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„Let’s be realistic, let’s try the impossible.“
Degrowth needs a different economy!

Gunter Kramp

The capitalist economy has an inherent need to grow which is deeply rooted in the 
system of the exchange of equivalents. But growth is not unavoidable. Economy can be 
thought differently: as a commons-based and commons producing peer economy. This is 
not a utopian but, in it’s early stages, already reality.

A lot of texts  deal with the negative consequences of a rigid orientation towards economic
growth.  Ever  since  the  1972  report  "The  limits  to  growth"i it  is  widely  known  that
continuous economic growth is incompatible with a limited world. In addition, the notion
that economic growth could be uncoupled from the use of ressources has been disproved ii.
. Still almost all political agents rely on economic growth as the only possible way forward.
This is neither coincidence nor bad-will.

„we cannot convince capitalism to stop growing, just as we cannot convince a human to stop 
breathing. All attempts to make capitalism ‚green’ or ‚ecological’ are bound to be futile because 
the essence of this system is permanent growthiii“ [Murray Bookchiniv]

We are facing an increasing ressource scarcity and an increasingly rapid destruction of the 
foundations of our livelyhood. At the same time there is a crisis of over-production and 
sales: too many products are placed on a market with too little purchase power and 
demand. The wealth of the world concentrates with fewer and fewer people while the 
majority of the earth’s population is denied access to the means for a dignified life; similar 
to a game of ‚Monopoly’ where the money always accumulates in ‚Picadilly’v. The game 
would have been long over had the banks not provided fresh money time and again. The 
results are as logical as they are visiblevi: mass unemployment, less buying power – a 
downward spiral. Yet we still await a change in thought. Cisis’ are as old as capitalism and 
as ever we employ the usual measures to react to them: outward expansion of the system, 
conversion of not-yet-capitalised areas of living into value added ones, intensified 
exploitation of people and nature, destruction of value in speculation bubbles or wars.

However  the  backdrop  of  the  economic  crisis  would  be  a  cause  to  joy  in  a  sensible
economic system:   with too little work we can produce too much! We could work less and
use less ressources while living better! 



The  question  thus  arises:  Why  have  all  attempts  to  develop  poitical  and  economic
alternatives maily led to a merely modernised?

This, in my opinion, is due to the fact that nearly all movements for change, whether they
see revolution, reforms or alternative economy as the adequate means, tend to ignore a
decisive core of the system: the exchange of goods. Especially in the global north it is true:
we cannot live without buying and selling, and therefore we take the exchange of goods
for granted. A world without an exchange of goods appears to be unthinkable to us, even
though the omnipresence of this exchange7 is not an everlasting fact, but made by society,
a property of our economic system.

The acceptance of this commodity fetishvii has consequences.  Even if  we don’t  see the
causes, we still have to face the consequences. Some of those we can easily see in the
critical examination of just one single exchange: 

from the buyer’s perspective:

good1 –> money –> good2

1)I have a need for goods2

2) I have to sell other goods1 in order to buy 
3) In lack anything else to sell I have to sell 

my work power 
4) Those who don’t have can’t buy!
5) Needs don’t matter, only demand on the 

market counts

from the seller’s perspective:

money –> goods–> money’

1)aim of activities: profit in money 
2) no interest in the goods is necessary 
3) no interest in (long-term) usability is 

needed 
4) scarcity is essential because otherwise 

money’ > money isn’t valid

Without deeper examination it is obvious that we are dealing with an economic system 
which doesn’t serve to fulfil human needs but rather serves the abstract goal of capital 
propagation in a never ending circle of ‚money – goods – more money’viii. Should mankind 
survive this system it will one day appear as absurd as the concept of a divine monarchy.

More problems become apparent when we look at the entire ‚value-added chain’ix.

Investment in production requires credit because we have to produce before we can sell. 
In capitalism credit is only available with interestx. In order to pay this return on capital 
we need growth in society as a whole xi. In a system based on the production of goods 
there is no sufficient motivation to produce without private propertyxii, as the experience 
of „real socialist“ states shows. In addition private property in the from of land and 
mineral ressourcesxiii is required to backup credit, although these goods have never been 
produced by humans. For a good reason capitalism once began by privatisingxiv land and 
property, the "original accumulation".

Which possible alternatives result from this? Alternative stuctures that don’t move away



from the exchange of equivalents are at great risk of assimilation into capitalism! The
division  between  consumers  and  producers  implies  a  division  between  capital  and
workers. This even applies when the workers and the owners of capital are one and the
same. The split is then right through these peoplexv. Ownership of the means of production
doesn’t automatically change the principle of outward competition. As a result, sooner or
later this competition wins over inward relationships as well. This is at the heart of the
Oppenheim law of transformation, formulated by Franz Oppenheimer as early as 1896: »it
is rare for a production cooperative to reach its full blossom. And when it does, it stops
being  a  production  cooperative«xvi.  At  that  point  it  becomes  more  profitable  for  the
members  to  turn  into  quasi-shareholders  with  employees  instead  of  accepting  new
members into the cooperative. Sadly this insight has been misinterpreted to mean that the
legal form of the cooperative is the problem. It was overlooked that in fact it results from
the exchange of goods in a market wrought by competition. Hence alternative businesses
of the 80s could not but repeat the mistakes of the past: the dream of autonomy at work
turned into individualism and precariousnessxvii. Karl Marx had already acknowledged that
»it is a wish as pious as it is stupid that exchange value would not develop into capital, nor
the work producing this value into wage labour.xviii« But being a thinker strongly shaped by
the authoritrian spirit of his time he wasn’t able to develop better alternatives. On the
contrary,  in  the  first  international  association  of  workers  he  contributed  decisively  to
marginalising those who took his demand " to overthrow all conditions in which man is a
debased, enslaved, neglected, contemptible being "xix too literally. The consequences are well
known.

What next, TINAxx? 

Alternatives are available! These are based on a fundamentally new (or rather very old?xxi ) 
mode of production – the commons-based peer economyxxii. This isn’t just a concept or a 
utopian dream, but in its seminal state peer production is a practise which is in part 
already existing the world over. Yochai Benkler coined the term in 2006 when he described 
the commons-based peer production in the field of knowledge and software. Peer 
production is a way of production which differs fundamentally from market economy 
(‚capitalism’) as well as planned economy (‚real socialism’). It can basically be aplied to all 
of societal (re)production. Rather than being merely an addition to capitalism it provides 
an alternative. A generalised use of this mode of production throughout the whole of 
society, that is the economic system, is called peer economy

How does peer production work?

The basic priciple of peer production can be summed up in the slogan: “contribute instead 
of exchange“xxiii. Instead of buying products as consumers people join projects which supply
them with the things they need. In these projects all members involved contribute towards
the shared goal and share the effort to reach it according to rules freely chosen by the 
group. It is essential that this balances out in way that all the contributions needed for 
sucess are made. The ideal is that: "everyone contributes what they can and want, and take 
what they need“. Restrictions in use and fees are only introduced wherever the members 
found them to be inavoidable. As the basic priciple is "share what you can", knowledge and 



software are made accessible freely. 

Peer production is based on free cooperationxxiv rather than coercionxxv. People voluntarily 
get together in projects in order to organise the fulfillment of their needs. In these projects
no-one can order others to do something, and no-one is forced to obey. Everyone can at 
any time connect their cooperation in the project to conditions or end it altogether. For 
this to become real, all persons involved must be able to join or leave the cooperation at 
similar and reasonable costsxxvi. Decision making in peer production projects usually 
follows ‚consent’ rather than majority or consensus priciples. There are hardly any 
elections or votes in the usual sense, but many discussions open to all who are interested 
in order to find solutions. Often there are "maintainers", that is coordinators, instead of 
bosses. While in theory these can take decisions for the whole project they will in reality 
only do so in a way that will maintain the members’ cooperation because the 
implementation depends on their voluntary efforts. But many times a collective decision 
isn’t even necessary. Things are then regulated/ modulated by stigmergyxxvii and 
independent choices of those directly involved. 

Properties of a peer economy

sufficient
1. oriented towards needs not profit 
2. no creation of need = unnecessary 

production avoided
3. usage instead of ownership ->re-use

4. requires no growth!

ecological and economic
5. efficient and resilient
6. optimal satisfaction of needs
7. no scarcity needed = surplus is used 
8. cost covered instead of profit

9. priority of regional cooperation

socially inklusive
10. non-monetary contributions welcome
11. based on needs, not on demand 
12. gains in efficiency reduce effort/ input 

by all instead of creating unemployment
13. promoting cooperation instead of 

competition 

14. no upward re-distribution 

(directly) democratic
15. central decision-making is mostly 

redundant 
16. everyone can participate, no-one can be 

forced to  take part 
17. free information instead of business 

secrets 

18. economic activity free of domination 
instead of a ‚halved democracy’ (Ulrich 
Beck) 

Peer production projects are based on commons, that is on ressources which are used and 
administered by a community. These ressources as well as the products of each project are
meaningful only in terms of possession of something which is used, and not in terms of 
ownership of things which can be sold. In a society based on private property the principle
„commons instead of property“ can be secured by ‚copyleft’xxviii and/or  neutralising of 
capitalxxix. In peer production the usual division between production and reproduction is 
dropped as the mode of organising the activities is similar, whether we produce goods or, 



for example, take care of people. All activites needed by humans are structurally defined to
be of equal importance. Thus the economic foundation of patriarchal hegemony becomes 
insignificant, as does the foundation of economic exclusion on the basis of other 
differences such as nationality, skin colour etc.

Peer production is at the same time compatible to capitalism and an opposing model. Like 
a seed in the ground, peer economy can grow out of the old system without necessarily 
anticipating everything in the seedling that the fully grown tree will contain. Hence it is 
possible to experience the beginnings of the new economy here and today.

Existing projects

The number of peer production projects is growing fast, so a complete oversight is no 
longer possible. The best known are probably the projects in the area of free knowledge 
and softwarexxx. Lesser known but eqally interesting are those dealing with material 
production and providing services. They counter claims that peer production is only viable 
for goods which can be copied at negligible costsxxxi.

In this text I can only mention shortly ‚Premium Cola’ with their „open source operating 
system for companies“, the borrow shop *Leila in Berlin, open workshop spaces, hacker 
spaces und fablabs; and community supported agriculture (CSA) which has spead widely 
worldwidexxxii. These individual projects manage to a different degree to comply to the 
principle „contribute instead of exchange“. But they all have in common that people 
consciously cooperate in these projects in order to fulfil their needsxxxiii instead of aiming to
sell goods to make profits. Wolfgang Stränz, one of the active members of the CSA-group  
‚Solawi Buschberghof’, phrases this nicely: „This company is unprofitable, and has been so 
successfully for more than 25 years“. In the field of habitation the tennement syndicate 
deserves special mentioning. By means of a creative legal construct it takes buildings off 
the housing market permanently and thus turns them into commons. The inhabitants can 
then decide fairly freely on the use and no-one can sell these houses. 

In both types of projects, material and immaterial, the output is no longer a sellable good: 
food produced in the CSA is simply distributed directly to the members. Whatever they 
don’t want to use up is given away for free. This way market prices become irrelevant. 
Apart from these existing projects there are a number of ideas or projects in their 
conceptual phase, e.g. Sol.E, a project which aims for a decetralised regenerative ernergy 
supply. 

Outlook

We can find examples for projects based on peer production for almost all human needs, 
and they often find imitators quite quickly. As soon as there are enough basic projects in 
one area it is obvious for them to cooperate with one another in order to produce their 
preliminary products and means of production. In this way the platform ‚Open Source 



Ecology’ already works with projects all over the world to enable a self-organised 
production of the machinery and tools most needed for our civilisation. People who would
fulfill a greater part of their human needs through peer production could then experience 
how a world without the exchange of goods would look like. If the regional projects 
needed for this also cooperated, the exchange of goods could be pushed back even 
furtherxxxiv. 

Such an idea of a different economyxxxv and the real projects of solidarity-based economy

could provide the foundation for political battles on preserving our livelihood, a good

life and on overcoming patriarchal gender relations.
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xxxiv Um es vorstellbarer zu machen: Angenommen es gäbe in einem Ort ein Fahrradwerkstattkollektiv, eine Solawi und 
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einzelnen Projekt notwendigen monetären Beiträge gegenseitig zu zahlen können die Projekte untereinander auch 
einfach auf die Beiträge verzichten. Dabei kommt es nicht drauf an dass die Beiträge sich exakt aufheben, denn sie 
sind ja ohnehin nach Selbsteinschätzung. Es kommt nur darauf an, dass es sich für alle Beteiligten gerecht anfühlt. 
Um die entsprechenden Beträge vermindern sich die Kosten der jeweiligen Projekte. Ich nenne das das 
Kürzungstheorem der Demonetarisierung
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http://keimform.de/2013/freie-quellen-1/
http://keimform.de/2013/was-ist-eigentlich-solidarisch-an-der-solidarischen-landwirtschaft/
http://www.kj.nomos.de/fileadmin/kj/doc/1986/19863Neuling_S_309.pdf

	„Let’s be realistic, let’s try the impossible.“
	Degrowth needs a different economy!
	Gunter Kramp


