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Today in Australia we see the proliferation of a range of different kinds of community enterprises whose ‘core
business’ is not to maximize private benefit but to produce community well-being, particularly for marginalised
groups. This paper explores how we might assist these community enterprises to offer an alternative to capitalist
economic practice. Drawing on arguments elaborated in J K. Gibson-Graham's book The End of Capitalism
(As We Knew It) and its recently published sequel, A Postcapitalist Politics, we argue for cultivating an affective

stance that enables us to think and enact possibility.

Introduction
If the rise of the World Social Forum is any indication,
there is a groundswell of support for alternatives to
capitalism. But within this movement that links North
and South, ‘developed’ and less ‘developed’ nations
worldwide, the debate as to what constitutes an
economic alternative is fraught with judgments about the
purity or contamination of what is on offer. Wholehearted
experimentation with the premise that ‘other economies
are possible’ is held back by the critical voices (many in
our own heads) arguing that this or that element of an
alternative project is no different from capitalism or is
insufficient to withstand the colonizing forces of the
‘capitalist’ market. J.K. Gibson-Graham’s recently
published book A4 Postcapitalist Politics (2006) argues
that the danger of taking too much notice of these
objections is that desires for alternatives become
destabilized and the intentional practice of building
alternatives gets undermined. It seems that a prerequisite
for enacting economic alternatives to capitalism is an
affective stance that will enable us, as authors,
researchers and activists, to be a condition of possibility
(rather than impossibility) for the emergence of other
worlds and other economies. In this short paper we
discuss how we have cultivated a stance that enables
possibility, while building economic alternatives alongside
or perhaps outside of something called ‘capitalism’.
For some years we have been engaged in
participatory action research with community members,
NGOs and local governments to imagine and enact
alternative economic development pathways that are not
reliant on the promises of capitalist growth. Action
research involves participating in creating new realities
rather than simply describing or analysing existing
situations; working ‘with’ people and not ‘on’ them
(Cameron 2007; Cameron and Gibson 2005a). Our action
research has been aimed at building ‘community
economies’ and it is part of a larger intellectual project
of deconstructing capitalism, deflating the representation
of a systemic economic power that dominates and
constrains soctal life (Gibson-Graham 1996/2006). The
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community economies project attempts to ‘take back’
the economy as a space of decision and ethical practice
(see www.communityeconomies.org).

As a result of our collaborative action research
interventions in regional Victoria, suburban Brisbane, the
Pioneer Valley of Massachusetts, USA, and the rural
and semi-rural communities of Jagna and Linamon in
the Central Visayan and Southern regions of the
Philippines, a number of community-based
manufacturing, agricultural and service-oriented
enterprises have been formed. Some are providing income
support for participants and small surpluses that are
allocated to community ends, while some are a focus for
volunteer labour and are reliant on gifts as well as market
transactions; some are still going three to six years after
their initiation, others have folded; some community
members have stayed involved, others have moved
through these projects into higher education, community
work of a different nature or new enterprise
development.

When we talk about this research to academic
and activist audiences we often get a somewhat negative,
or at least quizzical, reaction. The best mannered version
of this response takes the form of a figurative yawn,
followed by what are seen as the cold hard facts: co-
operatives, communes and community enterprises were
all tried 20 years ago when there was a lot more interest
in economic alternatives but now they are a thing of the
past. The more stroppy version points to the inevitable
limitations placed on any kind of economic experiment
by 1) market forces that cannot be out-competed, 2) the
state that’s ready to jump in and co-opt community
enterprise to its neo-liberal agenda of shifting responsibility
onto the household and community, 3) the global capitalist
system whose hegemonic power will not be thwarted by
any small, local intervention, let alone experiments that
cannot immediately be seen to have growth or ‘scale-
up’ potential, and 4) the inherent self-interest of
community members who, once abandoned by the social
scientists who have ‘engineered’ community enterprise
development, revert to self-serving activities that advance
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the march of consumerism and individualist

identity. It seems that for
many people, and

Over the past decade we have
thought our way through answers to these

and affective investments that attach us to
the political victories of yesteryear, prompting
us to belittle the political opportunities at
hand. These affective investments shore up

objections. The 2006 re-issue of J.K. perhaps most of all * the reactive stance of the victim and invoke

Gibson-Graham’s The End of Capitalism

(As We Knew It): A Feminist Critique of
Political Economy (1996/2006) gave us

the opportunity, in the new introduction, to

address our critics. It seems that for many

people, and perhaps most of all for those

who are interested in resisting or replacing

it, capitalism has no outside. If there is

nothing untouched by capitalism, there is

no place to stand from which to combat it

or construct something that is ‘non-capitalist’. Without a
ground upon which to build an altemnative it is no wonder
that allegiances and support for experimentation shift and
shake.

In The End of Capitalism, to escape the double
bind of wanting change but being unable to conceive of
it as a possibility, we downsized our understanding of
capitalism, refusing to conflate it with commodity
production and market activity, limiting it to the class
relations in which non-producers appropriate surplus
labour in value form from free wage labourers and
distribute it to a variety of social destinations, including
themselves. From this perspective capitalism becomes
recognizable as a set of practices scattered over a
landscape in formal and informal enterprise settings,
practices that interact with non-capitalist firms as well
as other sites and processes, activities and organizations
in a diverse economy. De-linked from the structural
necessity of facilitating capital accumulation or
legitimation, state activities can then be seen as variously
supporting and regulating diverse economic practices that
range from capitalist, co-operative and self-employed
enterprises, to household and
neighbourhood non-market exchanges,
to slavery (in the prison system, for
example) and voluntarism. By

recognising the contingency of of a range of different
kinds of social

enterprises whose
‘core business’ is not to benefit but to produce community well-

capitalism we expand the number of
empirical questions we can ask and
multiply the points of possible economic
intervention.

In A Postcapitalist Politics we
suggest that this theoretical approach
requires a distinctive affective stance
that abandons the deep-seated negativity
often associated with critical, radical and left-oriented
thinkers and activists. This means challenging those habits
of feeling and thinking that push us towards advancing
strong theories of what is, but blind us to what this type
of theorizing does. It means questioning the emotional

for those who are
interested in
resisting or
replacing it,
capitalism has no
outside.

Today in Australia

maximise private
benefit.
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a moralistic attitude toward engagement
with the powerful (Gibson-Graham 2006,
5-6). We advocate, instead, a practice of
theorising that can help us to see openings,
that provides/performs a space of freedom
and possibility; a practice of thinking
undertaken with a reparative motive that
fosters connection and coexistence and
offers care of the new; a practice that
produces positive affect and energizes our
interest in experimentation. It is from this stance that we
read the success of the Mondragon Cooperative
Corporation (MCC), the longstanding experiment in
rebuilding a regional economy in Spain’s Basque north
west centred on ‘people not profits’ (Gibson-Graham
2006 Chapter 5). From a social base in the late 1940s
that was divided by ideological differences, with a physical
infrastructure destroyed by civil war, the Mondragén
community, under the guiding philosophy of Catholic priest
Father Arizmendiarrieta, has built perhaps the most
successful and well-recognized complex of worker-
owned industrial, retail, service and support co-operatives
in the world (Mathews 1999). The MCC offers the
example of an alternative development pathway in which
the social objectives of regional employment, social
welfare and Basque cultural survival have been
uppermost while business objectives have been
subordinated, but by no means ignored. The ways in
which the owner-worker co-operators of the MCC have
negotiated the dilemmas of maintaining their commitment
to co-operativism and Basque solidarity in the face of
significant economic pressures offer lessons in enacting
an ethical economic politics. Such a
politics views threats as something to
struggle against, not as structural limits

there is a prohferatlon that set the bounds of what is possible.

In the last few years greater
attention has been drawn in Australia to
the range of enterprises whose ‘core
business’ is not to maximize private

being directly, particularly for
marginalised groups. Many of these
businesses focus not only on servicing
community needs but on actively building
new kinds of community. To offer just a few examples,
a community-building social enterprise may involve a
disadvantaged neighbourhood in food security projects
such as community gardening and food banking; it may
attempt to sustain a marginalised ethnic group through
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livelihood provision or affordable housing; it may
undertake recycling projects that provide environmental
education and experiences of collective stewardship to
at risk youth, and so on. In terms of creating and working
towards alternative economies, for us the important
questions are: How might we think about
these community enterprises in a way that
strengthens their ability to offer a non-
capitalist model of enterprise? What kind
of stance might we need to cultivate
towards these experiments so that they

Indeed, there is a
concern that over
reliance on

the potential to challenge the dominant view that capitalist
business activity produces benefit for all by focussing
attention on how surpluses generated in private enterprise
flow exclusively to shareholders and owners who are
only minimally taxed.

Increased interest in the social sector
of the economy, including community
enterprises as well as charitable, voluntary
and all non-profit organisations, has
generated economic statistics that can play
an important role in destabilising the

succeed not just as viable businesses but mainstream ‘capitalist’ identity of our national economy.
as ‘laboratories for alternative futures’ business models to  The “capitalist’ designation is based on the
(Rose 1999, 279) where new kinds of guide the accounting of those formal market
economic subjects can be nurtured? i exchanges, waged and salaried employment

First we might need to relax our community and private ‘capitalist’ business activity that
knee-jerk suspicion of state support. At enterprise sector comprise the most visible parts of the
present there is growing interest by . . economy. Yet in 1999/2000 the social sector
Australian governments in putting will pOte.ntla.“y in Australia employed 6.8% of the labour
substantial resources into developing undermine its force and generated an income of $33.5
community enterprises with the hope that diversity. billion, a contribution equal to that of

they will expand opportunities for
economic and social participation. For
example, since 2000 the Victorian government has
allocated $9.2 million to their community enterprise
strategy (Dept for Victorian Communities 2006) and, in
partnership with the Brotherhood of St Laurence (BSL),
is supporting 42 localities across the state to develop
community enterprises (Brotherhood of St Laurence
2006). These initiatives appear to be influenced by policy
developments in the United Kingdom (UK) where the
growth of social enterprises has been a key plank of
Blair’s Third Way. The UK government has provided
this growing sector with increased financial and
bureaucratic support (Cabinet Office 2006). It has
registered a new legal form of Community Interest
Company (CIC) (Todres et al., 2006, 62) and formally
defined social enterprises (or community enterprises in
our terms) quite explicitly as
[A] business with primarily social objectives
whose surpluses are principally reinvested for
that purpose in the business or in the community
rather than being driven by the need to
maximize profits for shareholders and owners.
(UK Department of Trade and Industry 2002,
7

For some, this kind of government interest signals
cooptation of the highest order and is proof that
these enterprises are just part of the neo-liberal
roll back of the welfare state. For us, it is intriguing
to see an authoritative definition of business activity
that legitimizes the notion that surplus is indeed
produced in the context of business operations and that
its social distribution is something that can build community
capacity. Such a clear focus on surplus distribution has
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public organising as a
reminder that the desire
for a just economy is
never completely
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agriculture (ABS 2002). When the value

of volunteer labour is imputed, the

economic contribution is greater than that of key sectors
such as government administration and defence, or mining
(ABS 2002). This is a sizeable economic sector in which
surplus production and appropriation is taking place
outside of formal market, capitalist wage labour and
private ownership relations. When we add to this picture
the findings of economist Duncan Ironmonger (1996),
who has estimated that the value of goods and services
produced in households by unpaid workers in Australia
is almost equivalent to the value of the goods and services
produced by paid workers for the market, we start to
see a national economy made up of many sectors in which
capitalist class relations are absent. [ronmonger proposes
that the value of unpaid household work be called Gross
Household Product (GHP), and he argues that the System
of National Accounts should be revised so that the total
measure of economic

We have a choice: to see Performance,  Gross
4 Economic Product, be
the ephemeral nature Of ‘comprised of Gross

Household Product and
Gross Market Product’
(1996, 38-9).

Gaining greater
public recognition for the
economic contribution made
by the household and social
sectors is part of a
discursive strategy of
destabilizing the dominance of capitalocentric economic
thinking (Cameron and Gibson-Graham 2003). A
capitalocentric perspective denies difference by seeing

suppressed.
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all economic activity as either the same as, the opposite
of, a complement to, or contained within capitalism
(Gibson-Graham 1996/2006, 6; 35). But the strategy of
showcasing economic diversity (whether the growing
number of community enterprises or the extent of
household production) is not sufficient in itself to help
build alternatives to capitalism. There is more work to be
done.

At present models of business behaviour and
management are based on conventional private enterprise
that are not wholly applicable to community enterprises
(Bull and Crompton 2006; Jones and Keogh 2006). Indeed,
there is a concern that over-reliance on mainstream
business models to guide the community enterprise sector
will potentially undermine its diversity and ability to achieve
the social objectives that are its ‘core business’ (Reid
and Griffith 2006). Yet increased government interest in
social enterprises has heightened the need to assess their
‘success’ and sustainability (Amin et al., 2002) and has
promoted, if not required, the application of measurement
technologies. The problem is, as Bull and Crompton (2006,
57) note in the UK context, that while there are many
ways of measuring the business success of social
enterprises, there are few ways of assessing the success

of their social agenda (see also NEF 2003). Given the
availability of business models of accountability and the
time pressures of running a community-focused
enterprise it is tempting to apply these more developed
techniques with only slight modification (Pearce 2003).
The success of a community enterprise is often simply
equated with its ability to function independent of grant
and government support (Reid and Griffith 2006), or is
gauged by its volume of business or numbers of
employees. Importantly, there are very few vehicles by
which enterprise members themselves can be involved
in developing appropriate ‘measures’ of enterprise
viability (Todres et al., 2006). ‘
Our experience with community enterprise
development highlights the unpredictable nature of
community building outcomes. As we have found, the
closure of a community enterprise after a number of
years may not necessarily be deemed by all stakeholders
as a ‘failure’ (Cameron and Gibson 2005b). For example,
members may go on to develop other enterprises and
contribute to community building in other ways. As with
mainstream business, community enterprise failure is
common, yet with each breakdown the knowledge of
that experiment has the potential to contribute to the
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next. By too readily deeming experiments as failed useful
knowledge is likely to be discarded. The community
enterprise and social enterprise literatures and our own
research experiences demonstrate the pressing need for
more information about how to define and assess success
and failure in the sector.
It is here that we need
to step in to assist

Releasing ourselves
from an affective

°°““im““ity enterpﬁse‘; stance that has de-
to develop ways o .
evaluating their energised the left for
experimental pathways too long is a vital
that do not set up . .

realistic expectations mgredle.nt of
but that help to  Strengthening and
strengthen  their  expanding economic
performance of ibiliti
economic alterity. possibiirues.

In an action research project currently being
planned we aim to involve members of the community
enterprise sector in generating more useful definitions
and techniques of assessing performance based on their
own organisational histories and the ethical decision-
making that has shaped their enterprise. The research
will enrol community enterprise members in self-study
of both well established and newly established
enterprises. Our research is in its early stages but from
what we have discovered it appears that some of the
campaigners who led the way building economic
alternatives in the 1970s are among the organizers of
the new networks that have sprung up to support and
forward the social enterprise agenda today. Such
networks include Social Enterprise Partnerships, the
Employee and Community Buyouts Network,
Community Cooperative Connections, the New
Mutualism Group and the Social Enterprise Hub.

What does this say for the resilience of a
movement for economic alternatives that puts people
before profits? We have a choice: to see the ephemeral
nature of public organizing around the possibility of ‘other
economies’ as evidence of the superior power of a global,
neo-liberal capitalist machine; or as a reminder that the
desire for a more just economy is never completely
suppressed. Just as the feminist social transformation
we have experienced over the last century began with
small scattered experiments that gradually linked up to
produce a discursive and material shift of tectonic
proportions, so might our repeated attempts at building
non-capitalist economic relations eventually transform
the economic landscape. Inspiring examples of success
and failure are all around us. They require theorizing in
an open-hearted, affirming and practical way that is not
lured by the temptations of judgement, nostalgia or
conspiratorial thinking but also does not deny the
problems and ethical dilemmas posed by alternatives.
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Releasing ourselves from an affective stance that has
(de-)energised the left for too long is, we argue, a vital
ingredient of strengthening and expanding alternative
economic possibilities. Against the ‘profit at all costs is
good for you motif” of capitalism, community enterprises
stand as contemporary experiments in producing well-
being directly and surpluses that are publicly accessible.
The support we offer them will contribute to continued
disruption of the capitalocentric thinking that denies
them centre stage in building alternative futures.
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James Cook’s Bendigo

From a plinth behind a phalanx of iron

Spears deployed to repel the natives

From the church that bears his country’s name
The great navigator, bronze visage wrought

In testy frown, glares at the city conceived

In a rush of golden lust now dessicating

On the fringes of the northern deserts,

And while his pose - right hand clamped on his
buttock

Left foot thrust forward -

Might look a tad flouncy on the poop deck

A jolly jack tar would be wise

To conceal his mirth from the captain

Who disdained foolishness,

Even flogged a seaman for failing

To drink his daily ration of lime juice.

Any observer who entertains a whim

To chart the course of Cook’s severe gaze
Will find it fixed upon a bold signpost
Outside Cole’s supermarket car park -

A creation commanded by the city council
To scream in orange at this mariner

- Who usually knew where he was
Though rarely what lay before him-

That there are 128 bays to be found inside
But vouchsafing not a clue if there
Remains a single vacant mooring

Where a weary voyager might pause

To reprovision his endeavours.

B.N. OAKMAN,
Quarry HILL, VICTORIA

Social Alternatives Vol. 26 No.1, First Quarter, 2007

25



	D:\CD92\2007064\200706486.tif
	image 1 of 6
	image 2 of 6
	image 3 of 6
	image 4 of 6
	image 5 of 6
	image 6 of 6


