bobulescu, 2022; Fleming and Banerjee, 2016). Using critical pedagogical principles (Friere, 1972; McLaren, 1995), educators can foster transformative learning by encouraging students to examine their lived experiences while developing ecological literacy and critical thinking skills about alternative economic futures (White, 2024). While existing literature advocates teaching critical theory to challenge mainstream marketing assumptions (Catterall et al., 1999; Tadajewski, 2010a, 2010b), there remains a need to articulate specific alternative marketing principles that could facilitate meaningful social change through both content and pedagogical approach (Grey, 2002).
To advance post-growth marketing education, we advocate incorporating alternative marketing principles into standard curricula. Namely, those that emphasise sufficiency, conviviality, and craft-oriented approaches to production and consumption. This educational transformation should highlight existing resource distribution models that operate outside traditional growth-based frameworks, such as cooperatives, local markets, and alternative currency systems (Parker, 2018). By broadening marketing education beyond conventional growth-oriented models, we can expand future marketers' capacity to envision and implement alternative economic systems that align with post-growth principles.

The Performativity of Advertising
While empowered marketing managers can contribute to change, broader societal transformation requires engagement with multiple stakeholders, including activist movements, consumer organisations, and policymakers (Fleming and Banerjee, 2016). Successful transformation depends on consumers adopting post-growth lifestyles that prioritise quality over quantity and move beyond consumption as a status marker (Üstüner and Holt, 2010) or source of extraordinary experiences (Arnould and Price, 1993; Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982). 
Rather than relying on fear- and shame-based climate communications (Andersen, 2024; Gössling et al., 2020; Kleres and Wettergren, 2017), advertising should emphasise the positive aspects of post-growth living by providing compelling representations (Thompson and Byrne, 2022) of, for example, enhanced well-being and meaningful long-term engagement with communities and places (Andreoni and Galmarini, 2014; Muraca, 2012; Sennett, 1998).

Discussion & Conclusion
In response to calls for more optimistic critical marketing scholarship (2022), we introduce the concept of dystopian optimism as an alternative to terminal marketing. This model of thought acknowledges the imperative for systemic change (i.e. it is dystopian) while fostering hope for a post-growth society (i.e. it is optimistic). By combining degrowth principles with marketing theory's performative potential, we can envision a future where marketing’s legacy  is much more meaningful. Dystopian optimistic marketing contributes to transformative environmental change rather than perpetuating an unsustainable economic system by encouraging unnecessary production and consumption. By combining key concepts from degrowth scholarship—including collective sufficiency, conviviality, relocalisation, and craft orientation—with the principle of knowledge performativity, dystopian optimism offers critical marketing scholars a pathway to engage with contemporary challenges whilst advocating for a more sustainable and equitable world.
This research makes a significant contribution to critical marketing by offering it the potential to create a legacy to be proud of. Our dystopian optimistic model of thought challenges both the utopian optimism of mainstream marketing, which assumes that minor adjustments to current growth-based economic structures can adequately address the climate crisis, and the dystopian pessimism of terminal marketing, characterised by a refusal to offer resolutions. While our model shares common ground with scholars who advocate for fundamental transformation of the growth-capitalist economic system (Borland and Lindgreen, 2013; Cova et al., 2013; Kilbourne et al., 1997; Lloveras et al., 2022; Tadajewski et al., 2019; Varey, 2010; Zwick, 2018), it extends beyond terminal marketing's limitations (Ahlberg et al., 2022) by offering concrete pathways for scholarly engagement in transformative change. This approach enables critical marketing theorists to reconceptualise marketing theory's transformative potential through the normalisation of degrowth principles. 
Although our primary contribution is not to degrowth scholarship, our theoretical framework offers practical pathways for implementing degrowth principles. We expand upon Lloveras et al.'s (2022) foundational work by providing specific guidance on how critical marketing scholars can help to build a post-growth future, working both within and outside of academia. Our article enriches existing discourse on alternative organisational performativity (Gibson-Graham, 2008; Rennstam and Paulsson, 2024) by articulating mechanisms for intentional transformation. As degrowth scholars search for subversive narratives within contemporary political economics (Lloveras, 2014), critical marketing emerges as a particularly fertile ground. “The critical tradition [should be] degrowth's friend,” (Gunderson, 2018: 1577) because critical marketing scholars are uniquely qualified to challenge and expand “the restricted imaginary of late capitalist societies” (Gunderson, 2018: 1580). Together, critical marketing and degrowth can be part of reimagining marketing’s legacy.
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