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Abstract

This thesis identifies a research gap on the role of economic organisations in connection to degrowth
and problematises that past research fails to view economic organisations as encompassed by
capitalist structures. The thesis seeks to contribute to the degrowth discourse by filling part of this
research gap by researching the role of economic organisations in achieving degrowth and the
resulting implications for these organisations. The thesis makes use of Gramsci’s conceptualisation of
hegemony and counter-hegemony to define degrowth as a counter-hegemony seeking to overcome
the capitalist hegemony. The thesis finds that economic organisations must operate in line with a mode
of production that can fit degrowth (such as commons-based peer production) and aim to shape
society’s superstructure to help enable a degrowth transition. The resulting contradiction of aligning
with an alternative mode of production is further unfolded using Luhmann’s social systems theory
together with the concept of counter-hegemony. This theoretical investigation highlights that
organisational social systems aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony face a paradox in having to
embrace uncertainty in their social systemic reproduction. The thesis’ empirical findings show that
economic organisations (on the example of commons-based peer production organisations) can align
with degrowth through awareness of the afore mentioned contradiction and aiming to overcome it.
These economic organisations require a strong alignment with degrowth counter-hegemony in their
decision premises, particularly cognitive routine (the conceptualisation of the organisations system
environment). The thesis highlights that such an alignment might only be achieved and ensured by
keeping a relatively small organisational membership. The concept of scaling-wide is therefore
proposed to create degrowth aligned networks of economic organisations that could further help to
ensure counter-hegemonic reproduction. Ultimately, the thesis also makes a plea to the degrowth
discourse to take charge of research on economic organisations in connection to degrowth to ensure

counter-hegemonic alignment.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

1.1. Introduction to the Thesis

Humankind is facing unprecedented changes through continued climate change, ocean acidification,
biodiversity loss, mass extinction, and other ecological degradation (Hoekstra and Wiedmann, 2014).
These unprecedented changes, if kept unchecked, will lead to drastic changes in the earth’s
ecosystems impacting the earth’s carrying capacity and consequently what life (human and other
species) can be supported on the planet and to what extent (Rockstrom et al., 2009). Such changes will
consequently require drastic adaptation of human life and society. However, it is also, without a shred
of a doubt, clear that these impactful changes are human induced. This means that humankind can,

nay must, mitigate these changes to ensure life on earth (Kallis, 2018).

The fact that climate change and other ecosystem impacting changes are human induced has led to
terming the current geological epoch the Anthropocene (Foster et al., 2010; Gowdy and Krall, 2013).
Other scholars have proposed the term of the Capitalocene (see e.g. Moore, 2016) to emphasise that
the unprecedented changes in the planet’s ecosystems are the result of capitalism. It is not the aim of
this thesis to argue for the appropriateness of either term to describe the current epoch. Whichever
term one deems more fitting to describe these changes, it is combined global human activity (mainly
economic activity) as well as the way human society and economy is organised and structured, that is
leading to global changes to the ecosystem that threaten all life on this planet (Ruuska, 2017). No other
species but the human species is responsible for the ecological crises that planet earth is facing.
However, who, what activity, or which societal and economic structures might be ‘more’ or ‘less’ the

reason for the continued ecological degradation is a different question.

For an increasing number of scholars (see e.g. Victor, 2008; Jackson, 2011; Kallis, 2018) the continued
pursuit of economic growth is the main driver behind the climate crises. The unfeasibility of endless
and continued economic growth has been questioned as early as the 1960s/1970s. One of the key
publications from the 1970s in this regard is Meadows et al.'s (1972) report ‘Limits to growth’
commissioned by the Club of Rome. Meadows et al. (1972) used system dynamics modelling by utilising
the World 3 model to demonstrate the unfeasibility of endless economic growth. Further, the report
was heavily influenced by Georgescu-Roegen's (1971) work on the unfeasibility of continued economic
growth from a thermodynamics perspective. Meadows et al. (1972) concluded that by the time of the
report’s publication, humanity was barely within the carrying capacity of the planet. The 30-year
update of the report showed that by the year 2000, humanity required 1.2 planets to stay within a safe

operating space (Meadows et al., 2004; Rockstrom et al., 2009).
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Various growth-critical and post-growth concepts and scholarships such as steady-state economics
(see Daly, 1993) have been influenced by Meadows et al.'s (1972) as well as Georgescu-Roegen's (1971)
work alongside other growth-critical scholars of the 20t century such as lllich (2001) and Gorz (1994).
The most radical and transformation-seeking discourse influenced by these works (amongst many) is
arguably degrowth. To achieve a sustainable society, degrowth aims to reduce society’s matter-energy
throughput while maintaining or increasing wellbeing (Schneider et al., 2010; Robra and Heikkurinen,
2019). Matter-energy throughput represents all matter and energy taken from the natural
environment to use within society and then put back into the natural environment mainly in the form
of waste (Daly, 1985). Reducing society’s matter-energy throughput will arguably reduce society’s
ecological impact. It is important to note however that society’s matter-energy throughput cannot be
reduced to zero without destroying society and human life itself. Society’s matter-energy throughput
can be understood as society’s metabolism, which means society must consume to survive. More
specifically, humans must consume in order to survive. Degrowth seeks to reduce society’s matter-

energy throughput and therefore human consumption to sustainable levels.

Reducing matter-energy throughput will require significant changes to the organisation and structure
of society. Particularly as the continued pursuit of economic growth has been seen as the consistent
stabiliser for society since the early 20" century (Jackson, 2011; Dale, 2012). This pursuit of economic
growth arguably requires constant increases in matter-energy throughput. Many of society’s
structures and institutions such as welfare and healthcare in their current form are based on and
reliant on continued economic growth and will require significant changes to function in a non-growth
oriented society (Blichs and Koch, 2017, 2019). Degrowth recognises that significant changes need to
take place in society to create and enable a society not based on economic growth as well as able to

function without it (Kallis, 2018).

For several scholars the concept of degrowth not only represents a growth critique but also an
incompatibility with capitalism (see e.g. Foster, 2011; Liodakis, 2018). Capitalism here defined as a
system based on and requiring capital accumulation (Foster et al., 2010). Capital accumulation leads
to economic growth which enables further capital accumulation (van Griethuysen, 2010). Capitalism’s
imperative of capital accumulation is the driver of the endless requirement of economic growth,
making capitalism fundamentally at odds with degrowth (Foster, 2011). Degrowth must therefore not
only be understood as a growth critique but as a concept aiming to transcend the capitalist system
(Buch-Hansen, 2018). This incompatibility has stark political economic implications on what can and
what might not fit or help achieve a degrowth society. Political economic considerations have recently
found increasing attention in connection to degrowth (see e.g. Chertkovskaya et al., 2019). Of

particular interest is the adoption of Gramsci's (1971) concept of hegemony to describe degrowth as
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a counter-hegemony to the capitalist hegemony (see e.g. Buch-Hansen, 2018; D’Alisa, 2019; D’Alisa
and Kallis, 2020).

Research on and around degrowth has increased significantly in recent years (Kallis et al., 2018). Yet,
the topic of organisations (particularly economic organisations) still seems illusive. Hardt and O’Neill
(2017) argue that much greater research attention has been paid to the macro level on postgrowth in
general. Nesterova (2020) laments that little research in the context of degrowth and organisation has
been done thus far. Economic organisations influence and define how society produces and consumes
its goods. Arguably, this also means that organisations influence how much is consumed and produced.
To achieve sustainable throughput levels both consumption and production must reduce (Bonnedahl
and Heikkurinen, 2019). It is therefore clearly vital to research economic organisations in the context

of degrowth.

Over the last two to three years the number of publications on economic organisations in connection
to postgrowth topics in general has increased (see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Gabriel et al.,
2019; Robra et al., 2020; Hinton, 2020; Nesterova, 2021; Hankammer et al., 2021). However, many of
these publications disregard the political economic implications of degrowth stemming from its
incompatibility with capitalism. According to Spash (2020a) disregarding capitalism while critiquing
economic growth represents a gross ignorance of political economy. On a micro economic level it also
needs to be understood that more ‘traditional’ economic organisations such as businesses, firms, and
corporations are generally expected to grow and maximise their profits to create surplus, hence
fulfilling the capitalist imperative of capital accumulation (van Griethuysen, 2010). Researching these

‘traditional’ capitalist organisations therefore seems unfitting in a degrowth context.

This thesis aims to contribute first and foremost to the scholarly field of degrowth. The aim of this PhD
is to partially fill the vast research gap on economic organisations in connection to degrowth’s political
economic implications. That is, understanding how economic organisations can fit degrowth
considering its incompatibility with capitalism. Further, this thesis seeks to investigate what the role of
economic organisations might be in helping degrowth to transcend and overcome the capitalist

hegemony.

To accommodate for the incompatibility of capitalism and degrowth, a focus on alternative forms of
organisation and modes of production instead of ‘traditional’ economic organisations is arguably
needed. Various alternative forms of economic organisation have been connected to degrowth such

as cooperatives (see e.g. Blauwhof, 2012; Johanisova et al.,, 2015), social enterprises (see e.g.
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Johanisova et al., 2013), and commons-based peer production (CBPP)! organisations (see e.g. Kostakis
et al.,, 2018; Robra et al., 2020). CBPP organisations represent a special case in the above list of
alternative organisations as CBPP also represents an alternative mode of production (Bauwens et al.,
2019). CBPP as a mode of production is theoretically claimed to be indifferent to growth and does not
require profit incentives for innovation (see Kostakis et al., 2018). This thesis therefore sets its focus
on CBPP as a mode of production as well as an alternative form of organisations that could potentially

fit and help to achieve degrowth.

Many of the previous studies on economic organisations and degrowth fall back on traditional
management and organisational theories (see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Hankammer et al.,
2021). These theories are mostly influenced through neoclassical economics arguably aligning with the
capitalist hegemony. Further, many of these theories disregard or make it hard to include political
economic considerations (Ergene et al., 2020). These arguments will be picked up in more depth in
Section 2.3. Further, Luhmann (2018) laments that the focus on agents of these traditional theories
disregards the complexity of society and proposes the use of social systems theory and viewing
organisations as social systems. Social systems theory is often overlooked as an organisational theory
that allows to view organisations as complex entities encompassed by the wider social system of
society (Seidl and Becker, 2006). Luhmann's (2012) social systems theory is often described as at odds
with political economic considerations (Thornhill, 2013). However, Schecter (2017, 2019) highlights
that there is more overlap between Marx’s as well as Gramsci’s political economic conceptualisations
and Luhmann’s social system theory than one might initially think. This PhD therefore seeks to use
Gramsci’s conceptualisation of hegemony and Luhmann’s social systems theory together to achieve a
novel and complex perspective on organisations and how they can contribute to achieving a

sustainable degrowth society.

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. Section 1.2. describes the aims, objectives, and
research questions for this PhD thesis. The findings of the PhD are summarised in Section 1.3. Section

1.4. outlines the remaining thesis structure following this chapter.

1.2. Aims, Objectives, and Research Questions

There is a general lack of research on economic organisations in the context of degrowth. Despite a

relative increase in studies, particularly on various forms of businesses, in the last three years (2018-

1 CBPP as a mode of production emphasises freely sharing knowledge and ideas enabling other organisations
and practitioners to modify these ideas in accordance with their requirements. CBPP will be described in
further depth in Section 2.3. as well as Chapter 4.
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2021) a broad research gap remains. Especially questions around how economic organisation can and
ought to help achieve a society-wide degrowth transformation are still left unanswered. The focus in
recent studies has mainly emphasised how various conceptualisations of businesses, firms, and
companies might fit degrowth or in other cases how degrowth might fit these organisational forms. In
this context the political economic implications of degrowth and its incompatibility with capitalism
have largely been ignored. This PhD first and foremost aims to partially close this research gap by
researching the role of economic organisations in helping to achieve a societal-wide transformation to

degrowth.

Degrowth scholars have started to adopt Antonio Gramsci’s conceptualisation of hegemony, framing
degrowth as a counter-hegemony seeking to overcome the capitalist hegemony. This PhD seeks to use
the concepts of hegemony and counter-hegemony to understand economic organisations in the
setting of the capitalist hegemony and further understand the role of economic organisations in
helping to achieve a degrowth society. By drawing on the Marxist foundations of Gramsci’s work it can
be argued that an alternative mode of production to the dominant capitalist one is needed for
degrowth. This further emphasises the need to look at alternative economic organisational forms in
contrast to more orthodox ones (such as businesses, firms, and corporations) intertwined with the
capitalist mode of production and its imperatives. Degrowth has previously been connected to various
alternative organisational forms. However, within this PhD, CBPP organisations are seen as a fruitful
focus for the studies’ aims as CBPP can also be viewed as an alternative mode of production. The PhD
therefore uses CBPP as an alternative mode of production as well as CBPP organisations as a focus

point.

The majority of previous studies on economic organisations in the context of degrowth fall back on
organisational, management, and business theories closely aligned with capitalist imperatives, leaving
little room for political economic considerations. Further, these theories often fail to account for the
complexity of society by which the organisation is encompassed. This might partially explain the lack
of acknowledgment regarding the political economy of capitalism in these studies. This thesis identifies
Niklas Luhmann’s social systems theory as a theory that can account for the complexity of society while
researching organisations. However, social systems theory does not automatically account for political
economy. This PhD therefore aims to use social systems theory together with the concept of counter-

hegemony to create a unique new lens to view organisations from a degrowth perspective.

The contributions of this PhD thesis should be firmly seen within the scholarship of degrowth. The
thesis seeks to contribute to the degrowth discourse by researching economic organisations and their
role in achieving a society wide degrowth transformation. Within the degrowth scholarship the
contributions are on perspectives on organisations in connection to understanding the political
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economy of capitalism. The research from this thesis should therefore be seen as a contribution

towards how degrowth as a society wide transformation can be achieved.
The aims of this PhD can be summed up in the following objectives below:

1. Understand the role of economic organisations in helping degrowth counter-hegemony
overcome the capitalist hegemony.

2. Understand the implications for economic organisations aligning with degrowth counter-
hegemony.

3. Understand how commons-based peer production organisations as organisational social

systems can align with degrowth counter-hegemony.
From these research objectives the following research questions are drawn:

1. How can commons-based peer production as a mode of production and as a form of
organisation help the degrowth counter-hegemony to overcome the capitalist hegemony?

2. What are the implications for organisational systems aligning with degrowth counter-
hegemony in a capitalist hegemony?

3. Do, and if so, how do commons-based peer production organisations demonstrate counter-

hegemonic degrowth in their decision premises?

The research objectives and questions are tackled in three different findings chapters. Each of the
findings chapters deals exclusively with just one objective and the corresponding research question. A
summary of which research objectives and questions (as outlined and numbered above) were tackled
by which findings chapter are shown below in Table 1. Each of the three findings chapters have their
own interpretation and conclusion, enabling them to stand on their own. However, due to the
overarching focus and theme of this PhD thesis, the three findings chapters also partially overlap in
their research foci. It is also important to highlight that bringing all three findings chapters as well as
their research objectives and research questions together, enables a wider analysis of the chapters’

implications and findings. This will be discussed in the wider context of the PhD thesis as a whole.

Findings Aligned Aligned
research research
Chapters .. .
objectives | questions
Chapter 4 1 1
Chapter 5 2 2
Chapter 6 3 3
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1.3. Summary of Findings

The PhD thesis’ findings show that economic organisations should be understood in the complexity of
society and its structures. This also means that economic organisations should be seen as operating
within the capitalist hegemony (at this point in history). Such an understanding entails implications for
how economic organisations might help to achieve a degrowth transformation. Economic
organisations help to reproduce the capitalist hegemony and superstructure or can alternatively aim
to reproduce a counter-hegemony and influence changes in the superstructures aligned with said

counter-hegemony.

To help reproduce a counter-hegemony (such as degrowth) economic organisations must align with
an alternative mode of production (alternative to the capitalist mode of production) that fits the
counter-hegemony. Kostakis et al. (2018) as well as Robra et al. (2020) argue that CBPP can be a fitting
alternative mode of production for degrowth. This PhD echoes this insight but expands upon the
argument that CBPP organisations (i.e. economic organisations using CBPP as their mode of
production) can therefore theoretically align with degrowth counter-hegemony. This thesis cautions
however, that this theoretical potential does not deterministically and automatically lead to degrowth
counter-hegemony alignment by CBPP organisations. In order to align with degrowth counter-
hegemony, it is argued that CBPP organisations must not only adopt CBPP as an alternative mode of
production but also fight co-optation by the capitalist hegemony and actively aim to shape the
superstructure to enable a degrowth transition. In this context, the thesis also points out that
economic organisations aligning with an alternative mode of production face the contradiction of

being misaligned with society’s economic structures and relations.

By exploring the above contradiction further through the use of social systems theory in connection to
hegemony and counter-hegemony, the PhD finds that economic organisations aligning with degrowth
counter-hegemony in a capitalist hegemony are confronted with a paradox. Social systems reproduce
through communication. This communication can be accepted or rejected making social systems’
reproduction uncertain. Social systems therefore create structures and rules to make particular
communication, their acceptance, and continuation more likely, helping to absorb the uncertainty of
social systemic reproduction. Organisational social systems aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony
face a hegemonic system environment where the organisations’ counter-hegemonic communication
will unlikely lead to continued counter-hegemonic communication. This increases the uncertainty of
the systemic production for these organisations. Yet, these organisations arguably have to continue
counter-hegemonic communication to enable degrowth overcoming capitalism. In other words,

organisational social systems aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony paradoxically have to
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embrace uncertainty to help a degrowth transformation even though social systems aim to reduce

uncertainty.

The thesis further explores the above paradox that ensues from the contradiction of an alternative
mode of production in a capitalist hegemony by empirically researching two CBPP organisations as
social systems. The empirical research highlights that in order to unfold the above paradox, economic
organisations must recognise their contradiction within the capitalist hegemony. The research further
shows that an organisational social system’s cognitive routine plays a key part in not only recognising
this contradiction but enabling the organisational social system to understand that it must help to

reshape its system environment (i.e. society) to support a different mode of production.

Overall, the thesis maintains that economic organisations have a role to play in achieving a degrowth
transformation which goes beyond producing goods and services in a way aligned with degrowth,
namely actively influencing a change in society and its superstructure. The thesis’ findings emphasise
the need to understand economic organisations not in isolation but in the context of the complexity
that is society. This means, the thesis challenges much of the previous literature on economic
organisations and degrowth where the focus seems to have largely been on potentially non-growing
businesses without even addressing the concept of capital accumulation in these settings. This thesis’
insights highlight that previous studies have failed to account for the political economy of capitalism
(see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Plaza-Ubeda et al., 2020; Hankammer et al., 2021). Following
the arguments of this thesis’ research, much of the research done in the context of degrowth and
economic organisations could be argued to help reproduce the capitalist hegemony instead of
degrowth counter-hegemony. Van Griethuysen (2010) as well as Liodakis (2018), amongst others, have
previously pointed out the failure of the degrowth discourse to acknowledge the structures of
capitalism from a Marxist perspective. Through engagement with such perspectives, this thesis
therefore fills part of the research gap in regard to economic organisations’ role in helping to achieve
degrowth by first and foremost recentring the research in this context in a manner that is coherent
with degrowth as a counter-hegemony. Further, this thesis hence also represents an appeal to the
degrowth research community to take hold of the research on the topic and align it with degrowth’s

normative goals.

1.4. Thesis Structure

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows:
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Chapter 2 — Literature Review broadly introduces the concept of degrowth and the need for
degrowth (Section 2.2.). The chapter further reviews the previous literature on degrowth in

the context of economic organisation and identifies the PhD thesis’ research gap (Section 2.3.).

Chapter 3 — Research Philosophy, Methodology, and Design describes the PhD researcher’s
research philosophy (Section 3.2.). Further, the chapter frames the research and argues for
the need of an a priori theoretical understanding (Section 3.3.). The research methodology for

the empirical part of the PhD research is also described in this chapter (Section 3.4.).

Chapter 4 — Findings 1 — Commons-based Peer Production Organisations for Degrowth
Counter-Hegemony is the first findings chapter of the thesis. This chapter aims to answer the
guestion of: ‘How can commons-based peer production as a mode of production and as a form
of organisation help the degrowth counter-hegemony to overcome the capitalist hegemony?’
To answer this question, the chapter explores degrowth as a counter-hegemony (Section 4.2.)
and theoretically describes the contradiction economic organisations using alternative modes
of production face in the capitalist hegemony (Section 4.3.). The chapter uses these theoretical
insights to analyse CBPP as a mode of production as well as an organisational form fitting

degrowth counter-hegemony (Section 4.4.) and interprets this analysis (Section 4.5.).

Chapter 5 — Findings 2 — Using Social Systems Theory with the Concept of Counter-Hegemony
to Create a Unique Lens to View Organisations in the Context of Degrowth represents the
second findings chapter in the thesis. The chapter’s research question is: ‘What are the
implications for organisational systems aligning with degrowth counter-hegemony in a
capitalist hegemony?’ The chapter recalls parts of Chapter 5’s insights as part of its theoretical
background to answer this research question (Section 5.2.). The chapter then introduces social
systems theory in more depth and describes organisations as social systems (Section 5.3.). The
chapter brings the concepts of hegemony and counter-hegemony together with social systems

theory for its analysis (Section 5.4.) and interprets these findings (Section 5.5.).

Chapter 6 — Findings 3 — Counter-Hegemonic Decision Premises in Commons-based Peer
Production Organisations is the third and the empirical findings chapter of this thesis. The
chapter briefly recalls parts of Chapter 4 for its theoretical background (Section 6.2.). The
chapter further briefly redescribes social systems theory and explains decision premises of
organisational social systems for the purpose of the empirical study (Section 6.3.). The
methods for the empirical work are briefly highlighted again for the benefit of the reader
(Section 6.4.). The chapter shows the empirical findings for two CBPP organisations as case

studies (Section 6.5., 6.6. & 6.7.) and interprets these findings (Section 6.8.).
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Chapter 7 — Discussion and Conclusion Discusses the findings of the PhD thesis as a whole. The
chapter explains and highlights the contribution to knowledge and the degrowth discourse
(Section 7.2.). The chapter further emphasises the need to view economic organisations in the
complexity of society and particularly in the context of the capitalist hegemony, additional
implications for the degrowth discourse are also drawn from this (Section 7.3.). The chapter
gives future research potential and ideas that arose from the PhD’s findings (Section 7.4.).

Finally, the chapter concludes the overall thesis (Section 7.5.).
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

2.1. Introduction

This chapter represents the literature review of this PhD thesis. The chapter is structured as follows.
Degrowth as an idea and concept is described in Section 2.2. while also making the basic argument for
the need of degrowth to achieve sustainability. Further, this section tackles some of the most common
critiques of degrowth as a concept. Section 2.3. highlights the general research gap on economic
organisations in connection to degrowth. This section briefly reviews sustainable business studies but
emphasises that these theories and concepts are incompatible with degrowth’s opposition to
capitalism. In addition, the meagre amount of literature on economic organisations in the context of
degrowth is reviewed further emphasising the vast research gap in this area particularly in connection
to political economic considerations. The section further proposes a way forward to fill parts of this
research gap through social systems theory in tandem with political economic considerations. The

chapter is briefly summarised and concluded in Section 2.4.

2.2. The need for Degrowth

Human induced climate change, pollution, and bio-diversity loss is having unprecedented impacts on
the world’s ecosystem (Hoekstra and Wiedmann, 2014). Rockstréom et al. (2009) argue that human
activity is breaching several planetary boundaries that ensure a safe operating space for a sustainable
society. The imperative of continued economic growth, mainly calculated in increases of gross-
domestic-product (GDP), has been identified as one of the main drivers leading to the afore mentioned
ecological changes and destruction (see e.g. Victor, 2008; Daly and Farley, 2011; Jackson, 2011).
Constant increases in economic activity to continue economic growth requires increases in matter-
energy throughput, which means intensifying the use, extraction, and depletion of earth’s resources,

which in turn increases the negative impact on the world’s ecosystem (Daly, 1985; Jackson, 2011).

The unfeasibility and unsustainability of continued and endless economic growth has been brought to
wider attention since the early 1970s (see e.g. Georgescu-Roegen, 1971; Meadows et al., 1972). The
resulting ideas on the need of a postgrowth or non-growth socio-economic system has found particular
scholarly attention in the field of ecological economics (Spash, 2017). One of the most transformation-
seeking discourses influenced by ecological economics as well as Georgescu-Roegen's (1971) work
directly, is arguably degrowth. Degrowth as a concept, activist movement, and academic discourse is
a recent development (Martinez-Alier et al., 2010). Its academic influences range from the above
critique of endless economic growth as well as other growth critical scholars such as Illich (2001) and
Gorz (1994) to other discourses around social and environmental justice movements as well as political
ecology (see D’Alisa et al., 2015; Cosme et al., 2017). The social and environmental justice facets in the
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degrowth discourse has resulted in a connection to the post-development discourse and its anti-
colonial stance (see Escobar, 2015). Degrowth is further influenced by and rooted in the French activist
movement décroissance (French for degrowth) from the early 2000s (Latouche, 2009; Cosme et al.,

2017; Liegey and Nelson, 2020).

Degrowth follows the critique on endless economic growth and questions it as a desired end for human
society but also as a means to reduce inequality and increase wellbeing sufficiently (Robra and
Heikkurinen, 2019). Degrowth maintains that an ecological sustainable society is impossible within a
society that follows the imperative of endless economic growth (Cosme et al., 2017). Environmental
sustainability in this context representing keeping “wastes within assimilative capacities; harvest
within re-generative capacities of renewable resources; deplete non-renewables at the rate at which
renewable substitutes are developed” (Goodland and Daly, 1996, p.1002). The main aim of degrowth
is to transform society towards a sustainable and just society by reducing matter-energy throughput
and maintaining or increasing wellbeing (Schneider et al., 2010). Latouche (2009) argues that degrowth
seeks to create a ‘concrete utopia’. Despite its name, the aim of degrowth is thus not to reduce
economic growth per se. The term ‘degrowth’ should be seen as a missile slogan to repoliticise
guestions around the seemingly unquestionable desire of continued economic growth (Latouche,

2009).

Through the envisioned reduction of matter-energy throughput, economic growth will most certainly
decrease as well, yet negative growth is not an aim of degrowth as such, it rather represents a
consequence (Kallis, 2018). A reduction in matter-energy throughput will require reductions in both
production and consumption, which will consequently lead to a reduced economic activity and thus
growth (Bonnedahl and Heikkurinen, 2019). Arguably the current structures of society are based and
intertwined with the imperative of continued economic growth. For example, Blichs and Koch (2017)
highlight that current healthcare and welfare systems are based on the continuation of economic
growth and would require a complete transformation to function without continued economic growth.
Degrowth acknowledges that the current growth-based society faces crises without growth, which is
why degrowth emphasises a radical transformation towards a non-growth-based society (Kallis, 2018).
Such a transformation includes changes to the general organisation and structure of society but also
its culture, which emphasises the radicality of what degrowth implies on a broad societal level (Robra

and Heikkurinen, 2019).

Degrowth has been the object of much critique (Kallis, 2011). Much of this critique boils down to a
supposed unfeasibility and lack of implementable policies (see e.g. van den Bergh, 2011; Schwartzman,
2012). Such critique might be due to a reductionist view where degrowth is solely seen as a concept of
negative economic growth (Robra and Heikkurinen, 2019). As mentioned above, in a growth-based
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society negative growth leads to, potentially catastrophic, crisis, which is why degrowth as a concept
includes a societal transformation (Kallis, 2018; Blichs and Koch, 2019). Such a transformation cannot
be simply reduced to implementable policies. Further, there is a breadth of policy recommendations
by degrowth scholars that could potentially help achieve a degrowth society (see Kallis et al., 2018;
Kallis, 2018).

Seeing economic growth as the driver to achieve prosperity and wellbeing is well established within
society (Buch-Hansen, 2018). It is thus understandable that degrowth (as well as other postgrowth
concepts) are heavily questioned and criticised in a society where continued economic growth is
commonly seen as positive and the solution to society’s social as well as environmental problems
(Jackson, 2011; Dale, 2012). Schwartzman (2012) criticises degrowth for not considering the qualitative
aspects of economic growth instead of just viewing it in purely quantitative terms. On the social level
the argument is that increases in economic activity will lead to more jobs resulting in the affordability
of better lifestyles and therefore higher prosperity and wellbeing (Dale, 2012). The argument that
economic growth usually makes the rich richer is countered through the concept of the trickle-down
effect (Mankiw and Taylor, 2011). Trickle-down describes the idea that more income for the rich
automatically leads to more investment which will create jobs and thus the increased income will also
‘trickle down’ to other parts of society. The fact that despite continued economic growth, the levels of
inequality have also continuously increased (see Stiglitz, 2013; Piketty and Saez, 2014) should be a
counter argument to the notion that economic growth resolves inequality. Further, according to
Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) quality of life as well as happiness have not increased but rather
plateaued in the global north for decades despite continued economic growth. Yet, since the 1950s
the pursuit of economic growth is part of nearly every political party’s programme (Jackson, 2011;

Kallis, 2018).

Other critique on degrowth is often connected to the argument that green or greener industries such
as renewables should still be allowed to grow. Indeed, from a degrowth perspective, industries such
as renewables could be allowed to grow within limits but only if society’s overall matter-energy
throughput reduces (Robra and Heikkurinen, 2019). However, critique on degrowth, such as
Schwartzman's (2012), also often claims that degrowth does not consider technological advancement
made possible through economic growth and its supposed potential to decouple economic growth

from ecological degradation.

The first part of the critique on degrowth regarding technological advancements stems from the
assumption that economic growth is the driver for innovation (van Griethuysen, 2010). The
Schumpeterian belief that innovation requires economic growth is closely related to the capitalist
imperative of profit maximisation (Pansera and Fressoli, 2021). Under this assumption, the investment

22



in research and development for innovation must pay off in the future (i.e. it must lead to capital
accumulation). Essentially this describes the imperatives of innovation in a capitalist system (van
Griethuysen, 2010; Pansera and Fressoli, 2021). Innovations under the imperative of profit
maximisation lead to technologies that first and foremost help to achieve and continue this imperative
instead of solving social or ecological problems (lllich, 2001; van Griethuysen, 2010). The assumption
that innovation can only work in tandem with economic growth disregards innovation taking place
without future profit incentives that are often much better at addressing problems (Boehnert, 2018;

Kostakis et al., 2018; Bauwens et al., 2019; Robra et al., 2020).

The second part of the above critique on degrowth stems from the belief that technology through
innovation could alleviate all (or at sufficient levels) ecological impacts of economic activity (Blowfield
and Murray, 2011). From this perspective continued technological innovation is arguably required to
solve the climate crises (van Griethuysen, 2010; Heikkurinen, 2018). Such ideas can generally be
encompassed under the concept of decoupling economic growth from ecological degradation.
Decoupling in this context can be differentiated into relative and absolute decoupling (Jackson, 2011;
Dietz and O’Neill, 2013). Relative decoupling describes the concept of reducing the ecological impact
in relative terms whereas absolute decoupling describes the notion of continuing economic growth

while overall ecological impact decreases (Jackson, 2011).

Relative decoupling can for example mean reducing the materials and/or energy required per unit
produced. Another option is reducing emissions per produced unit which might require or imply the
former and vice versa. Relative decoupling is closely related to the concept of eco-efficiency (Robra
and Heikkurinen, 2019). Eco-efficiency as a concept is similarly described like relative decoupling as
reducing the impact per unit produced, achieved principally through technological innovation (Dyllick
and Hockerts, 2002). At first glance reducing the ecological impact per unit should be viewed in a
positive light. However, eco-efficiency is prone to the rebound effect (Alcott, 2005). The rebound effect
describes the increased overall energy/resource use and emissions after the introduction of efficiency
measures. New efficiency measures enable lower production costs which can be used to increase
overall production of the good in question (direct rebound) or the reduced production costs can open
up funds to produce or invest in other industries, increasing impact there (indirect rebound) (Dietz and
O’Neill, 2013). According to van Griethuysen (2010), rebound should always be expected in a capitalist
system with the imperative of profit maximisation. Hence, the belief that eco-efficiency and relative

decoupling could solve the climate seems misplaced (Robra and Heikkurinen, 2019).

Absolute decoupling on the other hand lacks empirical evidence that would suggest it is taking place

on the levels required to achieve sustainability (Parrique et al., 2019). On the example of CO,emissions,

Jackson (2011) highlights that global carbon intensity would have to decrease 130 times by 2050 to
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achieve the 2007 IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) targets. Up until 2011 the average
decrease in carbon intensity has only been 0.7% per year (Jackson, 2011). The feasibility of achieving
absolute decoupling following this example seems therefore more than farfetched. Jackson's (2011)
calculations are not even based on the more recent and damning IPCC reports and targets. Further,
these calculations are only on the example of CO, emissions and therefore do not account for other
forms of emissions or ecological degradation, making the feasibility of absolute decoupling even more

unlikely.

In their report Decoupling Debunked, Parrique et al. (2019, p.3) perfectly summarise that “not only is
there no empirical evidence supporting the existence of a decoupling of economic growth from
environmental pressures on anywhere near the scale needed to deal with environmental breakdown,
but also, and perhaps more importantly, such decoupling appears unlikely to happen in the future”.
Other concepts related to decoupling, and similarly betting on technology (mainly in the form of eco-
efficiency) to solve the climate crises without changing ‘business as usual’, include green growth,
sustainable growth, and circular economy (Zink and Geyer, 2017; Robra and Heikkurinen, 2019). All of
these concepts fail to take biophysical limits of the planet into account when proposing the

continuation of growth in economic activity (Georgescu-Roegen, 1971; Giampietro, 2019).

It should be noted that concepts such as eco-efficiency and circular economy can generally help
achieve degrowth as efficiency as well as recycling measures can arguably help reduce matter-energy
throughput (Robra et al.,, 2020; Nesterova and Robra, forthcoming). However, a focus on these
measures alone within a capitalist system will not achieve sustainability but rather increase
environmental pressures through the rebound effect (van Griethuysen, 2010). Robra et al. (2020)
argue that eco-efficiency can help reduce matter-energy throughput if used as a supplement in eco-
sufficiency. Eco-sufficiency referring here to a focus on producing enough to fulfil human needs rather
than producing to maximise profits (Heikkurinen et al., 2019). A focus on eco-sufficiency would entail
capping overall production levels to counteract rebound potentials, which seems unlikely in a capitalist

setting (Robra et al., 2020).

As mentioned in the introduction, degrowth has been argued to be incompatible with capitalism
(Foster, 2011; Kallis et al., 2015). Foster (2011) for example insists that the idea of degrowth must also
mean the end of capitalism, not only the end of economic growth. Kallis (2018, p.73) on the other hand
argues that economic growth has survived “the abolition of capitalist relations in socialist countries”
and has therefore become a power of its own that should be opposed. This abolition however only
holds true “if one understands capitalism in terms of a set of institutional attributes (wage labour,
private property, bank-credit money, market exchange and private enterprises) that were all abolished
in socialist countries” (Kallis, 2018, p.73). Kallis (2018, p.73) concedes that his conceptualisation of the
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end of capitalism does not hold true “[ilf one takes a broader view of capitalism as a system where
surpluses are invested in the production of bigger surpluses, then socialist countries were ‘state
capitalist’ economies, with profits and surpluses concentrated in the hands of the government and
public enterprises”. It is beyond this literature review and even this thesis to argue and analyse why
Kallis opted for the less complex view of capitalism despite acknowledging but ignoring the more
Marxist interpretation of capitalism. Capitalism viewed as a societal system of accumulation where
surplus must generate further surplus arguably also existed within so called ‘socialist states’ (Foster et
al., 2010; Blauwhof, 2012; Saito, 2017; Liodakis, 2018). Arguably from this more Marxist influenced
perspective, economic growth has to be opposed and critiqued at the same time as the overall

capitalist system (Spash, 2020a).

Capitalism’s modus operandi as a system is the continued process of capital accumulation (Ruuska,
2017). This imperative of capital accumulation is the driver of economic growth (Foster et al., 2010).
Economic growth is then the driver that enables further capital accumulation to take place. On this
abstract level of defining capitalism as a system requiring and leading to capital accumulation, it
becomes clear that in the context of the need to reduce matter-energy throughput it does not matter
whether the accumulation is done through private firms or the state apparatus (as in the case of the
former Soviet Union). Spash (2020a) argues that critiquing economic growth without critiquing

capitalism signifies a complete ignorance of the capitalist political economy and its structures.

This thesis follows the definition of capitalism as a societal system based on capital accumulation which
consequently means an incompatibility with degrowth. Hence, the thesis further embraces the
resulting political economic implications of degrowth’s incompatibility with the capitalist system and
its imperatives. The focus on the opposition to economic growth in the degrowth discourse without
an explicit critiquing capitalism has arguably led to an omission of political economic consideration in
parts of the academic degrowth discourse, namely in the context of economic organisations (see

Section 2.3. below).

2.3. Degrowth and Economic Organisations

Degrowth has received an increasing amount of academic attention in the last 10 years from various
disciplinary perspectives (see Cosme et al., 2017; Kallis et al., 2018; Vandeventer et al., 2019). Yet
academic work on organisations, and particularly economic organisations, in the context of degrowth
is often argued to be lacking (Dietz and O’Neill, 2013; Shrivastava, 2015; Hardt and O’Neill, 2017;
Nesterova, 2020). Economic organisation defined in this thesis as an organisation that produces goods

and services. Economic organisations strongly influence how and what, but also how much is produced
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and hence also how much of what might be consumed in society (Bonnedahl and Heikkurinen, 2019;
Robra et al.,, 2020). To achieve degrowth’s envisioned matter-energy throughput reduction, it is
essential to reduce both overall production and consumption levels (Robra and Heikkurinen, 2019).
This emphasises the need to research economic organisations in connection to degrowth further
(Robra et al., 2020). As already highlighted in Section 2.2., degrowth should be viewed as incompatible
with capitalism, making it important to view the compatibility of various forms of economic

organisations also from that angle.

Outside the degrowth discourse, economic organisations in connection to sustainability have been
researched for a relatively longer period. Blowfield and Murray (2011) argue that within the United
Nations’ sustainable development goals (SDG) businesses, firms, and corporations are seen as key
actors to achieve sustainable development. Malovics et al. (2008) observe that the majority of
businesses and firms have adopted some sort of sustainability conceptualisation into their business
models, missions, or visions. The concept of sustainability in connection to business has largely found
attention in the fields sustainable business studies and related fields of corporate responsibility (CR)
and corporate social responsibility (CSR) (see e.g. Banerjee, 2008; Blowfield and Murray, 2011;
Heikkurinen and Bonnedahl, 2013). For the purpose of clarity, the remainder of this chapter will use
sustainable business studies as encompassing both CR and CSR. Generally speaking, within these fields
or discourses it is recognised that businesses and corporations have a role and/or responsibility to help
achieve social and environmental sustainability. However, what constitutes as sustainable is often up

for interpretation and heavily debated (Blowfield and Murray, 2011).

According to Blowfield and Murray (2011) the most used definitions of sustainability in sustainable
business studies are derived from the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED)
which later developed into the SDGs. The main aim of the WCED was to explore ways of protecting the
environment “without jeopardizing economic growth” (Blowfield and Murray, 2011, p.59). In the

report Our Common Future the WCED (1987, p.8) argues the following:

“Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable — to ensure that it meets the
needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs. The concept of sustainable development does imply limits — not
absolute limits, but limitations imposed by the present state of technology and social
organization on environmental resources and by the ability of the biosphere to absorb the

effect of human activities.”

The common criticism of this notion of sustainability in the form of sustainable development is that it

is too vague and can easily be misused or misinterpreted (see Robert et al., 2005). Further, what is
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clear within the WCED’s conceptualisation of sustainability is the fact of trying to continue economic
growth and explicitly denying absolute environmental limits (Robra and Heikkurinen, 2019). As
mentioned, this problematic conceptualisation of sustainability has been carried over into the SDGs.
Robra and Heikkurinen (2019) analyse and critique the SDGs from a degrowth perspective?. The
authors argue that the SDGs failure to acknowledge absolute limits has led to their focus on eco-
efficiency and the omission of aims to reduce resource use in absolute terms. As already highlighted
in section 2.2. of this chapter, eco-efficiency does not address absolute levels of production and

consumption and leads to the rebound effect (see also Robra et al., 2020).

As mentioned in Section 2.2. van Griethuysen (2010) argues that the rebound effect should be fully
expected in a capitalist system with imperatives of continued capital accumulation and profit
maximisation. Businesses and firms are expected to produce and consume more with funds made
available through efficiency measures to maximise their profits. It should therefore be no surprise that
management scholars like Porter and Kramer (2006) argue that it is economically rational for firms to
adopt sustainability measures in the form of eco-efficiency as it will boost their competitive advantage.
Due to this economic rational, sustainable business measures such as CR and CSR have been criticised
by critical management scholars (see e.g. Banerjee, 2008; Gilberthorpe and Banks, 2012). Sustainability
measures undertaken by businesses and firms are often criticised as only being adopted when

economically paying off, which further encourages rebound effects.

It is problematic that the SDG’s conceptualisation of sustainability and eco-efficiency seems to be the
main focus of sustainable business studies (Robra et al., 2020; Nesterova and Robra, forthcoming).
Nesterova and Robra (forthcoming) argue that the concept of sustainable business is associated with
weak sustainability and a reformist approach. Weak sustainability is a categorisation first adopted by
Goodland and Daly (1996) in contrast to strong sustainability (see also Hopwood et al., 2005). Weak
sustainability assumes that natural and human-made ‘capital’ are unlimitedly substitutable, further
assuming that sustainability is achieved as long as the overall level of ‘capital’ remains constant.
Theoretically this would mean that natural ‘capital’ in the form of ecological systems and their services

can be replaced with human-made goods fulfilling these same ecological functions.

Strong sustainability challenges the notions of weak sustainability and argues that the different types
of capital are only substitutable to a very meagre degree if at all (Goodland and Daly, 1996; Bonnedahl
and Heikkurinen, 2019). Hopwood et al. (2005) describe weak sustainability as associated with a
reformist approach where the core principles of the capitalist system remain. This means

environmental as well as social considerations are included into theories and practises without

2 Also see Hickel (2019) a degrowth critique of the SDGs.
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changing the core principles of accumulation and growth. In other words the ends of the capitalist
system remain unquestioned and weak sustainability approaches essentially represent another means
to these ends (Nesterova and Robra, forthcoming). Strong sustainability on the other hand can be
associated with a transformative approach acknowledging absolute limits on economic activity and
resource extraction which also challenge the principles of accumulation and growth. Strong
sustainability has therefore been connected to the radical transformation sought by degrowth (see

Robra et al., 2020; Nesterova and Robra, forthcoming).

The reformist weak sustainability approaches of sustainable business studies fail to address the
requirement of absolute reduction of matter-energy throughput making it incompatible with
degrowth (Nesterova and Robra, forthcoming). Therefore, different approaches to and
conceptualisations of economic organisations in the context of degrowth are needed. Encouragingly,
despite a relatively low amount of research on economic organisations in connection to degrowth in
the past, the last three years (i.e. 2018-2021) have produced more research on the topic (including
other growth critical discourses such as postgrowth) (see e.g. Kostakis et al., 2018; Gabriel et al., 2019;
Plaza-Ubeda et al., 2020; Hinton, 2020; Nesterova, 2020; Hankammer et al., 2021). Yet, the political
economic implications of degrowth’s incompatibility with capitalism is only briefly acknowledged, if at
all, in the majority of these studies. Khmara and Kronenberg (2018) for example propose a business
case for degrowth. Similarly Roulet and Bothello (2020)® claim that the adoption of degrowth could
create a competitive advantage for businesses. This is not too dissimilar from the arguments made by
Porter and Kramer (2006) in relation to sustainability and business in general. Not only are studies like
Khmara and Kronenberg (2018) problematic as the issues of the rebound effect remain unaddressed
but they try to make degrowth fit the business discourse instead of finding economic organisations
that could fit the radical implications of degrowth. Such approaches show a complete lack of
understanding or willing ignorance of the capitalist political economy in connection to businesses and

other economic organisations.

The creation of a business case for degrowth or a competitive advantage through degrowth represents
creating new means for the end of capital accumulation on a micro economic level which is
incompatible with the aims of degrowth (Nesterova and Robra, forthcoming). As described in Section
2.2., capital accumulation should be seen as the driver of economic growth in a capitalist system
(Foster et al., 2010). Capitalist economic organisations such as businesses, firms, and corporations
operate under the imperative of capital accumulation (van Griethuysen, 2010; Spash, 2020b). In other

words, the core modus operandi of capitalist forms of economic organisations (i.e. businesses, firms

3 For a response to Roulet and Bothello's (2020) Harvard Business Review article see Nesterova et al.'s (2020)
article on degrowth.info.
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and corporations) is to accumulate capital. These capitalist economic organisations must follow the
imperative of profit making in order to survive within the capitalist system (Robra et al., 2020;
Nesterova, 2020). These profits represent a form of capital accumulation that enable and drive
economic growth (van Griethuysen, 2010), albeit not necessarily in the form of economic growth at
the level of the economic organisation in question. This means that capital accumulation at the micro
economic level helps drive economic growth in the capitalist system even if the organisation on the
micro economic level does not grow. Hence, the focus on non-growth as a connection to degrowth is
insufficient to account for the complexity of the political economic setting of capitalism. It is clear that
non-accumulation must be one of the principles for economic organisations that could fit a degrowth

society (van Griethuysen, 2010).

Many of the recent studies on degrowth and economic organisations still fall back on theories and
conceptualisations closely related to and aligned with sustainable business studies. Hence these
approaches share the same shortcomings of not addressing absolute reduction in matter-energy
throughput and non-accumulation, but also the disregard of the political economy of capitalism.
Further, in light of the capital accumulative imperative of capitalist economic organisations such as
businesses (see van Griethuysen, 2010) a focus on alternative economic organisations can be deemed
necessary. This is in contrast to, for example, Hinton's (2020) definition that business can be for profit
or not-for profit. Businesses’ modus operandi is coupled to the imperative of capital accumulation (van
Griethuysen, 2010; Ruuska, 2017; Nesterova et al., 2020). This thesis acknowledges that businesses
are inherently capitalist forms of economic organisations and therefore proposes a focus on alternative
economic organisations instead. There are several forms of alternative economic organisations that

have previously been connected to degrowth.

Johanisova et al. (2015) suggest cooperatives as potential organisational forms that could fit degrowth.
Blauwhof (2012) similarly discusses cooperatives in the need to overcome the imperative of
accumulation but laments that these organisations are still very much prone to co-optation into the
capitalist system and following its imperatives. Mondragon in Spain and the co-operative supermarket
chain in the UK are prominent examples of such co-optations (Blauwhof, 2012). Social enterprises are
another organisational form that has previously been connected to degrowth (see Johanisova et al.,
2013). However, social enterprises arguably still represent a form of capitalist economic organisation
following the imperative of capital accumulation albeit while also pursuing social goals (see Nesterova,
2021). This shortcoming is further very much part of the problem with studies focusing on B-corps
(such as Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Hankammer et al., 2021). Studies on social enterprises and B-
corps still represent a focus on business, albeit a ‘more socially orientated’ businesses, but not on

alternative economic organisations as such. Nesterova (2020) concludes that businesses might be able
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to help in the lead up to a degrowth society but ultimately their goal should be to also transform into
non-business alternatives. Social enterprises and B-corps do not represent a sufficient transformation

away from capitalist imperatives (Nesterova, 2021).

Another form of alternative economic organisation that has been linked to degrowth are commons-
based peer production (CBPP) organisations (Kostakis et al., 2018; Robra et al., 2020). CBPP represents
a mode of production that emphasises freely sharing knowledge and ideas so that other organisations
and practitioners can modify these ideas in accordance to their local needs and requirements (Benkler,
2007). CBPP as a phenomenon and alternative mode of production has emerged since the broad
introduction of the internet (Benkler, 2007; Bauwens et al., 2019). Within CBPP “contributors create
shared value through open contributory systems, govern the work through participatory practices, and
create shared resources that can, in turn, be used in new iterations” (Bauwens et al., 2019, p.6). This
means that the digital commons enable contributions to an endless pool of knowledge that gets
constantly re-shared and re-shaped (Kostakis, 2018). Most significantly is the fact that this form of
innovation and knowledge creation takes place without a clear profit incentive but rather through
intrinsic, non-monetary motivation (Benkler, 2017; Kostakis et al., 2018). It is therefore in stark
opposition to the belief that innovation requires a future profit incentive as described in Section 2.2.

(see van Griethuysen, 2010; Pansera and Fressoli, 2021).

Furthermore, CBPP is interesting in the context of helping achieve degrowth as it not only represents
an alternative form of organisation (i.e. CBPP organisations) but also a mode of production. To
overcome and transcend capitalism a new and alternative mode of production is essential (see Marx,
1969; Saito, 2017). Essentially degrowth in its opposition to capitalism requires an alternative mode of
production, which CBPP could potentially be. This means alternative economic organisations using this
alternative mode of production, further encouraging a focus on CBPP. Alternative modes of production
entail the contradiction of facing economic relations and structures misaligned with this mode of
production (see Marx, 1969). This also emphasises the need to study these organisations with political
economic implications in mind. It is therefore important to research how CBPP as a mode of production
might fit degrowth but also how organisations using CBPP (i.e. CBPP organisations) might survive in a

capitalist system despite the resulting contradiction.

With a need to include political economic considerations when researching economic organisations in
the context of degrowth, it is problematic that, as described above, many of the recent studies
predominantly disregard capitalism and its political economic implication. An explanation for this

might be the use of more orthodox or traditional management and business theories as well as
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frameworks used in these studies*. Many of these more ‘traditional’ theories leave no room for
political economy or critique on capitalism (see Spash, 2020a; Ergene et al., 2020). Luhmann (2018)
laments that these ‘traditional’ organisational theories are heavily influenced by neo-classical
economics and its assumptions. Albeit that Luhmann's (2018) critique here is not in regard to political
economy but the lack of complexity employed by these theories. Hence, Luhmann's (2012) social

system theory could help study organisations in the complex setting of society.

Two past studies on organisations in connection to degrowth as well as postgrowth have utilised social
systems theory (see Reichel, 2017; Plaza-Ubeda et al., 2020). However, both studies (like many others)
fail to address or acknowledge the political economic implications of degrowth. Reichel (2017) follows
Baecker's® (2006) example and analyses the form of the firm in the context of postgrowth. However,
Reichel (2017) fails to draw significant implications for organisations that even acknowledge the
political economic implications of either postgrowth or degrowth. Plaza-Ubeda et al. (2020) adopt
Luhmann’s work directly to research sub-systems within organisational social systems in the context
of degrowth. However, Plaza-Ubeda et al. (2020) also fail to translate political economic implications
of degrowth to the organisation level and revert back to ‘traditional’ management and business

indicators within companies, despite having identified degrowth’s opposition to capitalism.

It needs to be pointed out at this point that Luhmann himself completely disregarded political economy
when applying his theory and was vehemently opposed to Marx’s view and conceptualisation of
society (see Schecter, 2017). Schecter (2017, 2019) argues that social systems theory can be detached
from Luhmann’s personal worldview and connected to Marxist concepts including Gramsci’s
conceptualisation of hegemony. On its own, social systems theory does not address the shortcoming
of political economic considerations. This PhD therefore seeks to bring Gramsci's (1971)
conceptualisation of hegemony together with Luhmann's (2012) social systems theory to enable
viewing organisations as encompassed in the complexity of society whilst also considering society’s
political economy. This will enable the PhD to fill parts of the vast gap on economic organisation and

degrowth without ignoring its incompatibility with capitalism.

4 Albeit that there might be other reasons for this disregard and omission of capitalism and its imperatives. One
can speculate whether these reasons are of a diplomatic nature to ensure greater ease in publication and/or
continuations of research funding. Regardless, this disregard is highly problematic in achieving degrowth as will
be discussed throughout this thesis.
5> Dirk Baecker is considered one of Niklas Luhmann’s disciples and seen as one of the most important social
systems theorists after Luhmann himself, particularly in the German speaking context.
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2.4. Summary and Conclusion
This chapter set out to briefly introduce degrowth as a concept as well as its most common critiques.
It further sought to review the literature available on economic organisations in connection to

degrowth, highlighting the vast remaining research gap in this area.

The literature review highlighted that degrowth seeks to transform society to become sustainable by
reducing matter-energy throughput and aiming for a societal transformation that allows for a society
not based on continued economic growth. In this context, the chapter also reviewed some of the
common critiqgue on degrowth and highlighted that these either represented a misunderstanding of
degrowth or continue to perpetuate the belief in unfeasible concepts such as green growth while
ignoring the rebound effect. The chapter also highlighted degrowth’s incompatibility with capitalism.
In this context the chapter explained that this thesis follows the (Marxist influenced) definition of

capitalism as a societal system based on capital accumulation.

The chapter explored the general lack of studies in connection to degrowth and economic organisation
while simultaneously arguing the need to research economic organisations in the context of degrowth.
Before reviewing the meagre available literature on the topic, the chapter showed the incompatibility
of degrowth with sustainable business studies due to degrowth’s incompatibility with capitalism. The
majority of existing studies on degrowth and economic organisation was then deemed to fall back on
sustainable business studies despite this incompatibility. Further, this highlighted a number of studies
that tried to make degrowth fit these business studies. As the chapter described businesses as
inherently capitalist economic organisations, it proposed the focus on alternative economic
organisations instead. In this context, CBPP was identified as the organisational form the thesis would
focus on. The chapter also identified Luhmann’s social systems theory as a fitting theory to study
organisation that would prevent a fall back on ‘“traditional’ business theories. However, it was also
identified that this theory must be connected to Marxist concepts to include the political economic

implications of degrowth.

To conclude, the chapter highlights the need to study alternative economic organisations in the
context of degrowth and how these can help to achieve a degrowth society. Simultaneously the
chapter also emphasised the failure of most previous studies on degrowth and economic organisation
to acknowledge degrowth’s incompatibility with capitalism as well as the resulting implications.
‘Traditional’ business studies, including sustainable business studies, fail to acknowledge the political
economy of capitalism and its inherent unsustainability. The chapter therefore proposes to study CBPP
organisations by using Marxist conceptualisations such as Gramsci’s hegemony and counter-hegemony

together with Luhmann’s social systems theory.

32



33



Chapter 3 — Research Philosophy, Methodology, and Design

3.1. Introduction

This chapter describes the researcher’s research philosophy and the consequential research approach
of the overall PhD thesis. Section 3.2. argues the need of a research philosophy in research and
describes the PhD researcher’s personal take on critical realism. The research framing of the thesis
follows in Section 3.3. The section describes the critical realist approach to first conceptualise and
frame the particular research focus of the thesis. In the case of this thesis, this means how
organisations are conceptualised for the study. In connection to this, the section further emphasises
the critical realist need of an a priori theory conceptualisation and makes the case for the partial
theoretical approach to the thesis. The research methodology and design choice of case study research

for the empirical part of the thesis is highlighted in Section 3.4.

3.2. Research Philosophy

Paradigms in research influence how a researcher conducts their research and thus plays an important
role in any research undertaking (Robson, 2011). There are various paradigms within social research
that might oppose each other philosophically (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). This is not simply a question
of quantitative paradigm vs. qualitative paradigm (Robson, 2011; Lincoln et al., 2018). The ‘hard’
science vs. ‘soft’ science debate where quantitative research is viewed as objective compared to
gualitative research viewed as non-scientific, is arguably out of date (see Denzin and Lincoln, 2018).
The need for an objective researcher for such ‘hard’ science is unfulfillable as “you can’t leave your
humanity behind doing research” (Robson, 2011, p.15). In other words, researchers can never be fully

value-free and objective when doing research.

A researcher’s worldviews, assumptions, and the way they view reality in the search for knowledge,
i.e. the researcher’s ontology, play a key role in how the researcher conducts their research (Lincoln et
al., 2018). This further influences the researcher’s epistemology, i.e. their way of thinking as well as
viewing their research subjects and objects (Spash, 2012; Lincoln et al., 2018). Epistemology and
ontology influence and determine the strategy and process of the research itself, i.e. the research
methodology. It is therefore vital for researchers to be clear about their own personal research
philosophy, in order to be able to align methodological choices with their research philosophy. As a
researcher’s research philosophy represents something very personal, the remainder of this section is
written in the first person to emphasise the PhD researcher’s personal worldview embedded within

the research philosophy.
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| personally view my research philosophy to be alighed with Roy Bhaskar's (1998) critical realism to a
high extent. | acknowledge a reality that exists apart from human existence and hence also apart from
human consciousness. Science is a social product/construct that studies and operates within a reality
that exists prior to science (Archer et al., 1998). | agree with Joseph (2002, p.28), who goes as far to
say that “reality must exist independently of our knowledge of it if scientific development and debate
are to have any relevance”. Further, | believe that one can never fully know if what one has found
constitutes as objective truth. Research is always value laden (be that consciously or subconsciously)
and especially so in social science and research related to economics. | oppose the positivist view of an
objective truth through empirical (quantifiable) research but similarly also oppose the relativist
viewpoint where it can be hard to argue for the existence of reality outside the researcher’s own

perception.

Critical realism aims to explore and answer research questions by understanding structures and
mechanisms that influence phenomena (Robson, 2011). However, critical realism emphasises
structures and agents as mechanisms leading to phenomena on an equal footing (Bhaskar, 1998;
Spash, 2012). Vincent and Wapshott (2014) for example emphasise a critical realist research approach
focusing on agency and agents. Joseph (2002) on the other hand, critiques Bhaskar's (1998) view of
agency standing one-to-one with structures. | similarly side here more with Joseph's (2002) Marxist
view of structures having primacy over agents. My view is further influenced by Luhmann's (2012)
social systems theory where structures heavily outweigh agents and their agency as mechanisms.
Structures arguably constrain and influence agents so heavily that a primary focus on structures as
mechanisms to research can be argued. This does not mean that agency and agents do not play a role,
however from this perspective maybe not as a vital a focus as perceived by some scholars. It should
also be said that agents and structures are heavily interdependent. Structures are initially created by
agents, but structures essentially constrain agents in changing and creating new structures. Arguably,

structures can only be changed by agents, however to do so, structures must first be understood.

Marx’s materialist dialectic is a further aspect that influences my research philosophy. Marx inverts
Hegel’s philosophy (Marx stellt Hegel vom Kopf auf die Fiife — Marx puts Hegel from his head on his
feet) (Saito, 2017). This means that Marx’s materialist dialectic departs from the materialist world
instead of Hegel’s departure from human consciousness. In other words, everything comes from a
material base, there is no human consciousness without the material world (Creaven, 2002). This is
very similar to Bhaskar's (1998) stratification of nature, if understood from the bottom up i.e. with a
materialist footing. Creaven (2002) argues that with a more explicit footing on a material base than
critical realism, materialist dialectic is in a stronger position to oppose ideas such as god as a creator.

Critical realism is often described and used as an ‘under-labourer’ in conjunction with other theories
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and philosophies (Brown et al., 2002). Hence, the combination of critical realism with Marxist ideas in
my personal research philosophy is not only possible but also common amongst some Marxist scholars

(see e.g. Joseph, 2002), albeit debated amongst Marxists (see Brown et al., 2002).

3.3. Research Framing

From a critical realist perspective phenomena and research subjects as well as objects cannot be
studied in isolation but must be studied in their specific environments and settings (0’Mahoney and
Vincent, 2014). This means to get an in-depth understanding of the studied object and/or subject an
understanding of its surroundings is essential to describe and research the mechanisms causing a
certain phenomenon. Critical realism follows an abductive and retroductive logic (Ackroyd and
Karlsson, 2014). Abduction re-describes the observed object, subject, or phenomenon in a more
abstract way. In other words, abduction theoretically describes the causations observed. Retroduction
on the other hand, is the notion of describing the world surrounding the studied phenomena in a way
that explains the mechanisms observed to work as perceived (O’Mahoney and Vincent, 2014).
Meaning, retroduction describes the way the world around the phenomenon must look for the
phenomenon to occur as observed. According to O’Mahoney and Vincent (2014), abduction and

retroduction are often seen and conducted as one move within research by critical realists.

For critical realism’s abductive and retroductive logic, a theoretical understanding of a phenomenon
and its surroundings is vital to be able to identify potential mechanisms causing it (O’Mahoney and
Vincent, 2014). This means an a priori theory understanding of the object or subject of study is essential
before empirical research. In the context of the research in this PhD thesis, this translates to the
requirement of theoretically understanding economic organisation in the political economy of
capitalism. This also includes the need to theoretically understand alternative economic organisations,
their alternative modes of production, and the resulting contradiction in the current setting of the
capitalist hegemony. The literature review (Chapter 2) highlighted the lack of understanding capitalist
structures when studying organisations in the context of degrowth, which further emphasises the need

for an a priori theoretical understanding in the research of this thesis.

Vincent and Wapshott (2014) argue that a good starting point for critical realist research on
organisations is the ontological assertions of what organisations do and are. This gives a good
theoretical foundation for both the abductive and retroductive process of the research (Vincent and
Wapshott, 2014). This PhD takes the view advocated in Luhmann's (2018) social systems theory on
organisations where organisations are viewed as social systems. Social systems theory thus represents

a theoretical starting point for the abductive process. Further, as social systems theory views
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organisational social systems as encompassed by the wider social system of society (Seidl and Becker,
2006), the theory will help with the retroductive process of the study. Other conceptualisations
relevant for the a priori theoretical understanding are arguably Gramsci's (1971) concept of hegemony
and counter-hegemony as well as Marx's (1969) base and superstructure. Both will help to facilitate a

socio-political dimension in the abductive and retroductive process.

3.4. Research Methodology

The previously mentioned lack of extensive literature on organisations in the context of degrowth
makes the creation of an a priori theoretical understanding based on this literature alone, difficult. This
PhD therefore takes a theoretical as well as empirical approach, theoretical meaning here simply a
non-empirical approach. This means that this PhD tries to fulfil and answer some of its research
objectives and questions through theoretical analysis. These theoretical enquiries help to establish a
better a priori theoretical understanding which then in turn helps to inform the empirical part of the
PhD. Specifically, the first two findings chapters (Chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis) aim to fulfil and answer
their research objectives and questions in this way. These chapters therefore represent the a priori
theoretical discussions needed from a critical realist perspective which then allow for a better
understanding of what and how to undertake the empirical work of this thesis. Even though the
empirical work of this thesis (Chapter 6) can arguably stand on its own as a findings chapter, in the
whole of the thesis, the two preceding findings chapters represent the a priori theoretical exploration

that helped frame and conceptualise the empirical study.
The empirical research question of this PhD is the following:

Do, and if so, how do commons-based peer production organisations demonstrate counter-

hegemonic degrowth in their decision premises?

According to Robson (2011), critical realists aim to answer how and why questions, i.e. the causation
of phenomena. The above question therefore fits well within the research philosophy of critical
realism. As argued in Section 3.2. research philosophies have methodological consequences, the same
is true for critical realism. Case study research is generally seen as a methodology to answer how and
why questions on organisations (Van Maanen, 1983; Yin, 2003). Further, Ackroyd and Karlsson (2014)
identify case study research as a fitting design for critical realist studies, particularly when studying
organisations. It should be noted however, that critical realism works with various research designs
and does not prescribe one (O’Mahoney and Vincent, 2014). Yet, due to the abductive potential in case
studies to find and show mechanisms in an in-depth setting (Vincent and Wapshott, 2014), case study

research seems fitting for the above research question from a critical realist perspective.
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There are various approaches to case study research and not one indefinite way of procedure (Vincent
and Wapshott, 2014). Vincent and Wapshott (2014) argue that the requirement of an a priori
theoretical understanding in critical realism is similar to the a priori conceptual framework that Yin
(2003) postulates for case study research. However, Vincent and Wapshott (2014) are quick to point
out that instead of testing the theoretical framework (as in the case of Yin’s approach), the aim is to
abductively use it to re-describe the observed causalities (Ackroyd and Karlsson, 2014; O’Mahoney and
Vincent, 2014). This theoretical description then further helps with the retroduction i.e. showing which
conditions allow for the causation as the mechanisms are often outside the case studied thus requiring

a theoretical level to be worked out (Vincent and Wapshott, 2014).

Both single and multiple case study research is possible from a critical realist perspective (Kessler and
Bach, 2014; Vincent and Wapshott, 2014). Ackroyd and Karlsson (2014) emphasise that mechanisms
can be identified in a single case study, and these mechanisms can also be believed to operate in other
places. Multiple-case study research can however help to make conclusions about causes more
effective (Ackroyd and Karlsson, 2014). Further, multiple cases can help to identify broader tendencies
and mechanisms that might be lost if focusing only on the setting of a single in-depth case (Kessler and
Bach, 2014). Within the philosophy of critical realism every case is seen as an in-depth case even if in
a multiple case study approach (Ackroyd and Karlsson, 2014). Multiple cases can therefore be used to

generalise about mechanisms.

For its empirical part, the PhD adopted a multiple case study approach. Snowballing (Biernacki and
Waldorf, 1981) was used in the PhD researcher’s network of CBPP academics and practitioners to
identify potential cases that showed practices aligned with the concept of designing globally and
manufacturing locally (DGML) (see Chapter 4) to ensure a focus not on solely digitally-based CBPPs.

Five CBPP organisations were initially identified that were willing to participate in the study:

1. Wind Empowerment — a CBPP organisation focusing on the manufacture and knowledge
dissemination of small-scale wind turbines.

2. Hydro net —a CBPP organisation focusing on small-scale hydro energy solutions.

3. T4 - a CBPP of software for energy management, mainly focusing on solar energy.

4. P2P Lab— Aresearch collective organised as a CBPP organisation, focusing on research on and
around CBPP.

5. Guerrilla Translation — A translation collective organised as a CBPP organisation.

After initially agreeing to partake in the research project, Hydro net withdrew as a case before data
collection began. T4 withdrew as a case due to the ensuing Covid-19 pandemic, stating that the extra

pressure from the pandemic left no time to participate in the research project. This left three cases:
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Wind Empowerment, P2P Lab, and Guerrilla Translation. However, after initially taking part in the data
collection process, Guerrilla Translation became unresponsive after a few interviews, making further
in-depth data collection impossible. Despite the high quality of data collected from this case, the small
guantity of data collected seemed disproportional to the other two remaining cases. The small number
of interviews also made it impossible to cross check findings. Guerrilla Translation was therefore
dropped as a case because too many assumptions about the data would have had to be made to make
it comparable to the other two cases, Wind Empowerment and P2P Lab. This decision was further
influenced by the fact that Guerrilla Translation could be an interesting case in future research.
Assumptions around the collected data in published material would unnecessarily undermine the

present and potentially future researcher-case relationship.

Data collection in case study research can take many shapes and forms (Yin, 2003). Mintzberg (1983)
argues that qualitative research helps to understand organisations in depth. Similarly, Wolf et al.
(2010) argue that researchers working with social systems theory should utilise qualitative methods to
explain the complex issues researched. Besio and Pronzini (2010) recommend interviews, participant
observation, document analysis, and discourse analysis as relevant data collection techniques when
researching organisational social systems. From a critical realist perspective, there is no particular data
collection technique that should be used (Ackroyd and Karlsson, 2014). Smith and Elger (2014)
however recommend in-depth interviews particularly in the context of case study research as the
researcher will be able to probe for details and implications of mechanisms. The authors (Smith and
Elger, 2014) caution however that interviews have to be critically scrutinised, they recommend

triangulation of the collected data with other sources as well as other data collection techniques.

This PhD collected data through semi-structured in-depth interviews with various members of the case
organisations. Snowballing was used to increase the number of interviewees and interviews (Biernacki
and Waldorf, 1981). The interviews were structured to touch upon the decision premises and self-
description(s) of the organisation. Chapter 6 expands on the theoretical background for the focus on
decision premises. Further, Chapter 6 (Section 6.4.) describes how the analysis of the data was
undertaken. The interviews’ length ranged from 40 to 90 minutes. Skype was used to conduct and
record the interviews. All interviews were transcribed (using Otter.ai) to allow for easier analysis. In
total 11 and 9 interviews were conducted with members from Wind Empowerment and P2P Lab

respectively. Table 2 in Chapter 6 includes a detailed overview of all collected data from the two cases.

In the case of Wind Empowerment, four board and strategy meetings were observed; field notes were
created for analysis from these. As the meetings within P2P Lab are held in Greek, an observation was

not possible. Wind Empowerment provided three key strategic documents (Charter, Constitution, and
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Finance and procurement Policy) for document analysis. Wind Empowerment also provided access to
various email conversations which were deemed relevant to the research after initial conversations
and interviews. These emails were analysed as documents. Through their modus operandi, P2P Lab
does not have similar strategic documents that could have been analysed. Instead, its members
referred to academic research publications of the collective. These publications were not analysed in
the way the rest of the data was (as outlined below). Rather, the publications are used as academic

references to enrich the study’s findings.

Case study researchers like Yin (2003) suggest analysing data through pattern matching it to an a priori
theoretical framework. Although the deductive approach offered by Yin (2003) might be similar to the
abductive approach of critical realism it needs to be refined to also allow for a retroductive logic
(Vincent and Wapshott, 2014). Generally, coding interviews as well as documents is common practise
in qualitative research to identify emerging themes (Roulston, 2013; Coffey, 2013). The anonymised as
well as transcribed data was imported into NVivo for coding. However, in light of viewing organisations
as social systems in this PhD, decision premises and the organisations’ self-description were taken as
themes to code the data (see Chapter 6 for the theoretical a priori considerations for these codes). The
coded data was then analysed for counter-hegemonic alignment with degrowth (see Chapter 6 for a

description of the notion of counter-hegemonic alignment in the context of the empirical study).

The initial discussions and interviews with P2P Lab led to broader discussions around CBPP itself as
well as the investigated topic. These discussions also emphasised that CBPP as an emerging
phenomenon is difficult to detach from its precise context (see also Bauwens et al., 2019). To
understand the cases’ contexts better it was deemed beneficial to incorporate a more participatory
approach to the case studies. According to Reilly (2010), in participatory case studies, typically case
participants contribute to the analysis and discussion of the research, to enhance the understanding
of both the underlying processes and the contextual setting. Participants are not subject to observation
and inquiry by the researchers but are considered experts on the underlying contextual causes and
details of their social environment. The objectives and outcomes of the research are foremostly

relevant to the participants and oriented towards the improvement of the investigated social situation.

One participant from each of the two cases was chosen to participate in the analysis and discussion of
the research process. To balance any confirmation bias or potential conflicts with preconceived
notions, the two participants were only involved in the analysis and discussion phase of the research,
while the PhD researcher provided critical checks and had the final say in the key decisions concerning
the research process. The data was solely collected by the PhD researcher, while the two participants

were only given access to fully anonymised data.
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Chapter 4 - Findings 1 - Commons-based Peer Production

Organisations for Degrowth Counter-Hegemony?

4.1. Introduction

As outlined in Section 2.2. degrowth scholars argue for the need to establish a new societal system
that is not based on and does not require economic growth to function while increasing and
maintaining wellbeing (Schneider et al., 2010; Kallis, 2018). In this context it was also highlighted that
capitalism is, by definition, a growth-based system (Foster et al., 2010). Degrowth’s opposition to
economic growth therefore ultimately also requires overcoming capitalism and its imperative of capital
accumulation as well as profit maximisation (see e.g. Blauwhof, 2012; Foster, 2011; Spash, 2020a; van
Griethuysen, 2010). The need to overcome and essentially transcend both capitalism and the need for
economic growth has a significant impact on the economy in a potential degrowth society. More
precisely any notion to overcome capitalism and its growth imperative requires an acknowledgment

of political economic considerations (Spash, 2020a).

Arguably, the notion of degrowth has significant impacts on how and which economic organisations
might fit a degrowth society (Shrivastava, 2015; Robra et al., 2020). Yet, the role of production and
economic organisations seems unclear in the context of degrowth (Hankammer and Kleer, 2018).
However, it is clear that studying economic organisations in the context of achieving a degrowth
society needs to acknowledge capitalism and its political economy (see Section 2.3.). As argued in
Section 2.3., businesses in any form represent capitalist economic organisations that strive for profits
and to accumulate capital, making them incompatible with degrowth (van Griethuysen, 2010;
Nesterova and Robra, forthcoming). Recent studies on the topic of degrowth in connection to
economic organisation have arguably ignored degrowth’s political economic implications and the
resulting need to focus on alternative economic organisations. This chapter seeks to fill part of this
research gap by introducing a political economic lens to analyse economic organisations’ role for
achieving degrowth. This first and foremost requires a political economic lens compatible with

degrowth.

Various different political economic considerations have been introduced to the degrowth discourse
recently (see Chertkovskaya et al., 2019). One of the most promising avenues in the context of this
PhD is D’Alisa's (2019) (see also D’Alisa and Kallis, 2020) use of Gramsci’s conceptualisation of
hegemony and counter-hegemony to describe degrowth as a counter-hegemony essentially seeking
to replace the capitalist hegemony and its common-senses. An unexplored avenue in this context of
economic organisations therefore becomes the role of economic organisations in helping the

degrowth counter-hegemony overcome the capitalist hegemony. Following this notion, economic
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organisations currently operate in a hegemonic, capitalist context. Within this society, economic
structures are arguably aligned with the capitalist hegemony and enforce its reproduction. It is
therefore important to not only understand how economic organisations could align with degrowth in
such a context and even help to overcome the capitalist hegemony, but also what such an alignment
implies for these organisations in said hegemony. With CBPP the focus of this thesis, this chapter seeks

to explore the following objective of this thesis (see Section 1.2.):

Understand the role of economic organisations in helping degrowth counter-hegemony

overcome the capitalist hegemony.

In light of this research objective, this chapter seeks to answer the following research (see Section

1.2.):

How can commons-based peer production as a mode of production and as a form of

organisation help the degrowth counter-hegemony to overcome the capitalist hegemony?

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: Section 4.2. describes and operationalises
degrowth as counter-hegemony using Gramsci’s conceptualisation of hegemony. The section describes
the core idea of hegemony and counter-hegemony and how these reproduce. Section 4.3. theoretically
develops the need for an alternative mode of production and its purpose within a degrowth context.
From this, broad implications for economic organisations are drawn. In this context, counter-
hegemony is connected to Marx’s conceptualisation of the economic base and superstructure. The
resulting theoretical insights are then analysed on the example of CBPP (both as a mode of production
and CBPP organisations) in Section 4.4. This section highlights how CBPP aligns (as well as how it does
not) with degrowth as a counter-hegemony and the purpose of the alternative mode of production
described in the previous section. Section 4.5. interprets these insights and connects them to the wider
literature on degrowth, and further makes suggestions how CBPP organisations might better align with
degrowth. In Section 4.6. the chapter concludes and connects its findings to the wider setting of the

PhD thesis.

4.2. Degrowth as Counter-Hegemony

According to Kallis (2018, p.85), “[d]egrowth marks a frontal attack on the growth paradigm”. This
means degrowth repoliticises and critiques the notion of continued economic growth as a means to
achieve prosperity and wellbeing (Latouche, 2009; Swyngedouw, 2015). Repoliticisation is needed in
this context as the pursuit of economic growth (as well as capitalism) has become largely unquestioned

and therefore depoliticised (Dale, 2012; Swyngedouw, 2015). Despite the aforementioned
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shortcomings of economic growth to alleviate social as well as ecological problems (see Section 2.2.),
it is commonly viewed as positive and required (Dale, 2012). As argued in Section 2.2., not only
economic growth but particularly capitalism through its growth imperative should be seen as the main
driver of ecological destruction and climate change (see e.g. Blauwhof, 2012; Foster et al., 2010; van

Griethuysen, 2010). This has led to the argument of degrowth’s incompatibility with capitalism.

Capitalism’s imperative of capital accumulation is the driver of economic growth. According to Foster
et al. (2010: 28) “capitalism has remained essentially (if not more so) what it was from the beginning:
an enormous engine for the ceaseless accumulation of capital, propelled by the competitive drive of
individuals and groups seeking their own self-interest in the form of private gain”. Capitalism also
requires economic growth as this creates opportunities for new capital accumulation (Foster et al.,
2010; van Griethuysen, 2010). Hence, capitalism and economic growth are interdependently linked.
To overcome the growth imperative, capitalism must be overcome and vice versa. Capitalism viewed
here as a societal system and not just as the economy or a set of institutional attributes (as Kallis (2018)
does, also see Section 2.2.). Capitalism from this perspective signifies various structures of society that
are based on and require capital accumulation and economic growth to continue. Degrowth therefore
not only represents the “frontal attack on the growth paradigm” Kallis (2018, p.85) speaks of, but a full

on assault on capitalism and its imperatives.

Despite his focus on the opposition to economic growth instead of the capitalist system, Kallis (2018)
(as well as D’Alisa (2019)) proposes Antonio Gramsci’s conceptualisation of hegemony and counter-
hegemony to explain the ensuing socio-political dynamic of opposing and replacing the dominant
growth paradigm. Hegemony here as Gramsci (1971) (re)conceptualises the term to describe the
dominating ideology, culture, and norms, but also structures and systemic relations within society at a
certain point in history. Gramsci’s work helps to understand how a hegemony can persist but also what
it might entail to overcome and replace it (Fontana, 2008). Gramsci’s conceptualisation of hegemony
therefore introduces a socio-political facet to Marx’s concept of cultural hegemony (Texier, 2015).
What is clear from Gramsci’s definition of hegemony is that it can be used to describe capitalism as a
hegemony following this thesis definition of capitalism as a societal system. This is more complex than
Kallis' (2018) focus on a growth hegemony as capitalism as a system encompasses a growth imperative
through its imperative of capital accumulation. Hence, in the context of hegemony this thesis sees

degrowth as opposing the capitalist hegemony instead of a growth hegemony.

In the context of hegemony, Gramsci (1971) conceptualises civil society, political society, and the state
in a very heterodox way. Civil society (e.g. educational system, religion) is the sphere of consent to
hegemony and its reproduction (Buttigieg, 1995). Political society (e.g. judicial system, the army and
police, as well as bureaucracy) enforces the consent to hegemony if necessary (potentially through
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brute force) to ensure its continuation with minimal coercion (D’Alisa and Kallis, 2016). For Gramsci
(1971) civil society is inseparable from political society. This inseparability led Gramsci to understand
civil society and political society together as the integral state (Texier, 2015). Gramsci's (1971)
understanding of what constitutes the state is thus more complex than the liberal understanding as
purely the government apparatus (which Gramsci describes as part of political society). Similarly, civil
society is seen as a part of the integral state and therefore not just reduced to the private sphere but

part of the state and how its hegemony is reproduced (Buttigieg, 1995).

The consent to hegemony its structures, culture, and norms is manufactured through processes,
mechanisms, and relationships between civil and political society (Buttigieg, 1995). Consent in this
context is reproduced through the hegemony’s norms and culture being viewed as common senses.
Gramsci uses the ‘grammatically non-existent’ plural of common sense to describe the plurality of
norms and rules that are viewed uncritical and become unquestioned, hence everyday common sense
in the persisting hegemony (Hoare and Nowell-Smith, 1971). The hegemony’s common senses
essentially represent the dominant Weltanschauung or worldview in society. This worldview
represents a subconscious understanding of the world that helps to ensure the persistence of the
current hegemony (Hoare and Nowell-Smith, 1971). Essentially meaning the hegemony’s worldview is

not even viewed as such but perceived as ‘natural’ (see Losch, 2017).

Hegemony persists as common senses remain largely unchallenged but also through their active
reproduction (D’Alisa and Kallis, 2020). That is, acting in line with the common senses of the hegemony
(albeit mainly subconsciously) actively reproduces the hegemony. The common senses of economic
growth and capitalism are constantly reproduced, resulting in but also explaining the continuation of
the capitalist hegemony (Buch-Hansen, 2018). For example, the common senses around the
perception that innovation needs to follow the imperative of profit maximisation leads to innovation
for future capital accumulation, which results in the active reproduction of these common senses and

ultimately the capitalist hegemony.

Schools are another example which reproduce and teach hegemonic common senses and largely
discourage critical engagement with these (Ruuska, 2019). Business schools reproduce the idea of the
hegemonic view on growth, capitalism and the economy (Ghoshal, 2005). Critical or other ways of
viewing the economy or society are marginalised or discriminated against. Common senses have been
depoliticised (Swyngedouw, 2015) thus ensuring their constant uncritical reproduction. This further
helps explain why economic growth is seen as the solution to society’s problems. These beliefs are part

of the capitalist hegemony and its common senses.
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Through the alighnment of society’s structures with the capitalist hegemony, everyday life and activities
mostly reproduce this hegemony directly or indirectly. Humans are members of the societal systems
and help to reproduce it (Luhmann, 2012). Many activities within society therefore inadvertently
reproduce its hegemony (Kallis, 2018). The simple act of grocery shopping in a supermarket reproduces
and reinforces the capitalist hegemony. Through this act the capitalist hegemony is most likely
unconsciously reproduced through individuals’ actions. Even the conscious individual in this regard
might be forced through society’s structures to help the reproduction of the capitalist hegemony, e.g.

the individual’s need to buy food at a supermarket to sustain their biological metabolism.

According to Latouche (2009), degrowth repoliticises ideas about economic growth and capitalism.
Essentially degrowth opposes the capitalist hegemony and its common senses. Degrowth thus
represents a counter-hegemony to the capitalist hegemony, seeking a paradigm shift by replacing it
(Buch-Hansen, 2018). Counter-hegemony represents cultural and political opposition to the hegemony
its beliefs and power structures, ultimately seeking to overcome and transcend it (Fontana, 2008;
Carroll and Ratner, 2010). A counter-hegemony repoliticises the common senses of the hegemony,
creating the possibility to question and oppose them (D’Alisa et al., 2013; Garcia Lopez et al., 2017).
Through this, the reproduction of hegemony can be challenged and undermined, creating the
possibility of the counter-hegemony to take hold as a new emerging hegemonic possibility in society

(Hoare and Nowell-Smith, 1971).

Counter-hegemony can take hold through counter-hegemonic everyday activities, these represent
activities that are in accordance with the counter-hegemony’s instead of hegemony’s commons senses
(Garcia Lopez et al., 2017; Pansera and Owen, 2018). In the context of degrowth Kallis (2018) advocates
counter-hegemonic activity aligned with degrowth to help achieve a societal transformation. Indeed,
Gramsci’s work has mainly been used to describe and research such counter-hegemonic activity in the
context of degrowth (see e.g. Garcia Lépez et al., 2017; Pansera and Owen, 2018). Other work focused
on the conceptualisation of the state in this context, also arguing for general counter-hegemonic

activity (see D’Alisa, 2019; D’Alisa and Kallis, 2020).

Counter-hegemonic activity is no doubt necessary and can help degrowth overcome and transcend the
capitalist hegemony, however it is hard to imagine how such activity alone can lead to the required
societal transformation to achieve a society in line with degrowth. Particularly as “[a]lternative ways
of living are either co-opted into the economic growth paradigm or condemned as backward or
primitive” (Spash, 2020a, p.9). Yet, for scholars like Kallis (2018) counter-hegemonic activity is meant
to achieve structural change through co-emergence. This seems plausible but only seems to scratch
the surface of how a structural degrowth transformation might be achieved. Spash (202043, p.4) argues
that “[i]n order to understand why systems change is necessary, and how it might be achieved the
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structural aspects of that system must be understood, including the mechanism by which it operates
and reproduces itself”. In the context of degrowth this means it must be understood how counter-
hegemonic activity can lead to a structural transformation of society. For the focus of this thesis this
means understanding the role of economic organisations in society’s structural transformation

towards degrowth.

4.3. Economic Organisations and the Contradiction of an Alternative Mode of

Production

According to Spash (2020a), to understand the reproductive structures of capitalism one must
unavoidably work with Marx’s understanding of society and its political economy. In order to better
understand the role of economic organisations in overcoming the capitalist hegemony, it is vital to
understand the relation between economic base and superstructure. For Marx (1969), society’s
economic structures (i.e. its mode of production and relations of production) represent the economic
base. This economic base enables and shapes society’s superstructure. The superstructure can be
understood as all of society’s non-economic structures such as politics, culture, and law which in turn
maintain and shape society’s economic base (Marx, 1969). This means that the superstructure and

economic base maintain and shape each other in circularity.

The mode of production is an abstraction and not in itself the actor that can shape the superstructure,
instead economic organisations operating according to and aligning with a mode of production do.
Economic organisations through their mode of production and relations of production are connected
to the base while simultaneously also being connected to the superstructure. Economic organisations
therefore have a fundamental role to shape a superstructure that will help maintain a particular
economic base and its mode of production. For degrowth this further emphasises the role of economic
organisations as these must help change the superstructure to overcome capitalism and the capitalist

mode of production.

The influence economic organisations can arguably have on shaping the superstructure becomes even
more vital in connection to Gramsci’s conceptualisation of hegemony. Gramsci is connected to Marx’s
work in various ways (see Mouffe, 2015). Some scholars view Gramsci as overcoming Marx and his
concepts of economic base and superstructure (see e.g. Bobbio, 2015). Whereas others argue that
Gramsci adds to (rather than overcomes) Marx’s concepts, particularly on the level of the
superstructure (see e.g. Texier, 2015). This thesis follows Texier's (2015) reading of Gramsci in order
to make use of Marx’s arguments around economic base and superstructure while also connecting this

to Gramsci’s concept of hegemony and counter-hegemony. Gramsci digs deeper on the level of the
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superstructure, whereas Marx’s exploration focused mainly on the economic base. Texier (2015, p.63)
argues that Gramsci’s integral state is “the whole body of superstructural activities” and hence dubs
Gramsci the theoretician of the superstructure. Following this interpretation, economic organisations

have a vital role to play in shaping society’s superstructure and ultimately its hegemony.

The capitalist mode of production is the current dominant mode of production. Capitalist economic
organisations like firms and businesses have historically enabled and shaped the emergence of a
superstructure aligned with the capitalist hegemony. This capitalist superstructure in turn is
maintaining the capitalist mode of production as the dominant mode of production. This drives
economic organisations to further align with the capitalist mode of production essentially further
maintaining the capitalist superstructure and the reproduction of its hegemony. In a nutshell, this is
the dialectic relationship Marx (1969) describes between base and superstructure. For degrowth as a
counter-hegemony this first and foremost means an alternative mode of production at the economic
base is required. On the level of economic organisations this means operating according to an

alternative mode of production in line with degrowth and its counter-hegemony.

The capitalist mode of production forces production for the purpose of exchange value. The core aim
is to create economic surplus and accumulate capital, leading to growth (van Griethuysen, 2010). The
capitalist mode of production therefore encompasses various economic and societal relations (such as
for example wage labour) to enable production for the given purpose of the mode of production. In
the context of modes of production, this thesis focuses on the purpose of a mode of production for

degrowth and the ensuing implications for economic organisations.

A degrowth mode of production needs to be non-accumulative to make reducing throughput possible.
In a degrowth society production needs to take place for use value, fulfilling needs instead of consumer
wants created by marketing departments (Nesterova, 2020). This further emphasises the need to
produce in line with eco-sufficiency (i.e. the concept of enough) instead of ever more and eco-
efficiently (see Heikkurinen et al., 2019; Robra et al., 2020). Production in line with degrowth needs to

focus on what is needed rather than what has the highest exchange value.

To create continued surplus and drive accumulation, capitalist economic organisations produce goods
often with planned obsolescence (van Griethuysen, 2010; Dietz and O’Neill, 2013). Products break at
a planned time and are non-repairable, incompatible with new requirements, or can only be used for
very specific purposes. People are forced to purchase new goods at an ever-increasing rate driving
surplus and growth. Degrowth’s mode of production therefore needs to be one of conviviality and not
planned obsolescence, while ensuring repairability (Dietz and O’Neill, 2013; Kallis, 2018; Kostakis et

al., 2018). Conviviality means that things can be used for various purposes depending on the user (lllich,
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2001). lllich (2001) argues that convivial tools can be adapted to needs of the users and various
situations, whereas manipulative tools require the user to adapt to them. The capitalist mode of
production creates an increasing number of manipulative tools and products to ensure their use and
replacement through planned obsolescence (Pansera and Fressoli, 2021). For economic organisations
this means not only producing different goods but also making them easy to repair. In other words,

enabling repairs rather than selling new products to enable further surplus creation.

In the capitalist mode of production innovation drives profits to ensure capital accumulation (van
Griethuysen, 2010; Pansera and Fressoli, 2021). Profit-driven innovation emphasises inventions and
products that fit exchange value rather than use value. Innovation takes place foremost to create
exchange value rather than use value. Further, patents are used to protect profit-making and ensure
continued capital accumulation through the created knowledge. In contrast, within a degrowth mode
of production innovation needs to be driven by human and societal needs. Most importantly the
resulting knowledge needs to be made part of the knowledge commons instead of patented to
undermine capital accumulation (Kallis, 2018; Bauwens et al., 2019). This also means that economic

organisations need to cooperate with- instead of competing against each other.

Three key criteria of the purpose of a degrowth mode of production can be drawn from the above

paragraphs:

1. Production for use value instead of exchange value, and non-accumulation
2. Production of convivial goods/tools with no planned obsolescence

3. Shared knowledge commons and non-competition

Broadly speaking these three criteria need to be fulfilled by alternative economic organisations to align
with the purpose of a degrowth mode of production. However, as mentioned, a mode of production
alone does not create a change in superstructure or shift in hegemony. ‘Mode of production’ is an
abstraction and theoretical concept which will only become concrete once it is acted out. Economic
organisations need to become the mode of production’s actors. Yet, aligning with this mode of
production does not automatically make it the new dominant mode of production and does not ensure
that degrowth counter-hegemony overcomes the capitalist hegemony. Aligning with the purposes of
a degrowth mode of production represents a complete contrast to the capitalist hegemony, its mode
of production and its purpose of capital accumulation. Economic organisations aligning with a
degrowth mode of production must therefore survive in a society where the economic relations are
driven by different purposes at odds with their own purpose. This makes the survival of any economic

organisation aligned with degrowth precarious within a capitalist system (van Griethuysen, 2010).
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It needs to be reiterated that the economic base enables the shaping of a superstructure and its
hegemony. However, this does not take place automatically and deterministically through economic
organisations adopting a new mode of production. There is a fundamental contradiction between a
new mode of production and the old (hegemonic) production relationships (Marx, 1969). This
contradiction means that economic organisations under a new mode of production will struggle to
thrive and can only exist in niches (if at all). Economic organisations need to actively try and influence
and change the superstructure and its hegemony. On the one hand influencing and changing the
superstructure will increase the likelihood for these organisations to exist and survive. On the other
hand, it will help to enable overcoming and replacing the current dominant mode of production. In
other words, economic organisations must influence the superstructure in such a way that it starts to
maintain a degrowth mode of production instead of the capitalist mode of production. Arguably the
superstructure cannot help to maintain degrowth at the economic base without aligning with the

degrowth counter-hegemony, highlighting again the dialectics between base and superstructure.

Nowadays it is normal for capitalist economic organisations to politically influence society be that
through lobbying or to oppose regulation (see e.g. Utting, 2005). Historically, capitalist economic
organisations similarly have shaped politics and law to fit the purposes of the capitalist mode of
production (Banerjee, 2008). Hence, these organisations have heavily shaped a capitalist
superstructure. A core aspect (going beyond the three above mentioned criteria) of economic
organisations potential alignment with degrowth must be to politically influence the superstructure so

that it will start to maintain the degrowth mode of production as the dominant mode of production.

4.4. Commons-Based Peer Production for Degrowth?

Since the broad introduction of the internet and consequently digital commons, CBPP emerged as a
new modality of production and organisation (Benkler 2007). It is exemplified through free and open
source software and knowledge, but also open hardware projects, such as the RepRap 3D printer
(Bauwens et al., 2019). As the name suggests, CBPP is a commons-based ‘variant’ of peer production
(PP) (Benkler, 2016). Benkler (2007, p.60) describes PP as “a new modality of organizing production:
radically decentralized, collaborative, and non-proprietary; based on sharing resources and outputs
amongst widely distributed, loosely connected individuals who cooperate with each other without
relying on either market signals or managerial commands”. In other words, PP is a way to organise
production and innovation peer-to-peer (P2P), without the need for centralised control or market
incentives. PP builds on P2P coordination to enable self-identified contributions by loosely affiliated

individuals or groups, with no predefined roles or structure. Through PP contributors can adapt,
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change, and advance a product to their needs as well as local requirements by developing the product

further (Benkler, 2016).

The difference between PP and CBPP lies in the property rights on the means of production, as well as
the outcomes created (Benkler, 2017). Within CBPP both are freely shared as commons, through
licences, such as the GNU General Public Licence or Creative Commons (Bauwens and Kostakis, 2014).
CBPP implies the principle that knowledge and ideas should be freely available in the commons, so
that for example blueprints or software can be adapted to specific and local needs (Benkler, 2007). PP
on the other hand does not ascribe the need to adopt this commons perspective. Benkler (2017) argues
that PP can be used as a tool within firms to create new innovations and retain these through property
rights such as patents. In other words, PP can serve firms’ capitalist-defined goals for innovation,
accumulation, and growth. On the contrary, CBPP employs commoning (Bollier and Helfrich, 2015,
2019), i.e. the capacity to contribute to and benefit from the commons, based on community-defined

rules and norms.

One of the best-known examples created through CBPP and continuing to operate under CBPP
principles is Linux (an operating system which Google’s operating system is based on) (Benkler, 2007).
Linux is a free to download operating system that can be adapted and changed by users to fit their
own needs. Users are encouraged to share their iterations of the operating system, making them
available for further iterations by others. It needs to be reiterated that this form of production and
knowledge creation takes place without the need for profit incentives or business coordination
(Benkler, 2017). This is in stark contrast to profit-driven innovation of the capitalist mode of production

(van Griethuysen, 2010).

CBPP products like Linux heavily rely on digital knowledge commons (Benkler, 2007). Many CBPPs
remain in the digital sphere, i.e. where the sharing takes place in the digital commons and the
produced good remains in the digital sphere (e.g. software) as well (see Salcedo et al., 2014). However,
one configuration of CBPP, which builds on the conjunction of a global knowledge commons with local
distributed manufacturing capabilities, exemplifies its potential for material production. This
configuration, codified as ‘design global, manufacturing local’ (DGML) is documented in a broad array
of practices and artefacts, from small scale wind turbines and prosthetics (Kostakis et al., 2015, 2018),

to farming tools (Giotitsas, 2019), and even buildings (Priavolou and Niaros, 2019).

CBPP has previously been connected to degrowth (see Kostakis et al., 2018; Robra et al., 2020).
Kostakis et al. (2018) propose a potential affinity of CBPP (particularly in connection to DGML) to
degrowth. CBPPs using DGML are theoretically well suited to produce for locally occurring needs and

reduce emissions that would otherwise occur through transportation (Kostakis et al., 2018). Further,
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aforementioned lack of profit-driven innovation has led Kostakis et al. (2018) to argue that CBPPs have
a potential neutral stance towards economic growth. Robra et al. (2020) build on these insights and
investigate how CBPP organisations (i.e. economic organisations using CBPP as their mode of
production) could help ensure degrowth by reducing throughput. Robra et al. (2020) argue that CBPP
organisations must adopt the aim of eco-sufficiency to fulfil the degrowth aspects of a focus on needs
and conviviality (see also Pantazis and Meyer, 2020). However, neither of these studies goes into any
depth regarding the implications described in Section 4.3. of a degrowth counter-hegemony on these
economic organisations in a capitalist system and its political economy. The three criteria for the
purpose of a degrowth mode of production (as described in Section 4.3.) can be used to determine
CBPP’s potential as a fitting mode of production. In the following CBPP is analysed according to these

three criteria.

Production for use value instead of exchange value, and non-accumulation:

CBPP emphasises production according to local needs and specifications (Kostakis et al., 2015).
This means goods can be produced for use value rather than exchange value. Instead of
producing to fulfil wants created by marketing agencies, this means producing for actual needs
which can be saturated. This further underlines the possibility to produce in a way not
emphasising capital accumulation. However, CBPP’s potential alone does not guarantee non-
accumulation. Similar to the growth ambivalence Kostakis et al. (2018) describe, CBPPs do not
deterministically lead to non-accumulation. Benkler (2016) argues that PP can be harnessed
by businesses to drive economic growth and hence accumulation. Google uses and adapts the
CBPP Linux as an operating system for many of its products, ultimately helping to accumulate
capital and increasing economic growth. In other words, CBPP can be used for production of
use-value in a non-accumulative way but in the capitalist hegemony, it can also be co-opted

for the opposite.

Production of convivial goods/tools with no planned obsolescence:

As CBPP products are usually manufactured for a specific local need, they are not built to
intentionally become obsolete (Kostakis et al., 2015). Kostakis et al. (2018) emphasise that
many non-profit CBPP products can be repaired locally, helping to reduce unnecessary waste.
Products are effectively “designed to last a lifetime” (Kostakis et al., 2015, p.130). CBPP’s
reusable and repairable products therefore fit lllich's (2001) concept of conviviality. However,
as the above example of Google shows, CBPP will not automatically create convivial tools and

certainly not if co-opted for capitalist purposes.
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Shared knowledge commons and non-competition:

CBPP’s notion of sharing knowledge to drive innovation is very different to profit-driven
innovation and patents to retain property rights that is persistent within capitalism. Sharing
knowledge and cooperation is therefore at the core of CBPP. Sharing and cooperation can
often also be extended to the non-digital in form of shared manufacturing tools and workshops
(see Kostakis et al., 2016, 2018). However, the reliance on digital commons to share and
cooperate has also led to co-optation of these commons in prominent examples like Airbnb
and Facebook (Kostakis, 2018). Kostakis (2018) argues that digital knowledge commons do not
automatically create change to overcome capitalist tendencies but are a platform that can be
used for this. Bauwens and Kostakis (2014) argue that new forms of licenses and laws are
required to shield CBPP and their knowledge commons from co-optation. For example, these
could be licenses which only allow access to the knowledge commons if it is being used for
non-profit activity. However, CBPP organisations need to actively use and help create these

licences with the aim to protect their knowledge from the use for accumulative purposes.

The above analysis shows that CBPP as a mode of production can potentially align with degrowth.
However, it also highlights that CBPP will not automatically be used in line with degrowth counter-
hegemony. That means economic organisations using CBPP as a mode of production (i.e. CBPP
organisations) need to actively aim to align themselves with the three key criteria highlighted in Section

4.3. Further, this also shows that CBPP organisations will not automatically align with degrowth.

Robra et al. (2020) operationalise degrowth for economic organisations through the organisational aim
of eco-sufficiency and investigate the CBPP organisation Wind Empowerment and how well it aligns
with this aim. Wind Empowerment is a network that seeks to help rural electrification through DIY
small scale wind turbines. Members “share their knowledge and best practices relating to small-scale
wind turbines to become more effective at supplying rural electrification. [...] The peer production
element of the association is this network for sharing knowledge on small-scale wind turbines. This
knowledge is mainly open-source which further strengthens the peer production aspect” (Robra et al.,
2020, p.4). Wind Empowerment as described by Robra et al. (2020) fulfils various aspects of an eco-
sufficiency orientation and arguably the three criteria set out in Section 4.3. The authors (Robra et al.,
2020) emphasise that a full alignment would only be possible if it was the aim of the Wind

Empowerment to fully align with the eco-sufficiency aspects their paper sets out.

CBPP organisations have the potential to align with degrowth counter hegemony. However, CBPP as a
mode of production does not automatically lead to this alignment. This means that CBPP organisations
do not automatically influence and change the superstructure to align with degrowth counter-
hegemony. CBPP organisations seem to coexist in a niche separate from capitalist enterprises or their
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creations get co-opted for accumulative purposes (Bauwens and Kostakis, 2014; Kostakis et al., 2018).
CBPP as a non-dominant mode of production faces the contradiction of economic relationships
misaligned with its modus operandi (as described at the end of Section 4.3.). CBPP organisations not
only need to align with the purposes of a degrowth mode of production but must also actively become
political and aim to influence the superstructure to overcome this contradiction to fulfil their full

theoretical potential and role to help achieve a degrowth society.

4.5. Interpretation

Even though CBPP can be seen as an alternative to the capitalist mode of production, one should not
be under the illusion that this fact will lead to transformative change on its own. CBPP organisations
need to actively aim to align with degrowth and help shape a degrowth superstructure. It is vital to
explore how CBPP organisations can further align with degrowth to help overcome the capitalist

hegemony. In the capitalist system this will have further implications for these organisations.

One might argue that economic organisations should not become political or in other words try to
shape the superstructure. However, as mentioned at the end of Section 4.3., capitalist economic
organisations have historically shaped society’s structures to help maintain the capitalist mode of
production (Banerjee, 2008). Similarly today, capitalist firms often oppose regulations so that potential
and future capital accumulation is not harmed (Utting, 2005). It is in the interest of capitalist economic
organisations to reproduce the capitalist hegemony and its superstructure in order to continue capital
accumulation. In other words, capitalist organisations must shape and maintain the capitalist
superstructure for the superstructure to maintain and shape the capitalist mode of production these
economic organisations operate by. Capitalist organisations might not actively be aware of their
reproduction of the capitalist system and its structures. However, through the organisations’
alignment with the dominant capitalist mode of production and modus operandi in a society with a
capitalist superstructure they willingly or unwillingly help to reinforce this superstructure that in turn
reinforces their capitalist operations. Capitalist organisations therefore do not actively need to try and
maintain a capitalist superstructure as capitalism is already established as the hegemony with a

dominant mode of production and other economic structures.

Economic organisations aligned with an alternative mode of production on the other hand face a
society in which structures reinforce the capitalist mode of production which results in a contradiction
for these organisations that has significant implications. Economic organisations that do not abide by
the principles of the current hegemony and its mode of production are constantly in danger of ceasing

to exist (e.g. not self-sufficiently creating income) (van Griethuysen, 2010; Johanisova et al., 2013).
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Following the concept of eco-sufficiency to align with degrowth (see Robra et al., 2020) will most
certainly mean forgoing potential income opportunities, which can easily be a death sentence in
capitalism. Johanisova et al. (2013) highlight how social enterprises as alternative economic
organisations struggle to survive in the capitalist hegemony. Similarly, Blauwhof, (2012) points to
cooperatives as alternative economic organisations but also cautions that institutions and structures

need to change to support a non-accumulative mode of production.

Beyond making ends meet as an economic organisation, members of such organisations such as
employees similarly face struggles if they cannot be paid. Many alternatives connected to degrowth
rely on volunteers who need to make their ends meet through other employment (Kallis, 2018; Liegey
and Nelson, 2020). The concepts of universal basic income (UBI) and universal basic services (UBS)
could help to ensure employment in alternative economic organisations (with low or no monetary
renumeration) does not undermine livelihoods. Both ideas have been floated as concepts that could
help degrowth become reality in general (see Kallis, 2018). Biichs (2021) emphasises that particularly
both, UBI and UBS, in connection can help achieve a sustainable society. These concepts in turn could
support these economic organisations to survive too as employees could be supported without
undermining the organisations’ meagre income and would enable more people to get involved in these
organisations. Alternative organisations aligned with degrowth could therefore fight for and demand
UBI and UBS. This would represent a change at the superstructure that would help support alternative

non-accumulative modes of production and economic organisations.

Another problem that alternative economic organisations are faced with in the capitalist system is the
constant threat of co-optation. Section 4.4. has highlighted examples of how CBPPs can be co-opted
for capitalist means. CBPPs are surrounded by capitalist firms able to utilise and co-opt their free
knowledge. This means that these alternative economic organisations are often confined to niches but
also means that they indirectly help to reproduce hegemony via the co-opting firms. There are similarly
prominent examples of cooperatives being co-opted such as Mondragon in Spain or the Co-op

supermarket chain in the UK (see e.g. Johanisova et al., 2013).

Alternative economic organisations need to erect barriers against co-optation. The earlier mentioned
licences for non-commercial use of CBPP come to mind here (see Bauwens and Kostakis, 2014). Legal
organisational structures can also help to undermine co-optation. The example of Wind Empowerment
(see Section 4.4.) is a registered charity that bars itself from engaging in for-profit activity. Such a legal
structure ensures against internal co-optation, however without non-commercial licenses the
knowledge can theoretically still be co-opted (see Robra et al., 2020). Other legal structures such as
cooperatives are accepted in various countries that can ensure a not-for-profit and non-accumulative
organisational structure. Particularly interesting and new organisational forms are the distributed
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cooperative organisation (DisCO) (see Troncoso and Utratel, 2019) as well as open cooperatives (see
Pazaitis et al., 2017). These organisational forms combine the cooperative organisational form with
CBPP and clearly non-accumulative principles as well as aligned political aims. Alternative economic
organisation could therefore adopt these concepts to ensure the political aim to influence the
superstructure. These organisations could then push and demand an establishment of these
organisational forms as organisational legal entities. This could support enforcing licencing laws around

CBPP that would also help to protect CBPP as an alternative mode of production overall.

UBI, UBS, non-commercial licenses, and new legal organisational forms are examples from a non-
exhaustive list of structural transformative changes that can help to protect a new and emerging mode
of production such as CBPP. These examples re-highlight how important it is for alternative economic
organisations to influence and force change in the superstructure. Changes at this level will help to
protect and enable economic organisations using any potential degrowth aligned mode of production.
However, these examples also show how immense these structural changes will need to be. The
examples hint at cultural changes like values in connection to work and production, such as: why things
are produced and for what purpose? Arguably things should be produced to satisfy needs rather than
to enable capital accumulation. Further, how should employment be viewed and remunerated? Should
UBI and UBS fulfil just basic needs or more? UBI and UBS as the main forms of payment and
provisioning could potentially allow for a focus on producing for needs even if these activities are not

seen as profitable.

The sheer immense task of shifting cultural values and thus hegemony clearly shows that alternative
economic organisations cannot achieve these changes alone. Other facets of society must help to
change society’s superstructure and overcome the capitalist hegemony. Activist groups or the
academic field of degrowth as examples must recognise the connection between the economic base
and the superstructure to help influence it to enable alternative economic organisations aligned with
degrowth. Activist groups could for example help push for UBI and UBS knowing that this will help
alternative modes of production and organisations to break free from their niche confinement.
However, alternative organisations must similarly recognise the political role they have to play for
degrowth to overcome the capitalist hegemony. Alternative economic organisations as well as other
societal actors (such as climate activist groups) need to work in conjunction to be able to change

society’s superstructure.

The conversation around economic organisations and modes of production in connection to degrowth
is arguably in its infancy (Shrivastava, 2015; Robra et al., 2020; Nesterova, 2020). Yet, the connection
between economic organisations and overcoming the capitalist hegemony highlight the importance to
research this in more depth. The proposed adoption of alternative modes of production and political
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aims in line with degrowth present a starting point to create more concrete degrowth criteria and/or
principles for organisations. This is a step beyond identifying natural allies to the degrowth discourse
(see Kallis, 2018). Alternative economic organisations play an essential role for the reproduction of
counter-hegemony in line with degrowth to eventually replace the current capitalist hegemony. These
organisations must accept their role in this shift despite the economic risks this might entail. This is not

to say that this might also lead to other problems such as political repercussions.

What is also clear from the analysis of this chapter is that the idea of reconciling degrowth with
capitalist forms of economic organisations such as firms, corporations, and businesses is misplaced in
the context of degrowth counter hegemony. Studies such as Khmara and Kronenberg (2018) and
Hankammer et al. (2021) claiming to have found businesses aligned with degrowth disregard the
complexity that degrowth entails. The findings of this chapter therefore represent an attempt to rectify
this folly by pointing towards the need of alternative economic organisational forms that if infused
with the aims of degrowth counter-hegemony could represent a chance at making degrowth reality.
Yet, it is also important to highlight that the aforementioned studies (as well as others) not only
represent incompatibility with degrowth for the perspective presented in this chapter but also
represent a bigger problem in the connection of hegemonic reproduction. The persistent focus on
aligning degrowth with businesses and other capitalist economic organisations represents a
reproduction of the capitalist hegemony. Not only do the economic organisations studied in those
research papers reproduce capitalism, the faux alignment to degrowth claimed and published as
research also helps to further reproduce the capitalist hegemony through academic co-optation.
Ultimately this means that the findings from this chapter have relevance to steer the degrowth
discourse in the context of economic organisations if degrowth’s to transcend capitalism is to be

regarded seriously.

4.6. Conclusion

This chapter generally set out to better understand the role of economic organisations in helping
degrowth overcome the capitalist hegemony. The chapter further analysed CBPP organisations
theoretically as an example on this background. In the context of this thesis, this chapter aimed to help

research the following research objective:

Understand the role of economic organisations in helping degrowth counter-hegemony

overcome the capitalist hegemony.
As well as answering the following research question:

How can commons-based peer production as a mode of production and as a form of

organisation help the degrowth counter-hegemony to overcome the capitalist hegemony?

56



To conclude, the chapter argues that first and foremost a degrowth aligned mode of production is
required to help overcome the capitalist hegemony. To help overcome the capitalist hegemony,
economic organisations must operate in accordance with this alternative mode of production. Further,
the role of economic organisations is to actively try and influence society’s superstructure to help

maintain an alternative mode of production.

Economic organisations aligning with an alternative mode of production face the contradiction of
society’s economic relations and structures being misaligned with the organisation’s mode of
production. This chapter therefore further recognised that economic organisations not operating
under the dominant mode of production (i.e. capitalism) are constantly at risk not only to be co-opted
but to cease to exist through this misalignment. This chapter hence also concludes that the implications
for economic organisations aligning with a degrowth mode of production mainly lie at this abstract
level of said contradiction. Arguably this contradiction will have further in-depth implications
depending on the economic organisation in question. However, on the abstract level of this conclusion
it first and foremost implies a very precarious situation for economic organisations, which threatens
co-optation, confinement to niches, or simply the cessation of operations. Yet, as argued economic
organisations have a vital role in (re)shaping the superstructure. In light of this chapter’s findings,
economic organisations must therefore become more political to further enable the adoption of a
degrowth aligned mode of production but to also make the existence and survival of these

organisations more likely.

The chapter further concludes that CBPP as a mode of production does not automatically lead to the
political engagement by alternative economic organisations to try and shape the superstructure.
Instead, as already mentioned, economic organisation must actively aim to align with degrowth and
shape the superstructure. In this context the chapter also recognises that alternative economic
organisations cannot change the superstructure alone. The chapter identified three areas on the

example of CBPP to actively help alternative economic organisations shape the superstructure:

1. Non-commercial licences can help to curb the potential of co-optation. Economic
organisations need to start using novel forms of licences that protect them from co-optation
for accumulative purposes. Simultaneously, policy makers should enable the use of these
licenses in law, so that they can be enforced if necessary.

2. New legal forms of organisations can further help to fight co-optation but also ensure the
political aim of influencing the superstructure. Economic organisations need to experiment
and adopt new forms of organisation that will enable them to further align with degrowth.
Policy makers should enable the establishment of novel legal forms that would further benefit
these organisations being protected from co-optation.
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3. The introduction of UBI and UBS would further help alternative economic organisations
aligned with degrowth. Economic organisations should try and lobby policy that would support
such concepts. Similarly, policymakers should recognise the benefit of introducing UBI and UBS

to benefit a more sustainable society.

The examples given above need to also be supported by other facets of society such as, for example,
activist groups and the research field of degrowth. Particularly in the context of degrowth as a research
field, further work in connection to economic organisations needs to be done to support these
superstructural changes. In this context it is also clear that the degrowth discourse must take hold of
the emerging conversation around economic organisations in its field to stop the production of

research that helps the reproduction of the capitalist hegemony.

In the context of this thesis, this chapter’s conclusion offers four key takeaway points that influence

the following findings chapters and the overall conclusion of this thesis:

1. Economic organisations must actively help influence the superstructure to help maintain an
alternative mode of production aligned with degrowth. These organisations also have to align
with said alternative mode of production.

2. Through the alignment with an alternative mode of production, economic organisations are
faced with the contradiction of being misaligned with society’s economic relations and
structures which can easily confine them to niches, lead to co-optation, or the ceasing of these
organisations altogether.

3. CBPP as a mode of production but also in the form of CBPP organisations can be aligned with
the purposes of a degrowth mode of production. However, this alighment is not automatic
and requires active action. Further these organisations have to actively engage politically to
help shift the superstructure.

4. In the context of counter-hegemony, the degrowth discourse needs to be aware that faux
alignment with degrowth (particularly in micro-economic studies) reproduces the capitalist

hegemony and should be avoided.
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Chapter 5 - Findings 2 — Using Social Systems Theory with the
Concept of Counter-Hegemony to Create a Unique Lens to View

Organisations in the Context of Degrowth

5.1. Introduction

As mentioned in Section 2.2., degrowth is arguably one of the most radical approaches to tackle the
unprecedented and devastating changes society faces through human induced climate change,
pollution, and other manifestations of ecological degradation. As also previously stated, degrowth is
one of the few discourses that highlight the incompatibility of the growth-based capitalist paradigm
with achieving a sustainable society (D’Alisa et al., 2015). As highlighted in Chapter 4, Antonio
Gramsci's (1971) terminology has been adopted to describe degrowth as a counter-hegemony in clear
opposition to the capitalist hegemony. The adoption of Gramsci's (1971) work alludes to a foundational
connection to Marxist scholarship within the degrowth discourse. Further, Parrique (2020) highlights
the need to think about degrowth in political economic terms. Various entries in ‘Towards a Political
Economy of Degrowth’ (see Chertkovskaya et al., 2019) connect degrowth to Marxist thought.
Similarly, the need for degrowth to oppose capitalism has clear (particularly eco-) Marxist roots
(amongst other critical perspectives such as feminist economics and anarchism). Yet, the importance
of modes of production and hence economic organisations in transitions of socio-economic systems in
Marxist scholarship (Liodakis, 2018), seem to have been meagrely explored in the degrowth

scholarship.

The need for an alternative mode of production in connection to degrowth was already highlighted in
Chapter 4’s analysis of CBPP. Yet, as mentioned in Section 2.3. the majority of research on degrowth
and economic organisations fall back management and business studies shaped by neoclassical
economics. This means it should be no surprise that both capital accumulation and profit maximisation
play key roles in many organisational theories. Degrowth clearly lacks a perspective on economic
organisations that aligns with and acknowledges degrowth’s anti-capitalist counter-hegemony as well

as its Marxist political economic roots.

Ergene et al. (2020) generally lament the lack of political economic considerations within
organisational studies. Luhmann (2018) argues that traditional approaches to organisation disregard
the embeddedness of organisations in society. Luhmann's (2018) argument here revolves around his
claim that classical and traditional approaches to organisational studies are heavily influenced by
neoclassical economics which disregards the complexity of society. This argument does not critique

the lack of political economic considerations but is similar to degrowth’s critique of neoclassical
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economics for not embedding the economy in the complexity of society as well as in the natural

environment.

Luhmann's (2012) social systems theory (German: Theorie Sozialer Systeme) offers a unique way of
researching and analysing organisations by conceptualising and observing them as social systems
encompassed by the wider societal social system (Seidl, 2018). The ‘wider societal social system’ means
here all of society conceptualised as a social system i.e. what Luhmann means by Gesellschaft. Seidl
and Becker (2006, p.10) describe social systems theory as “an entirely new approach to social
phenomena”. Luhmann’s social systems theory can mainly be used to observe social systems in various
forms (e.g. societal systems and organisational systems), focusing not on cause and effect but rather
on functional analysis, problems, and problem-solving (Schuldt, 2006). This means observing the
system’s behaviour and its relations with other systems and their system environments. Further social
systems theory therefore enables examining how organisations relate to their environment through

communication, and hence which challenges they face if they divert from the hegemonic structures.

As mentioned in Section 2.3. two studies have previously connected social systems theory to degrowth
and postgrowth in the context of economic organisations. Plaza-Ubeda et al. (2020) attempt to use
social systems theory on the level of management studies for degrowth purposes. However, the study
fails to overcome the neo-classical traditions of management studies. Plaza-Ubeda et al. (2020) rather
re-describe a business case approach to sustainability under the guise of degrowth. Reichel (2017)
builds on Baecker's (1999, 2006) work on organisations as social systems, analysing the firm in the
context of postgrowth. Reichel's (2017) work is insightful from a social systems theory perspective

alone but similarly lacks considerations around the political economy of capitalism.

It needs to be noted that Luhmann’s theory by itself lacks a political economic lens as politics and
economics are regarded as separate sub-systems (at least operationally) distinct from the rest of
society (Schecter, 2019). The functional differentiations of society Luhmann makes in his analysis are
in stark contrast to Marxist scholarship (Thornhill, 2013; Schecter, 2017). However, Marx also observed
and acknowledged the evolving and functionally differentiated capitalist society. Luhmann on the
other hand observed the fully functionally differentiated modern society (Thornhill, 2013). Both, Marx
and Luhmann thus saw society as functionally differentiated at different historical points. Further, both
Marx and Luhmann argued that society can only be understood as a phenomenon that reproduces
itself according to its own “internal functional logic” (Thornhill, 2013, p.272). According to Schecter
(2017) select elements of Marx and social systems theory can be used together to analyse social
phenomena. In this way, Gramsci's (1971) functional differentiation of society seems to be the bridge

between Marx and Luhmann (Schecter, 2015; Schecter, 2019).
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Luhmann (2012) argues for a non-normative research approach. However, Spash (2012) argues that
research following the paradigm of ecological economics requires a normative research approach as it
aims to change socio-economic structures. Similarly, heavily influenced by ecological economics,
degrowth as a counter-hegemony arguably requires a normative research approach as well. From a
critical realist perspective it is not actually possible to take a completely unbiased approach to research
(Bhaskar, 1998; Spash, 2012). Plaza-Ubeda et al. (2020) and Reichel (2017) explicitly take a non-
normative approach which could explain the lack of political economic considerations in these
publications. Luhmann’s own application of his theory sometimes seems very conservative particularly
because of the lack of political economic considerations. Luhmann very much sought to observe
society as is, without any intention to change it (Schuldt, 2006). According to Schecter (2019) the
orthodox study of social systems does not see or explain hegemony, yet social systems theorists might
refrain from embracing Gramsci’s work. This, however, means that Luhmann’s social system theory

can be extended with the concepts of hegemony and counter-hegemony.

Indeed, social systems theory can be regarded as a pair of glasses through which a research object can
be viewed (Schuldt, 2006). The question is, which normative paradigm looks through the glasses.
Luhmann's (2017) own application of social systems theory follows his own supposedly value neutral
paradigm, thus lacking a political economic facet. However, when Luhmann’s theory is taken in its
abstract form and detached from his own paradigm and application it can arguably be filled with the
counter-hegemonic degrowth paradigm. This chapter therefore takes degrowth counter-hegemony
and applies it to Luhmann’s social system theory to observe economic organisations. This approach
takes organisations as social systems encompassed by the wider societal system while still
acknowledging society’s (capitalist) political economy. This is vital for the degrowth discourse as
economic organisations arguably play a key role in societal transformation. Through its approach this
chapter is able to elaborate on the question of what economic organisations aligned with degrowth

will be confronted with in a societal system predominantly aligned with the capitalist hegemony.
In the context of this PhD thesis, this chapter seeks to investigate the following research objective:

Understand the implications for economic organisations aligning with degrowth counter-

hegemony.
This chapter further seeks to answer the following research question:

What are the implications for organisational systems aligning with degrowth counter-

hegemony in a capitalist hegemony?

It should be stated that this chapter and PhD thesis seek to contribute to the degrowth scholarship

and not directly to social systems theory or Gramscian scholarship. This chapter brings Luhmann’s and
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Gramsci’s theory together for the unique analytical application to better understand how a degrowth
transformation can be achieved. However, the chapter does not claim to create a new form of social

systems theory by adding Gramsci’s concepts and vice versa.

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows: Section 5.2. reiterates parts from Chapter 4
relevant for this chapter’s investigation. The section mainly re-highlights degrowth as a counter-
hegemony and the resulting abstract implications of economic organisations. Section 5.3. describes
social systems theory in more depth, particularly in connection to organisations. In Section 5.4. the
chapter works with the insights of Sections 5.2. and 5.3. to create an analysis of organisational social
systems from a degrowth perspective. The section uses social systems theory together with the
concept of counter-hegemony and creates a unique lens to view economic organisations. Section 5.5.
interprets the implication from the analysis in the previous section for economic organisations from a
degrowth perspective as well as the implications for the degrowth discourse more generally. The
chapter finally concludes in Section 5.6. and further connects the chapter to the wider context of the

thesis.

5.2. Degrowth Counter-Hegemony and Economic Organisations

As described in Chapter 4, this thesis follows the conceptualisation of degrowth as a counter-
hegemony using the terminology and concepts of Antonio Gramsci. Further, this PhD thesis follows
Texier's (2015) interpretation of Gramsci’s work referring to him as the theorist of the superstructure.
This means this thesis sees Gramsci's (1971) work as adding to Marx's (1969) concept of superstructure
and economic base instead of overcoming it. To reiterate from Chapter 4, the superstructure includes
all structures, norms, and rules of society at a historical point in time. The superstructure is shaped
and maintained by the economic base. The economic base represents relations of production and
means of production in society. In turn, the superstructure maintains and shapes the economic base.
In other words, the superstructure enables as well as forces the economic base and economic
organisations to continue the dominant mode of production. Similar to Gramsci’s concept of the
political and civil society, base and superstructure are only analytically separable (Texier, 2015).
Critically for degrowth, Gramsci’s work on the superstructure needs to also be understood in

connection to society’s mode of production and the economic base.

Further reiterating from Chapter 4 for the context of this chapter, the predominantly capitalist
economic base has helped shape (and maintain) a capitalist superstructure and thus the capitalist
hegemony. This superstructure of the capitalist hegemony in turn enforces (maintains and shapes) the

continuation of an economic base aligned with the same hegemony. It represents a certain circularity
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reinforcing the capitalist hegemony. Economic organisations are forced towards aligning with the
capitalist hegemony and its mode of production, explaining why economic organisations are required
to accumulate in order to survive in the capitalist system (van Griethuysen, 2010; Johanisova et al.,
2013). The superstructure and hegemony maintain the structures that enable, require, and encourage
economic organisations to further accumulate capital. Within the hegemony of capitalism, capitalist
economic organisations such as businesses, corporations, and firms are the main forms of economic
organisations. This means that these traditional economic organisations reproduce the hegemony of
capitalism and therefore also maintain its superstructure. This further emphasises the role economic
organisations play in transformation of society as they are not only at the core of change in modes of
production, but in the context of degrowth, also have to reproduce the degrowth counter-hegemony

instead of the capitalist hegemony.

As described in Chapter 4, everyday performances and practices that repoliticise common senses can
be counter-hegemonic (Garcia Lépez et al., 2017; Pansera and Owen, 2018). Any everyday activity can
thus be counter-hegemonic in a degrowth sense (Kallis, 2018). Further, this means that organisational
activity and economic organisations can be counter-hegemonic. As concluded in Chapter 4, to fit
degrowth, economic organisations need to align with degrowth counter-hegemony. Broadly speaking,
economic organisations need to align with and operate according to a degrowth mode of production

and help shape a degrowth superstructure (as shown in chapter 4).

An alignment with a degrowth mode of production results in the contradiction of economic
organisations being misaligned with and facing the structures as well as norms of a capitalist system.
This contradiction has major implications for economic organisations which can easily result in the
organisations’ demise. Capitalist economic organisations’ imperative of accumulation does not fit
degrowth’s notion to reduce throughput. Reducing throughput would entail capping production levels

and thus undermining the process of capital accumulation (van Griethuysen, 2010; Robra et al., 2020).

Beyond the significant impact degrowth has on economic organisations (Shrivastava, 2015), the above
also re-highlights the vital role economic organisations have to play in a transition towards a degrowth
society. The lack of attention to economic organisation in the degrowth discourse thus far (Nesterova,
2020) is therefore problematic. What is further concerning is the fact that the majority of the meagre
number of publications on economic organisations and degrowth seem to have disregarded the above
outlined political economic context, advocating business cases and market opportunities for degrowth
(see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Roulet and Bothello, 2020). As argued at the end of Chapter
4, instead of helping to achieve degrowth, such publications represent a reductionist co-optation of
degrowth as well as the reproduction of the persisting capitalist hegemony. The degrowth discourse is
in dire need of an organisational perspective that acknowledges degrowth counter hegemony and
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political economic implications. Further, this perspective needs to be able to understand organisations

in the complex context of society.

5.3. Social Systems Theory and Organisations as Social Systems

As mentioned in section 5.1., Luhmann (2018) argues that the focus on agents in orthodox organisation
and management theories represent a blatant simplification of the complexity society and
organisations within it represent. Instead, Luhmann (2018) proposes his own social systems theory to
understand the organisation as a social system encompassed by the wider social system of society.
This means a focus on the organisational system itself instead of individuals, agents, and their
intentions (Seidl and Mormann, 2015). Luhmann's (2012) social systems theory is a universally
applicable and highly abstract theory. The theory is useful to observe social systems in various forms
(e.g. societal systems and organisational systems), social systems’ behaviour, and their relations with
other systems and their system environments. According to Schuldt (2006) social systems theory can

thus help to make new findings in every area where it is utilised.

Systems in social systems theory are systems in difference to their environment i.e. system
environment (Luhmann, 2006). According to Luhmann (2012) social systems must create a distinction
to their system environment in order to exist. For example, any organisation conceptualised as a social
system exists as a social system because it distinguishes itself as an organisational system from other
systems such as other organisations, and natural systems. All other systems, from which the
organisation distinguishes itself, are its system environment. In other words, this distinction
determines for the system what is to be regarded as part of the system and what is viewed as outside
of the system (Seidl and Becker, 2006). It is important to note that such a distinction is an analytical

tool and does not necessarily represent reality as such (Lippuner, 2011).

A social system’s distinction from its system environment allows the system to create its autopoiesis
(Luhmann, 2006). Autopoiesis describes the system’s self-reference when making sense of its system
environment. Social systems use self-reference to make sense of their system environment. A social
system’s autopoiesis allows the system to selectively deal with influences (or rather irritations) from
its system environment (Luhmann, 1989). Luhmann (2012) conceptualises social systems as
operatively closed through this autopoiesis. The operational closure signifies that social systems are
autonomous in their operating mechanism (i.e. means of communication), but are also open as they

require a relationship with their relevant system environments (Luhmann, 2006).

The fact that social systems are operatively closed does not mean that these systems are closed in a

thermodynamic sense. A social system is still reliant on material flows for survival. However, to focus
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on social systems themselves, the theory conceptualises social systems as self-contained (when it
comes to their means of communication) but structurally coupled with their system environments
(material or non-material) (Lippuner, 2011). The self-containment is thus only on the social system
level. Social systems are still reliant on biological organisms and psychological systems (Seidl and
Becker, 2006). Therefore, social systems create an operative distinction to their system environments

(Luhmann, 2006).

The distinction from its system environment allows the system to reduce the complexity it is faced
with (Lippuner, 2011; Simon, 2013). To understand this complexity reduction, one must first dive into
Luhmann’s conceptualisation of communication. “[S]ocial systems consist of communications”
(Luhmann, 2018, p.38). Communication in this context is not purely information. Instead,
communication is a unit of utterance, information, and understanding. Understanding here does not
mean to understand the information i.e. content of the communication, but simply understanding the
communication as communication. Hence understanding communication allows the continuation of
communication. Social systems reproduce through communication. If a system’s communication
ceases to take place, the system will cease to exist (Luhmann, 2012). Communication is the
“autopoietic operation” (Luhmann, 2018, p.38) of social systems. Communication builds on previous
communication, meaning that communication enables the reproduction of communication and
ultimately social systems (Luhmann, 2006). Communication as a social system itself is an example
Luhmann (2012) frequently uses. If communication does not lead to further communication,
communication ceases to be reproduced and the social system of the communication equally ceases

to be reproduced.

Communication can be accepted or rejected, making it unclear and uncertain whether communication
will continue to reproduce further communication (Seidl and Becker, 2006). By this definition
communication is fragile as uncertainty prevails around its reproduction and consequently social
systems. By drawing a distinction to their system environment, social systems can create structures
(e.g. rules) that will make it more likely for communication to take place and continue (i.e. be accepted)
(Schuldt, 2006). A social system’s structure makes it easier for the system to accept communication by
anticipating certain communication. Through its structures a social system reduces the complexity of
its system environment in self-reference, thus reducing uncertainty by making communication and the
continued reproduction of the system more likely. This conceptualisation of uncertainty is unique to
social systems theory. Further, this conceptualisation of uncertainty is very different for the
Schumpeterian understanding of economic uncertainty where it is seemingly required for innovation

and progress. The Schumpeterian idea of innovation requiring economic growth and profit incentives
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has already been critiqued in Chapters 2 and 4 of this thesis. In the following, this thesis will refer to

uncertainty in the social systems theory conceptualisation.

For the purposes of clarity, the above conceptualisation of communication, complexity reduction, and
uncertainty can be put into a more digestible form in the following. Instead of being faced with all
communication in its system environment, a social system can focus on communication it selectively
deems relevant. Systems select what within their system environment is seen as relevant. Further,
systems decide how to observe and deal with, or react to changes and irritations (Simon, 2013). The
system decides whether these irritations will be regarded as relevant and find resonance in the system
itself (Luhmann, 1989). A systems autopoiesis thus creates the structures and processes of the system

(Schuldt, 2006). These structures influence how a system regards its system environment.

As an example, a tea producer as an organisational social system will decide if new laws regarding
coffee production in its system environment are relevant to itself. As a tea producer the organisation
might ignore these new laws in self-reference as it perceives that coffee laws do not apply to its
production. However, the organisation could deem the communication relevant as it perceives the
product of coffee to be similar to tea. It might lead to resonance within the organisation in the form of
perceived changes in a shared market space of hot beverages. Which way the laws are perceived within
a social system depends on how the system is structured and how it understands its system
environment. This means that the structures a social system creates through its autopoiesis allow it to
reduce the complexity of its system environment by having rules (e.g. structures and processes) that
help it determine which communication to ignore and which to deem relevant. Without these
structures a social system would constantly be faced with the entirety of its system environment

paralysing its own operation and ceasing to exist (Seidl, 2018).

Like all other social systems, “Luhmann conceptualizes organizations as systems that produce
themselves as an organization by distinguishing themselves from their environments” (Seidl and
Becker, 2006, p.14). Organisations in Luhmann's (2018) work are social systems that are encompassed
by the wider social system that is society (Seidl and Becker, 2006). Organisations as social systems are
a sum of processes and rules steering communication (Seidl, 2018). Like other social systems,
organisational social systems make communication more likely by giving it sense through its
autopoiesis and the resulting structures (Simon, 2013). In social systems theory, people are not parts
of social systems but rather members (Luhmann, 2018). This also means that people are members
rather than parts of the societal social system. From Luhmann's (2012) perspective, people are simply
different types of systems; a biological system connected to a psychological system that can and have

to be coupled to social systems.
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An example that humans are not part of social systems: an academic terminates their employment
and thus membership at a university. If the academic were part of the organisational social system,
that is the university, the system would have to change e.g. change its rules, structures, or modus
operandi. The opposite can be observed, the academic leaves and the organisational social system
(university) remains unchanged in terms of its sum of processes and rules. The university as a social
system might change its structures in light of the newly vacant role, particularly if the leaving academic
fulfilled a particular role and was utilised as a decision maker (Seidl, 2018; Luhmann, 2018). Yet the
person does not represent a process or rule, signifying that they were not a part of the organisational
social system. Yet, people are not irrelevant in social systems theory but are very important for social
systems (Schuldt, 2006). Social systems are reliant on people (Seidl, 2018). Similar, to how social
systems are structurally coupled to ecological systems for survival, social systems are structurally
coupled to the psychological systems of people (Luhmann, 1989, 2012). Social systems (particularly

organisations) require people as actors, communicators, and for memory (Luhmann, 2018).

Luhmann (1989) conceptualises society as a social system with functionally differentiated subsystems
or functional systems. Subsystems are for example the economy, politics, law, science, religion, and
education. Each subsystem represents a function of society’s social system. Organisational social
systems are aligned with society’s subsystems but not exclusively to one subsystem (Simon, 2013;
Luhmann, 2018). A university as an organisational social system for example, is aligned with the two
subsystems of science and education. However, universities (particularly in the UK) are also aligned
with the economic subsystem given that they are managed increasingly like businesses required to
make a profit and accumulate capital. Each subsystem uses a unique binary code for communication
(Luhmann, 1989; Luhmann, 2018). The subsystem of law for example uses the code of legal and illegal.
The number and types of subsystems or functional systems is debatable as well as their specific binary
codes. For the analysis in this chapter, the discussion around number, types and binary codifications
of subsystems is however, irrelevant. What is important, is that society is functionally differentiated

into subsystems with unique binary codes (Schecter, 2019).

Unique binary codes make communication across subsystem boundaries by subsystems themselves
impossible as one subsystem’s binary codes will not be understood by others (Luhmann, 2018). If
communication cannot be understood it cannot be accepted and thus not reproduce social systems.
So, how does society as a social system reproduce if its subsystems cannot communicate with one
another? Inter-systemic communication between subsystems must arguably take place as society
exists and operates despite its functional differentiation (Schecter, 2019). Schecter (2019) therefore
argues that Luhmann might be mistaken regarding the impossibility of self-referential subsystems

being able to understand each other. However, Luhmann seems to have anticipated this or similar
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critique. In his later work, Luhmann (2018) elaborates on the significant role of organisational social
systems. Organisational social systems use decision communication. Organisations communicate a
chosen alternative from a pool of alternatives as a decision which can be regarded as the binary code
of organisational social systems. As this code is the same for all organisational social systems,
organisations are able to communicate across social system boundaries as the code can be understood
by other organisational social systems (Luhmann, 2018). Society’s subsystems require organisations to
communicate with one another. Organisational social systems are essentially the communicators of
society without which society as a social system could not reproduce itself (Seidl, 2018; Luhmann,

2018).

As communication can be accepted or rejected, organisational social systems’ ability to communicate
across system boundaries does not determine or ensure that their communication leads to further
communication and thus reproduction (Luhmann, 2018). Anything in a social system’s system
environment is foremost viewed as an irritation that a social system must deal with. Social systems
decide through their autopoiesis which irritations from their system environment they determine as
relevant to observe and act upon (Simon, 2013). Social systems therefore determine self-referentially
which irritations will find resonance and which will be ignored (Luhmann, 1989). The ability of
organisational social systems to communicate across system boundaries therefore enables the

reproduction of society but does not guarantee it.

Through structures and rules the acceptance of communication within a social system can be made
more likely. As social systems are only operatively closed, they can also build structures to deal with
irritations from their system environment (Luhmann, 1989). Social systems can anticipate and expect
certain irritations, creating structural couplings together with their system environment (Lippuner,
2011). Together does not mean that a structural coupling between two social systems is created on
equal footing, one of the two social systems has more power in creating the structural coupling in a
particular way. The system environment influences a social system’s behaviour. As a broad example,
an economic organisation receives an invoice and is expected to pay. Structural coupling points on the
one hand reduce the complexity a social system must deal with (Luhmann, 1989). On the other hand,
this means social systems influence and potentially reinforce structures of other social systems vice
versa to communicate in a certain way. This creates expectations of these certain communication

which represent structural couplings that make social system reproduction more likely.
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5.4. Counter-Hegemony and Social Systems

As stated in Section 5.2., it is vital to understand economic organisations in the context of the political
economy of capitalism for the purposes of sustainability. Chapter 4 argued for the use of Gramsci's
(1971) conceptualisation of hegemony to describe degrowth as a counter-hegemony on the level
economic organisations. However, the insights from Chapter 4 do not replace the need for
organisational theory, rather they highlight the need for an organisational theory that does not stem
from neoclassical economics. Luhmann’s (2018) conceptualisation of organisations as social systems
could be an organisational theory fit for degrowth purposes. However, Luhmann’s social systems
theory lacks a political economic facet. Hence, both Gramsci’s concepts and Luhmann’s theory
together could be useful for degrowth questions. Yet, social systems theory and Marxist scholarship
(incl. Gramsci) are often described as at odds (see e.g. Thornhill, 2013). However, following Schecter's
(2015, 2019) interpretation, Gramsci’s and Luhmann’s work also share similarities and could arguably
be used together in analysis. In the following, this section shows how Luhmann’s and Gramsci’s

theories can be used together for the purpose of a degrowth perspective on organisations.

According to Luhmann (2018: 12) “an organisational system cannot be looked at in isolation, but only
in relation to its environment or environments”. Organisational social systems like any social system
are influenced by their system environment and structurally coupled to other systems. However,
structural couplings and system structures cannot determine particular communication but rather
make it more likely (Luhmann, 2018). Social systems include all possibilities, how likely each is to take
place is a different question that is mainly influenced through the systems autopoiesis (Seidl, 2018).
Social systems are therefore highly complex through the sheer number of possibilities they must deal

with. The structures of social systems helps them to reduce this complexity (Schuldt, 2006).

It is important to highlight again that Luhmann (2012) conceptualises communication® as very fragile
as it can be accepted or rejected. If all communication is always possible it makes it much harder for
the system to anticipate particular communication. The social system of communication can only
reproduce and continue to exist if communication leads to further communication; for this
communication must be understood and accepted (Schuldt, 2006). As it is uncertain if communication
is accepted and leads to further communication, the reproduction of a social system is also uncertain.
Social systems therefore create structures to absorb this uncertainty (Luhmann, 2012). This means
social systems create structures that make it easier for them to deal with the complexity they face

(Luhmann, 2006).

51t is also vital to point out again that the thesis follows Luhmann’s conceptualisation of communication as
described in Section 5.3.
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By creating structures and rules within social systems and structural coupling points with other
systems, particular communication becomes more likely while other possibilities become less likely
(Lippuner, 2011; Seidl, 2018). This means the social system becomes able to expect communications
from a smaller pool of alternatives making it easier to handle. In other words, complexity is reduced.
Through becoming able to expect certain communication and building structures that easily allow it to
connect further communication to previous communication, much of the uncertainty around
continuing communication is absorbed (Luhmann, 2012). Structures make internal communication of
the social system more likely (e.g. within an organisation) while structural coupling points make certain
communication between systems more likely and thus the reproduction of the wider societal social

system less uncertain.

The structures and structural couplings of social systems in the all-encompassing societal system make
a certain reproduction of society more likely. Scholars familiar with Antonio Gramsci's (1971) work
might make the observation here that this is similar to the concept of structures and rules reinforcing
the reproduction of hegemony in society. Following such an observation it can be argued that the
structural couplings and structures of the social system that is society, enable the reproduction of the
current hegemony to be more likely. It needs to be noted however that Luhmann would likely oppose
such an observation. Luhmann’s drive of enquiry was mainly to understand how society works
(Schuldt, 2006) but did not seek to transform it. Luhmann advocated a non-normative approach to
research, or in other words did not see the necessity for society to change (Thornhill, 2013; Schecter,

2019).

Luhmann’s own application of his theory for example in the conceptualisation of power (see Luhmann,
2017) or the political system (see Luhmann, 2002) seems to actively exclude a socio-political or political
economic perspective and their power structures. Luhmann is often described as highly conservative
and might thus have opposed the concept of hegemony and counter-hegemony (Thornhill, 2013;
Schecter, 2019). Yet, by aiming to observe and understand society and how it reproduces itself (and
describing this), Luhmann (without intending) abstractly describes the process of how the hegemony
of modern society reproduces itself through specific functional differentiation and structural couplings
that make the communication of hegemony and its reproduction more likely than other

communication.

It is important to point out that in the following, this chapter (and ultimately this thesis) departs from
Luhmann’s conservative interpretation of society. The following analysis uses degrowth’s paradigm as
a foundation to look through the glasses that are Luhmann’s general social systems theory. This
chapter therefore uses social systems theory and the concepts of hegemony and counter-hegemony
in conjunction for its analysis. In other words, by actively including Gramsci’s concept of hegemony
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and counter-hegemony to describe social systems and their structures, this chapter uses its own
unique analytical language that is not a pure interpretation of Luhmann’s or Gramsci’s work

respectively and should not be regarded as such.

Including the concepts of hegemony and counter-hegemony in the analysis adds a socio-political as
well as political economic level to social systems theory that Luhmann’s pure form lacks. This further
allows for a normative approach in the analysis in line with degrowth’s paradigm (as described in
Section 5.1.). This means that social systems’ structures as well as structural couplings and
communication can be regarded as aligned with the capitalist hegemony or the counter-hegemony of

degrowth (or any other counter-hegemony for that matter).

As social systems include all possibilities (Seidl, 2018), it can be argued that the social system of society
includes the current hegemony as well as all counter-hegemonic possibilities. This means hegemony is
not a social system itself but rather the dominant norms and structures within society that systems
through their communication and structures align with and reproduce. The structures and rules as well
as structural couplings make communication in line with the capitalist hegemony and thus its
reproduction, more likely. System structures are arguably non-static and can change. Yet, the
foundation of the capitalist hegemony in the form of capital accumulation has historically remained
constant since its inception (Foster et al., 2010). In other words, society’s structures and structural
couplings have in various forms made it more likely for capital accumulation to be possible and thus
the reproduction of the capitalist hegemony. The capitalist hegemony thus far has forced a
reproduction of the societal social system and its structures that ensures capital accumulation and the
reproduction of the capitalist hegemony itself. The structures of society’s social systems encourage
communication aligned with the capitalist hegemony; thus, making the reproduction of a hegemony

that continuously leads to the destruction of both the ecological system and society more likely.

Social systems reproduce to continue their autopoiesis i.e. their ‘survival’. It would be understandable
to question why a social system reproduces in a way that destroys parts of its system environment that
it fundamentally relies on, be that the societal social system and its members or the ecological system
for all its functions and resources. Indeed, at first glance it makes no sense. However, the autopoietic
reproduction of social systems happens in self-reference (Luhmann, 2012). That is a social system
reproduces in a way that makes sense internally to the system and how it understands its system
environment. Through this self-reference it is possible that social systems reproduce themselves in a
way that destroys their system environments as well as their thermodynamic and material base
(Luhmann, 1989; Lippuner, 2011). Luhmann (1989) himself argued that through its structures (i.e. its
autopoiesis) the social system of society seems unable to transform in a way that would avert
ecological crises. The main argument from this perspective is that social systems cannot communicate
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with other types of systems like ecological systems but can internally communicate about these
systems. Yet not being able to communicate with these systems makes it less likely that irritations and

influences from these other system types lead to resonance within the original systems.

A social system’s own reproduction can lead to its own demise without realisation in its own self-
reference (Luhmann, 2018). This is similar to Marx’s argument that capitalism would pull the rug from
underneath itself (i.e. capitalism destroying its own social and ecological material base) (Foster et al.,
2010; Saito, 2017). Yet, through Luhmann’s vehement opposition to normative approaches and Marx’s
work (Thornhill, 2013), Luhmann essentially barred himself from making such a political economic
observation. Luhmann saw politics and economics confined to the political and economic subsystems
of society respectively (Thornhill, 2013; Schecter, 2017). This is exactly the functional differentiation
that the capitalist hegemonic society presents in its common senses (Schecter, 2019). In other words,

Luhmann uses his own theory and looks through it from the hegemonic capitalist paradigm.

Gramsci's (1971) conceptualisation of the integral state highlights that confining politics to just the
governmental apparatus is a gross misconception. From this perspective it can be argued that
Luhmann only described the governmental apparatus when he conceptually confined all politics to
society’s political subsystem. By using Gramsci’s and Luhmann’s theory together in this chapter’s
analysis, Luhmann’s conservative bias regarding political economy can be overcome. Following this, it
can now be argued that the capitalist hegemony shapes social systems’ structures and structural
couplings that make the reproduction of this hegemony through hegemonic communication more
likely. It is this capitalist hegemony that leads to a form of reproduction which leads to the destruction
of ecological systems it requires for continuous existence. Further, the capitalist hegemony’s
structures and coupling points lead to a self-reference in the societal social system that ignores
irritations from its system environment, thus regarding the connection of its own reproduction and

the destruction of parts of the system environment as irrelevant.”

For a degrowth perspective on economic organisations, the insights of Luhmann’s social systems
theory together with Gramsci’s concepts of hegemony and counter-hegemony first and foremost
mean that an economic organisation can be viewed as encompassed by a societal social system in
which the capitalist hegemony dominates. In other words, any economic organisation’s system
environment (at least other social systems) encourages capitalist hegemonic reproduction through its

structures and couplings.

7 At the very least the irritations from the ecological systems do not create the required resonance in the
capitalist hegemony.
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As an illustrative example, an economic organisation like a business is structurally coupled with its
system environment that will make its own reproduction through the modus operandi of capital
accumulation more likely. A business is structurally coupled to the economic subsystem to receive
investment to accumulate and pay out a positive return on the investment. Similarly, it is coupled to
the law subsystem that ensures that the business must pay back its investors with interest. Through
these structural coupling points, the organisational social system is encouraged in a way that
accumulates capital and reproduces the capitalist hegemony and its system structures. On the other
hand, the organisation’s system environment (e.g. other organisations, subsystems etc.) is equally
encouraged to reproduce in line with these structural couplings. Both the business as an organisational
social system and its system environment encourage each other to reproduce the capitalist hegemony

as it makes their own reproduction more likely.

Social system communication aligned with the capitalist hegemony is more likely to lead to resonance
within a society which is arguably predominantly aligned with the same hegemony. Capitalist
hegemonic alignment by social systems thus also makes their reproduction more likely. Counter-
hegemonic communication on the other hand is less likely to lead to resonance with hegemonic
structures in place, making a counter-hegemonic social system’s reproduction less likely. Nevertheless,
counter-hegemonic communication needs to take place and increase for a counter-hegemony to
replace the current hegemony. The fact that organisations are the only social systems able to
communicate across system boundaries and various subsystems (Luhmann, 2018) further underlines
the importance of economic organisations for the degrowth counter-hegemony to replace the

capitalist hegemony.

Counter-hegemonic communication and system reproduction in line with degrowth can only take
place if the social system aligns itself with the degrowth counter-hegemony. That is economic
organisations as social systems, and their members need to align with the degrowth counter-
hegemony. As mentioned in Chapter 4, alignment with counter-hegemonic principles such as anti-
accumulation and throughput reduction means a complete opposition to the modus operandi of the
predominant capitalist hegemony. For economic organisations this mainly translates to resisting the
notion of capital accumulation. Such an opposition can easily lead to the demise of the organisation as
it will fail to attract financial capital to stay afloat. Alternative economic organisations (i.e. non-
capitalist models) are often reliant on donations and other financial help to operate. An alignment with
degrowth would also mean capping the organisations economic activity. In the competitive market
environment created by the capitalist hegemony this can very easily mean the end of any economic
organisation (van Griethuysen, 2010). Essentially this reiterates the contradiction faced by alternative

economic organisations (as described in Chapter 4).
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Economic organisations that partially align with degrowth to varying degrees do exist, despite the
higher degrees of uncertainty this entails for the organisation. For example, radical forms of
cooperatives and social enterprises (see e.g. Blauwhof, 2012; Johanisova et al., 2013) or commons-
based peer production organisations (see e.g. Kostakis et al., 2018; Robra et al., 2020) (see also Chapter
4). However, these alternative economic organisations seem to co-exist in niches somewhat separate
from capitalist market dynamics. These are often niches where production and other economic activity
can seldom lead to capital accumulation due to small markets or meagre/non-existent profit margins
(Bauwens et al., 2019). Further, these organisations are still reliant on their system environment to
function. On the one hand, they require financial funding to be able to operate (Johanisova et al., 2013)
which still stems from the capitalist hegemony. On the other hand, these organisations are often based
on the work of volunteers who do this work while also employed in the capitalist economy (Kallis,
2018). Inadvertently, these alternative economic organisations therefore still reproduce the capitalist
hegemony. In other cases, alternative economic organisations might be fully co-opted into the

capitalist hegemony like the prominent example Mondragon (Johanisova et al., 2013).

Economic organisations that are aligned with the counter-hegemony of degrowth face high
uncertainty when trying to reproduce themselves in the capitalist hegemonic societal social system
(uncertainty here in social systems theory terms as described in Section 5.3.). This makes alternative
economic organisations’ continued existence very precarious. The counter-hegemonic communication
of these organisations is at odds with the structural couplings and expectations of their hegemonic
system environment. Social systems (including other organisations) in counter-hegemonic economic
organisations’ system environments are likely aligned with the capitalist hegemony. The system
environment of such organisations is littered with social systems and structural couplings aligned with
the capitalist hegemony. This means most social systems expect capitalist hegemonic communication.
These social systems therefore likely regard counter-hegemonic communication as an irritation that is
irrelevant and ignored. The hegemonic system environment is structured to make hegemonic
communication more likely. Counter-hegemonic communication by an organisational social system is
therefore very unlikely to lead to further communication and the system’s reproduction. Simply,
because the majority of social systems and their structural couplings are aligned with the capitalist
hegemony, they will ignore counter-hegemonic communication. This creates a very high uncertainty

of reproduction for any organisational social system aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony.

An economic organisation can be taken as an illustrative example here: If an economic organisation
aligns itself with degrowth counter-hegemony it needs to be in line with the purpose of a degrowth
mode of production as outlined in Chapter 4. To fulfil the concepts of non-accumulation and reduced

throughput, this could mean that the economic organisation ceases production if not required or
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beyond allowed throughput thus forgoing potential capital accumulation (Robra et al., 2020). This
spells problems in a socio-economic system where capital accumulation is expected or indeed required
(van Griethuysen, 2010). The organisation might not be able to pay investors their dividends or
employees their pay. Indeed, degrowth counter-hegemony requires economic organisations that
operate in complete contradiction to these capitalist imperatives. However, in a societal social system
mainly aligned with the capitalist hegemony such an opposition is difficult to imagine. Alternative
economic organisations often struggle financially and rely on volunteers as their main employees

(Kallis, 2018; Liegey and Nelson, 2020).

As mentioned earlier, alternative economic organisations exist, albeit in niches (see e.g. Johanisova et
al., 2013; Kostakis et al., 2018). Further, these organisations still require structural couplings to their
system environment. This could take the form of external funding which in the end, even though
outside the organisational social system itself, would still be produced through capital accumulation in
one way or another. Similarly, if the organisation is run by volunteers, these personnel would still
require provisioning through other means like another employment which again will be through the

capitalist mode of production and ultimately hegemony.

Beyond illustrating Adorno’s point of no right life in the wrong, or in this case, no complete counter-
hegemony in the hegemony, two major insights can be deducted from this section’s analysis. First, the
irritations and structures in any social system’s environment encourage the social system mainly to
align with the capitalist hegemony in order to make its reproduction, in other words survival, more
likely. Second, organisational social systems and particularly economic organisations that align
themselves with degrowth counter-hegemony need to be open to the increased uncertainty this
entails. Degrowth counter-hegemonic organisations essentially need to embrace this uncertainty if
degrowth counter-hegemony is to become the new hegemony as these organisations must
continuously communicate degrowth counter-hegemony. Paradoxically from a social systems
perspective, a counter-hegemonic organisation needs to embrace uncertainty even though social

systems create structures to absorb and reduce uncertainty.

5.5. Interpretation

By using Gramsci’s and Luhmann’s theories together to analyse economic organisations from a
degrowth perspective, the previous section’s analysis first and foremost re-highlights the significant
role economic organisations have in achieving a counter-hegemonic degrowth transformation.
Organisations are the social systems able to communicate across the boundaries of society’s

subsystems (Luhmann, 2018) and are therefore vital in spreading degrowth counter-hegemony
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throughout the societal social system. Beyond reaffirming that the attention on economic
organisations has been lacking in the degrowth discourse, the analysis also highlights a broad key
barrier that economic organisations face if they align with degrowth counter-hegemony. Economic
organisations aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony are still encompassed by a wider societal
social system that is mainly aligned with the capitalist hegemony. This also means that most structures
and structural couplings in organisations’ system environments are aligned with the capitalist
hegemony. In other words, a degrowth aligned economic organisation faces opposing capitalist
structures that will make it hard for an arguably anti-capitalist economic organisation to exist. Social
systems theory is not needed to make such an observation. However, the use of Luhmann’s social

systems theory in this context highlights a paradox that needs to be unfolded and overcome.

Counter-hegemonic economic organisations face high amounts of uncertainty encompassed by a
hegemonic societal system. As previously mentioned, the concept of uncertainty in social systems
theory describes the uncertainty surrounding the reproduction of any social system. For a social system
to reproduce, its communication needs to lead to further communication (Schuldt, 2006). In other
words, communication builds on previous communication thus reproducing social systems (Luhmann,
2012). Communication can be accepted or rejected but only accepted communication can lead to
further communication and system reproduction (Schuldt, 2006). Social systems create structures to
absorb and reduce this uncertainty (Seidl, 2018). Social systems’ structures make certain
communications more likely so that these can be expected, which in turn makes it easier for the social
system to accept the communication and reproduce further communication. Structural couplings play

the same role between systems for inter-systemic communication (Luhmann, 2002; Lippuner, 2011).

By opposing the hegemonic structures and couplings in its system environment, a counter-hegemonic
economic organisation drastically reduces the likelihood of its communication being accepted by other
social systems. The organisation’s communication is at odds with what hegemonic social systems will
expect through their structures and likely ignore (i.e. reject) the initial communication. An
organisational social system that aligns itself with degrowth must therefore embrace higher

uncertainty even though the core purpose of social systems in the first place is to reduce uncertainty.

Paradoxically for economic organisations from a degrowth perspective, economic organisations need
to first embrace a higher degree of uncertainty to potentially reduce it. In other words, an economic
organisation aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony must influence the superstructure so that the
superstructure in turn maintains a different economic base and a degrowth mode of production (see

also Chapter 4).
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A social system can non-deterministically influence other systems’ structures and couplings by
communicating in a way that irritates the other systems. This irritation then needs to lead to resonance
in the other systems to change their structures to be able to expect this new communication (i.e.
counter-hegemonic communication). The more counter-hegemonic communication takes place the

more likely it is that structures and coupling points will change to expect it.

Economic organisations aligned with degrowth principles, or ‘natural allies’, as Kallis (2018) denotes
them, paradoxically need to embrace the described uncertainty to make an emergence of large scale
counter-hegemonic structural couplings remotely possible. However, there are also possibilities that
can help change structures and coupling points that would on the one hand make it likelier for counter-
hegemonic communication to find resonance and on the other hand make it easier for economic
organisations to align with degrowth. Counter-hegemonic activity can take the form of various types
of day to day activities that highlight that things can be done differently to the predominant hegemony
(Garcia Lopez et al., 2017). This must also include activities that build structures that further enable
and encourage counter-hegemonic activities. For degrowth counter-hegemony in general this means
acknowledging the structural transformation required in society to help achieve a degrowth shift.
Blichs and Koch (2017, 2019) highlight perfectly the immense structural shifts that need to be

considered to ensure a degrowth society would be able to maintain and increase wellbeing.

In relation to economic organisations and with the findings from Chapter 4 in mind, two structural

areas come to mind that a single economic organisation cannot change on its own:

1. Legal structures ensure organisations’ recognition in economic as well as legal contexts. Many
legal structures of economic organisations like limited companies reinforce the capitalist
hegemony and make it nearly impossible to align with degrowth counter-hegemony.
Alternative legal structures like social enterprises and cooperatives exist but are still easily co-
opted (see Blauwhof, 2012; Johanisova et al., 2013). Other legal structures are needed that on
the one hand make it easier to align with degrowth counter-hegemony while on the other
create barriers for co-optation. Creative commons licenses represent an example that already
makes it harder to co-opt creative commons (Bauwens et al., 2019). Something similar is
required for overall organisational legal structures. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the concept of
DisCOs and open cooperatives might be emerging legal structures emphasising organising
through CBPP as well as a political alignment of an economic organisation.

2. As current alternative economic organisations are often unable to pay their members, they
rely on volunteers (Kallis, 2018). As mentioned in Chapter 4, UBI and UBS would make it easier
for people to get involved in such organisations without having to find further income in areas
that often reproduce the capitalist hegemony.
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Beyond these two points already emphasised in Chapter 4, the analysis of this chapter and its
conceptualisation of counter-hegemonic communication points towards another area that could help
degrowth aligned economic organisations overcome the resulting social systems theory paradox and
the contradiction of operating in the capitalist hegemony. If alternative economic organisations
aligned with degrowth operated in networks dedicated to degrowth counter-hegemony, it could help
these organisations operate and support each other. A network that recognises and connects
economic organisations aligned with degrowth could help organisations find other organisations
where their counter-hegemony is more likely to lead to counter hegemonic resonance. In other words,
these networks could be places where counter-hegemonic communication easily finds resonance and
leads to further counter-hegemonic communication, which essentially would help counter-

hegemonically aligned economic organisations to reproduce as social systems.

Ultimately such networks could help economic organisations aligned with degrowth reduce the
uncertainty they are faced with due to this alignment. Ideally, such networks need to be established
on global as well as local levels. CBPP organisations are a good example of economic organisations
networking on a global scale due to the shared principles based on their mode of production (see
Bauwens et al., 2019) (see also Chapter 6). On a local level, the example of Cargonomia in Budapest
represents another interesting network example, consisting of three independent organisations

working collaboratively based on principles of degrowth (see Liegey and Nelson, 2020).

The above points are examples of changes that could help economic organisations overcome the
uncertainty faced through alignment with degrowth counter-hegemony and do not represent an
exhaustive list. These points cannot be addressed by economic organisations alone. However, they
represent areas that the degrowth discourse can focus on to help enable counter-hegemonic
communication and structural couplings for economic organisations. Help could entail further research
in these areas. Further, the activist movement part of degrowth could actively advocate for these
changes to enable counter-hegemonic alignment by economic organisations that will help the overall
degrowth transition. The degrowth discourse needs to play an active role in helping to absorb the
uncertainty that is created by aligning with degrowth. Creating ‘concrete utopias’ for degrowth

(Latouche, 2009), therefore means embracing uncertainty that social systems usually aim to reduce.

To help alternative economic organisations, the degrowth discourse and its members must embrace
the uncertainty that results from alignment with degrowth counter-hegemony. D’Alisa and Kallis
(2020) argue that academics in universities need to spread degrowth counter hegemonic common
senses. A university seen as an organisational system is arguably aligned with societies functional
systems of education, science, and economic sub-systems (as described in Section 5.3.). In society it
can be argued these functional systems are aligned with society’s hegemony to actively reproduce it.
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Universities as organisations arguably reproduce the capitalist hegemony (Ruuska, 2019). Universities
mainly fund or receive research funding for activities that can be turned into profits and align with
imperative of capital accumulation. With the question of employability, education of students focuses
on the creation of a labour force for the economy. Universities in the UK for example even seem to be

run like businesses themselves.

Academics aligning with degrowth counter-hegemony in such institutions consequently face high
levels of uncertainty as well. Degrowth academics, like economic organisations, also need to willingly
embrace and overcome this uncertainty. In their call for a degrowth journal, Robra and Parrique (2020)
lament the fact that degrowth scholars are forced to publish in a journal environment that arguably
exploits academics and reproduces capitalism. By creating structural couplings, a degrowth journal
based on principles opposed to capitalism could potentially help academics to further embrace the

uncertainty posed through alignment with degrowth.

On a societal level, the analysis for this chapter also shows that it is arguably better to embrace the
uncertainty of degrowth, instead of embracing the certainty of ecological and societal destruction
capitalism poses. In this context uncertainty is arguably the better option than the certainty of
ecological destruction which will mean the end of civilisation as we know it. As Innerarity (2012) argues,
society must again be willing to embrace the uncertainty of the future to make a future possible. In
this context a comparison to the Schumpeterian idea of economic uncertainty can be drawn. As
mentioned, in a Schumpeterian understanding economic uncertainty must be embraced by economic
organisations in the process of innovation (for profit purposes). However, this uncertainty taken on by
single economic organisations allows a higher certainty for the overall societal social system to

reproduce in line with the capitalist hegemony.

On the other hand, the uncertainty that economic organisations aligned with degrowth must embrace
is closer to Marx’s idea of contradiction in the capitalist system. Hence, for the economic organisation
in question it not only represents an economic uncertainty in the context of perusing new innovation
for profit purposes but a systemic constant. Further the uncertainty identified in this chapter needs to
be embraced by the whole societal social system. This uncertainty is therefore in complete contrast to
the Schumpeterian idea where uncertainty on the level of economic organisations leads to higher

certainty on the overall societal level.

Despite the need to embrace uncertainty and counter-hegemonic communication, this does not
automatically ensure that the required societal system wide transformation towards degrowth takes
place. Communication in social systems theory cannot determine further communication in other

social systems but only influence it through irritations or structural couplings (Luhmann, 1989;
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Lippuner, 2011). Social systems can simply ignore irritations (i.e. communication by other social
systems) (Luhmann, 1989). Similarly, if irritations are not ignored, social systems decide through their
autopoietic self-reference how to react to the irritations of their system environment. This means that
even if counter-hegemonic communication is not ignored and leads to resonance, there is no

guarantee that this resonance will be counter-hegemonic as well, an example of this below.

Degrowth as a term and concept arguably found increased interest outside of the degrowth discourse
during the developments of the Covid-19 pandemic. This might have been due to an increasing amount
of attention to the discourse, a reaction by the degrowth discourse to the crisis, or simply a comparison
of degrowth to the ensuring economic downturn resulting from the crises (see e.g. Rammelt et al.,
2020; degrowth.info, 2020). There has been varied counter-hegemonic communication throughout
the degrowth discourse in response to the crises. Some advocating a degrowth society for after Covid-
19 (see The open letter working group, 2020). Others highlighting that the economic downturn through
the crisis should not be misunderstood as degrowth (see Rammelt et al., 2020). This counter-
hegemonic communication might have been widely ignored but has also led to resonance throughout
the wider societal social system. Yet, this increase of degrowth counter-hegemonic communication
cannot determine or force resonance that is equally counter-hegemonic. Moore's (2020) anything but
counter-hegemonic (also less than scientific) critique of degrowth is a result of the increased counter-

hegemonic degrowth communication due to Covid-19.

The above shows that resonance of counter-hegemonic communication does not deterministically
lead to counter-hegemonic communication but can equally lead to hegemonic communication. Not all
resonance will therefore be positive from a degrowth perspective. Research on economic
organisations in the context of degrowth is a telling example. Failure to study economic organisations
inthe light of degrowth’s political economic implications has led to a void that is being filled by research
that reproduces the capitalist hegemony (see Chapter 4). The recent business studies claiming to be
aligned with degrowth (see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Roulet and Bothello, 2020; Hankammer
et al., 2021) represent communication aligned with the capitalist hegemony, meaning they potentially
create structural couplings that help to reproduce the capitalist hegemony. Further, this co-opts

degrowth.

Arguably there is room for compromise where ‘full’ counter-hegemony needs to be communicated or
enacted. Compromises for survival must be made without a doubt. However, any compromise can
potentially also mean co-optation and reproduction of the capitalist hegemony. It does not seem
feasible to lead a fully counter-hegemonic life in a hegemonic system. Similarly, an economic
organisation fully aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony will struggle to continue to exist in a
capitalist hegemonic system environment upon which it and its members still depend. Counter-
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hegemonic structures need to co-evolve with any new counter-hegemonic common senses (Kallis,
2018; Bauwens et al., 2019). However, through the use of social systems theory in this chapter, it is
clear that the degrowth discourse needs to start to be aware of its own counter-hegemonic
communication and start to steer it to make counter-hegemonic resonance more likely instead of
producing research that achieves the opposite. Taking charge of the research gap on economic

organisations in the context of degrowth would be a good start.

5.6. Conclusion

Following degrowth’s recent adoption of Gramsci’s conceptualisation of hegemony and counter-
hegemony, this chapter acknowledged that organisations need to be understood, studied, and
theorised on in a manner compatible with degrowth counter-hegemony and political economic
implications. This further meant applying an organisational theory not influenced by traditional
business and management studies. The chapter used Gramsci’s concept of hegemony and counter-
hegemony together with Luhmann’s social systems theory for a novel lens on economic organisations.
The chapter therefore created its own unique language to describe organisational social systems
aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony facing a system environment mainly aligned with the
capitalist hegemony. In the context of this PhD thesis, the chapter aimed to investigate the following

research objective:

Understand the implications for economic organisations aligning with degrowth counter-

hegemony.
This chapter further sought to answer the following research question:

What are the implications for organisational systems aligning with degrowth counter-

hegemony in a capitalist hegemony?

To conclude, the chapter’s social systems theory approach underlined again the importance of
organisations for the degrowth discourse and the societal transformation degrowth seeks to achieve.
Organisations conceptualised as social systems can communicate across the boundaries of social
systems and society’s subsystems, making them vital for degrowth counter-hegemony to replace the
capitalist hegemony. Further, the chapter’s analysis also highlighted the uncertainty of counter-
hegemonic communication finding resonance within a hegemonic system environment. This translates

to high uncertainty in reproduction for economic organisations aligned with degrowth.

Uncertainty in the context of this chapter as understood in social systems theory, represents a wider

conceptualisation of the concept than just economic uncertainty as in the Schumpeterian sense. The
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chapter argues that in order to help achieve a counter-hegemonic transformation, economic
organisations must embrace this uncertainty (i.e. be open to it) to help counter-hegemonic structures
to emerge. Paradoxically, this means that social systems which usually create structures to reduce
uncertainty must embrace uncertainty to be able to reduce it in the long run by potentially changing
the superstructure. Like the findings from Chapter 4, new organisational legal structures and UBI as
well as UBS were identified as areas that could help absorb and overcome parts of the uncertainty
economic organisations face when aligning with degrowth. However, this chapter also points towards
the need of degrowth aligned organisational networks that can help absorb the aforementioned

uncertainty.

It is vital to understand that the degrowth discourse has to help reduce the uncertainty of alternative
economic organisations. The degrowth discourse must similarly embrace the uncertainty of its
counter-hegemony to undermine co-optation and structures that essentially reproduce the capitalist
hegemony. This also means that academics aligned with degrowth must be willing to embrace the

uncertainty they might face in hegemonic institutions of higher education.

Despite the clearly more structuralist approach taken in this chapter (as well as PhD as a whole), its
insights have relevance for more agency-based approaches as well. Agents are required to change
societal structures, yet agents also need to understand structures to be able to change them. The
presented use of Gramsci’s and Luhmann’s theories together for a degrowth perspective on
organisations can potentially be adopted for various other areas. Thus, this chapter’s analytical
approach can be used as a strategic tool to understand the structures that even agency-based

approaches will face in aiming to achieve a degrowth transformation.
In the context of the overall PhD thesis, this chapter offers four key takeaway points:

1. The conceptualisation of economic organisations as social systems reinforces their role in
achieving a societal degrowth transformation as organisations are the only social systems able
to communicate across system boundaries.

2. The contradiction economic organisations face by aligning with a counter-hegemonic mode of
production is further amplified by increased uncertainty regarding the systemic reproduction
of these organisations. Paradoxically, to help achieve degrowth, economic organisations must
embrace this uncertainty although as social systems they strive to reduce it.

3. The degrowth discourse has a role in helping to absorb the uncertainty faced by counter-
hegemonically aligned economic organisations in the form of supporting structural changes in

society that can help counter-hegemonic communication find resonance.
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4. The perspective taken by this chapter highlights that the degrowth discourse must become
aware and take hold of its own communication (particularly around economic organisations)

to ensure counter-hegemonic alighment and reproduction.
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Chapter 6 — Findings 3 — Counter-Hegemonic Decision Premises in

Commons-based Peer Production Organisations

6.1. Introduction

As described earlier in Chapter 4, Gramsci's (1971) concepts and terminology of hegemony and
counter-hegemony have increasingly found use in degrowth (see e.g. Kallis, 2018; D’Alisa, 2019; D’Alisa
and Kallis, 2020). Argued in Chapter 4 these concepts can be used to describe how degrowth opposes
the capitalist hegemony. However, the use of these concepts in connection to degrowth has been
limited to conceptualisations of the state in a degrowth society (see e.g. D’Alisa, 2019) and general
counter-hegemonic activity (see e.g. Garcia Lopez et al., 2017; Pansera and Owen, 2018). Chapter 4
already lamented that the concept of counter-hegemony and the connected political economic
perspective have found little or no application in the context of organisations and degrowth. Chapter
4 highlighted that economic organisations aligning with an alternative mode of production and
degrowth counter-hegemony face the contradiction of society’s economic relations and processes
underpinning the capitalist mode of production. Similarly, with the use of social systems theory,
Chapter 5 described that economic organisations must paradoxically embrace uncertainty due to this

contradiction.

Both Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 give examples of how economic organisations can be supported in
overcoming this contradiction and uncertainty. Yet, neither of these two chapters went into depth
regarding how existing organisations, albeit in niches, potentially deal with this contradiction and
uncertainty. For degrowth to fulfil its counter-hegemonic role it is vital to consider its political
economic implications on the level of economic organisations. Alternative modes of production and
organisations play significant roles in potentially overcoming the capitalist hegemony. It is therefore
vital to understand the distinct roles of organisations and modes of production as well as the interplay
between them in helping to achieve a degrowth society, while facing the aforementioned

contradiction and uncertainty.

Following this thesis’ focus on CBPP organisations, this chapters seeks to further investigate CBPP in
the context of degrowth. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the tentative link between CBPP and degrowth
highlights CBPP as a potential but not automatically aligned mode of production that helps to achieve
degrowth. Whether and how CBPP can help degrowth overcome the capitalist hegemony needs to be
further empirically investigated on the level of organisations. To this end, this chapter seeks to
empirically study how CBPP organisations can align with degrowth counter-hegemony and reproduce
it. As already argued in Chapter 5, such an investigation also requires an appropriate organisational

theory. Classical organisational theories are heavily influenced by business and management and are
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hence more aligned with the capitalist hegemony. Furthermore, these theories often fail to fully
conceptualise organisations in the complexity of the wider social system (Luhmann, 2018), which is
arguably required to analyse organisations in the context of hegemony and counter-hegemony. As a

result, these theories are inappropriate for the purpose of this chapter’s investigation.

As already mentioned in Chapter 5, Luhmann’s social systems theory has the unique potential to
analyse organisations in the complex setting of the societal system (Seidl and Becker, 2006). This
chapter thus uses Luhmann's (2012) social systems theory as a theoretical lens to examine
organisations in connection to the wider social system that is society. This allows the chapter to
conceptualise organisations as social systems that communicate decisions to constantly reproduce
themselves (Seidl and Becker, 2006; Seidl, 2018; Luhmann, 2018). Specifically, this allows the chapter
to focus on decision premises, i.e. previous decisions that are used as the foundation for future
decisions and the future reproduction of the system. This has been proposed as an effective approach

to use social systems theory for empirical research on organisations (see Besio and Pronzini, 2010).
This chapter aims to investigate the following research objective of this thesis (see Section 1.2.):

Understand how commons-based peer production organisations as organisational social

systems can align with degrowth counter-hegemony.

This chapter hence seeks to answer the following research question (see Section 1.2.):

Do, and if so, how do commons-based peer production organisations demonstrate counter-

hegemonic degrowth in their decision premises?

To answer this thesis’” empirical research question, this chapter explores two cases of CBPP
organisations, namely P2P Lab and Wind Empowerment. In line with the need of an a priori theory
understanding (as outlined in Section 3.3.), this chapter uses the theoretical findings from Chapters 4

and 5 as the theoretical foundation for its empirical exploration.

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. Section 6.2. provides the first part of the a priori
theoretical framework of the study by briefly reiterating parts of Chapter 4 relevant for this chapter’s
investigation. Degrowth as a counter-hegemony is briefly described in this section. Further, CBPP is
connected to degrowth according to Chapter 4’s findings. Section 6.3. represents the second part of
the a priori theoretical framework by reiterating parts from Chapter 5 relevant to this chapter’s
investigation. The section further describes the concepts of decision communication and decision
premises in more depth. The methodology employed for the empirical part of the PhD is briefly
recalled in Section 6.4. Section 6.5. describes the empirical findings for the first case (Wind
Empowerment). The second case (P2P Lab) and its findings is described in Section 6.6. Section 6.7.
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summarises and compares the findings from both cases. Section 6.8. interprets the findings and
connects them to the wider literature on degrowth and CBPP. The chapter concludes in Section 6.9.

This section also draws connections to the wider context of this PhD thesis.

6.2. Commons-based Peer Production in the Context of Degrowth Counter-

Hegemony
As argued in Chapter 4, through its aims and definition, degrowth essentially represents a counter-
hegemony to the capitalist hegemony. To reiterate, Gramsci (1971) described hegemony as a
representation of the dominant structures, ideology, culture, and norms at a certain point in history.
Counter-hegemony is the opposition to this hegemony, seeking to overcome and replace it (Fontana,
2008). Degrowth as counter-hegemony seeks to overcome capitalism, which has significant
implications for economic organisations. At the same time organisations must also align with degrowth
counter-hegemony to foster this transition (see Chapter 4). As mentioned Gramsci's (1971) concept of
counter-hegemony has found a home in the degrowth discourse, particularly in connection to the state
(see e.g. D’Alisa and Kallis, 2020) but also on the level of counter-hegemonic activity (see e.g. Pansera
and Owen, 2018). However, degrowth scholars have yet to apply these concepts to the study of
(particularly economic) organisations. As mentioned in the literature review of this thesis (Section 2.3.)
most studies on organisations and degrowth (as well as postgrowth) disregard and ignore capitalism
and its political economy. Critique is often solely placed on economic growth without highlighting its
connection to capitalism and capital accumulation. This is problematic on two related levels, which are

reiterated below.

Firstly, capital accumulation, on an organisational level, might not lead to economic growth in the
organisation itself but enables growth in the wider economic system (van Griethuysen, 2010). Hence,
the persistent focus only on economic growth on the organisational level in connection to degrowth
leaves a blind spot on the systemic dimensions in capitalism. Secondly, this omits the fact that
economic organisations are not only producers of goods but also reproducers of hegemony, and
potentially counter-hegemony (see also Chapter 4). Arguably, reproducing counter-hegemony can be
achieved by engaging in activities following the common-senses of a counter-hegemony (Garcia Lépez
et al., 2017). But these activities alone will not automatically overcome capitalism as these are often

and easily confined to niches (Spash, 2020a).

To overcome capitalist hegemony, the capitalist superstructure must be replaced (Marx, 1969). To
reiterate from Chapter 4 and 5, according to Marx (1969) society’s superstructure represents non-

economic structures of society such as culture and politics. Economic structures are represented in the
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economic base that shapes the superstructure, and ultimately society’s hegemony. Modes of
production and hence economic organisations play a key role in shaping society’s superstructure and
are simultaneously enforced by it to operate according to the dominant relations of production. In
other words, economic organisations are forced to operate in line with capitalism and its imperative
of economic growth and capital accumulation. Yet, economic organisations can also operate using
counter-hegemonic modes of production and organisation. This however means operating in
contradiction to the dominant societal and economic structures. It is vital to understand not only how
alternative economic organisations continue to exist despite this contradiction but also how they might
influence and transform the superstructure to align with degrowth. On the back of the findings from
Chapter 4 and 5, this chapter operationalises degrowth counter-hegemony as evident in how

organisations:

e deal with the above contradiction of an alternative mode of production/organisation within the
capitalist economic and social structures.

e potentially influence/transform their surroundings and ultimately society’s superstructure.

It needs to be clarified at this point that this chapter also acknowledges that counter-hegemony needs
to also be addressed on the level of production itself. However, following on from Chapter 4’s findings,
this chapter works with the argument that CBPP is theoretically closely aligned to degrowth in terms
of the parameters of the mode of production. This alignment is still based on thin theoretical and
empirical foundations. Yet, for the purposes of this chapter, the a priori theory understanding sees
CBPP as well suited for degrowth on a production level. Therefore, the operationalisation of degrowth
in the above two points makes it possible to focus on the political economic alignment on the

organisational level of CBPP organisations.

Commoning can resist capital accumulation, thus transfusing CBPP with a counter-hegemonic affinity
that has been connected to degrowth (see Kostakis et al., 2018). As already mentioned in Chapter 4,
Kostakis et al. (2018) further argue that CBPP is a potential mode of production for degrowth because
it enables production and innovation without being primarily driven by profit maximization. However
within studies connecting CBPP with degrowth (see e.g. Robra et al., 2020), the ambivalence between
the political economy of capitalism and the potential for CBPP to help degrowth as a counter-
hegemony largely remains unaddressed. Robra et al. (2020) for example argue that an adoption of eco-
sufficiency within CBPP organisations seems unlikely and risky in the context of capitalism as it would
require forgoing potential profits with the relevant impacts on their economic viability. Chapter 4
highlights that research around the contradictions of a potentially counter-hegemonic mode of

production in capitalism on the organisational level is still lacking.
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Outside of the degrowth discourse, CBPP has been connected to political economy and its potential as
an alternative mode of production (see e.g. Bauwens, 2006; Bauwens et al., 2019). Rifkin (2014) argues
that this mode of production could replace the capitalist one but sees it as a rather deterministic
emergence in which capitalism will be pushed into a niche. CBPP is an alternative but how this mode

of production is to overcome capitalist hegemony seems unclear in these studies.

As discussed in Chapter 4, new modes of production do not deterministically lead to a new
superstructure and thus hegemony. Rather, alternative modes of production enable the potential to
change the superstructure (Marx, 1969). Further, a mode of production is an abstraction and not an
actor or agent that can change the superstructure. Instead, economic organisations that adopt it can
become such agents. Organising in line with an alternative mode means operating in contradiction to
dominant economic processes, enforced through the hegemonic superstructure. If CBPP is a mode of
production that can be aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony (as argued in Chapter 4), it becomes
essential to also understand how economic organisations operating using CBPP deal with the resulting
contradiction and uncertainty (see Chapter 5), while also shaping a new superstructure to help

overcome this contradiction.

6.3. Observing Organisations as Social Systems

For degrowth as a counter-hegemony, an organisational theory that enables the understanding of
economic organisations in the complexity of society is required. Following Chapter 5, this chapter uses
Luhmann's (2012) social systems theory to understand organisations as complex social systems in the
wider context of society. Within social systems theory different forms of social systems (e.g.
organisations and sub-systems) are conceptualised that together form society as a whole. Reiterating
from Chapter 5 for the purpose of this chapter’s investigation, all social systems consist of
communication as their elements and reproduce themselves through this communication. As this
communication can either be accepted or rejected, it is uncertain whether communication will lead to
further communication. As social systems require continued communication for their reproduction,
this fact also makes their reproduction uncertain (Seidl and Becker, 2006; Seidl, 2018). Social systems
therefore create internal structures and processes that will make the acceptance of communication

more likely.

Social systems draw a distinction to their system environment to make their systemic reproduction
more likely (Luhmann, 2006). Social systems must constantly observe their system environment and
decide how to react to or ignore communication by other social systems. Beyond their own internal

structures, social systems create structural couplings with their system environment to reduce the
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uncertainty of the sheer amount of complexity and possibility the system environment represents
(Lippuner, 2011; Seidl, 2018). Ultimately, social systems create structures to reduce complexity

(Luhmann, 2006).

Organisations conceptualised as social systems have a particular form of communication, decision
communication, which means that decisions themselves are “a specific form of communication” (Seidl
and Becker, 2006, p.26). Decisions become the foundation for future decisions, which leads to the
possibility to coordinate actors and actions on a grand scale (Simon, 2013). Decision communication,
like any communication, must lead to further communication (in the case of organisations, decision
communication) to make the reproduction of the social system more likely. Organisations constantly
communicate their decisions in the form of structures, processes, and rules. An organisation as a social
system has to endlessly reproduce the communication of decisions to keep its distinction from its
system environment (Seidl and Becker, 2006). Decisions and the resulting decision communication
take place on the back of previous decisions, i.e. decision premises (Besio and Pronzini, 2010;
Luhmann, 2018). Decision premises are previous decisions that are the reference for present decisions
to make (Seidl and Becker, 2006). This means that decision premises help in enabling further decision

communication and hence the organisation’s systemic reproduction.

This chapter uses Luhmann's (2018) social systems theory on organisations as an analytical tool to
study organisations. The empirical focus is on the organisations’ decision premises (see Besio and

Pronzini, 2010). There are five types of decision premises (see Seidl and Becker, 2006):

1. Programmes - criteria on how to decide e.g. processes/process maps

2. Personnel recruitment and assignment rules (Personnel) = expected decisions new personnel
will ‘make’

3. Communication channels = organisation of the organisation e.g. internal hierarchy

4. Organisational culture - handling of the decision-making process in the organisation

5. Cognitive routine = conceptualisation of the organisation’s system environment

Seidl (2018) argues that beyond decision premises a further key factor of organisational systems is
their self-description. Self-description meaning how the organisational social system describes and
observes itself. An organisation often has various, potentially opposing self-descriptions. For example,
the accounting department of a firm, might describe the organisation differently than the sales
department. Self-descriptions strongly influence decision premises and can thus sometimes act as
decision premises themselves (see Seidl, 2018). This chapter therefore uses the above five decision

premises plus self-description as a sixth decision premise as an analytical tool to observe organisations.
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In the context of degrowth this means analysing how these decision premises in CBPP organisations

might align with degrowth counter-hegemony as operationalised in Section 6.2. of this chapter.

6.4. Method

As described in Section 6.1. this chapter represents the empirical part of the PhD thesis and seeks to
answer the question of: ‘Do, and if so, how do commons-based peer production organisations
demonstrate counter-hegemonic degrowth in their decision premises?’. As already highlighted in
Section 3.4., how and why questions can be answered using case study research (Yin, 2003; Ackroyd
and Karlsson, 2014; Vincent and Wapshott, 2014). Further, case study research is often used to
understand organisational phenomena in-depth (Fiss, 2009). This PhD therefore adopted a qualitative

case study approach to study CBPP organisations in-depth.

As this PhD broadly aligns with Spash's (2012) call for a critical realist perspective for research related
to ecological economics (see Chapter 3), an a priori theory understanding is essential for the empirical
enquiry into CBPP organisations. The findings from Chapters 4 and 5 represent the broad theoretical
understanding of economic organisations in the context of a degrowth counter-hegemony. More
specifically, Section 6.2. represents the operationalisation of degrowth counter-hegemony in the
context of economic organisations and in particular CBPP organisations. Section 6.3. adds to this with
the definition of decision premises to encompass self-description. Together, these two sections
represent the a priori theoretical framework for this study with a focus on the potential degrowth

counter-hegemonic alignment of decision premises within CBPP organisations.

The case selection is described in depth in Section 3.4. Two cases were ultimately selected: Wind
Empowerment, a CBPP network enabling its members to create and share knowledge of small-scale
wind turbine production; and P2P Lab, a research collective focusing on the commons. As CBPP is an
emerging phenomenon that is difficult to isolate from its context (Bauwens et al., 2019), the study
adopted a research approach inspired by participatory case study research (Reilly, 2010). The aim was
to have one case participant from each case to contribute to the analysis and discussion of the research
to enhance the understanding of both the underlying processes and the contextual setting of the
studied cases. The participants for the participatory aspect are an executive board member from Wind
Empowerment and a core member of P2P Lab. To tackle any confirmation bias or potential conflicts
with preconceived notions, these two participants were only involved in the analysis and discussion of
the data, while the PhD researcher provided continued critical checks throughout the participatory
process and ultimately had the final say in the research process. The PhD researcher alone collected

the formal data, and the two participants were only given access to fully anonymised data.
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The justification for the method of data collection is given in Section 3.4. The bulk of the data for both
cases was collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews. The interviews were structured to
touch upon the decision premises and self-description(s) of the case organisations. For each case a list
of questions was developed to loosely help structure the interviews. The lists of questions for Wind
Empowerment and P2P Lab are shown in Appendix | and Il respectively. The interviews’ length ranged
from 40 to 90 minutes. Skype was used to conduct and record the interviews. All interviews were
transcribed to allow for easier analysis. In total 11 and 9 interviews were conducted with members
from Wind Empowerment and P2P Lab respectively. Further, in the case of Wind Empowerment, four
board and strategy meetings were observed; field notes were created for analysis from these. No
meetings from P2P Lab were observed as the meetings are held in Greek, representing a language
barrier for the PhD researcher. Wind Empowerment provided 3 key strategic documents (Charter,
Constitution, and Finance and procurement Policy) for document analysis (see Coffey, 2013). Wind
Empowerment also provided access to an email conversation which was deemed relevant to the
research after initial conversations. These emails were analysed as documents. A comprehensive list
of the collected data is given for both cases in Table 2 below. Through their modus operandi, P2P Lab
does not have similar strategic documents that could have been analysed. Instead, its members
referred to academic research publications of the collective. These publications were not analysed in
the way the rest of the data was, rather, the publications were used as academic references to enrich

the study’s findings.

Wind Empowerment — Collected Data
Data label Data type Length Date of collection
WE Interviewee A Interview 78 minutes 19/11/2019
WE Interviewee B Interview 58 minutes 19/11/2019
WE Interviewee C Interview 72 minutes 20/11/2019
WE Interviewee D Interview 52 minutes 29/11/2019
WE Interviewee E Interview 49 minutes 03/12/2019
WE Interviewee F Interview 50 minutes 18/12/2019
WE Interviewee G Interview 41 minutes 19/12/2019
WE Interviewee H Interview 51 minutes 27/01/2020
WE Interviewee | Interview 41 minutes 01/02/2020
WE Interviewee J Interview 45 minutes 06/03/2020
WE Interviewee K Interview 88 minutes 19/03/2020
WE Strategy Meeting A | Meeting observation n.a. 18/07/2019
WE Strategy Meeting B | Meeting observation n.a. 12/12/2019

91




WE Board Meeting A Meeting observation n.a. 18/10/2020

WE Board Meeting B Meeting observation n.a. 28/03/2020
WE Charter Document n.a. n.a.
WE Finance and Document n.a. n.a.

procurement Policy

WE Constitution Document n.a. n.a.
WE Email Documents A Document n.a. n.a.
WE Email Documents B Document n.a. n.a.
WE Email Documents C Document n.a. n.a.
WE Email Documents D Document n.a. n.a.

P2P Lab — Collected Data

Data label Data type Length Date of collection
P2P Interviewee A Interview 61 minutes 18/03/2020
P2P Interviewee B Interview 74 minutes 23/03/2020
P2P Interviewee C Interview 71 minutes 24/03/2020
P2P Interviewee D Interview 63 minutes 31/03/2020
P2P Interviewee E Interview 43 minutes 02/04/2020
P2P Interviewee F Interview 69 minutes 01/07/2020
P2P Interviewee G Interview 40 minutes 02/07/2020
P2P Interviewee H Interview 41 minutes 03/07/2020
P2P Interviewee | Interview 40 minutes 03/07/2020

Table 2 — Collected Data from Wind Empowerment and P2P Lab

As mentioned above, all collected data was anonymised. In case of direct quotes, the quote is
attributed to interviewees through ‘WE’ (Wind Empowerment) or ‘P2P’ (P2P Lab) plus a letter of the
alphabet. For example, ‘WE Interviewee K’'. The data was imported into NVivo for more practical
analysis. Coding (see Roulston, 2013) was used for data analysis, however, instead of searching for
recurring themes to code, the data was coded using the earlier mentioned decision premises and self-
description (see Section 6.3.) as themes. An example of how the data was coded in NVivo is given in
Appendix Ill. The coded data was then analysed using the two key points of degrowth counter-
hegemony as operationalised in Section 6.2. The findings of the following three sections derive directly

from the analysis of the various collected data described here.
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6.5. Empirical Findings 1 — Wind Empowerment

Wind Empowerment (WE) is a global CBPP network for the development of locally manufactured small
wind turbines for sustainable rural electrification. The membership consists of 73 organisations in 43
countries, spanning almost all continents, ranging from organisations such as cooperatives and
enterprises, to NGOs and university research groups. WE seeks to develop and share knowledge on
the manufacture and maintenance of small-scale wind turbines. Through this WE aims to empower its

members in achieving its goal of sustainable rural electrification.

The findings for WE and their analysis are shown below in sub-sections corresponding to the six
decision premises (including self-description). The last subsection (6.5.7.) summarises the findings and
analysis for WE. The findings derive directly from the collected data as set out in Section 6.4. The
analysis of the data derives directly from the investigation of the findings’ counter-hegemonic

degrowth alignment as set out in Section 6.2.

6.5.1. Self-Description
Wind Empowerment generally describes itself as a network of various organisations and institutions
coming together under the topic of small wind and sustainable rural electrification. WE Interviewee K

put it as follows:

“Wind Empowerment is more of an organisation that is focused on creating and expanding the

network around this common theme that is small wind in rural electrification.”

Another interviewee (WE Interviewee E) further emphasised the focus on renewable energy in this

process:
“We are a renewable energy-based organisation.”

WE Interviewee C argued that the overall aim of WE was to “help people get access to electricity”.
Various interviewees (WE Interviewee C, D, H) described WE in this context as an organisation that

helps to achieve sustainable rural electrification through locally manufactured wind turbines.

As a network, WE includes a plethora of different member organisations. One interviewee (WE

Interviewee K) described this in the following:

“Wind Empowerment is a network of institutions, which can be public or private, whose
objective is to collaborate together to share best practices and further the installation and the

maintenance and the understanding of small wind in rural electrification setups.”
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In the context of its many members, two interviewees (WE Interviewee D, H) were particularly
adamant to emphasise that the network is driven by its member organisations. WE Interviewee F to

the same extent conceptualised WE as a bottom-up organisation:

“Wind Empowerment is not an organisation at the top and below are the various organisation
members, no. It is the opposite; the main things are the organisations. The role of Wind

Empowerment is to help the different organisations but it's not the organisation at the top.”
WE Interviewee A went as far to describe WE as a grassroots network:

“| perceive Wind Empowerment as a grassroots network. [...] That’s not necessarily the same
with all the board members that are on the board or have been on the board in the past. So,
it does not necessarily reflect what all organisations in Wind Empowerment might see in the

IM

network’s sou

Another interviewee (WE interviewee J) emphasised that the network should just enable its member

organisations without enforcing an overall network agenda:

“Wind Empowerment is simply a network that helps us connect and gives us further expertise
in what we're doing. After the project Wind Empowerment shows the results of our work so

that other members can see what we have done and maybe want to do something similar.”

From this articulation it is also clear that not all network members interpret and describe WE in the
same way. WE Interviewee A also emphasised that there might be members that might not be clear
on what WE as a network could do for them or how it could benefit them. What WE stands for and
what it aims to achieve and how, is interpreted differently by member organisations (WE Interviewee
F, J, K, G). Various interviewees (WE Interviewee A, B, E, |, K) specifically referred to the organisation’s
charter (WE Charter) for the organisation’s self-description by referring to WE’s mission, goals, and

guiding principles.

The organisation’s charter (WE Charter) states that WE is a charitable and non-profit organisation. Yet

one interviewee (WE Interviewee C) claimed that this could also change:

“I don’t think Wind Empowerment needs to necessarily be a non-profit, it could be for-profit

as well. I don’t think that the basic values and the mission would change.”

This further emphasises that there are various interpretations of WE’s self-description. According to
Seidl (2018) it is common for organisational social system to have various and even opposing self-
descriptions and interpretations of these. In the context of WE, the analysed email conversations (WE

Email Documents A, B, C, D) showed that there is clear contention as to how the self-description should
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be interpreted in line with the mission, goals, and aims of the organisation when it comes to network
decisions. Overall, these documents show that members (board members and member organisations)
might interpret the role and purpose of WE differently. This is also connected to different
interpretations on how to achieve WE’s mission. Some see the network in a way that should just enable
member organisations to do their projects collaboratively and not worry too much about how these
projects take place. However, some other member organisations feel that it is the role of the network

to uphold certain ethical standards.

Due to WE’s reliance of individual members’ interpretation of WE’s self-description, self-description as
a decision premise is highly reliant on the decision premise personnel which ultimately influences the
type of members the organisation admits. Further, the referral to the organisation’s charter in the
context of its self-description highlights a strong reliance on and connection to the decision premise
programmes. From a degrowth counter-hegemony perspective, WE's self-description is too vague and
broad to allow an interpretation of this decision premise as aligned with degrowth. Instead, with the
connection and reliance on the decision premises programmes as well as personnel in mind, the
counter-hegemony of self-description is reliant on the counter-hegemonic alignment of these other

two decision premises.

6.5.2. Programmes
WE's charter document (WE Charter) sets out what the organisation tries to achieve and to a certain

extent how (WE Interviewee A). The charter (WE Charter) states the organisation’s mission as follows:

“Wind Empowerment (WE) supports the development of locally built wind turbines for
sustainable rural electrification. This is achieved by strengthening the capacity of its

members.”
This mission is similarly emphasised by WE Interviewee D:

“Wind Empowerment is actually building locally manufactured wind turbines for rural
electrification. So, that’s the main mission of Wind Empowerment. And building capacity of all
its members to achieve this. And one of our main working areas is to share, develop, and to
strengthen the capacity of our members with financial resources, with human network

connections, and all of this.”

Various other interviews (WE Interviewee B, E, I) also confirmed this. This highlights that WE seeks to
achieve its mission through enabling its members to do so. The WE Charter sets out various broad sub-

goals of helping its members such as information sharing and collaboration. Interestingly, various
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different sub-goals are more emphasised by some board members and member organisations such as
the focus on the network to actually enable the overall mission of WE. For example, one interviewee

(WE Interviewee H) stated:

“The idea of the Wind Empowerment network is to connect, to create momentum and to help

people make joint projects.”

Similarly, WE Interviewee J argues that WE’s “goal is not to actually do projects itself but be more of a
network that enables projects amongst its members”. Other interviewees on the other hand saw the
notion of assimilating and sharing knowledge around small scale wind turbines as more important.

One interviewee (WE Interviewee H) argued:

“I would say that going open source is one of the goals of Wind Empowerment. Sharing the

knowledge is the top priority of Wind Empowerment.”

WE Interviewee F brought the notion of the network as well as sharing knowledge together as the key

mission of the organisation:

“The purpose of Wind Empowerment is to be a network of different organisations. [...] And the
purpose is to disseminate the knowledge about the Piggot® technology; | think to create, to

develop, and to share different open-source technologies.”

All interviewees agreed in one way or another that all of WE’s activity needs to align with the
organisation’s charter (WE Charter). This charter and its core mission were referred to in all observed

board meetings (WE Board Meeting A, B). Similarly, one interviewee (WE Interviewee B) stated:

“I think the charter is the most important because we have referred to it in the past,

particularly to the decision-making process that is stated in the charter.”
WE Interviewee C also referred to the importance of the charter:

“So, the charter document is like an aid that helps the board to make decisions with all its

guidelines.

However, two interviewees (WE Interviewees A, E) pointed out that the charter and its guiding

principles are quite vague. Similarly, WE Interviewee C said:

“The charter is more like principles around things. It gives you a guideline, but it is too vague

to help you prioritise activities.”

8 Referring here to Hugh Piggot’s DIY small scale wind turbine design that WE bases its designs on.
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WE Interviewee A was also adamant in this context that decisions are mostly based on the individual
board members’ beliefs and norms. The analysed email conversations (WE Email Documents A, B, C,
D) also highlighted that the interpretation of WE’s charter and the stated mission and guiding principles
depends on the individual board member. This becomes even clearer in the example on controversial
decisions. Within WE's charter is a process that describes what to do at the level of the executive board

in case of a controversial decision. In this context WE Interviewee D stated the following:

“There is a list of guiding principles, Wind Empowerment as an organisation has ethical criteria
let’s say. So, for example a particular collaboration, for it to take place, the decision has to fulfil

the ethical criteria that are in line with the guiding principles and the charter overall.”

However, apart from project collaborations with large for-profit entities, the document does not
define controversial decisions (WE Interviewee A, WE Charter). One interviewee (WE Interviewee B) in

particular stated:

“The understanding of each person of what is controversial and what is not, is different. So

that is where we need to be more specific.”

If it is decided to be a controversial decision, the decision will be opened up to the whole voting
membership (Interviewee A, B, E, WE Charter). Non-controversial decisions will only be taken to a vote

if consensus cannot be reached.

Overall, it is clear that WE's charter document sets out various guiding principles and that all activities
of WE need to align with this general set of missions and guiding principles. However, the
interpretation of these is left to the board members. Purely on a decision premise level this means that
the decision premise of programmes is very important for decisions, yet this decision premise is highly
reliant on the decision premise of personnel i.e. who the board members are and how they will

interpret the decision premise of programmes.

On the counter-hegemonic level the decision premise of programmes is reliant on the counter-
hegemony of the decision premise of personnel. Individual parts of the decision premise such as
knowledge sharing and open source generally fit within the context of degrowth (see also Robra et al.,
2020), but do not represent a counter-hegemonic alighment as such. The various interpretations of
the decision premise programmes are also leading to discussions that could potentially create a more
concrete and counter-hegemonic decision premise. However, this is not deterministically ensured. The
recent ethical discussion in the WE email documents (WE Email Documents A, B, C, D) highlight the

potential for this to go in either direction in terms of hegemony or counter-hegemony.
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6.5.3. Personnel

New members can join WE as long as they are involved in the area/industry of small wind turbines (WE
Interviewee B, E, WE Charter). The charter (WE Charter) further states that organisations must “align
with the association’s full mission and adhere to its guiding principles”. One interviewee (WE

Interviewee E) stated that there is no formal or guideline on how to allow new members to join WE:

“So, if a potential new member applies to the organisation [WE], I'm not sure actually whether
there is a formal document for this or not. And the criteria we generally have in mind are, is
this organisation, you know, are they working with small scale wind? Are they active within

that? How can we benefit them? And how can they benefit the rest of our membership?”

WE does not really set any specifications to what new members must agree to or sign up to. Itis simply

enough to be involved in the area of small wind and respect the other members.

WE is described by several interviewees (WE Interviewee A, B, C, D) to be reliant upon the board
members to make decisions for the organisation. WE Interviewee A was adamant to also point out that
this might be due to lack of engagement of other members. WE’s board members usually come from
within the network (i.e. they are members of member organisations) to reflect the thoughts of the
network (WE Interviewee A). Board members are supposed to be elected but according to WE
Interviewee A “two people have never competed for a position”. The same interviewee (WE

Interviewee A) also stated the following:

“I think people they just vote for anybody who's been suggested, who’s applied for the board
and because it’s like that as in the way that | described, | don’t think people actually think much
about who they vote for. Personally, | don’t really agree with this, | don’t really like this much,
because | think that if we actually did pay attention to this as a network, we would have a

better board, we would have potentially done more things, but this is just a guess.”

There seems to be not much thought put into who is putting themselves forward to be a board
member, but rather on the point that it is great that someone wants to do it. WE Interviewee B argued
that the diversity of member organisations is reflected on the board which in turn leads to various
viewpoints on the board. In this context WE Interviewee A referred to the email conversations (WE
Email Documents A, B, C, D) arguing that these show that a lot of the decisions on the board level
depend on the personal views of the board members. The same interviewee (WE Interviewee A) stated
that: “it is therefore problematic to just put people into this position without knowing what they do

exactly”.

From a decision premise perspective, a lot of the decisions and the interpretation of the decision

premises self-description, and programmes depend on the personal views of the board members.
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Indeed, several interviewees (WE Interviewee A, D, |) stated that there was a reliance on board
members to flag if something might not align with the values, mission, or goals of WE. However, there
is no real decision process behind who becomes a board member but rather whoever wants to. In
other words, the decision premises of self-description and programmes are highly dependent on
personnel as a decision premise. Yet, as described above, these decision premises are vaguely defined.
Due to the reliance of the decision premise personnel on these other decision premises, it is equally
vaguely defined. As these decision premises also rely on the decision premise personnel, they together

reinforce this vagueness.

This vagueness of the decision premise personnel further highlights that there is no direct alignment
with degrowth counter-hegemony. The decision premise is reliant on the counter-hegemonic
degrowth alignment of the decision premises self-description and programmes. Yet, as stated above
these decision premises are also reliant on the decision premise personnel for their counter-hegemonic

alignment.

6.5.4. Communication Channels

Every member of WE can participate in the executive board forum (where decision discussion takes
place outside of the monthly board meetings) and give input into decisions and discussions concerning
the network. It is also possible for members to participate in board meetings without being able to
vote in those meetings. This became apparent from various interviews and documents as well as
observed board meetings itself (WE Interviewee A, B, WE Charter, WE Email Documents B, WE Board

Meetings A, B). WE Interviewee A simply stated that:

“discussions are on the forum and then board meetings are open to anybody to join. [...]
Everything is discussed on the executive board forum. People can participate in the discussion,

freely and openly.”

Despite this openness WE Interviewee C emphasised that it was up to the members to get involved in
discussions. But most involvement comes from the board members or former board members that are

still involved through being members in WE’s member organisations.

According to WE Interviewee B, smaller and day to day decisions are made by board members in the
monthly board meetings, whereas controversial decisions will be opened up to the voting membership.
According to WE’s charter document (WE Charter) only not-for-profit entities have voting rights due
to WE’s status as a registered charity. Regarding the voting process and involvement of members, WE

Interviewee E pointed out the following:
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“We try and make sure that our members have as much a say as possible. And in our governing
documents, it's a case of, in many circumstances when a controversial decision arises, we have
to consult the membership and offer it to them on a vote. And to ensure that the members
have as much as a say as possible. A quorum is required from the membership to have official
weight in the voting process. Often because people are across the world and people are very
busy, often it's a case that people won't engage with the voting process. Or, you know, not
enough people basically will come forward in a voting capacity to reach the quorum that is

required.”

This emphasises that most (even controversial decisions) are mainly left in the hands of the board
members (WE Interviewee A, C). Even though all interviewees agreed that the board members are
trusted to act according to the WE's mission, vision, goals, and guiding principles, the findings of the
previous three decision premises highlight how open they are to different interpretation. Ultimately
on the level of decision premises, the decision premise communication channels is reliant on the
decision premise personnel and through this individuals’ interpretation of decision premises self-

description and programmes.

Regarding the alignment of the decision premise communication channels with degrowth counter-
hegemony, due to its reliance on the decision premise personnel, it is equally reliant on the counter-
hegemonic alignment within the decision premise personnel. This also means that the decision premise
communication channels is caught in the same dilemma of vagueness for counter-hegemonic
alignment in the interplay between the decision premises personnel, self-description, and
programmes. However, it also needs to be pointed out that there is a counter-hegemonic potential in
only not-for-profit members being officially allowed to vote. This clearly favours non-accumulation
driven organisational members in the decision process. At the same time this does not amount to a

counter-hegemonic alignment to degrowth as described in Section 6.2.

6.5.5. Organisational Culture

WE’s charter (WE Charter) is the main document used or referred to in discussions (WE Interviewee B,
WE Board Meetings A, B, WE Strategy Meetings A, B). According to WE Interviewee C the charter
document (WE Charter) is used to ensure activities and projects align with the WE’s goals and aims as
well as guiding principles. However, WE Interviewee | also emphasised that the content of the WE's
charter document and the organisations values are generally embodied by the board members. In the

same context of how they make decisions, WE Interviewee | stated the below:
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“We always focus on how it is this going to do point one, two, and three from our mission and
vision, and if it aligns, then great, we move forward, and then we start doing the other aspects.
But if it doesn't align or if something's not clear, then we say, okay, guys, we got to think this

through, we got to debate this a little bit more because it does not really align with this point.”

Yet the same interviewee (WE Interviewee |) also said the following when asked how the organisation’s

charter (WE Charter) gets used:

“We refer to the charter, we pull it up in our meeting. [...] [another board member] will make
a point of, in the charter, this is what we said, right? So, we have a couple of people like that,
that keep us in check in line to make sure that we are doing what we had voted on or agreed

on as an association.”

The analysed email conversations (WE Email Documents A, B, C, D) similarly highlighted that the WE
Charter gets referred to regularly in decision discussions. Apart from the WE Charter other things are
referred to in discussions such as previous meeting minutes, WE Interviewee B described this in the

following:

“There have been times where some people on the board had complained that there are
actions or decisions that go against previous decisions that we have taken. And in that case,

we have referred to previous minutes and then we discussed this again.”

What is becoming apparent is that both the decision premises programmes as well as self-description
are actively used in the organisation’s decision processes. However, there does not seem to be a
definitive consensus on how to exactly use them and when but only that they should be used. Various
interviewees (WE Interviewee A, B, D) stated that overall decisions are made through discussions on

the board level while simply trying to find a consensus. WE Interviewee | similarly said:
“So, the decisions in wind empowerment are made on a consensus base.”

WE Interviewee G argued that reaching this consensus is often the unofficial way compared to the

official way of voting:

“Generally, we will follow the charter. | would say that there is an official way and an unofficial
way of [making decisions]. The unofficial way is when everyone agrees, we agree. And the
official way is taking action through voting according to the charter when we have, let's say,

conflict within the board.”

The majority of interviewees agreed that they try to reach a consensus to not have to take decisions

to an official vote. It seems that this is to forgo the vagueness of the decision premises used (i.e. the
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vagueness of programmes and self-description). As mentioned in the findings on the decision premise
programmes it is for example very vague (apart from collaboration with for-profit entities) what
constitutes a controversial decision. This means that the vagueness of the decision premises self-
description and programmes is copied into the decision premise organisational culture (i.e. how
decision premises get used). The decision premise organisational culture is therefore heavily reliant on
how board members interpret the programmes and self-description and when to use them (i.e. refer
to them). This further means organisational culture as a decision premise is heavily reliant on the

decision premise personnel.

On a counter-hegemonic alignment level, organisational culture’s reliance on the decision premise
personnel means that it is reliant on this decision premise for its counter-hegemonic alignment. This
reliance also means that the decision premise organisational culture is equally caught in the vagueness
of the connection between the three decision premises personnel, programmes, and self-description.
Therefore, a clear counter-hegemonic alignment with degrowth is similarly missing within

organisational culture.

6.5.6. Cognitive Routine

WE as an organisational social system clearly shows awareness of the ecological degradation in its
system environment. Not only does WE aim to enable sustainable rural electrification but the
organisation sees the need to align with the SDGs as well as Raworth's (2017) concept of doughnut
economics (WE Interviewee A, B, |, WE Charter). Both the SDGs and doughnut economics are explicitly
referred to in WE’s charter (WE Charter). When pressed on the reason for the inclusion of these

concepts WE Interviewee E commented the following:

“Well, you could boil it down to one criterion, one element which is to help people without
contributing to environmental degradation. And that is summarised quite nicely or expanded

on really within the doughnut.”

Beyond these conceptualisations of its ecological system environment, WE’s decision premise
cognitive routine does not conceptualise its system environment further. This means that WE has no
conceptualisation of its social system environment. This further entails that WE lacks an overall
awareness on the organisational level regarding the contradiction of CBPP as a mode of production in
the capitalist hegemony. However, one individual member (WE Interviewee K) observed capitalism as
problematic but also stated that these were their own personal opinions, and they were in this regard
not speaking on the behalf of WE. While describing the problems of capitalism, this interviewee (WE

Interviewee K) argued that WE as a network somehow positions itself outside of capitalist imperatives:
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“‘It's about imperatives of capitalism, more efficient production, more efficient labour, the
need, the drive for competition and the requirement of accumulation. What makes Wind
Empowerment work in the circumstance is that Wind Empowerment positions itself outside

of these [capitalist] imperatives.”

WE Interviewee K went on to argue that individual members and member organisations of WE still
need to work according to the capitalist imperatives which creates an internal competition between
members that try to protect their own knowledge to make a living from it. That is some WE members
(individuals as well as organisations) do not share their knowledge in the commons of WE to protect
their own capital accumulation ability. WE Interviewee K therefore argued that WE’s supposed neutral

stance seems to frustrate everyone:

“But the thing is, we have these conflicting accumulations by members. And because they are
in this predicament, this is capitalism in particular. And Wind Empowerment is not. Wind
Empowerment has the sort of a neutral stance, and legitimacy that's kind of proceed by the
other members as neutral. And the thing is that we end up frustrating everybody, not only one

|II

side but the other as wel

This consequently means that WE has no definite way of dealing with the contradiction of an
alternative economic organisation in a capitalist system. Essentially, individual member organisations
have to decide themselves how to survive within the capitalist system. As mentioned, for various
member organisations this results in following the imperatives of capitalism (i.e. accumulation and
profit making) to survive. In relation to this WE Interviewee K also stated that WE is essentially besieged

by capitalist imperatives from within:

“Wind Empowerment tries to position itself as an A-capitalist® institution, but it's sieged by
capitalist imperatives of its members, but still it is trying to hold strong and not position itself

as a capitalist institution.”

The fact that WE’s members are left to their own devices on how to conceptualise and deal with the
contradiction of residing in a capitalist system means for the decision premise cognitive routine that it
is reliant on the members’ interpretation of the system environment and thus reliant on the decision
premise personnel. This further means that the decision premise cognitive routine is reliant on the
decision premise personnel for counter-hegemonic alignment with degrowth. The lack of

conceptualising CBPP as in contradiction to the capitalist modus operandi as well as WE's supposed

9 ‘A-capitalist’ meaning here agnostic to capitalism. In other words, according to the interviewee (WE
Interviewee K), WE takes a supposedly neutral stance to capitalism and its imperatives.
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natural stance to capitalism represents a lack of counter-hegemonic alignment within the decision
premise cognitive routine itself. Further, leaving its members to deal with the contradiction themselves
also means accepting these members to forgo this contradiction by accumulating capital and putting
themselves in competition to other members. This essentially represents allowing the reproduction of

the capitalist hegemony within WE through its members.

6.5.7. Summary
The summarised findings and data analysis for WE are shown in Table 3 below. The table presents the
findings (left column) and analysis (right column) for WE's six decision premises (including self-

description) separately.

Self-description

Findings Analysis — Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment
® A network of various organisations and o WE’s self-description is too broad and

institutions coming together under the
topic of small wind and sustainable
rural electrification. °

e Charitable non-profit organisation.

e Member driven organisation.

® Interpretation of role and purpose of
network dependent on individual
members’ interpretations. Reliant on
decision premise personnel.

e Strongly connected to decision premise

vague to be interpreted as aligned with
degrowth counter-hegemony.

Reliant on the counter-hegemonic
alignment of the decision premises
programmes and personnel.

programmes.
Programmes
Findings Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment
e WE's goal is to help with the e WE's decision premise of programmes

development of locally manufactured
wind turbines for rural electrification.
WE aims to achieve its goal by enabling
its members through collaboration as

can potentially fit within a degrowth
system. The aim of freely sharing
knowledge and technology fit in
particular in connection to production.

well as open-source knowledge and e However, there is a lack of alignhment
technology sharing. with degrowth counter-hegemony.
All activity of WE has to align with the e Discussions around interpretation of
goals and aims of the organisation. WE’s goals could lead to a more
Documentation of goals and aims is concrete and potentially counter-
seen as a guide for executive board hegemonic decision premise.
members in decision making. e Reliant on the counter-hegemonic

alignment of the decision premise
personnel.
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e Discussions around opposing
interpretations of how to achieve WE's
goals.

e Ultimately, the interpretation of the
goals and mission is left to the
members. Reliant on decision premise
personnel.

Personnel

Findings

Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment

Organisations, institutions, and individuals
can become members of the network if
involved in small wind and aligning with
WE's mission and guiding principles.
Executive board members in theory are
voted into their position but are essentially
selected for the fact of putting themselves
forward and not based on which decisions
they will make.

Executive board members are trusted to
act in line with WE’s mission and guiding
principles.

Reliant on self-description and
programmes.

Very loose definition of personnel that
shows no direct alignment with degrowth
counter-hegemony.

Reliant on counter-hegemonic alignment of
self-description and programmes. As stated
above these are also reliant on personnel
for their counter-hegemonic alignment.

Communication channels

Findings

Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment

All members can participate in discussions
of the executive board (forum or meetings).
Executive board members make most
small-scale decisions by referring to
programmes and self-description.
Controversial and large-scale decisions are
voted on by not-for-profit members (due to
WE's charity status).

Reliant on personnel decision premise and
ultimately the member’s interpretation of
WE's self-description and programmes.

Counter-hegemonic potential in only not-
for-profit members being able to vote.
However, this does not represent a
counter-hegemonic alignment overall.
Reliant on counter-hegemonic alignment of
personnel and through this, programmes
and self-description.

Organisational culture

Findings

Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment

The decision premises self-description and
programmes are used and referred to in
discussions.

Emphasis on reaching consensus in
decisions to avoid the need to vote.

No clear alignment with degrowth counter-
hegemony.

Heavily reliant on the counter-hegemonic
alignment of decision premise personnel
and how other decision premises
(programmes and self-description) get
interpreted by the members.
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Reliance on executive board members and
other members to refer to and interpret
the organisational mission and aims.
Reliant on decision premise personnel and
the interpretation of other decision
premises by its members.

Cognitive

routine

Findings

Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment

Main conceptualisation of the system
environment is on the ecological level.
Awareness of planetary boundaries and
need for sustainable resource
management.

Lack of conceptualisation of the social
system environment, i.e. capitalist system.
WE’s CBPP as mode of production is not
seen in contradiction to capitalism.

WE situates itself as neutral to the capitalist
system. The network does not aim to
accumulate. Member organisations can use
the network for accumulation purposes.

Lack of awareness of CBPP in contradiction
to the capitalist modus operandi.

Instead of dealing with the contradiction of
CBPP as an alternative mode of production
in the capitalist system, WE distances itself
from the problem and lets every individual
member autonomously deal with this
contradiction.

The neutral stance represents a lack of
counter-hegemonic alignment in the
decision premise.

Reliance on counter-hegemonic alignment
of personnel decision premise.

Reliant on the perception of individual
members.

Table 3 - Findings and data analysis for Wind Empowerment

All decision premises including self-description can be observed within WE. WE heavily relies on three
core decision premises (i.e. the decision premises the organisation most relies on). These are
personnel, programmes, and self-description. These three decision premises are heavily reliant on and
influence each other. In other words, these three decision premises use each other as decision
premises. WE’s self-description and programmes are relatively broad and vague. This means that these
decision premises can be used as a guide but ultimately the interpretations of these two decision
premises in specific situations depends on the member’s (particularly executive board member’s)

individual interpretation.

The example of controversial decisions highlights how vague these decision premises are and how they
can be interpreted differently. This further emphasises the reliance on the member’s interpretation of
programmes and self-description. The decision premise personnel is therefore essential for WE’s
operation. WE’s three remaining non-core decision premises (communication channels, cognitive
routine, and organisational culture) are also heavily reliant on the decision premise personnel and
consequently the interpretation of the other two core decision premises through specific members.
The connection between the different decision premisses is graphically depicted in Figure 1 below. The
lines indicate which decision premise is connected to which decision premise(s). The arrowheads

indicate the direction(s) of the influence. For example, the line between personnel and cognitive
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routine points towards cognitive routine, which indicates that personnel influences cognitive routine,
in other words, cognitive routine is reliant on personnel. Another example, the line between personnel
and programmes has arrowheads at either end, which means that both decision premises influence

each other and rely upon each other.

Cognitive Organisational Communication
routine culture channels

Personnel

Self-
description

Programmes

Core decision premises

Figure 1 — Wind Empowerment’s decision premises and their interconnection

Similar to programmes and self-description, personnel as a decision premise is kept relatively vague.
New members can join WE as long as they are active within small wind and align with WE’s mission
and guiding principles. Further, executive board members (which are usually members of WE's
member organisations) are elected by WE’s membership. However, the election process of these
board members highlights that the decision premise personnel (i.e. the expectation of how a person
will act/decide) is very weakly defined. Yet, all other decision premises are heavily reliant or influenced
by this decision premise. This has stark implications for the degrowth counter-hegemonic alignment

of WE.

The three core decision premises (as shown in Figure 1) are reliant on and influence each other
regarding counter-hegemonic degrowth alignment. Further, the three non-core decision premises are
reliant on the counter-hegemonic alignment of personnel and, again, the consequent interpretation of
the other core decision premises. However, due to the vagueness and broadness within the core

decision premises, a degrowth counter-hegemonic alighnment on a whole cannot be observed.
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Any counter-hegemonic alignment is reliant on the individual members and their own potentially
counter-hegemonic interpretation of the decision premises. However, the lack of counter-hegemonic
alignment of personnel fails to ensure counter-hegemonic alignment throughout the other decision
premises. In other words, through its decision premises, WE does not ensure the reproduction of
degrowth counter-hegemony. Further, the non-alignment with degrowth in the decision premise
cognitive routine seems to allow for the reproduction of the capitalist hegemony through some of WE's

members.

It needs to be pointed out that WE aligns with degrowth counter-hegemony on the level of its mode
of production (i.e. CBPP). As argued in Section 6.2., CBPP’s open-source technology and non-
growth/non-profit orientation (which are present in WE’s self-description and programmes) make it a
fitting mode of production for degrowth counter-hegemony. However, this does not automatically
translate to a degrowth counter-hegemonic alignment on the organisational level and decision
premises. In other words, WE’s degrowth alignment is limited to the mode of production and requires

further organisational alignment on the level of political economy.

6.6. Empirical Findings 2 — P2P Lab

P2P Lab is an interdisciplinary research collective focusing on the commons. Its members conduct
research to explore and document CBPP, while putting this knowledge of the phenomenon into
practice, through participatory research methods with the engaged communities, but also in P2P Lab’s
operations. Hence, P2P Lab’s members employ CBPP practices to write, edit and publish articles,
reports, and books on a diverse range of relevant topics, and organise community-oriented events for

reflection, action, and education, while being a CBPP community and organisation in itself.

The findings and analysis for P2P Lab is presented below in sub-sections corresponding to six decision
premises (including self-description). The last sub-section (6.6.7.) summarises P2P Lab’s findings and
analysis. The findings derive directly from the collected data as set out in Section 6.4. The analysis of
the data derives directly from the investigation of the findings’ counter-hegemonic degrowth

alignment as set out in Section 6.2.

6.6.1. Self-Description
All interviewees described P2P Lab as a research collective in one way or another. One interviewee

(P2P Interviewee H) stated:
“P2P Lab is a research collective.”
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P2P Interviewee D similarly described it as such but also emphasised the research focus on the

commons and the political economy:
“P2P Lab is a research collective focused on the political economy of the commons.”

One interviewee (P2P Interviewee G) further added that P2P Lab should be seen as a non-profit

organisation:

“Generally, P2P Lab is a non-profit organisation that focuses on research that has open-source

and P2P linkages, as well as focuses on the commons.”

P2P Interviewee A further stated that the collective’s research clearly has and always had an activist

aspect to it:

“Itis an NGO that is interested in studying the commons. Since the very beginning, the P2P Lab

was very clearly self-defined as an activist research organisation.”

Another interviewee (P2P Interviewee D) mentioned that in the context of activist research the
research seeks to be transformative but that the organisation wants to act according to these

transformative practices:

“This is also part of what we try to do, like at some point, it is mentioned in the group that it is
mostly transformative, not only in what you are talking about, but what you're practising. So,

trying to practice and act inside the group as a commons-based initiative.”

These transformative practices mean for the organisation to act as a commons-based initiative. One
interviewee (P2P Interviewee |I) emphasised the distributed network aspect in this commons-based

context:
“My understanding is basically that we are set up as a distributed network of researchers.”

It can be argued that P2P Lab describes itself as a CBPP organisation studying the phenomena of CBPP.

P2P Interviewee A phrased it in the following:
“So P2P Lab studies CBPP but is also itself a CBPP initiative.”

Beyond describing itself as a CBPP organisation and practising in the commons while studying CBPP,
P2P Lab also acknowledges in its self-description that it operates in a system environment not aligned
with commons practices. In this context one interviewee (P2P Interviewee B) described P2P Lab as “a
commons that is operating within an otherwise a non-commons-based system”. That is P2P Lab
recognises that it is not aligned with the predominant norms and structures of its system environment.

This recognition was further emphasised by the fact that P2P Lab uses different self-descriptions
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depending on whom the organisation is talking to. That is if P2P Lab is talking to a funding body the
research project in question might be described to fit their requirements in less radical terms (P2P

Interviewee C). P2P Interviewee C put this in the following:

“But the overall narrative of our organisation is very tailored to our audience, for sure. So as
far as funders are concerned, it's all about doing rigorous research. And the narrative is kind
of geared towards making the current system and infrastructure more sustainable and more
viable in the rapid changes that are happening in our society and on our planet. The EU is our
primary funder anyway, and they seem to be stressed now and worried about where we're
going as a society. So, we're offering, we are saying that we can assist you in adapting but not
with a very radical point of view. We are very careful in our wording. So, it's always about
healthy entrepreneurship, and small and medium businesses that can be thriving and utilising
the untapped resources in the open-source movements, etc. But | would say that probably for
everyone, not just for some or myself, our perspective, our true goal is rather more radical

than that.”

What is becoming clear is that P2P Lab has a radical internal self-description but uses less radical
external self-description to receive funding to enable its survival in a capitalist system. The decision
premise self-description therefore already shows a clear awareness of the social system environment
as a capitalist system with which the organisation misaligns. This means that self-description as a
decision premise is strongly connected to the decision premise cognitive routine but also programmes

for its transformative goal.

From a counter hegemonic alighment point of view, the awareness of the contradiction of CBPP in a
capitalist system hints at an alignment with degrowth as set out in Section 6.2. Further, the use of
different self-descriptions due to this awareness shows that the organisation actively aims to deal with
this contradiction. The strong connection to the decision premises of cognitive routine and
programmes also means self-description influences but also relies on the counter-hegemonic

alignment of these decision premises.

6.6.2. Programmes

Overall, the aim of P2P Lab was described by various interviewees (P2P Interviewee A, C, E, G, I) to
study the commons and CBPP. P2P Interviewee C stated that P2P Lab has the “overall goal of doing
research about the commons and open-source technology and peer to peer practices.” Many
interviewees (P2P Interviewee A, C, D, F, H) said that beyond studying CBPP, the aims are also to

participate within the commons and as a CBPP. Some interviewees (P2P Interviewee A, F) emphasised
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that the aim of the organisation is to also enable a change in society through the organisation’s activity.

P2P Interviewee A put this in the following:

“First and foremost, | feel like an activist, like a practitioner who wants to change things. So,
my aim is not only to understand this emerging phenomenon [CBPP], to understand society,

but also to be able to change society.”

P2P Interviewee H similarly argued that the change in society is the aim to help create an alternative
economy and society through a focus on the commons. This interviewee (P2P Interviewee H) further

stated the following:

“To visualise and bring about a society that is based on the commons is definitely a vision, |

believe.”

This means beyond the aim of just studying CBPP, P2P Lab also aims to change society centred around
the commons and enabling CBPP as a mode of production (P2P Interviewee B). Another interviewee
(P2P Interviewee G) stated that through all its activity P2P Lab is also aiming to create a more

sustainable society:
“We are firstly trying to create a more sustainable society.”

P2P Interviewee G also emphasised in this context that CBPP is seen as a more sustainable form of

organisation that P2P Lab hopes to enable.

Throughout the aim of enabling a societal change towards the commons, some interviewees also
emphasised that they as well as the organisation as a whole are aware that this goes against the

capitalist mode of production and modus operandi. P2P Interviewee D put it in the following:

“The overall aim is to try to steer the digital revolution and the modes of production yet to
come towards a commons-based perspective. So, our dream if you may would be that the
capitalist mode of production, the industrial capitalistic and liberal mode of imaginary and way
of doing stuff in our societies could be transcended if a lot of people and subjects will work
towards this direction into a better society into a system that its characteristics would be

increasingly different from the value driven and profit driven ones that we have now.”

Similarly, P2P Interviewee G emphasised the social and ecological destructive forces of capitalism and

finding an alternative to this:

“Maybe, what we are trying to do as a commons-based organisation is to find an alternative

to the society we are in today. | think we need to listen or talk about how this capitalist mode

111



of economic activities are not only exploiting humans but also the environment and the

ecosystem, the global ecosystem we live in.”

This awareness of the capitalist system is further reflected in the organisation’s aims not to maximise

profits or trying to compete, as put by P2P Interviewee C:

“[W]e're not trying to maximise profits and we're not trying to establish ourselves amongst

competition.”

The fundamentality of the societal change P2P Lab is trying to help achieve was not lost on the
interviewees and some stated that they do not see this change happening quickly or even in their

lifetime. P2P Interviewee B put it in the following:

“But the goal is not to transform the world in a common centric society in our lifetime which

we understand is not going to happen.”
Similarly, P2P Interviewee G stated:

“Truly, we cannot actually transform this in a day. It's very hard, but we can dream about

making a change.”

All interviewees articulated that the organisation’s activities and projects need to align with P2P Lab’s

aims and vision. One interviewee (P2P Interviewee A) stated the following:

“Projects need to fit our understanding of the things that need to be changed and how things

should be changed.”
P2P Interviewee C similarly argued:

“There's no need to engage in projects and in collaborations that don't fit our overall

worldview.”

Other interviewees (P2P Interviewee D, 1) emphasised that it was possible for P2P Lab to turn down
funding or exclude certain parts of projects if the requirements did not fit the organisation’s overall

aims and vision.

The decision premise programmes reflects that P2P Lab has a clear mission of studying the commons
and CBPP to enable a change in society that would emphasise CBPP as the main mode of production
and organisation. The organisation is aware that this is in clear opposition to the capitalist system. This
means that the decision premise programmes is strongly connected to the decision premise cognitive
routine through the awareness of its system environment and the aim to influence and change it. P2P

Lab shows strong awareness of this in its aims by also stating that the envisioned change will take time
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due to its fundamental transformation required. Further, the decision premise programmes is very

much connected to how the organisation self-describes itself.

What should further be noted is that all interviewees stated that the aims and vision of P2P Lab are
not written down in any documents. Instead, the interviewees stated that the aims and vision of the
organisation are embodied by its members. The fact that the organisation’s aims are not written down
anywhere, apart from a one-line description on their website, emphasises a strong connection
between the decision premises programmes and personnel. The decision premise programmes is

reliant on the decision premise personnel to maintain the organisations aims and goals.

The goal to enable CBPP as the main mode of production and organisation to achieve sustainability
highlights first and foremost an opposition to the capitalist mode of production. From a counter-
hegemonic degrowth perspective this means a strong alignment as the organisation not only seeks to
establish a mode of production theoretically aligned with degrowth but also aims to change societal
structures to enable this. On the level of the decision premise programmes, P2P Lab can be argued to
be aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony without naming degrowth as an aim. The connection and
reliance on other decision premises (self-description, personnel, and cognitive routine) further
emphasises that the decision premise programmes relies on and connects to these decision premises

for counter-hegemonic alignment with degrowth.

6.6.3. Personnel
All interviewees stated that they trust the members of P2P Lab to act in accordance with the

organisation’s aims and values. P2P Interviewee F described this as follows:

“This is one of the premises of the P2P Lab, each member has to be able to independently take

decisions and work according to the values of P2P Lab.”

In this context many interviewees (P2P Interviewee A, B, C, D, F) mentioned the role of the coordinator
and that the coordinator is trusted by all other members to lead a project for P2P Lab in accordance
with the organisation’s aims and values. Because of this P2P Lab does not hire people as there is a
feeling that this same level of trust could not be created but instead these people would have to be

supervised.

For some interviewees (P2P Interviewee A, F, H, 1) the need to be able to trust its members to act in
accordance with the organisation’s values result in in P2P Lab’s membership growing organically
through the networks of its members. These are friends and colleagues that over time might become
members because of overlapping underlying values, philosophy, and trust. P2P Interviewee B

described the organic aspect of the membership and trust in the following:
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“We grew through trust-based relationships of close people that were you know, gradually
coming closer and eventually getting, how can | say, well becoming part of that. Because
basically the main condition for someone to become a member was besides having something
to do with the rest of the team workwise, that should be her or his interests to join. We haven't
really recruited anyone from, you know, by an open call or by looking at CVs of people. [...]
Workwise it is a completely trust based situation where there's a lot of sharing a lot of pooling
of responsibilities and tasks and there needs to be some, so to say ideological proximity for

people to engage into the situation.”

P2P Interviewee G also pointed out in this context that all members to a certain degree share a
worldview and that new members might be pointed towards certain literature that reflects the values
of P2P Lab. Another interviewee (P2P Interviewee C) also emphasised overlapping values when inviting

new core members (members that form the main group of people involved in P2P Lab):

“[W1lhen we would invite a new core member to join us we would need to identify the same
ethic; the new members would have to identify with that as well. [...] We try and identify the
same values in the people that we invite to be a core member. Which is not something that
we expect from people that we're affiliated with. Although that might be entirely the case and
it tends to be because we try to surround ourselves with people that do share the same

values.”

Overall, the decision premise personnel defines that members are trusted to act in accordance with
the values and aims of P2P Lab. Due to this need of trust in its membership, new members are invited
to become members because there is an overlap in worldview and values. In other words, there is
already an overlap in the interpretation of the decision premises programmes, self-description, and
cognitive routine. This means that the decision premise personnel is reliant on but also influences these
three decision premises. Essentially the decision premises personnel, programmes, self-description,

and cognitive routine reinforce each other.

The decision premise personnel ensures that only new members join P2P Lab that already or easily
align with the interpretation of the other decision premises. For counter-hegemonic alignment this
means that new members are invited to join P2P Lab who also fit the organisation’s counter-
hegemonic alignment. This further entails that the need for new members to align with the
organisations worldview and values ensures reinforcing counter-hegemonic alignment in other
decision premises through these members. The decision premise personnel is not itself aligned to
degrowth counter-hegemony but helps to reinforce the counter-hegemonic alighment of other

decision premises.
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6.6.4. Communication Channels
P2P Lab is structured in a heterarchical way. One interviewee (P2P Interviewee D) described this in the

following:

“So heterarchical is when the concept of equality is not understandable in a very strict way.
So, when for example, if you are better in facilitating, the group would give you more power
to do that. If I'm better in the economics or even better in community building, then the group
will give me less restrictions and/or more power and confidence in taking such a role. So, in
different tasks, the group is able to recognise the different skills that people have and is open
in giving more power and freedom to members to take over stuff. And always also because it

is an open process having the right to take it back.”

As already mentioned in the findings for the decision premise personnel, members are expected and
trusted to act in accordance with the P2P Lab’s mission, values, and goals. P2P Interviewee B also
pointed out that members lead projects based on merit and skills i.e. the person that is best suited for

a particular task due to their skill and expertise will be asked to do it:

“So, what we do is that we appoint someone as the best person in the given situation and
under the certain circumstances to undertake this role. And he or she is responsible for
coordinating the thing and the rest will just, you know, everyone gets to voice their opinion,
but in the end the person that has the whole picture and decides upon what needs to be done

is the one coordinator.”

The heterarchical structuring means that project coordinators can act like benevolent dictators as P2P

Interviewee A put it:

“[A] very important role, that one can have within the P2P Lab ecosystem is the role of the
coordinator. When the team, the group, the community decides that this person is going to
coordinate, then this person can make a lot of decisions without asking the rest. [...] [Y]ou are
the one who will make sure that the agreed milestones and the agreed agenda is being
followed. And you can be a kind of benevolent dictator within the project because we decide,
so we say that we agree that you can be a benevolent dictator. And if you overdo that, how
can | say this, if you don't behave well according to the norms and the written rules of our

community then the community will intervene, and we say enough.”

Members have autonomy in their decisions through the trust bestowed in them. This emphasises that
the decision premise communication channels is highly reliant on the decision premise personnel to
only allow members into the organisation that can be trusted to act autonomously in line with P2P

Lab’s mission, values, and goals. This also emphasises that no counter-hegemonic alignment with
115



degrowth can be explicitly observed within the decision premise communication channels. Rather,
communication channels is reliant on the counter-hegemonic alignment of the decision premise
personnel and through this the counter-hegemonic alignment of the decision premises self-description,

programmes, and cognitive routine.

6.6.5. Organisational Culture

As already mentioned in the findings for the decision premises programmes and personnel, P2P Lab
trusts its members to align the organisations projects in accordance with the organisation’s aims and
mission. Decisions around this alignment are achieved through discussion and consensus. Within those
discussions the beliefs and values of individuals play a role and how they interpret the situation (P2P
Interviewee B, C). P2P Interviewee C emphasised that everything is always open for further discussion,

particularly if circumstances change:

“But everything is always open to further discussion and further negotiation, | feel like. It has

always been the case with our group.”

What is interesting in this context is that through these discussions and depending on the situation,
P2P Lab is sometimes willing to compromise between its aims and project funding requirements (P2P
Interviewee D). In the same context some interviewees (P2P Interviewee D, E) also stated that it is hard
to find projects that fully align with P2P Lab. However, in these compromises P2P Lab also tries to hack
projects to align more with the organisation’s aims and goals (P2P Interviewee D, E). One interviewee

(P2P Interviewee E) stated this in the following:

“What we usually do is try to hack and modify some parts of the projects and get the best out

of them with regard to what we want to achieve.”
P2P Interviewee F similarly articulated the following:

“And we try to a little bit like hack the system to get affiliation and work with some other

organisations so you can pursue your agenda.”

The fact that P2P Lab tries to hack other projects to fit its vision and aims underlines the organisation’s
awareness of its system environment. This means that the decision premise organisational culture is
reliant on the decision premise cognitive routine to do so. Further, the reoccurring need to trust its
members to act in accordance with P2P Lab’s vision and aims, highlights a reliance on the decision
premises personnel and programmes. In terms of counter-hegemonic alignment with degrowth, the
reliance on the decision premises personnel, programmes, and cognitive routine further emphasises
reliance on counter-hegemonic alignment through these decision premises. However, the fact that
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P2P Lab is willing to hack and modify other projects (essentially in its system environment) not only
shows awareness of the contradiction described in Section 6.2. but also shows that the organisation
actively deals with this contradiction and tries to influence its system environment in line with its own

worldview.

6.6.6. Cognitive Routine

Many interviewees (P2P Interviewee A, B, C, D, E, G) showed awareness of the contradiction that CBPP
clashes with the capitalist system and related this to the operations of P2P Lab. P2P Interviewee A for
example argued that the organisation is aware that it clashes with traditional institutions and
structures in the way it operates. Other interviewees (P2P Interviewee B, E) emphasised that it is hard
to find organisations and projects that align fully with P2P Lab’s aims and vision. P2P Interviewee B

stated that they see themselves as an alternative to the capitalist form of production:

“So, what we see is that we have two different modalities of social and economic organisation,
one is the commons-based one, which we try to organise around, and the other is the market-

based capitalist form of production.”

The same interviewee (P2P Interviewee B) went on to say that operating in line with CBPP in a capitalist
system leads to contradictions but that the organisation “aims to take those contradictions into
account and try to mitigate the impact”. Essentially P2P Lab realises that it needs to deal with this
contradiction to survive in a capitalist system. According to some interviewees (P2P Interviewee A, B,
C, D) the organisation realised that through academia and academic funding, P2P Lab can ensure
economic and financial sustainability for its members while trying to stay true to the organisation’s

vison and aims. P2P Interviewee A stated:
“We started to understand how academia works. And then we succeeded in securing funding.”

In this context the earlier finding of different self-descriptions depending on the audience to receive
funding can be recalled. P2P Lab describes itself differently externally depending on the audience to

seem less radical and receive funding (P2P Interviewee C). P2P Interviewee C stated the following:
“[T]he overall narrative of our organisation is very tailored to our audience.”

Through this awareness P2P Lab also engages in projects to hack and modify them for their vision and

aims. P2P Interviewee D emphasised the idea of hacking the system in this context:

“For example, we use the term of hacking the system.”
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P2P Interviewee E spoke of one of the projects P2P Lab is involved with which focused on distributed
designs and how they can be brought into the market. P2P Lab’s involvement led to the
problematisation of the ‘market’ which ultimately made the project drop it from its title and focus

solely on distributed designs instead.

In the context of hacking other projects one interviewee (P2P Interviewee B) referred to the process

tlo

of transvestment'®. This interviewee (P2P Interviewee B) described this process of transvestment as

follows:

“Transvestment means you transfer value from one modality to the other. So, we're trying to
basically create strategies that transfer resources, that is financial resources, people skills,
capacities, assets, buildings, whatever, from the capitalist mode of production to the

commons-based one.”

From this it becomes clear that P2P Lab not only conceptualises its system environment as dominated
by the capitalist system and being in contradiction to it but that it must actively try to transfer and
repurpose value and resources from it to survive. Further, P2P Lab realises that it must engage with its
system environment to actively try and change it through ‘hacking’. Some interviewees (P2P
Interviewee A, B, C, D) also mentioned that this means compromising in terms of the organisation’s
vision and aims to a certain extent whilst also constantly being aware of the potential of co-optation.

For example, P2P Interviewee B stated the following:

“So, you need to constantly reflect on whatever structure you're creating to make sure that it

is, to the extent possible, immune from the influence of the dominant system.”

In the awareness of being at odds with the capitalist system a few interviewees (P2P Interviewee D, F)
were also adamant in pointing out that there is agreement within P2P Lab that capitalism cannot

achieve sustainability. P2P Interviewee F stated:

“But we all agree that the principles on which capitalism is based is making any meaningful
change towards sustainability, that we'll at some point, be able to slow down and combat

things like climate change, that [capitalism] is making it impossible.”

In the decision premise cognitive routine, P2P Lab shows a clear awareness of the contradiction CBPP
faces in a capitalist system and that it must survive in the capitalist system by dealing with this
contradiction. The decision premise cognitive routine helps the organisation to actively deal with this
contradiction by trying to hack parts of its system environment and transvest resources. Through this

particular engagement with its system environment P2P Lab influences the system environment in

10 For further information on the concept of transvestment see Kleiner (2010).
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accordance with the organisation’s values and aims. On the level of decision premises this means that
cognitive routine influences but also relies on the decision premise programmes. Further, the use of
different self-descriptions and all members sharing the organisation’s conceptualisation of its system
environment also means an interconnection with the two decision premises personnel and self-
description. The use of the decision premise cognitive routine in the afore mentioned other three
decision premises also re-highlights the influence cognitive routine has on the decision premise

organisational culture.

On the level of counter-hegemonic alignment with degrowth, the awareness of CBPP’s contradiction
in a capitalist system shows an alignment with degrowth in accordance with Section 6.2. The
awareness of needing to overcome the capitalist system while also influencing its system environment
highlights further strong alignment with degrowth counter-hegemony. The interconnection with the
three decision premises self-description, programmes, and personnel highlights that these reinforce
each other in counter-hegemonic alignment. Cognitive routine’s influence on the decision premise
organisational culture also emphasises the influence cognitive routine has on this decision premise in

terms of counter-hegemonic alignment with degrowth.

6.6.7. Summary
The findings and data analysis for P2P Lab is summarised in Table 4 below. The table presents the
findings (left column) and analysis (right column) for P2P Lab’s six decision premises (including self-

description) separately.

Self-description
Findings Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment

e Aresearch collective studying CBPP while e Self-description hints at awareness of
also participating in related practises. contradiction of CBPP in the capitalist

e Described to have an activist nature and system. This represents a degree of counter-
activist motivation. hegemonic alignment with degrowth.

e Different self-descriptions (internal and e This awareness of the contradiction
external). External self-description influences the use of different self-
depending on the audience. descriptions.

e External self-description with varying e Influences and relies on the counter-
degrees of radicality and adaptable hegemonic alignment of programmes,
vocabulary to help receive funding. personnel, and cognitive routine.

e Commons-based organisation within a non-
commons-based system. Awareness of its
system environment in self-description.
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Reliant on decision premise cognitive
routine as well as programmes.
Influences and connected to the decision
premise of personnel.

Programmes

Findings

Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment

P2P Lab’s goal is to research commons and
CBPP to enable CBPP as society’s main
mode of production.

Aim to influence societal change through
change in mode of production and
organisation.

All projects must align with the overall aim
of P2P Lab.

Aims not written down and highly reliant
on members to embody these aims.
Connected to self-description.

Reliant on decision premise personnel.
Connected to cognitive routine in
awareness to change the societal system.

The goal to enable CBPP as the main mode
of production is in clear opposition to the
capitalist hegemony and its mode of
production. This is a strong alignment with
the operationalisation of degrowth
counter-hegemony as defined in Section
6.2.

Influences and relies on the counter-
hegemony of cognitive routine, self-
description, and personnel.

Personnel

Findings

Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment

Members are trusted to act in accordance
with P2P Lab’s goals and values. Through
this trust members can act autonomously.
New members are invited because of
overlapping worldviews and values.
Essentially new members must roughly
align with interpretation of other decision
premises.

Relies on and influences decision premises
programmes, cognitive routine, and self-
description.

By selecting new members in accordance
with the decision premises of programmes,
cognitive routine, and self-description, the
counter-hegemonic alignment of these
decision premises also aligns personnel to
the same extent.

The reliance by the other decision premises
on personnel and its counter-hegemony
helps to reinforce the counter-hegemony in
both directions.

Communication channels

Findings

Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment

P2P Lab is structured in a heterarchical
way.

Members as coordinators have autonomy
to make decisions to fulfil their projects.
P2P Lab trusts its members to act in
accordance with the organisation's vision
and aims.

Reliant on decision premise personnel.

Degrowth counter-hegemonic alignment
not explicitly evident in communication
channels.

Reliant on counter-hegemonic alignment of
decision premise personnel. Through
personnel also reliant on self-description,
programmes, and cognitive routine.

Organisational culture




Findings Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony

alignment
e P2P Labis flexible with the decision e Counter-hegemonic alignment and
premise of programmes. P2P Lab awareness that the system environment is
participates in projects that do not fully likely not aligned with P2P Lab’s vision etc.
align with its values and aims to ‘hack’ e P2P Lab influences its system environment
them and better align them. to become more counter-hegemonic by
® P2P Lab trusts its members to stay true to ‘hacking’ projects.
the values and aims of the organisation. e Reliant on counter-hegemonic alignment of
e Reliant on decision premise personnel and programmes, personnel, and cognitive
programmes. routine.
e Reliant on decision premise cognitive
routine to identify need and possibility to
‘hack’ projects.
Cognitive routine
Findings Analysis - Degrowth counter-hegemony
alignment

® P2P Lab is aware of the contradiction that e Aligns with degrowth counter-hegemony

CBPP as a mode of production clashes with through a strong awareness of the
the capitalist system. contradiction of CBPP being an alternative
e Awareness that P2P Lab cannot leave the mode of production.
system of capitalism and compromises ® P2P Lab recognises the need to overcome
must be made to survive with this the capitalist system.
contradiction. e Actively tries to influence its system
® P2P Lab sees capitalism as destructive and environment to align with degrowth
problematic for society and the counter-hegemony.
environment. e Reliant on and influences counter-
® P2P Lab communicates its values into the hegemonic alignment of self-description,
system environment to influence change. programmes, and personnel.
e Relies on and influences self-description, e Heavily influences the counter-hegemonic
programmes, and personnel. alignment of organisational culture.

e Heavily influences the decision premise of
organisational culture.

Table 4 - Findings and data analysis for P2P Lab

Within P2P Lab all decision premises (including self-description) are observable. P2P Lab has four core
decision premises that are heavily reliant on and influence each other. These are self-description,
programmes, cognitive routine, and personnel. The four core decision premises together reinforce

each other to work towards P2P Lab’s mission in line with its organisational values.

The aim to help shape the societal system that lies beyond the organisational system itself highlights
a strongly defined cognitive routine to influence the organisation’s programmes and self-description
and vice versa. The cognitive routine of P2P Lab helps it understand that its mode of production (CBPP)
is not aligned with the capitalist system and that it needs to ‘hack’ parts of the system in order to be

able to survive.
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P2P Lab’s cognitive routine is highly important to be able to follow its programmes and self-description.
However, the programmes and self-description of P2P Lab are not documented, much rather they are
embodied and lived by its members. This highlights a strong reliance on the members of the
organisation and ultimately the decision premise personnel. New members must align with the P2P
Lab's aims and goals but also broadly share its worldview and conceptualisation of its system
environment. Through its decision premise personnel, P2P Lab reinforces the other three core decision
premises. Therefore, all four core decision premises influence and reinforce each other. The remaining
two decision premises (communication channels and organisational culture) are influenced by core
decision premises. This is shown in Figure 2 below. The lines indicate which decision premise is
connected to which decision premise(s). The arrowheads indicate the direction(s) of the influence. For
example, the line between personnel and communication channels points towards communication
channels, which indicates that personnel influences communication channels, in other words,
communication channels is reliant on personnel. Another example, the line between personnel and
programmes has arrowheads at either end, which means that both decision premises influence each

other and rely upon each other.

Cognitive Self-
routine description

Programmes Personnel

Organisational Communication
culture channels

Core decision premises

Figure 2 — P2P Lab’s decision premises and their interconnection
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Within P2P Lab, the four core decision premises also reinforce each other in terms of degrowth
counter-hegemonic alignment. Within self-description, programmes, and cognitive routine this
alignment can be observed in the fact that P2P Lab shows awareness of its mode of production (CBPP)
being in contradiction to the capitalist system. P2P Lab aims to enable CBPP to become the main mode
of production which would ultimately mean overcoming capitalism. The organisation actively tries to
influence its system environment by ‘hacking’ projects and constantly communicating its values.
Further, P2P Lab uses various self-descriptions depending on its audience to receive funds and enable

transfers of value from the capitalist system towards commons-based initiatives (transvestment).

The decision premise of personnel helps to ensure that only new members whose personal values and
worldview broadly overlap with this counter-hegemonic alignment become members of the
organisation. The two non-core decision premises are reliant on the counter-hegemonic alignment of
the core decision premises they are connected to (as depicted in Figure 2). The decision premise of
cognitive routine arguably plays a significant role in the degrowth counter-hegemonic alignment of
P2P Lab. It emphasises the awareness and conceptualization of the organisation’s system
environment. Yet, that does not mean that cognitive routine alone enables counter-hegemonic
alignment but rather in conjunction with the other three core decision premises reinforcing each other
in counter-hegemonic terms. It also needs to be highlighted that P2P Lab does not explicitly aim to
achieve a degrowth society. P2P Lab shows counter-hegemonic alighment with degrowth without

labelling it as degrowth.

6.7. Empirical Findings 3 — Summary and Comparison

All decision premises (including self-description) can be observed in both cases. Both cases make
autopoietic sense to themselves. That is, both organisations, their decision premises, self-
description(s), and resulting modus operandi make sense within and to the respective organisational
social system and their self-reproduction. Overall, neither case explicitly aims to achieve or align with
degrowth. Yet counter-hegemonic degrowth alignment can be observed within both cases, albeit to

varying extents.

Within P2P Lab there is a clear vision to change and transform society. The organisation acknowledges
that it is politically motivated and aims to find and nurture possibilities to transcend capitalism. P2P
has an explicit awareness of its capitalist system environment and the entailing contradiction of using
CBPP as a mode of production within the capitalist system. This awareness is evident throughout the
organisation’s core decision premises. Through this awareness P2P Lab is able to deal with the

contradiction of CBPP in a capitalist system (e.g. transvestment from the capitalist system to the
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commons-based system by using different self-descriptions) but also to influence its system
environment by looking to ‘hack’ and modify other projects. Therefore, P2P Lab can arguably be seen
as aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony as outlined in Section 6.2. P2P Lab ensures this alighment
by ensuring membership that aligns with its worldview and goals. In other words, P2P Lab strongly
relies on its decision premise personnel to ensure this alignment. This results in relatively small

membership which in turn might also help to ensure the alignment.

WE is most concerned about sustainable energy access as a basic human right. WE tries to achieve
positive social and environmental change without necessarily associating capitalism as the root cause
of the problem the organisation tries to address. This might explain why WE shows a lack of awareness
of orignores the contradiction that CBPP spells within a capitalist system. Similar to P2P Lab, WE relies
on its members to align with the organisation’s goals and mission. Yet, WE’s decision premises are too
vague and broad to be considered to be aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony. The decision
premise of personnel is similarly vague and ‘only’ ensures that WE creates an affinity group around the
topic of small-scale wind turbines with an emphasis on open knowledge sharing. This could be the
reason for a larger membership in comparison to P2P Lab as it is easier to organise around this affinity.
Yet simultaneously this means that a counter-hegemonic degrowth alignment cannot be assured
through the decision premise personnel. Hence, WE lacks a clear alignment with degrowth counter-
hegemony as operationalised in Section 6.2. However, WE is able to create a much larger membership
around the use of CBPP as a potentially counter-hegemonic mode of production. This means WE
enables counter-hegemonic activity through the use of this mode of production on a larger scale than
P2P Lab but lacks alignment on a stronger political economic level. However, WE cannot not ensure

that CBPP as a mode of production does not get co-opted for capitalist purposes.

6.8. Interpretation

As mentioned throughout this thesis, CBPP has previously been linked to degrowth (Kostakis et al.,
2018; Robra et al., 2020). Similarly, Kallis (2018) describes CBPP as a ‘natural ally’ to degrowth.
However, this does not signify an overall alignment with degrowth or similar. As mentioned in Chapter
5, economic organisations need to be more than just ‘natural allies’ to help enable a societal degrowth
transformation. Kostakis (2018) argues that digital commons (and thus consequently CBPP) do not
automatically lead to a more sustainable society beyond capitalism, but heavily depend on how and
for what these phenomena are used. Kohtala (2017) problematizes the lack of concrete sustainability
conceptualisations in maker and P2P communities. Robra et al. (2020) emphasise that CBPP
organisations must actively aim to align with degrowth through eco-sufficiency. Further, Chapter 4 of

this thesis theoretically highlights the need for CBPP to further align with degrowth counter-
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hegemony. The findings of this chapter echo and add to these insights by highlighting that a political
economic alignment with degrowth is not achieved simply through the use of an alternative mode of
production but that the economic organisations’ decision premises must align with degrowth counter-

hegemony as outlined in Section 6.2.

The empirical research question of this thesis (and this chapter) was: ‘Do, and if so, how do commons-
based peer production organisations demonstrate counter-hegemonic degrowth in their decision
premises?’ The findings show that if CBPP organisations align with degrowth counter-hegemony on an
organisational level within their decision premises, they do so through a strong awareness of the
contradiction of CBPP, as an alternative mode of production that must tame and erode, and transcend,
capitalist hegemony, to build on the late E. O. Wright's (2015) phrasing. In social systems theory terms,
the decision premise of cognitive routine i.e. how the organisational system conceptualises its system
environment. In this context, conceptualising the system environment as dominated by a capitalist

hegemony that must be overcome.

As mentioned in Chapter 5, it is an important insight for the quest in achieving a degrowth society that
economic organisations such as CBPP organisations must develop beyond ‘natural allies’ and align with
degrowth counter-hegemony on an organisational level. As already argued theoretically in Chapters 4
and 5, this has significant implications for these organisations. Empirically, the case of P2P Lab shows
that a strong awareness of the contradiction of CBPP in the capitalist system and the aim to influence
a shift in societal structures helps to survive this contradiction and align with degrowth counter-
hegemony (albeit inexplicitly) simultaneously. However, this is only achievable through explicit
membership alignment to the values reflecting this counter-hegemony, which results in and is ensured

through the relatively small membership and size of the organisation.

It is tempting to follow on from the above that degrowth needs to focus on small economic
organisations that can more easily be aligned with degrowth. Nesterova (2020, 2021) similarly argues
that small economic organisations are better equipped to fit a degrowth society. However, in light of
the findings in this chapter, this might be more nuanced than just a question of big or small. The larger
case of WE achieves a counter-hegemonic aspect that P2P Lab (at least on its own) cannot achieve due
to its size. Through its broader and vaguer aims and personnel decision premise, WE manages to create
a network with a large number of members around CBPP as an alternative mode of production. As
argued previously, CBPP can be seen as a mode of production that can fit degrowth counter-
hegemony. Clearly, this counter-hegemonic potential does not lead to an automatic alignment on the
organisational level. However, the engagement with CBPP as a mode of production creates the
potential of counter-hegemonic activity in general. Counter-hegemonic activity in the context of not
operating in line with the capitalist mode of production.
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Counter-hegemonic activity might not represent a counter-hegemonic alignment with degrowth on
the organisational level but is essential to help overcome the capitalist hegemony. Counter-hegemonic
activity generally highlights how things can be done differently to the dominant hegemony (see Garcia
Lépez et al., 2017; Kallis, 2018; Pansera and Owen, 2018). Counter-hegemonic activity around CBPP
enables wider adaptation of this mode of production which is arguably desired in order to achieve a
degrowth society. This means vaguer degrowth counter-hegemonic alighment (as in WE) enables
wider acceptance of CBPP as an alternative mode of production. Stricter degrowth counter-hegemonic
alignment (as in P2P Lab) might be more able to influence a transformation in society’s superstructure.
Both are required for degrowth as a counter-hegemony to succeed. The latter rationalises commoning
as a new common-sense, while the former expands the sphere where commoning and counter-
hegemonic activity can take place. Hence, is it a question of finding potential ways to scale-up the

stricter alignment of P2P Lab to the levels of WE to help achieve degrowth?

The notion of scaling up has been heavily discussed within the scholarly field of CBPP. A general
argument has been that for CBPP to be successful as a mode of production it needs to scale-up as in
the case of the internet-based large-scale collaboration (see e.g. Benkler, 2007). Yet, on a less purely
digital but rather digitally-based level'* CBPP retained smaller sizes. Particularly in this context the
concept of scaling-wide instead of scaling-up has emerged (Kostakis and Giotitsas, 2020; Kostakis et
al., forthcoming). CBPP organisations build networks amongst themselves and learn from and influence

each other; essentially a network of CBPP organisations that is a CBPP in itself (Bauwens et al., 2019).

It needs to be noted that the two studied cases in this chapter have also co-developed their structures
and processes in parallel, forming relations of solidarity and mutual learning. That is the two
organisations have developed through ideas and practices in tandem. Scaling-wide through CBPP
networks might therefore be a way to help influence further counter-hegemonic degrowth alignment
on a larger scale. In future, this will mean understanding how smaller organisations (but more counter-
hegemonically alighed) such as P2P Lab might influence and pollinate!? larger organisations (such as
WE) with more counter-hegemonic ideas aligned with degrowth. From a social systems theory
perspective this will entail understanding how organisations as social systems will understand and
accept communication within such networks. A clear connection to the finding in Chapter 5 that such

networks might make it more likely for counter-hegemonic communication in a largely hegemonic

11 For a brief overview on the various degrees and understandings of ‘digitalness’ see Kostakis (2019). For the
difference between purely digital CBPP and digitally-based CBPP see Salcedo et al. (2014).
12 pollination here in reference to Bauwens et al.'s (2019) description of CBPP organisations as bees that
pollinate various different digital knowledge commons and thus also other CBPP organisations.
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society to be accepted. In this context this means understanding how such networks communicate not

only internally but externally with their system environment.

6.9. Conclusion

This chapter followed the preceding two findings chapters (Chapter 4 and 5) in adopting Gramsci’s
conceptualisation of hegemony and counter-hegemony to argue that economic organisations must be
aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony to help a societal transition towards degrowth. Further, the
chapter followed the findings from Chapter 4 that CBPP organisations have the potential to align with
degrowth counter-hegemony. Similarly, the chapter also followed Chapter 5 in applying Luhmann’s
social systems theory to understand organisations as social systems encompassed by a social system
environment dominated by the capitalist hegemony. By using these two chapters as an a priori theory
understanding, this chapter set out to empirically investigate how CBPP organisations might align with
degrowth counter-hegemony through their decision premises. This chapter operationalised counter-
hegemonic degrowth alignment in CBPP organisations through firstly organisational awareness of
CBPP’s contradiction in the capitalist system, and secondly the aim to deal with or overcome this
contradiction while simultaneously influencing society’s superstructure. In the context of this PhD

thesis, this chapter hence aimed to investigate the following research objective:

Understand how commons-based peer production organisations as organisational social

systems can align with degrowth counter-hegemony.

This chapter therefore sought to answer the following research question:

Do, and if so, how do commons-based peer production organisations demonstrate counter-

hegemonic degrowth in their decision premises?

To conclude, the chapter first and foremost pertains that in order to fulfil its role in helping to shape
and transform society’s superstructure, CBPP organisations (as well as other potential alternative
economic organisations) need to align their decision premises with degrowth counter-hegemony. This
echoed various of the theoretical findings in Chapters 4 and 5. The empirical work on decision premises
in this chapter highlighted the need for a strong cognitive routine in CBPP organisations to establish an
awareness of the contradiction of CBPP in the capitalist hegemony and align with degrowth counter-
hegemony. Further, a clearly defined and degrowth aligned personnel decision premise is essential to
ensure counter-hegemonic alignment of organisations’ members and thus in other decision premises.
The case of P2P Lab highlighted that strong counter-hegemonic alighment in organisational

membership potentially leads to a relatively smaller number of members. However, in order to achieve
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wider adoption of CBPP as a potentially counter-hegemonic mode of production, a looser alignment
(as in WE) might be beneficial. Future research therefore needs to focus on the potential degrowth
counter-hegemony alignment within CBPP networks and the concept of scaling-wide. This can be
connected to Chapter 5’s call for organisational networks to ensure counter-hegemonic

communication.
This chapter offers two key takeaway points in the context of the overall PhD thesis:

1. CBPP organisation can align with degrowth counter-hegemony through strongly defined
decision premises. The decision premises of cognitive routine and personnel are particularly
important in ensuring degrowth counter-hegemony alignment throughout economic
organisations. A counter-hegemonically aligned decision premise cognitive routine can help to
conceptualise organisations’ system environments to strengthen awareness of the
contradiction of CBPP in a capitalist system. A strongly defined personnel decision premise
ensures membership that reaffirms counter-hegemonic alignment in other decision premises.

2. Problematically, to enable scaling-wide of CBPP’s counter-hegemonic potential, a less strict
personnel decision premise might be more beneficial. This emphasises the need of networks

for economic organisations where counter-hegemonic degrowth alignment can flourish.
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Chapter 7 — Discussion and Conclusion

7.1. Introduction

This thesis set out to fill part of the vast research gap on degrowth in connection to economic
organisation. The literature review (Chapter 2) highlighted the meagre amount of research in this
context and the apparent focus on making degrowth fit in a business context. Specifically, little focus
has been on how economic organisations might help to achieve a degrowth transformation, what the
role of economic organisations is in overcoming the capitalist hegemony, and what implications an
alignment with degrowth counter-hegemony might have for economic organisations. Overall, the
research gap pointed to a lack of political economic considerations in the research on economic
organisations from a degrowth perspective. To tackle parts of this research gap, this thesis first and
foremost sought to understand economic organisations in the complex context of society and
particularly in the context of the capitalist hegemony. This thesis turned to both Gramsci’s
conceptualisation of hegemony and counter-hegemony as well as Luhmann’s social systems theory to

analyse organisations in the complexity of the capitalist hegemony.

The rest of this chapter is structured as follows. In Section 7.2. the chapter will show how the thesis
answered its research objectives and questions. This section will discuss how the thesis contributes to
knowledge and particularly to the degrowth discourse. The connection between all three findings
chapters will be described and discussed in Section 7.3. This section will also draw on these connections
to describe wider implications from the PhD thesis’ findings for the degrowth discourse moving
forward. Section 7.4. will highlight future research potential drawing on all three findings chapters as
well as the discussion in the preceding two sections. The chapter and the overall thesis will conclude

in Section 7.5.

7.2. Contribution to the Degrowth Discourse
As described in Section 1.2., this thesis set out to explore three research objectives and answer three
research questions with the aim to contribute to the degrowth discourse on the level of economic

organisations. To recall, the three research objectives are shown below:

1. Understand the role of economic organisations in helping degrowth counter-hegemony
overcome the capitalist hegemony.
2. Understand the implications for economic organisations aligning with degrowth counter-

hegemony.
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3. Understand how commons-based peer production organisations as organisational social

systems can align with degrowth counter-hegemony.
From these research objectives, the thesis drew the following research questions to answer:

1. How can commons-based peer production as a mode of production and as a form of
organisation help the degrowth counter-hegemony to overcome the capitalist hegemony?

2. What are the implications for organisational systems aligning with degrowth counter-
hegemony in a capitalist hegemony?

3. Do, and if so, how do commons-based peer production organisations demonstrate counter-

hegemonic degrowth in their decision premises?

By focusing on the above-mentioned research objectives and research questions this PhD thesis aimed
at contributing to the degrowth discourse by helping to fill the vast research gap on economic
organisations in the context of degrowth. As previously outlined in Section 1.2., three separate findings
chapters each focused on a separate research objective and connected research question. In the
following subsections each research objective and question will be discussed in light of the
corresponding findings chapter. These subsections will also highlight the contribution to knowledge

for each of these chapters.

7.2.1. Findings 1 — Commons-based Peer Production Organisations for Degrowth Counter-
Hegemony?

The findings from Chapter 4 first and foremost highlight that an alternative mode of production aligned

with degrowth is required to help degrowth overcome the capitalist hegemony. The chapter argues

that such an alternative mode of production must follow three principles to align with degrowth:

1. Production for use value instead of exchange value, and non-accumulation
2. Production of convivial goods/tools with no planned obsolescence

3. Shared knowledge commons and non-competition

This means that Chapter 4 represents a contribution to the degrowth discourse in the aspect that it
recognises degrowth’s incompatibility with the capitalist system and its mode of production. That is,
not only does the chapter echo Foster's (2011) claim that degrowth must go beyond representing a
critique to the imaginary of growth but the capitalist system overall (see also Liodakis, 2018). Further,
the finding that an alternative mode of production is required for degrowth, addresses a relevant
Marxist critique on degrowth, which thus far has found very little attention within the degrowth

discourse.
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Liodakis (2018) vehemently argues that degrowth’s focus on economic growth as the destructive force
behind climate change and other ecological degradation highlights an ignorance of the fact that the
imperative for economic growth emerges from the capitalist mode of production. In other words, this
critique must be understood in line with other calls (see e.g. van Griethuysen, 2010; Foster, 2011) for
the recognition of capitalism and particularly its imperative of capital accumulation as problematic
which must be opposed and critiqued by degrowth. Despite the validity of this above Marxist critique
on degrowth it has seemingly been largely ignored or in certain cases led to unnecessarily defensive

replies instead of recognising the academic need to address these issues.

For example, Liodakis' (2018) aforementioned critique also denounces degrowth as neo-Malthusian.
This clearly is a misinterpretation of degrowth. Yet, it is understandable in light that degrowth first of
all is not homogenous but multifaceted with various sub-groupings (see Eversberg and Schmelzer,
2018). Secondly (and related), degrowth is arguably tough to grasp for an ‘outsider’ due to the lack of
an overall coherence in definitions, aims, and goals used within the plethora of degrowth publications
(Cosme et al., 2017). On a side note, these two points are arguably further amplified by the fact that
degrowth lacks an academic journal or similar to discuss amongst itself (Robra and Parrique, 2020).
Regardless, the only significant engagement with Liodakis' (2018) critique from the field of degrowth
has been Kallis' (2019) staunch defence of degrowth as not Malthusian. It is important to point out
that degrowth is not Malthusian. Yet, the relevant Marxist critique has seemingly thus far not led to

significant resonance within the degrowth discourse.

In the context of this thesis, the findings from Chapter 4 (as well as the overall thesis) can
retrospectively be interpreted as an engagement with the above-mentioned Marxist critique on
degrowth. As already stated above, Chapter 4’s findings recognise and highlights the need for an
alternative mode of production for degrowth. However, beyond just this recognition, the chapter
unfolds this further to argue that this entails that economic organisations have to operate according
to this alternative mode of production to help degrowth counter-hegemony. Chapter 4 (as the rest of
the thesis) not only engages with the Marxist critique above but fully embraces it to contribute to
degrowth. From this perspective, economic organisations not only have to align with a degrowth mode

of production but must actively aim to help change society’s structures (particularly its superstructure).

The contribution to degrowth by Chapter 4 can broadly be stated as rethinking but also clarifying the
role of economic organisations within degrowth as well as in achieving a degrowth transformation.
Chapter 4’s findings indicate that the role of economic organisations must be seen as more than just
agents for provisioning through goods and services but also (and more importantly) as playing a role
in achieving a society-wide structural change required for degrowth. This is in stark contrast to the
previous literature on degrowth and economic organisations (see Section 2.3.). Many of the
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publications on degrowth and economic organisations echo parts of the three principles of a degrowth
mode of production mentioned at the beginning of this section, albeit without labelling it a mode of
production (see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Nesterova, 2020). Yet, the concept of non-
accumulation and the resulting implications are ignored or omitted within these publications. Similarly,
the insight economic organisations have significant role in changing the structures of society towards
degrowth had not been previously discussed in the literature on degrowth and economic

organisations.

The contribution to degrowth from this thesis by highlighting the fact that economic organisations
must not only operate and produce in line with degrowth (see e.g. Hankammer and Kleer, 2018) but
need to actively aim to influence society’s superstructure to further enable a degrowth mode of
production cannot be understated. This seemingly little nuance to the knowledge on economic
organisation in connection to degrowth opens up a more complex understanding of economic
organisations in a capitalist system. If economic organisations align with degrowth counter-hegemony,
they will face the contradiction of being unaligned with society’s structures. Robra et al. (2020)
previously questioned whether an organisational alignment with eco-sufficiency seems possible within
capitalism, essentially highlighting this contradiction without naming it. This research therefore builds
on Robra et al. (2020) by highlighting this contradiction and insisting that it must be understood in
contrast to the main modus operandi of capitalist economic organisations which is capital

accumulation.

What is problematic within previous studies on degrowth and economic organisations is the focus on
capitalist firms (see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Hankammer et al., 2021). Not only do these
studies fall short in observing the aforementioned contradiction but also recognising the fact that
economic organisations are embedded within society’s structures. This means by not addressing
capital accumulation and the need to help reproduce degrowth on the level of the superstructure,
these studies essentially represent a reproduction of the capitalist hegemony instead. Hence, these
studies are incoherent overall if not incompatible with what degrowth aims to achieve. The
acknowledgment and unfolding of these shortcomings in Chapter 4’s findings therefore help to refocus
the perspective on economic organisations in connection to degrowth. Thus, the findings from Chapter
4 contribute to the degrowth discourse by highlighting the above (arguably disastrous) shortcomings
in the previous literature while presenting a perspective that is more coherent with degrowth as a

counter-hegemony.

The theoretical analysis of CBPP as a mode of production and form of organisation helps to give nuance
to the above discussed chapter’s findings. The focus on CBPP helps to answer the chapter’s research
question with more than just stating that the role of economic organisations (hence also CBPP
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organisations) is to influence change in the superstructure to help degrowth overcome the capitalist
hegemony. Arguably, CBPP as a mode of production and form of organisation can fit degrowth (see
also Kostakis et al., 2018). CBPP theoretically fulfils the three principles of a degrowth mode of
production. This means CBPP as a mode of production can be taken as the mode of production for a
sustainable provisioning system from the perspective of degrowth. Yet, this does not deterministically

lead to the structural change required for a degrowth transformation.

As Kostakis (2018) argued digital commons and hence also CBPP do not represent a silver bullet in
overcoming the capitalist mode of production, it is a question of how CBPP gets used. In this sense,
Chapter 4 builds on Kostakis' (2018) argument by highlighting that CBPP organisations must not only
operate according to CBPP but also influence society’s structures to enable this mode of production,
while simultaneously facing the earlier mentioned contradiction of capitalist structures. This means
these organisations must resist co-optation by erecting barriers through e.g. licences and
organisational legal forms. CBPP organisations must therefore aim to create these barriers and help
enforce them by politically demanding these to be adopted into society’s structures. Again, to
reemphasise, this is in stark contrast to much of the previous research on degrowth and economic
organisations where capitalist economic organisation with the modus operandi of capital accumulation

are stated to fit with degrowth (see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Roulet and Bothello, 2020).

Chapter 4’s research question ‘How can commons-based peer production as a mode of production and
as a form of organisation help the degrowth counter-hegemony to overcome the capitalist
hegemony?’ can therefore be answered as follows. CBPP organisations can help degrowth overcome
the capitalist hegemony by operating in accordance with a degrowth aligned mode of production
(CBPP) while resisting co-optation and influencing structures to enable such resistance. Ultimately, the
degrowth discourse must help erect these structures by understanding their need as well as
researching them. This entails viewing economic organisations as more than just agents for

provisioning but potential agents of structural change that must be supported as well as influenced.

7.2.2. Findings 2 — Using Social Systems Theory with the Concept of Counter-Hegemony to Create
a Unique Lens to View Organisations in the Context of Degrowth

Chapter 5’s findings firstly reemphasise the findings from Chapter 4 that economic organisations have

a significant role to play in a structural transformation towards a degrowth society. This is particularly

supported from a social systems theory perspective where organisational social systems are the only

social systems that can communicate across the system boundaries of society’s subsystems (see

Luhmann, 2018). Secondly, the chapter not only reaffirms the contradiction economic organisations
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face when aligning with degrowth counter-hegemony but also unfolds this further. The lens employed
in the chapter highlights that this contradiction represents a paradox for organisational social systems.
Social systems first and foremost seek to reduce uncertainty but to fulfil their role in achieving a
degrowth transition, organisational social systems must embrace this uncertainty. This means for their
role in helping achieve degrowth, economic organisations need to go against their social systemic
modus operandi of creating structures to reduce uncertainty. Hence, the described paradox has
implications for economic organisations aligning with degrowth that on the abstract level can simply

be described as challenging the reproduction of the organisation as a social system itself.

The contribution to the degrowth discourse from the findings of Chapter 5 should first and foremost
be seen in the lens or view on economic organisations encompassed in the complexity of society and
its structures which thus far had been disregarded in the context of degrowth. Chapter 5 builds on
Schecter's (2017, 2019) work to use social systems theory in connection to Marxist concepts. The use
of social systems theory and the concept of counter-hegemony together creates the ability to
understand the implications (in the form of the aforementioned paradox) for economic organisations
of aligning with degrowth counter-hegemony. This could potentially also be seen as a contribution to
social systems theory as Luhmann’s work lacked such a political economic lens. However, as already
mentioned in Chapter 5, this thesis does not seek to contribute to social systems theory as such.
Further, the approach taken in Chapter 5 does not so much add to social systems theory but highlights
a different application of the theory useful for degrowth. However, the thesis does highlight the
shortcomings of some of Luhmann’s own application of social systems theory by disregarding the
political economy of capitalism (e.g. Luhmann, 2002, 2017). Hence, this should not be regarded as a
contribution to social systems theory, but a contribution to the degrowth discourse that inadvertently
also critiques some of Luhmann’s work but not his theory as such. Yet, importantly for the degrowth
discourse, this critique also highlights the shortcomings of previous work on degrowth and postgrowth
economic organisations (see Reichel, 2017; Plaza-Ubeda et al., 2020). As mentioned before in Chapter
5, these studies fail to acknowledge the political economy of capitalism and utilise Luhmann’s
application of his theory rather than adapting it for the use of degrowth or postgrowth respectively.
This further emphasis that this thesis’ work should be seen as a contribution to the degrowth discourse
by overcoming the shortcomings of the previous engagement with social systems theory and for the

first time creating an application of said theory that is coherent with degrowth.

Like Chapter 4’s findings, the contribution to the degrowth discourse is the understanding that
economic organisations have a bigger role for degrowth than just being provisioners of goods and
services; they have to help transform the societal system. Again, this means Chapter 5’s contribution

to degrowth is in stark contradiction to the previous literature on economic organisations in the
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context of degrowth (see Section 2.3.). The contribution of Chapter 5 goes further in the context of
what this entails for the degrowth discourse in terms of its own view on economic organisations and
how the discourse should act more coherently in line with its own counter-hegemony. That is, Chapter
5 has created a lens on economic organisations that is not only coherent with degrowth as a counter-
hegemony but allows the view on these organisations in the complex setting of society, while
simultaneously allowing to observe how these organisations interact with their system environment.

Such a lens has previously not existed in the degrowth discourse.

The fact that economic organisations by themselves are not able or cannot be expected to deal with
the paradox of having to embrace uncertainty means other societal actors must help to create
structures that can help absorb this uncertainty. In this context Chapter 5 throws up similar suggestions
to the ones made in Chapter 4. However, the main new nuance is the proposal of organisational
networks aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony to create places where counter-hegemonic

communication can more easily lead to resonance and hence absorb some of the above uncertainty.

The concept of counter-hegemonic and hegemonic system communication developed in the chapter
also highlights that degrowth ought to ensure its own counter-hegemonic alignment. Chapter 4 already
highlighted how previous research on economic organisations, particularly with a focus on capitalist
firms (see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Hankammer et al., 2021), is problematic as it represents
a reproduction of the capitalist hegemony while co-opting degrowth. Chapter 5’s findings further
emphasise this as research like the above can be seen as hegemonic communication. This means not
only does this research represent a co-optation of degrowth and a reproduction of a system degrowth
opposes, but it also further supports and strengthens the structures that create the uncertainty faced

by economic organisations aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony.

The degrowth discourse (as an academic field in this context) has to show awareness and ensure
counter-hegemonic alignment of its own communication in the social system that is society. Not all
engagement should be viewed as positive (if it is not outright negative or opposing). The engagement
from the field of business and management studies co-opts degrowth’s radical call for transformation
through hegemonic communication on degrowth. This communication further reproduces the
structures in society that expect hegemonic communication. In this context Chapter 5’s findings build
on Spash's (2020a) critique of a passive revolution. Spash (2020a) argues that only critiquing growth
without the context of the structures of a capitalist system equates to what Gramsci (1971) termed a
passive revolution. A passive revolution can never truly address the structural transformation that
needs to take place but instead appeals mainly to an imaginary that must be changed. In terms of
degrowth in the context of economic organisations this means by not addressing or acknowledging the
capitalist structures and economic organisations as encompassed by these structures, degrowth is
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open to perspectives that (as shown in the paragraphs above) undermine its potential. This further
emphasises the contribution of Chapter 5 to the degrowth discourse by introducing an organisational
lens that takes critique such as Spash's (2020a) into account to strengthen the concept of degrowth as

a counter-hegemony.

Critique on degrowth (such as Liodakis, 2018) highlights that degrowth requires an organisational
perspective that acknowledges the structures of the capitalist hegemony and understands economic
organisations as encompassed by these structures. The conceptualisation of social systems theory in
connection to the concept of counter-hegemony in Chapter 5 represents precisely such a perspective.
The contribution to the degrowth discourse is therefore more than the abstract answer to the
chapter’s research question ‘What are the implications for organisational systems aligning with
degrowth counter-hegemony in a capitalist society?’ as the paradox of having to embrace uncertainty
while aiming to reduce uncertainty. The theoretical tool to arrive at this answer is potentially a greater
contribution to the degrowth discourse as it supplies the discourse with a perspective on economic
organisations that is ultimately aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony. That is, these concepts do
not fall back on management and business studies (as has been the case with previous studies see
Section 2.3.) to explain the role and situation of these organisations. Further, the insights from Chapter
5 also highlight the need for degrowth to take control of the emerging sub-research field on economic

organisations and steer it to align coherently with degrowth as a counter-hegemony.

7.2.3. Findings 3 — Counter-Hegemonic Decision Premises in Commons-based Peer Production
Organisations

Overall, the findings from Chapter 6 echo findings from Chapter 4 that operating in line with an
alternative mode of production such as CBPP on its own is insufficient in helping achieve a degrowth
transformation. Alternative economic organisations must additionally align on a political economic
level and aim to influence a change in societal structures. Hence, this chapter, similarly to Chapter 4,
argues that the concepts of counter-hegemonic activity (see e.g. Pansera and Owen, 2018; D’Alisa and
Kallis, 2020) by economic organisations is only part of the role they need to play in the society-wide

transformation that degrowth envisions.

Building on the social systems theory conceptualisation with counter-hegemony in Chapter 5, it can be
argued that organisational alignment with degrowth counter-hegemony requires alignment on the
level of organisational decision premises. The findings in Chapter 6 show that counter-hegemonic
degrowth alignment through decision premises is possible but requires a strong alignment within the

decision premise of cognitive routine. In other words, economic organisations as social systems must
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align their perception of their system environment with degrowth counter-hegemony. Practically this
entails that these organisations conceive the contradiction of operating in a capitalist hegemonic

system and actively try to overcome this contradiction by influencing structural change in society.

Chapter 6, like Chapter 4, builds on the previous research on CBPP in connection to degrowth (see
Kostakis et al., 2018; Robra et al., 2020) but also the findings of Chapter 4 by combining it with the
findings from Chapter 5. Chapter 6 therefore overcomes the shortcomings of Reichel (2017) and Plaza-
Ubeda et al. (2020) by working with the degrowth coherent application of social systems theory
developed in Chapter 5 and utilising it in an empirical context. The contribution to the degrowth
discourse from Chapter 6 is therefore the use of a lens on economic organisations coherent with
degrowth counter-hegemony, which has previously been lacking in an empirical context. Further,
Chapter 6’s findings broadly contribute to degrowth with the insight that economic organisations can
align with degrowth counter-hegemony only if these organisations cognitively understand their system
environment’s structures in contradiction to the organisations’ modus operandi. In other words,
economic organisations become able to contribute to degrowth counter-hegemony if they understand
the structures of the capitalist hegemony around them. This is highly relevant for degrowth in
connection to the aforementioned Marxist critique that degrowth seemingly disregards the structural
force of capitalism (see Section 7.2.1.). As Spash (2020a) argues, the capitalist structures can only be
changed and overcome if the reproduction of the system and its structures are understood. The same
is true for economic organisations in their argued role to help achieve a degrowth transformation.
Economic organisations aligning with and operating according to the degrowth counter-hegemony
must understand the resulting contradiction in order to deal with it and help transcend and overcome
the capitalist hegemony. The ability to deal with the contradiction comes from understanding the
contradiction and thus capitalist structures. Thus, Chapter 6 (like the other two findings chapters) also
contributes to the degrowth discourse by engaging with Marxist critique on degrowth (such as

Liodakis, 2018).

From the perspective taken and portrayed throughout this thesis, the argument of having to
understand structures to change them might present itself as obvious. However, the lack of structural
considerations of capitalism within degrowth is what has led to critiques such as Liodakis (2018) (and
Spash (2020a) for postgrowth as a whole). This lack of understanding structures is arguably repeated
within the previous literature on degrowth and economic organisations (as also argued in Section 2.3.).
In this sense, the contribution to the degrowth discourse is also to build on the aforementioned Marxist
critiqgue and overcome this shortcoming in previous literature on degrowth and economic
organisations such as Khmara and Kronenberg (2018). The omission of the capitalist political economy

and its structures around economic organisations might be the reason why the focus in degrowth in
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this context has been on concepts around production and organising this production on the level of
economic organisations. Hankammer and Kleer (2018) for example argue (in the context of
organisation) that the role of production within degrowth is unclear. Yet, it does not need any
investigation to argue that the role of production within degrowth ought to be to fulfil human needs
through sufficient provisioning. The debate around the role of production instead of the organisation
of production and hence the role of organisations is therefore misplaced. Like Chapters 4 and 5, the
findings in Chapter 6 arguably help to reposition the focus within the study of economic organisations

in the context of degrowth.

Beyond the broader contribution shown above, Chapter 6 also contributes to the degrowth discourse
on the level of economic organisations in terms of organisational membership. The findings in Chapter
6 highlight that to ensure continued counter-hegemonic alignment with degrowth within economic
organisations, requires selective membership. In other words, to continue counter-hegemonic
reproduction within the organisational system, rules are needed that only allow for the inclusion of
new members who either already agree with the counter-hegemonic alignment of the organisation or
are perceived as being able to sign up to this understanding. This insight has thus far been omitted
within the degrowth discourse. The reason for this might be the fact that it entails ideas around
exclusion (i.e. exclusion of people to participate). However, within the discourse on commons the
concept of managing commons and thus the potential to exclude has long been discussed and deemed
as necessary to ensure the continuation of commons (see Dietz et al., 2003; Rifkin, 2014). It should
also be noted that degrowth has strong connections to the concept of commoning (see Helfrich and

Bollier, 2015).

The answer to Chapter 6’s research question ‘Do, and if so, how do commons-based peer production
organisations demonstrate counter-hegemonic degrowth in their decision premises?’ is that degrowth
counter-hegemony is demonstrated in decision premises through a strong alignment with degrowth
in both the organisations’ cognitive routine and personnel decision premises. Yet, the two cases in
Chapter 6 further show that ensuring counter-hegemonic alighment seems easier within a relatively
smaller membership. Equally, the presupposed strong alignment of new members might equally only
make a smaller membership possible in the first place. This relates to the idea that smaller economic
organisations might be better placed to fit degrowth (see Nesterova, 2020). It needs to be noted
however that Nesterova's (2020) argument mainly relates to the fact that smaller economic
organisations might better fit due to the smaller scale of production. Regardless, the insight of smaller
economic organisations fitting degrowth creates a problem in terms of scaling up counter-hegemonic
alignment. Therefore, the findings presented in Chapter 6 present a contribution to the degrowth

discourse by building on Nesterova's (2020) argument and introducing the concept of scaling-wide and
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organisational networks (see Bauwens et al., 2019; Kostakis and Giotitsas, 2020). That is,
understanding economic organisations not only as single actors but rather as a group of actors that

together must help a degrowth society become reality.

7.3. Economic Organisations in the Setting of the Capitalist Hegemony

Arguably, all three findings chapters represent research that on its own contributes knowledge to the
degrowth discourse (see Section 7.2.). However, in the context of this PhD thesis it is also vital to draw
these findings together and discuss the contribution of the thesis as a whole. As mentioned before,
this thesis engages with and builds upon Marxist influenced critique on degrowth (see e.g. Foster,
2011; Liodakis, 2018). Through this engagement the thesis contributes to degrowth first and foremost
by creating or representing a perspective for degrowth that situates economic organisations as
encompassed in the wider complex setting of the capitalist hegemony. Further, this thesis’ perspective
on economic organisations is coherent with the degrowth as a counter-hegemony. Such a perspective
has previously been lacking in the degrowth discourse. The thesis has argued throughout the necessity
for such a perspective, as well as highlighted the shortcomings of the capitalist hegemony and political
economy in the majority of previous research on degrowth and postgrowth in connection to economic
organisations (see e.g. Bocken and Short, 2016; Reichel, 2017; Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018;
Hankammer et al., 2021). In this context, it needs to be pointed out that this thesis does not seek to
denounce previous research but rather question the coherence of such research in connection to
degrowth or postgrowth. At the same time, as argued throughout Section 7.2., the contribution to
degrowth of this thesis is also in addressing and overcoming the above mentioned shortcomings in the
previous literature on degrowth and economic organisations. This means this thesis should also be
viewed as a contribution to kickstarting a much-needed debate within the degrowth discourse around

the topic of how to view economic organisations as well as their role in a degrowth transition.

As mentioned before, debates around the role of production (see e.g. Hankammer and Kleer, 2018) as
a substitute for the above needed debate are stuck in a dead end or out of touch. Degrowth as an
academic field is heavily influenced by ecological economics. Within ecological economics the
economy is arguably viewed as a provisioning system to fulfil human needs, the question is on how to
create such an economy that is sustainable (Spash, 2017). From this it can easily be argued that the
role of production is to fulfil such a provisioning. The fact that statements around the unclarity of the
role of production in degrowth are still floating around is therefore undermining the above mentioned

debate that needs to take place.
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Questions around how to organise such production are better suited in the context of degrowth.
Nesterova's (2020, 2021) work for example explores how businesses as economic organisation could
and should transform to help organise production in way that would fit such a system, with the
conclusion that businesses must cease to be businesses (see also Nesterova et al., 2020). Yet, this work
largely also lacks political economic considerations around capitalism. Therefore, this PhD thesis can
be understood as a contribution to the degrowth discourse by developing the understanding of
economic organisations beyond the perspective in the previous literature of solely provisioners
towards actors with a role in the structural transformation degrowth entails. This PhD thesis’
contribution represents a first attempt at exploring the question around the role of economic
organisations in degrowth and starting to understand the resulting implications for economic

organisations. This thesis is therefore the first argument in this much-needed debate.

The thesis’ findings highlight the need of an alternative mode of production aligned with degrowth to
achieve a degrowth transformation. Following the work from Kostakis et al. (2018) as well as Robra et
al. (2020), CBPP is proposed as such a mode of production at various stages in the thesis. Yet, it is also
cautioned that firstly economic organisations must operate according to such a mode of production.
That is the mode of production does not result in structural change but economic organisations using
said mode of production. Secondly, for economic organisations to operate in line with a degrowth
aligned mode of production (such as CBPP) is insufficient on its own to answer the question around
the role of economic organisations in achieving a degrowth transition. Instead, economic organisations
aligning with a degrowth mode of production must also aim to influence society’s structures and its
superstructure to support a degrowth mode of production. That is, the previously proposed idea of
counter-hegemonic activity (see e.g. Garcia Lépez et al., 2017; Pansera and Owen, 2018) on its own is
insufficient to lead to a degrowth transformation. It can be argued that such counter-hegemonic
activity can be taken further by including Wright's (2015) concept of eroding capitalism. In other words,
the aforementioned counter-hegemonic activity can and has to challenge capitalist common-senses
and show that different ways of life are possible. Yet, this will not lead to the ultimately structural
transformation of society degrowth seeks to achieve if economic organisations do not aim to help
change these structures as well. As mentioned before, without understanding and addressing the
structures of capitalism, radical transformations such as degrowth will fail to succeed (Spash, 2020a).
The empirical findings in this thesis show that an alignment with degrowth counter-hegemony that
includes the aim to change the superstructure is possible but by no means inevitable through the use
of CBPP in economic organisations. Economic organisations require structures to ensure a

reproduction of counter-hegemonic views of its system environment and the aim to change it.
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These insights on the one hand represents a strengthening of the weak link between CBPP and
degrowth (see Kostakis et al., 2018; Robra et al., 2020) but also a more nuanced view. On the other
hand, these findings elevate economic organisations in their role for degrowth from just producers and
provisioners (see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018; Hinton, 2020) to having a significant role in
helping achieve a degrowth society. Further, the acknowledgement of this role also highlights the
contradiction economic organisations face when aligning with a different mode of production than the

dominant capitalist one. This view has thus far been lacking within the degrowth discourse.

In connection to the above, this thesis should also be understood as an appeal to the degrowth
discourse to discuss how economic organisations should be viewed from a degrowth perspective. Such
a perspective on economic organisations needs to coherently align with what degrowth aims to
achieve. As argued before, much of the previous research (see e.g. Khmara and Kronenberg, 2018;
Plaza-Ubeda et al., 2020; Hankammer et al., 2021) on degrowth and economic organisations can be
viewed as incoherent with degrowth. Again, this thesis is an attempt at the first argument in this
conversation by arguing that capitalist economic organisations such as businesses and firms are
incompatible with degrowth. Further, alternative economic organisations face a contradiction within
the capitalist structures. The created lens on economic organisation through the use of social systems
theory and the concept of counter-hegemony together, therefore represents a first attempt at creating

a perspective coherent with degrowth defined as a counter-hegemony.

The created perspective or lens on economic organisation in this thesis also unfolds the above-
mentioned contradiction further by understanding it in connection to organisations as social systems.
That is, uncertainty of social systemic reproduction when aligning with degrowth counter-hegemony.
As mentioned, this uncertainty is fundamentally different to the economic uncertainty from a
Schumpeterian perspective. Hence, instead of defining uncertainty as economic organisations having
to embrace economic uncertainty to stay competitive, economic organisations must embrace
uncertainty in terms of their overall system reproduction to help achieve a degrowth transition. From
a social systems theory perspective this embracing of uncertainty is paradoxical as social systems aim
to reduce uncertainty (see Luhmann, 2012). By understanding this paradoxical need to embrace
uncertainty for degrowth, it also becomes clear that economic organisations must be supported to
further help enable changes in society’s structures. The perspective on economic organisations in this
thesis therefore also represents a contribution to degrowth in terms of how degrowth as a discourse
can help enable a degrowth transition. The importance of other concepts such as UBI and UBS that
have previously been connected to degrowth (see Kallis, 2018; Biichs, 2021) is thus also further

emphasised.
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As mentioned before, degrowth as a discourse or research field is not homogenous (Cosme et al., 2017
Eversberg and Schmelzer, 2018). The perspective taken in this thesis is therefore one amongst many.
Further, this PhD thesis embraces critique on degrowth (see Liodakis, 2018) that other scholars might
find problematic due to its Marxist nature. However, this thesis maintains that the engagement with
such critique is necessary to achieve a coherent argument in connection to achieving a degrowth
transition. This thesis’ contribution therefore goes beyond the perspective on economic organisations
to represent a partially internal critical appraisal of the discourse from this perspective. This means the
thesis makes a contribution to the (unfortunately) remaining debate around the incompatibility of

degrowth with capitalism and the resulting implications.

Through the work on economic organisations, this thesis also represents an appeal to the degrowth
discourse to reflect on its coherence. That is not to say that degrowth must become homogenous,
however internal debate must take place and be put to bed, for example regarding the incompatibility
of capitalism and businesses with degrowth. Without such debate(s), degrowth runs the risk of
becoming or remaining a boundary object (as Vandeventer and Lloveras (2021) label degrowth)
instead of a coherent counter-hegemony that can overcome capitalism. This thesis is part of this
debate by ultimately arguing that degrowth must start to view economic organisations as
encompassed by the structures of the capitalist hegemony which has implications as to which types of
economic organisations can fit degrowth. Disregarding this fact, risks a co-optation of degrowth as a

counter-hegemony and leads to hegemonic reproduction of capitalism.

7.4. Potential Future Research

Throughout its findings chapters this thesis has hinted at potential future research avenues. This
section presents two future research avenues which have directly emerged from the research. A third
potential research avenue is also described which was the result of the overall reflection upon the

thesis and its topic as a whole.

The idea of new organisational forms related to CBPP were briefly discussed (particularly in Chapter
4’s findings). Namely the concepts of DisCOs (see Troncoso and Utratel, 2019) and open cooperatives
(see Pazaitis et al., 2017). These organisational forms combine CBPP with the concepts of cooperatives.
Cooperatives have become a legal form for economic organisations in various countries, but as
previously mentioned are still prone to co-optation in the capitalist hegemony (Blauwhof, 2012;
Johanisova et al., 2013). In the context of this thesis’ findings, it is therefore vital to research concepts
such as DisCOs and open cooperatives in their potential to develop into new legal structures that could

resist such co-optation. This means that these organisational forms should be researched in connection
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to CBPP organisations and whether they could help enshrine counter-hegemonic degrowth alignment.
Also, future research should investigate if such potential future legal structures could help CBPP
organisations face the contradiction and uncertainty highlighted throughout this thesis. That is
researching if and how such organisational legal forms might help to continue degrowth counter-

hegemonic reproduction in a capitalist hegemony.

A further potential research avenue that emerged from the thesis’ findings is research around
networks of economic organisations. Chapter 5’s findings highlighted that organisational networks
aligned with degrowth counter-hegemony might enable counter-hegemonic communication and thus
systemic reproduction aligned with degrowth. This finding was further supported by Chapter 6’s
acknowledgment that CBPP organisations already co-evolve in loose networks due to their reliance on
digital commons (see also Bauwens et al., 2019; Kostakis and Giotitsas, 2020; Kostakis et al.,
forthcoming). In the context of degrowth, this means it is vital to research networks of CBPP
organisations and how these networks might align with degrowth counter-hegemony and how such
networks might enable counter-hegemonic communication. Such research could focus on different
CBPP organisations in networks and how they influence each other. Which communication in these
networks leads to and what type of resonance in the individual organisations? Researching the two

cases of this PhD thesis might be an easy first step in this direction.

For both of the future research avenues above, the findings but also the developed theoretical tools
can help explore the questions that are vital for the debate on economic organisations within the
degrowth discourse (see Section 7.3.). The conceptualisation of counter-hegemony on the
organisational level as well as the use of social systems theory in connection to counter-hegemony can

be used to explore the above themes as well as other questions arising within the degrowth discourse.

The third potential future research area results from the reflection on the topic of economic
organisations in connection to degrowth. The thesis set a focus on economic organisations. To do so
the thesis unavoidably had to partially explore topics around production such as modes of production.
As mentioned earlier, there had been research on production in connection to degrowth (see e.g.
Hankammer and Kleer, 2018; Kostakis et al., 2018) as well as organising production (see e.g. Robra et
al., 2020; Nesterova, 2020). It should be clear from the findings of this PhD thesis that production and
economic organisations must be viewed in connection. Similarly, three other themes have briefly
emerged throughout the thesis in connection to it, these are namely innovation, technology, and
design. All three of these themes have also previously been connected to and/or viewed from a
degrowth perspective. Pansera and Fressoli (2021) for example, investigate the concept of innovation

in connection to degrowth and postgrowth. Heikkurinen (2018) researches technology in connection
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to degrowth. Gaziulusoy and Houtbeckers (2018) draw connections between design and degrowth. All

of these further three themes more or less also connect to organisation.

All five themes: organisation, production, innovation, technology, and design, can be viewed in an
interconnected nexus. This nexus and its interconnectedness represent a potential research avenue
for degrowth to view these themes in complex interconnection. Research questions in this regard
could include (but are not limited to) the counter-hegemonic alignment of this nexus. Further, CBPP
as both a mode of production and organisational form represents itself as an interesting focus in
connection to this nexus as well. As argued in this thesis, CBPP organisations have been deemed
organisations that can innovate and produce new technology without the imperative of growth and
capital accumulation. Further CBPP organisations are often labelled desigh communities. In connection
to the mentioned nexus, the findings from this thesis can be taken as a starting point. Also, the
conceptualisation of social systems theory in connection to counter-hegemony can again help to

investigate research questions in this area.

7.5. Conclusion to the Thesis

This thesis set out to contribute to the vast research gap in relation to degrowth and economic
organisation, which was first identified in Section 2.3. In observing this research gap the lack or
omission of not considering the capitalist system and its political economy was problematised. The
previous research focus on economic organisations that are arguably still aligned with the capitalist
mode of production (i.e. business, firms, and corporations), was deemed incompatible with degrowth.
This thesis defined degrowth as a counter-hegemony seeking to overcome and transcend the capitalist
hegemony. Considering this, the thesis sought to research alternative economic organisations with a
focus on CBPP organisations and their role in achieving a degrowth transition. This meant
understanding the implications for such organisations in aligning with a degrowth counter-hegemony.
Further, the thesis researched how CBPP organisations might align to degrowth counter-hegemony

and thus operate under and deal with said implications.

The thesis took an approach heavily influenced by critical realism as well as Marxist thought. Therefore,
an emphasis was put on theoretical understanding before empirical research commenced. This was
further supported by the lack of research and considerations around the political economy of
capitalism in the previously identified research gap. In this regard, it was deemed necessary to first get
a theoretical grasp on the role of economic organisation in helping a degrowth transition and the

resulting implication.
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The thesis theoretically explored the role of economic organisations, on the example of CBPP
organisations, in helping to create a degrowth society. The concept of counter-hegemony in
connection to Marx’s concept of economic base and superstructure was used to argue that a different
and alternative mode of production fitting degrowth is needed to overcome the capitalist hegemony.
The role of economic organisations in this context is argued to be to operate in line with the alternative
mode of production while simultaneously aiming to influence society’s superstructure. Influencing the
superstructure is key here, as operating in line with an alternative mode of production entails the
contradiction of operating at odds with society’s capitalist structures. This has implications for how
economic organisations can operate in society and ultimately continue to exist. CBPP as a mode of
production is deemed to theoretically fit degrowth. However, CBPP organisations do not automatically

aim to influence the superstructure in line with degrowth counter-hegemony.

To unfold and understand the above contradiction further, this thesis used social systems theory in
connection with the concept of counter-hegemony. Essentially creating a novel lens on economic
organisations as social systems to understand them in the complexity of a capitalist hegemonic society.
Through this, the thesis highlighted that the aforementioned contradiction spells a paradox for
economic organisations aligning with degrowth counter-hegemony in a capitalist system. Economic
organisations must embrace uncertainty to help degrowth overcome the capitalist hegemony, yet

organisations as social systems fundamentally seek to reduce the uncertainty they face.

Building on its theoretical findings, this thesis empirically investigated, on the example of CBPP
organisations, how economic organisations could align with degrowth counter-hegemony. The thesis
argued that CBPP organisations firstly have to show awareness to the contradiction they face in the
capitalist hegemony. Secondly, these organisations must deal with this contradiction while also
influencing society’s superstructure. To do so, the thesis showed the need of a strong cognitive routine
as well as a degrowth aligned personnel decision premise. The findings showed that such a strongly
aligned personnel decision premise could mean small organisational membership. Hence, the
argument was raised for organisational networks where degrowth counter-hegemony can be

reproduced.

To conclude, the thesis argues that the role of economic organisations in a degrowth transition is more
significant and nuanced than just providing for societal needs. Following the thesis’ findings, it is clear
that economic organisations must operate using a degrowth aligned mode of production (such as
CBPP) while simultaneously shape structural change in society to enable this mode of production
further. By aligning with degrowth in this way, economic organisations face a contradiction that

paradoxically also requires these organisations to embrace uncertainty in terms of social systemic
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reproduction. Economic organisations must overcome this contradiction through their cognitive

routine to help achieve a degrowth transition.

As with any research, this PhD thesis cannot and should not be seen as fully closing the identified
research gap. The findings from this thesis represent a step towards filling this research gap as well as
contributing to various related debates within degrowth. Yet, the thesis also pertains degrowth’s
incompatibility with capitalism and capitalist economic organisations. Ignoring this runs the risk of
capitalist co-optation of degrowth counter-hegemonic potential and ultimately a failure to overcome

and transcend the capitalist system.
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Appendix I. Interview Questions Wind Empowerment

In general, could you tell me a bit about Wind Empowerment? What does Wind Empowerment
do?
What is your role in Wind Empowerment?
How in general are decisions made in Wind Empowerment?
Are there different types of decisions in the organisation?
What is generally referred to (e.g. documents) when making decisions? What are the decisions
based on?

o Which one of these (e.g. documents) is the most important in your opinion and why?
How do decisions get communicated around the network and to the members?
About the meetings that | have been observing, what is the aim of the new Wind
Empowerment Board Goals Document?

o What will the document be used for? How will it be used?
How do you make decisions in the strategy meeting and board meeting?
How was the new WE Charter created?

o What went into its creation, what is it based on?

o What is different to the past approach?

o How is this going to affect other decisions in the future?

How important is the WE conference for making decisions?
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Appendix Il. Interview Questions P2P Lab

e Could you start by telling me about P2P Lab in general? What do you do?
e How is P2P Lab structured?

e What roles exist within your organisation?

e How in general are decisions made in P2P Lab?

e Are there different types of decisions?

e  What is generally referred to when making decisions?

e What are the decisions based on?

e Which one of these is the most important in your opinion and why?

e Are there particular documents that are very important? What are these?

e How do decisions get communicated around the network and to the members?
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Appendix lll. Example of Data Coding in NVivo

Tra nscript Interviewee B F2P 3¢
Click to edit

OO U1 e I f

Interviewee 2250

Yeah, right. By now we have a core group of members with just six. How it works is that we take all...
We meet in the same place basically about two times per year. We have a legal entity that's a nonprofit
enterprise based in loanina in Greece, and it has a physical space but at all times there wouldn't be
more than two people of us working there. We all work from different locations. But not all always work
in the physical premises. So we are kind of distributed as a team. When we meet, we have a long
agenda of strategic decisions that we need to decide upon and this is decided democratically by a
consensus. So, no votes agains, as we need to agree or at least not object to something. And for the
rest of the things as far as the actual work is concerned, we organised in what we call fluid
heterarchies. So, there is coordinator at any given task or project or whatever level we need to
distribute that. So he or she is basically coordinating what needs to be done and other people just
participate bootstrap themselves or undertake specific tasks. But the thing is that this coordinator is not
always the same person. So, it is kind of merit based but it is also horizontal, you know, [one of the
core mebmers] is far more advanced from the rest of the group in terms of their academic career. But
there are other instances where [that person] is not calling the shots because for example, | have a
longer experience as a consultant so I'm more, so to say, a skilled fool with technical stuff. So when it
comes to this sort of stuff, I'm more often than not taking the lead. Even [other p2p core mebmer] is
doing what is say. We do that to take advantage of both of these forms of organisation, the horizontal
thing the sharing of knowledge and skills and motivational diversity that is empowered. But on the other
hand, we also have a more rigid form, ad hoc, hierarchy so that we have a clear structure of the things
that need to be done in a certain time line and so forth.
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Figure 3 — Example of highlighted codes in interview transcript
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