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Abstract

Environmental sustainability plays an increasingly important role
in the European Union’s political agenda. Spain 2050, a document
published by the Spanish government in 2021, laid the discursive
foundations for a sustainable Spain. This article seeks to
elucidate what this ideal entails. We draw on discourse analysis
to identify the categories, concepts and metaphors that construct
a narrative about the causes of and solutions to sustainability
issues within the text. The results suggest an eclectic view of
sustainability. The document supports a reformist discursive
ideal, while also setting out guidelines for limiting human activity
that reflect survivalist and degrowth-oriented environmental
discourses. In practical terms, this eclectic discourse involves a
pluralist conception of sustainability.

Resumen

Si la sostenibilidad medioambiental juega un papel creciente en la
agenda politica de la Unién Europea, el plan Espafa 2050, publicado
en el afo 2021, fij6 las bases discursivas de la Espafia sostenible.
Este articulo elucida cuél es ese ideal. Para ello, recurrimos al
andlisis del discurso: rastreamos la presencia en el texto de las
categorias, conceptos y metaforas que componen un relato acerca
de las causas y las soluciones de los problemas de sostenibilidad.
Los resultados sugieren una vision ecléctica de la sostenibilidad.

El documento es favorable al ideal discursivo reformista, si

bien establece pautas de restriccion de la actividad humana
correspondientes a discursos medioambientales survivalistas y
decrecentistas. En términos practicos, este eclecticismo discursivo
supone una concepcion pluralista de la sostenibilidad.
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INTRODUCTION

Spain 2050 was presented to the public in
the spring of 2021. It was a document pre-
pared by the National Office for Foresight
and Strategy (Oficina Nacional de Prospec-
tiva y Estrategia (hereinafter, the ONPE))
with the aim of providing Spanish soci-
ety with “a rigorous and holistic diagnosis
of the challenges that Spain will face” (La
Moncloa, 2021). This public agency had
been established a year earlier to join what
has become known as the EU-wide Fore-
sight Network (hereinafter, the Network).
Following the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic, it aimed to develop political
mechanisms among European Union Mem-
ber States for anticipating long-term chal-
lenges with significant transformative po-
tential. Built by the European Commission
in partnership with Member State govern-
ments, the Network has since published an-
nual strategic reports analysing the major
challenges of the coming decades and po-
tential approaches to overcome them. This
public agency has two national precedents
in Europe: the Finnish Commission for the
Future, inaugurated in 1993 (FG, n.d.), and
the British Foresight programme, dating
back to 1994 (Georghiou, 1996).

Despite the media stir caused by the is-
suance of the Spain 2050 report, the visi-
bility of the body responsible for its draft-
ing has since declined in the Spanish public
sphere. Initially established in January 2020
as a Sub-secretariat under the President’s
Office tasked with advising ministries on
public policy development, in November
2023 it was downgraded to the status of a
Directorate General within the General Sec-
retariat for Public Policies, European Affairs
and Energy Foresight.

In the absence of definitive knowl-
edge regarding the ONPE's future perfor-
mance, the Spain 2050 document remains
its most significant contribution to date.

There is no evidence that its findings have
influenced the direction of the succes-
sive governments led by socialist Presi-
dent Sanchez. Nevertheless, its content
deserves some consideration: the study
was prepared with the assistance of one
hundred experts from various disciplinary
fields with the aim of understanding the
challenges and opportunities that Spain
will face in the coming decades, which,
in turn, would allow for the creation of a
Long-Term National Strategy based on “a
multi-stakeholder dialogue”. The report’s
outcome is just one of many possible re-
sults. The choice of experts and the polit-
ical orientation of the commissioning gov-
ernment indicate that an alternative set
of experts under a different government
would likely have produced a markedly
distinct foresight document. The chal-
lenges and opportunities under assess-
ment, however, would not have differed:
productivity, education, ageing, climate
change and inequality are all choices that
are hardly subject to debate.

This article aims to analyse the implicit
assumptions made in the section of the
document concerned with climate and en-
vironmental challenges. Discourse analy-
sis is used to identify the social imaginaries
informing the various strategic proposals
contained in the text. The basic premise
is that it is not possible to isolate the set
of discourses, narratives or imaginaries
about sustainable and desirable socio-nat-
ural relations and the means to achieve
them. Imaginaries are understood to be
ideal visions of a desirable society, which
are called upon to influence public percep-
tions and to guide the real-world action of
the individual or collective stakeholders
who adhere to them. The definitive feature
of imaginaries is that they take a utopian
form. In this context, the “futurity” inher-
ent in sustainability, traditionally framed
as an ideal state of relations between so-
ciety and nature to be achieved at some
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undefined point in the future, encourages
speculation about what this “sustainable
society” might ultimately look like. It is im-
portant to attend to the sustainability part
of the report, as ecological transition pol-
icies are synergistic with other areas that
the report also considers to be fundamen-
tal. Notable objectives include adopting
a new model of economic growth that is
more productive and efficient in its use of
resources and in reducing environmental
impacts by economic activity; readapting
the Spanish labour market to the new tech-
nological developments to be generated,
as required by this model; and maintain-
ing a sustainable, equitable territorial pol-
icy that balances the social, ecological and
economic impacts of ongoing urbanisation
processes.

The article is organised as follows. The
next section is devoted to contextualising
the notion of ecological imaginary within
the framework of strategic foresight. The
third section outlines the methodology ap-
plied, defining both the research techniques
used and the discourses that embody dif-
ferent ecological imaginaries. Section four
presents the results obtained. Finally, con-
clusions are drawn from the analysis and
possible avenues for future research are
provided.

SOCIAL IMAGINARIES AND
STRATEGIC FORESIGHT IN THE
ANTHROPOCENE

Climate change and energy transition should
be understood within the framework of
the Anthropocene (Crutzen and Stoermer,
2000), a term that describes the “human
epoch” we have entered, after the accumu-
lation of anthropogenic impacts on natural
systems has ultimately affected the functio-
ning of what has become known as the
“Earth system” (see Ellis, 2018; Zalasiewicz,

2022). Among these impacts are those re-
lated to the alteration of the climate sys-
tem, caused by the massive concentration
of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere
(mainly CO2, methane and nitrous oxide)
that has been happening since the onset
of industrialisation (see Maslin, 2021: 1-18).
But other anthropogenic phenomena are
equally significant, such as the loss of bio-
diversity, ocean acidification, the multiplica-
tion of waste, increasing urbanisation, the
creation of massive infrastructures, the use
of fertilisers and other artificial enablers of
food production, and alterations in the wa-
ter cycle (see Steffen, et al., 2015).

All these changes create an urgent need
for action. It is not a matter of choosing
whether or not we will live in the Anthro-
pocene, but of influencing the type of An-
thropocene in which we will live; rather than
it being good or bad, the Anthropocene is
simply “inescapable” (Dryzek and Pickering,
2019). This does not in itself point to what
specifically should be done; this question
is open to technical discussion, moral de-
bate and political controversy. Therefore, it
makes sense to refer to specific social imag-
inaries: aspirational narratives or discourses
that define an ideal horizon grounded in a
set of normative assumptions and outline the
means through which the proposed process
of transformation is to be realised.

In liberal democracies, what has been
called strategic foresight reflects the im-
aginaries that permeate the public sphere.
Strategic foresight has been defined as a
medium- and long-term public policy do-
main aimed at informing decision making
through structured, inclusive, systematic
and participatory processes of collective
intelligence (EC, n.d.). These processes
bring value in five areas (Stérmer, et al.,
2020: 132): 1. They develop anticipatory
governance capacities to tackle medium-
and long-term challenges; 2. they raise
policy-makers’ awareness of the signifi-
cance of these challenges; 3. they enable
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policy-makers to take measures that best
match the scale and nature of the specific
challenge at hand; 4. they underscore the
need for action to address problems whose
cumulative effects and future impact are not
immediately or intuitively apparent; and 5.
they promote evidence-based public poli-
cies by fostering collaboration between ex-
perts and decision-makers.

The instruments used include: a) the
analysis of megatrends (which are un-
derstood as large-scale processes with a
broad temporal and transformative scope);
b) the planning of possible scenarios by the
use of interviews with experts and math-
ematical models; c) horizon scanning, for
early detection of change drivers; and d) en-
visioning desirable futures (EC, n.d.). The
socio-ecological issues arising from the An-
thropocene encompass these areas. For
example, the European Commission has
identified climate change as a megatrend
(EC, 2024). Developing effective policies
for climate change mitigation and adapta-
tion requires drawing on a well-informed
understanding of the phenomenon and en-
suring that decision-makers are aware of
the scale of the problem, with the aim of an-
ticipating or reducing its effects; for exam-
ple, droughts or the intensification of an at-
mospheric phenomenon called cut-off low
in eastern Spain (also known by the Spanish
acronym DANA).

Building on the “envisioning” function
performed by strategic foresight, the cen-
tral hypothesis formulated in this article is
that the sustainable Spain depicted in the
Spain 2050 document envisages a desira-
ble future, in which the reformist imaginary
of ecological modernisation predominates.
However, this is compatible with a promi-
nent role for survivalism and economic ra-
tionalism and, to a lesser extent, degrowth.
Consistent with the usual framing and cur-
rent trajectory of European environmental
policies, the advocacy of disruptive technol-
ogies central to the ecomodernist imaginary

is discarded. The main basis for this hy-
pothesis lies in the course set by European
environmental policies, which are marked
by strict regulations on controversial tech-
nologies such as nuclear energy and ge-
netic engineering for agricultural purposes,
while simultaneously promoting a green
growth model centred on renewable energy
and the gradual reduction of pesticide use
to foster more organic farming. Hence, for
example, the Spanish government’s willing-
ness to eliminate nuclear energy from the
energy mix. In order to test this hypothesis,
it is necessary to first define these imaginar-
ies, as well as the methodology and the fo-
cus of the article.

METHODOLOGY

Environmental discourse analysis (see
Dryzek, 2022; Hajer, 1995) and qualitative
content analysis (see Schreier, 2012) were
used to carry out the research. The use of
both techniques was deemed complemen-
tary due to their suitability for addressing
two distinct phases of the research pro-
cess. Environmental discourse analysis was
employed as a basis for the operationali-
sation process, in order to identify and de-
fine the imaginaries associated with sus-
tainability that guide the analysis. Building
on this conceptual foundation, qualitative
content analysis enabled us to 1) develop
a coding frame consisting of what Schreier
referred to as main dimensions or catego-
ries and their corresponding subcategories
(Schreier, 2012: 5); and 2) design and imple-
ment a strategy to segment the information
in relation to these, working alongside dis-
course analysis.

Environmental discourse analysis

The imaginaries of the Anthropocene can
be interpreted as intelligible discourses
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that contend with each other in the public
sphere. Discourse is understood as a set
of linguistic regularities made up by ideas,
concepts and categories through which
meaning is given to a phenomenon (Hajer
and Versteeg, 2005: 175). Discourse anal-
ysis detects regularities and interprets the
meaning and influence of categories, con-
cepts and linguistic resources in specific
contexts. In this case, the context was the
foresight policy of the Spanish government;
the phenomenon, ecological transition, with
special emphasis on its climate and energy
component.

Discourse analysis has a long tradition
in the study of environmental policy and
political processes in the English-speaking
sphere. Its merits include one that is par-
ticularly important for the purposes of this
article (see Hajer and Versteeg, 2005: 175-
180), as it allows us to unravel the power
that discourses have in shaping what can
be “thought” in a given situation. This is be-
cause discourses account for reality on the
basis of a specific categorical system, de-
limiting the boundaries of the represented
reality (Dryzek, 2022: 9). Finally, this anal-
ysis can show the implicit assumptions in-
volved in the different discourses.

The analytical approach is composed
of three elements. The first is the concep-
tion of discourses as “stories” (Hajer, 2006:
69) that have a beginning, a middle and an
end. In this case, the beginning narrates
how and why we have arrived at an unsus-
tainable situation in Spain. The middle, or
transit towards a sustainable Spain in 2050,
tells the story of how this final stage is to be
reached. The end marks the aspirational ho-
rizon: a sustainable Spain in 2050. The re-
sults will be presented using this narrative
outline. The second element is the “argu-
mentative approach” (Hajer, 1995: 52-58),
according to which discourses have an un-
equal presence and are therefore organised
hierarchically depending on their degree of
presence in each case. In the scenario at

hand, this coexistence reflects a dispute
over the leading role of the Government’s
foresight agenda. This is why Spain 2050
does not provide a fully coherent account of
the causes of and solutions to environmen-
tal problems; rather, it shows some overlap-
ping, mutually conflicting categories, con-
cepts and resources. The third element is
“discourse coalitions” (see Hajer, 1995: 58
and 2006: 70), which highlights that vari-
ous stakeholders share the use of a set of
meanings. In this sense, the Spain 2050
document is not only a reflection of a dis-
pute between different discursive practices,
but also of their possible points of conver-
gence'. Thus, imaginaries can be grouped
into two discursive coalitions (see Table 1),
according to the analytical framework cre-
ated by John Dryzek (2022). On the one
hand, reformism and, on the other, envi-
ronmental radicalism. In turn, a distinction
should be made within each bloc between
a “prosaic” approach (accepting the rules of
the existing political game) and an “imagi-
native” approach (proposing new rules).

TABLE 1. Ecological transition discourses

Reformism Radicalism
Prosaic Economic Survivalism
rationalism
Imaginative  Ecological Degrowth

modernisation,
ecomodernism

Source: Dryzek, 2022.

1 It is beyond the scope of this article to detail which
stakeholders form the different discursive coalitions
within Spanish ecological transition. Our object of study
is governmental foresight policy, not the processes that
have shaped it: parliamentary discussions, the political
action of stakeholders from civil society, such as acti-
vists or members of the scientific community, and so
on. Nevertheless, the identification of these stakehol-
ders and their influence on Spanish ecological transition
policy is a project that can be carried out by drawing on
the findings of this article.
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That said, we will define each environ-
mental discourse identified:

1. Degrowth. Originally a normative
and empirical critique of economic growth
as practised in capitalist societies, de-
growth is also a proposal for a cultural re-
orientation that should lead to a society
radically different from the present one. It
proposes an equitable and sustainable re-
duction of social production, meaning the
amount of materials and energy that are
extracted, processed, transported, dis-
tributed, consumed and disposed of by
human communities (Kallis, 2011: 874).
To achieve this, societies and their econ-
omies must be downsized; production,
commerce, consumption and transport
must be significantly reduced. This will
result in a life that is more local and less
mobile, but also more egalitarian and sus-
tainable, while remaining democratic (see
Jackson, 2009). True emancipation will
occur in a society that rejects growth,
where a human being’s “true” nature is
found in sufficient consumption (Princen,
2005: 140). Insofar as it provides a dif-
ferent answer to the question of what it
means to live well, degrowth could op-
erate as “a social imaginary guiding new
political thinking for the Anthropocene”
(Reichel and Perey, 2018: 246-247).

2. Survivalism. Survivalism dates back
to the 1970s and 1980s (see De Geus,
1999). Its importance in the public sphere
arose after the publication of the 1972
Report to the Club of Rome entitled The
Limits to Growth (see Meadows et al.,
1972), and was updated after the pop-
ularisation of the concept of “planetary
boundaries” (Rockstrom, et. al., 2009).
The difference between the two frame-
works lies in their respective emphasis
on different strands of the ecological cri-
sis (Dryzek, 2022: 43). While the Report
to the Club of Rome emphasised scarcity
and potential resource depletion in the fu-
ture, the notion of planetary boundaries

delimits a safe ecological space measured
in environmental impacts. This space has
two “core” boundaries, namely climate
change and biodiversity loss (Steffen,
et al., 2015: 736), from which seven oth-
ers can be derived: altered phospho-
rus and nitrogen cycles, ocean acidifica-
tion, introduction of plastics into natural
systems, stratospheric ozone depletion,
changes in land use and freshwater use
(see Steffen, et al., 2015). Survivalism en-
visions an ecologically disruptive future
brought about through elite-driven poli-
cies. For example, through Earth system
governance (see Biermann, 2014) in or-
der to ensure minimum planetary hab-
itability. These two frameworks can be
compounded by the “ecological footprint”
framework (Rees and Wackernagel, 1996),
proposed and popularised during the
1990s, which still holds some influence in
environmental policy advising.

3. Ecomodernism. Officially launched
with the publication of a manifesto in
2015 (see Asafu-Adjaye et al., 2015), eco-
modernism is a doctrine with an imag-
inary called the “good Anthropocene”
which seeks to creatively adapt contem-
porary societies to new global environ-
mental conditions without relinquishing
the achievements of Western modernity.
Thus, sustainability can and must be com-
bined with political liberalism, technologi-
cal innovation and economic growth. But
ecomodernism is transformative because
of its commitment to controversial tech-
nologies in Western societies, such as
nuclear energy and genetic engineering,
among others. This approach gives the
State an active role in seeking the tech-
nological, legal and political innovations
needed to achieve the so-called “good
Anthropocene” (see Symons, 2019). Its
scope is global: ecomodernism aspires to
a global economic convergence in which
humanity can enjoy the fruits of modernity
(Karlsson, 2018: 80) through an abundant
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and efficient supply of clean energy that
would help eradicate poverty and boost
productivity, supporting a worldwide pro-
cess of urbanisation and industrialisation
(Bazilian and Pielke, 2013). Ecomodernism
therefore affirms the ability of human be-
ings to circumvent ecological limits in im-
aginative ways, in opposition to the idea
that the Anthropocene inevitably dimin-
ishes human possibilities.

4. Ecological modernisation. This dis-
course was the “systemic” response of
liberal democracies when confronted
with the challenge of sustainability in the
1980s. In contrast to survivalism, modern-
ists posited the possibility of an ecologi-
cal reform of liberal society (see Simonis,
1987). As in ecomodernism, it was as-
sumed that human progress throughout
history has been real and remains possi-
ble if rational measures for ecological re-
form are applied (see Mol et al., 2009).
The innovation needed to achieve this
goal would be produced by scientists,
businesses and markets, and regulated
by governments; other civil society stake-
holders would be tasked with creating
a new political culture, new consump-
tion patterns and new lifestyles consist-
ent with the pursuit of sustainability. The
implementation of technologies, how-
ever, would follow the precautionary prin-
ciple (see Hajer, 1995; Toke, 2011). Both
the prevention and regulation required to
make it effective form a reformist standard
that is ideally established through a con-
sensus among governments, businesses,
social and civic movements, and the sci-
entific community (Dryzek, 2022: 176).
While ecomodernism advocates that a
key role should be played by the State,
ecological modernisation prioritises pri-
vate entrepreneurs and decentralised
public administration (see Murphy, 2000;
Janicke, 1990).

5. Economic rationalism. This dis-
course is supported by those who defend

the ability of markets to achieve public
goals (see Dryzek, 2022: 125 ff.). Pub-
lic environmental management is viewed
with suspicion, except for the design and
establishment of markets where this is
necessary for sustainability. The tools
available to economic rationalism include
privatising public goods, such as grant-
ing private property rights over natural
resources (land, water) to encourage a
more efficient use; introducing incentives
through green taxation to influence the
behaviour of companies and consumers;
and creating markets that raise the cost of
externalities, thereby driving technological
innovation (which enables fossil fuel emis-
sion trading schemes, as exemplified by
the European CO2 market). Economic ra-
tionalism has an anthropocentric ethos, as
it does not initially consider granting spe-
cial protection to the natural world. Nev-
ertheless, it possesses an instrumental
quality that would allow its tools (incen-
tives, taxation and markets) to be used
within a social framework that would pri-
oritise such protection, since their use
could prima facie be limited to achieving
specific objectives in particular contexts.

Qualitative content analysis

Discourse analysis is part of a sequen-
tial process of qualitative content anal-
ysis (see Schreirer, 2012) that records
the following phases. First, two basic re-
search questions were formulated: What
visions of a sustainable society prevail in
the Spanish government’s foresight pol-
icy? And what are their meanings? Sec-
ond, the chapter of the Spain 2050 re-
port that focused on ecological transition
was selected as a case study, as it pre-
sents the foresight vision of a sustaina-
ble Spain clearly, concisely and explicitly.
Third, a hierarchical coding framework
(see Figure 1) was established to order
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and analyse the information contained in
the material by means of inductive and
deductive strategies. An inductive strat-
egy was used in the initial analysis of
the information. This preliminary analy-
sis helped identify its alignment with dis-
courses examined in previous literature.
A more in-depth review of this literature
then made it possible to define these dis-
courses more precisely. In turn, these
were operationalised as categories with a
view to deductively examining the mate-
rial related to these categories, this time
in a systematic way.

Fourth, a set of indicators or subcat-
egories was established to identify each
discourse or category during the analy-
sis and interpretation process, thereby
organising the information. The informa-
tion was then analysed to verify how the
material aligned with the proposed sub-
categories, following the use of a man-
ual procedure to segment the information
according to these selected subcatego-

ries and their corresponding categories
or dimensions. Given the limited amount
of material, the manual procedure was
deemed to offer greater analytical depth
and flexibility compared to the use of
software, without compromising the time
and labour efficiency of the research pro-
cess. This approach prioritised interpret-
ing the semantic relevance of the se-
lected categories over quantifying terms
or expressions. Fifth, content was seg-
mented by theme, corresponding to the
division of the story of a sustainable
Spain following the three-pronged struc-
ture of beginning, middle and end. The
coding unit varied according to the needs
associated with the research objectives,
and ranged from a single sentence to a
full paragraph. Sixth, the information that
had been analysed and previously coded
was interpreted in order to verify which
categories were semantically preponder-
ant in the analysed material; that is, to
verify which views of or discourses about
a sustainable Spain had the most deci-

FIGURE 1. Hierarchical structure of the coding framework on sustainability discourses in the Spain 2050 report

Ecological transition
discourses

Ecomodernism

Economic rationalism Survivalism

Ecological modernisation

Degrowth

Circular economy

Ecological corridors

Reduced consumption

Taxes

Planetary boundaries

renewable energy and
electric vehicles

Public and private R&D in

Public R&D in nuclear
energy and genetically
modified organisms
(GMOs)

Local consumption

Externalities

Catastrophe and collapse

Dissociation

Dissociation

Intrinsic valueof nature

Incentives

Ecological footprint

Source: Author’s own creation using data from La Moncloa (2022).
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sive influence on the foresight vision of
the national government.

The following problems were identified
and addressed during the research pro-
cess. The first concerned the choice of
the unit of analysis. The word was initially
considered to be the unit of analysis,
based on the idea that its membership to
a subcategory could be potentially clar-
ified by its relationship to context units.
An example of this could be the term
“R&D”, which characterises both eco-
modernism and ecological modernisation,
and could be accompanied by different
types of technologies, whether precau-
tionary or not. In order to reduce the
complexity of the segmentation process,
it was decided to generate subcategories
that would allow broader units of analy-
sis to be established. This issue concern-
ing the “R&D” subcategory relates to a
broader problem: the difficulty in meeting
the methodological requirement of hav-
ing mutually exclusive units of analysis,
whereby subcategories must correspond
to only one dimension (see Schreier,
2012: 75). Thus, in order to ensure the va-
lidity of the analysis, two distinct subcat-
egories were established: “Public R&D in
nuclear energy and genetically modified
organisms (GMOs)” and “Public/private
R&D in renewable energy and electric
cars”. This criterion of mutual exclusivity,
however, could not be met with regard to
the subcategory of “dissociation”. This
is because it is an essential concept for
both ecomodernism and ecological mod-
ernisation. However, due to its possible
associations with the two subcategories
mentioned above, this exception did not
compromise the analysis. Thus, environ-
mental impacts and resource use can be
dissociated from economic growth either
by the use of nuclear energy and GMOs
(typically included in the “ecomodernism”
category), or by the adoption of renewa-
ble energy sources and electric cars (typ-

ically included in the “ecological moderni-
sation” category).

A third conceptual problem could be
that the reader might interpret the estab-
lished subcategories as saturating the
battery of theoretical meanings associ-
ated with each environmental discourse or
category in every case and scenario. For
example, degrowth not only emphasises
the need to consume less and de-esca-
late our economies to be sustainable, but
the imperative to do so in a different way
(i.e. by instituting a new form of collec-
tive ownership to replace private owner-
ship). As this premise was not included as
a subcategory due to its lack of relevance
to the material analysed, the subcatego-
ries used for analysis should not be un-
derstood as fully encompassing the the-
oretical characteristics of the categories
included.

RESULTS: THE STORY OF A
SUSTAINABLE SPAIN IN 2050

The analysis confirmed the hypothesis
formulated at the onset: the discourse of
ecological modernisation was hegemonic
in the ideal of ecological transition in the
foresight document. Although the role of
this discourse was secondary to that of
survivalism in defining the problem, eco-
logical modernisation took a leading role
in both the middle part and the end of
the story. This reformist horizon (based
on introducing technological innovations
guided by the precautionary principle and
seeking mutually beneficial solutions in
the economic and environmental spheres,
through concerted efforts between pub-
lic and private stakeholders) was com-
plemented by elements of economic ra-
tionalism. Degrowth had a notable—albeit
minor and subsidiary—presence with re-
spect to the means for achieving sustain-
ability. Ecomodernism barely left a trace.
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Defining the problem: overshooting
and lack of efficiency

Humanity has already exceeded several of the
planet’s biophysical limits and, if it remains
on its current course, will eventually cause
an unprecedented environmental catastrophe
(ONPE, 2021: 190).

This statement frames how and why
the problems to be solved during the eco-
logical transition have arisen (see Fig-
ure 2). This framework is dominated by
survivalist discourse, according to which
Spanish society is in the process of over-
shooting its ecological limits after having
experienced unprecedented economic
and demographic growth over the last
seventy years. The notion of overshoot
inaugurated the survivalist framework in
1972, following the Limits to Growth re-
port. In turn, this discourse has branched
out into two broad frameworks: the eco-
logical footprint and planetary bounda-
ries. Both share the framing of the prob-
lem as undesirable overshoot, but provide
their own metrics; however, only the eco-
logical footprint concept has been op-
erationalised on a national scale. This
became evident in the Spain 2050 doc-

ument, as the overshooting of the eco-
logical footprint was the central assump-
tion underpinning the diagnosis of the
problem. As stated in the document: “If
all of humanity consumed as we do to-
day, it would take two and a half plan-
ets to meet these needs” (ONPE, 2021:
172). If this fact is ignored, the outcome
is certain: ecological destabilisation, un-
derstood as catastrophe or collapse. Al-
though the idea of collapse has been
gaining ground within contemporary sur-
vivalism (see Bardi, 2020), the Spain 2050
document merely pointed it out as the in-
evitable consequence of maintaining the
current growth model.

There are two reasons why Spanish
society has overstepped its ecological
limits, according to the tenets of radical-
ism. The first is an inappropriate relation-
ship with the natural environment, which
should be radically changed. While the
document does not explain what this de-
structive type of relationship between
humans and nature is, we can infer that
it alludes to unreflective anthropocen-
trism: a conception whereby the natural
environment is merely seen as a supplier
of goods for humans, without deserving

FIGURE 2. Genesis of an unsustainable Spain in the Spain 2050 document
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Source: Author’s own creation using data from La Moncloa (2022).
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greater ethical consideration, not even
for strictly self-interested reasons. To
a large extent, this critique of anthro-
pocentrism is more explicit within de-
growth approaches, since the intrinsic
value of nature is one of its assumptions
(see Demaria et al., 2013: 196). This is all
the more evident when one notes that, as
with the literature and statements of de-
growth activists (see Degrowth.info edi-
torial team, 2020; Kallis, et al., 2020), the
document points to the COVID-19 pan-
demic as the turning point in the transval-
uation of anthropocentrism. The second
reason is an empirical claim commonly
used in degrowth discourse, that of the
“rebound effect”. This term refers to a
phenomenon in which— notwithstanding
the fact that technological progress re-
duces the resources required per unit of
goods and services produced—the con-
comitant decline in their economic cost
gives rise to increased demand compared
with the technologies they replace. Par-
adoxically, both resource consumption
and its environmental impact would in-
crease in aggregate, stimulated by the in-
crease in demand. And ecological prob-
lems would be aggravated because, even
if the Spanish population consumed more
efficient goods and services, their ecolog-
ical impact would be greater.

The reformist framework tempers the
potential collapse-oriented drifts of the
radical section in the document. Proof of
this is the counterbalance provided by the
modernising ecological discourse, which
is underlined by the document’s empha-
sis on two key elements. The first is that
Spain has not been able to change its
economic growth model, based on an ag-
ricultural industry and a transport sys-
tem that is as obsolete as environmen-
tally damaging; and the second is that
it has not been able to promote a more
efficient and innovative productive fab-
ric in order to reduce its ecological foot-

print. Its public and private sectors have
under-invested in research and develop-
ment, which has prevented the dissoci-
ation of economic activity from its envi-
ronmental effects. Indeed, the concept of
dissociation—also referred to as “decou-
pling” —is criticised in the document. This
contradiction proves the plausibility of
one of our premises, namely that environ-
mental policy stages the clash between
dissimilar and even antagonistic discur-
sive forces.

Moreover, the report highlights that
Spain’s environmental record has not
only been negative, but has also exhibited
some positive aspects. Thus, it is claimed
that Spain ranks among the top 15 coun-
tries worldwide in environmental perfor-
mance; is a leading country in the num-
ber of biosphere reserves; has improved
efficiency in urban water consumption;
and has promoted progressive laws and
policies for adaptation to climate change.
The jewel in the crown is the advance of
photovoltaic energy, considered the en-
ergy of the future not only because of the
climatic conditions in Spain, but also be-
cause of its concomitant potential op-
portunities in terms of the generation of
green hydrogen. Hence the optimistic
statement summarising the modernising
reformist framework: “the country is ca-
pable of delivering major change when it
sets its mind to it” (ONPE, 2021: 175).

This reformist orientation is comple-
mented by the presence of economic ra-
tionalism. It is also argued that Spanish
governments have indirectly promoted
environmentally harmful economic activi-
ties by only timidly using fiscal and mon-
etary incentives; similarly, the State has
collected fewer green taxes than its coun-
terparts in neighbouring countries. The
most important example is water, which
is too cheap despite its scarcity.
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The road to sustainability: technology
replacement, taxation and consumption

We need to prosper in a more balanced
way, meeting people’s needs within the
planetary boundaries (ONPE, 2021: 191).

Despite the fact that survivalism would
be the ultimate ecological judge of Span-
ish environmental policies, the ecological
transition agenda is dominated by the re-
formist discourse of ecological moderni-
sation. This is supported by economic ra-
tionalism and some degrowth elements,
as evidenced by the fact that the transi-
tion aims to build a circular economy that
respects environmental limits through a
robust system of economic incentives,
changes in habits of consumption of
goods and services, and the gradual dis-
mantling of the construction sector (see
Figure 3).

According to the Spain 2050 report,
the transition through ecological mod-
ernisation revolves around three main
axes. The first involves technological re-
placement by means of investment in in-
novation and development by both pub-
lic and private stakeholders. In this way,
both public and private capital invest-

ment should accelerate the electrification
of the economy, enhance the capacity to
recycle productive capital, and support
the development of renewable energy
storage technologies and green hydro-
gen. This entails replacing petrol and die-
sel cars with a new fleet of electric cars;
strengthening rail transport in all three
modes (short-, medium- and long-dis-
tance); designing new urban supply and
drinking water infrastructures, among
others. The second axis involves increas-
ing economic efficiency and the use of
resources not only by means of these
new technologies and industries, but also
through incremental improvements to
existing ones. The three principal areas
would be the enhancement of energy effi-
ciency in buildings, renewable energy and
water use. The document also highlights
the “blue economy”, which promotes a
more efficient use of marine resources by
harnessing offshore wind energy, hydro-
gen and wave energy, as well as the use
of algae to further develop an industry in
growing demand. The third axis involves
an agenda driven and monitored by a
clearly defined system of time-bound tar-
gets for resource-use reduction and de-

FIGURE 3. The path towards a sustainable Spain in the Spain 2050 document
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carbonisation in each economic sector.
This can be done by imposing standards
on companies concerning the service life
of product components and warranties.
Finally, this path to modernisation re-
quires the coordination of different areas
of government, most notably environmen-
tal and public health policies.

Furthermore, green modernisation is
set to benefit from a new green tax sys-
tem. It will involve: incorporating the neg-
ative externalities of carbon dioxide emis-
sions into transport and energy prices;
introducing taxation schemes for house-
holds, agriculture and services; rapidly re-
ducing European emission allowances to
ensure that fewer companies rely on them
and to accelerate the decarbonisation of
production; and imposing taxes on road
and air travel. With regard to the latter,
it is recommended that additional taxes
be levied on the use of private vehicles,
taking into account the individual charac-
teristics of each vehicle (weight, power,
emissions); there is also a recommenda-
tion for taxes to be levied on frequent air
travellers, as well as additional taxes on
each ticket. Finally, in order to compen-
sate those on the losing side in this new
tax regime, it is proposed that part of the
resulting revenue be returned to citizens
and specific funds be created to compen-
sate the productive sectors most affected
by the transition.

Finally, it should be noted that the
document contains a diffuse and even
distorted presence of ecomodernist ele-
ments. On the one hand, the document
calls for greater public participation in
technological innovation processes. This
commitment to the public sphere is more
explicit in ecomodernist discourse than
in ecological modernisation discourse, as
proponents of the latter place primary re-
sponsibility for innovation on the market
(see Milanez and Bihrs, 2007). However,
this ecomodernist imprint diminishes

when it becomes clear that the technol-
ogies the Spanish government aims to
promote are precautionary in nature. This
would include renewable energies which,
despite being embraced by ecomodern-
ists, are not part of their distinctive pro-
posals. The document also proposes the
creation of corridors between vulnerable
ecological areas in order to reduce their
vulnerability in terms of biodiversity con-
servation. The creation of these corridors
has been emphasised by authors within
the ecomodernist sphere (see Ellis, 2015;
Marris, 2013).

The presence of the degrowth dis-
course is not incompatible with the pre-
vious two discourses. It can be identi-
fied in two complementary areas. One is
the restriction of two economic sectors:
construction and air transport; the other
is the promotion of agro-ecological ag-
riculture and the reduction in consump-
tion of key items. Regarding the former,
it is recommended that flights be banned
where the equivalent train journey takes
less than two and a half hours, along with
an implicit recommendation to progres-
sively dismantle the construction sector,
based on the assumption that the growth
in housing supply and new building in
general will shift towards refurbishment
and retrofitting to improve the energy ef-
ficiency of existing buildings. The latter,
for its part, calls for prioritising organic
farming and reshaping the moral values
of Spanish consumers. This would en-
tail replacing the current ideal of happi-
ness with a shift in the direction of a form
of sufficiency centred on maximising the
consumption of clothing, electronic de-
vices and meat. This new morality would
be partly inspired by the ideal of “good
living” advocated by degrowth adherents
(see Demaria et al., 2013: 200).
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Spain in 2050: efficient, precautionary
and less consumerist

The story of Spain in 2050 has a happy, but
inconclusive, ending as far as the duty of
full sustainability is concerned (see Figure
4). This is because the—more or less de-
finitive —ecological stabilisation would oc-
cur towards the end of this century, contra-
dicting the goals agreed upon in the Paris
Agreement. According to the Spain 2050
document, the rise in average global tem-
peratures would peak at more than two de-
grees above pre-industrial levels. This prog-
nosis is an indication of the presence of
survivalist discourse, now at the methodo-
logical level. Not surprisingly, the descrip-
tion of Spain in 2050 is based on a sim-
ulation of mathematical models to depict
the future situation, in accordance with the
spirit of The Limits of Growth report. The
variables analysed were the area of dry land
and the number of people who will live in
water-scarce areas. This blurs the line be-
tween the heuristic presentation of trends
and prediction, which takes on an air of in-
evitability (see Randers, 2012).

According to the document, Spain in
2050 will primarily be the result of ecolog-
ical modernisation, for the following rea-
sons: it will be an energy-abundant country
adopting a precautionary approach; it will

have a new productive structure; and it will
possess a more efficient and cleaner trans-
port system. Regarding the first area, Spain
will have a 100 % renewable energy mix in
2050, thanks to a partnership between the
public sector and cutting-edge local com-
panies. These renewables would be domi-
nated by solar photovoltaic energy and, to
a lesser extent, wind energy. The develop-
ment of highly efficient batteries would lead
to them being used to generate green hy-
drogen, a fuel that is suitable for those sec-
tors that are most difficult to decarbonise,
including heavy goods transport. By 2050,
domestic use of energy (heating, cooking)
and private transport in Spain will be largely
electrified. In this way, these new industries
will have been able to generate new jobs,
maintaining sustainable GDP growth.

With regard to the production structure,
the circular economy will be a reality thanks
to the modernisation of tourism, the agricul-
tural industry and the financial system. The
tourism sector will be sustainable due to its
highly efficient use of water. This, in turn,
will make the agricultural sector more sus-
tainable through the adoption of new irriga-
tion and monitoring systems and the use of
more environmentally friendly fertilisers. The
financial sector will have injected the cap-
ital needed to sustain this new production
system. This will be possible because prof-

FIGURE 4. A sustainable Spain in the Spain 2050 document
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itable investment in green sectors will be-
come commonplace, even for small or me-
dium-sized enterprises. Eventually, the road
transport system will be composed of au-
tonomous electric cars, which will coexist
for some time with smaller, more efficient,
internal combustion engine vehicles. Aircraft
will also become more efficient, following a
profound reconversion of this industry; the
counterpart will be maritime transport, the
decarbonisation of which will take place in
Spain in the second half of the 21st century
thanks to biofuels and wind and hydrogen
propulsion.

On the other hand, the future Spain will
be less consumerist after having embraced
a new set of moral values. This will be
shaped by degrowth discourse, with Span-
iards reducing the consumption of meat,
clothing and electronic devices, which
will lead to greater levels of overall happi-
ness. The document even specifies that
the country’s consumption of meat, cloth-
ing and electronic devices will be reduced
fivefold. Nevertheless, the influence of de-
growth is not exclusively linked to decreas-
ing consumption, but also to the way goods
are produced and consumed. Hence, de-
growth will also be a feature of 2050 Spain,
as consumption is expected to become
more local, which will affect how indus-
tries provide their services: value chains
for consumer products will be shorter and
simpler; the electronics sector will shift its
focus to repair and maintenance; and a ro-
bust sub-sector dedicated to custom tailor-
ing and alterations will emerge as demand
for new clothing declines. Finally, the Span-
ish population will travel less by air. In short,
less will be more.

CONCLUSIONS
The energy and ecological transition is an

open challenge at global, national and lo-
cal levels. Its open-ended nature means

that it is shaped by normative principles ex-
pressed in discourses, narratives and so-
cial imaginaries that are not pre-configured;
rather, they are the result of a struggle be-
tween different visions of a sustainable and
just society. This issue is gaining impor-
tance in the European political agenda; not
surprisingly, the European Union has been
the first region in the world to officially as-
pire to be a carbon neutral society by 2050.
An example of this was the adoption of the
European Green Deal, approved just be-
fore the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Although its place is now less prom-
inent both on the political agenda and in
the media, its consequences remain highly
relevant. Phenomena such as rising en-
ergy prices due to the outbreak of war in
Ukraine, farmers’ revolts against the EU’s
transition policy and the unconventional ac-
tion of climate activism should be read in
the light of dissatisfaction with national ver-
sions of the Green Pact or climate change
laws, caused either by political over-ambi-
tion or under-ambition. Because of its eco-
nomic importance in the EU, Spain is one
of the main arenas of contention over what
the ecological and energy transition will look
like. For this reason, analysing the path that
Spanish government institutions are taking
is an essential task.

This article has made a contribution to
this area by interpreting the conceptual and
normative assumptions that guide Span-
ish foresight policy. The Spain 2050 docu-
ment is the touchstone that will steer sub-
sequent publications. Despite its declining
media visibility and the lower status of the
public agency responsible for drafting it
within the government hierarchy, the docu-
ment remains highly revealing. It lays out the
conceptual assumptions underpinning the
current government’s diagnosis of unsus-
tainability. It also sets out the vision needed
to prevent ecological collapse, and speci-
fies the social, political, legal, economic and
technological measures required to avert it
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and to build a sustainable and just society.
This article has used an argumentative ap-
proach and qualitative discourse analysis to
identify four imaginaries of ecological transi-
tion that guide Spanish foresight policy: eco-
logical modernisation, economic rationalism,
survivalism and degrowth. Ecomodernism,
the fifth player in this context, serves as a
mirror reflecting the implicit assumptions
of the Spanish and European sustainabil-
ity agenda. Its marginal presence makes the
others stand out all the more clearly.

The results yielded by the analysis in-
dicate that, in 2050, Spain will be (or might
be) more clearly imbued with the discur-
sive paradigm of ecological modernisation
prevailing in the European Union’s environ-
mental policy (see Chalaye, 2023; Machin,
2019). This is clear when we look at the
sustainable Spain described in the docu-
ment and the means proposed to achieve
it. This forward-looking country is defined
by a circular economy (highly efficient in the
economic field and in the use of resources
for the production of goods and services)
and by the success of an energy transition
based on renewable energies under pre-
cautionary principles in energy innovation.
By contrast, the document does not contain
the technologies advocated by ecomodern-
ism, namely nuclear fission energy and ge-
netic engineering.

Subsidiarily, Spain in 2050 will be
guided by principles of economic ration-
alism, which is another fundamental el-
ement of this sustainable version of the
country: building a new green tax sys-
tem, internalising environmental external-
ities and taxing polluting activities in line
with European countries. Regarding the
influence of so-called radical environmen-
tal discourses, the presence of survival-
ism can be seen in how the environmen-
tal problem is defined; it is said that Spain
must reduce its ecological footprint and
learn to live within planetary boundaries
after an era of ecological excess. Lastly,

degrowth discourse influences key as-
pects of sustainable Spain, such as the
emphasis on changing consumption pat-
terns and the production of goods and
services such as meat, electronic devices
and clothing. It can also be seen in state-
ments that challenge the statu quo, such
as calls to shrink the construction sector
or to ban short-haul flights.

These results are an initial foray into
the study of Spain’s little-explored energy
and ecological transition policy. In particu-
lar, there remains the task of analysing its
normative and conceptual foundations,
without which it is impossible to under-
stand either the problems identified or the
solutions proposed to address them. A
number of potential avenues for future re-
search can be identified. Firstly, a norma-
tive approach can be added to the argu-
mentative one when analysing ecological
transition policies. This refers to the sec-
ond strand of discourse analysis, which
focuses on gauging the deliberative qual-
ity of the policies under examination and
is clearly inspired by Habermasian thought
(see Leipold et al., 2019). In this respect,
the degree of exclusion of certain dis-
courses in the documents analysed may be
a symptom of a lack of deliberative quality
in the policies adopted. Secondly, the dis-
cursive approach can be applied not only
to government documents, but also to the
complex network of stakeholders involved
in processes prior to the adoption of poli-
cies by governments. In this way, an over-
view of Spanish climate and energy policy
could be gained by identifying broader dis-
cursive coalitions.
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