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What is the lower left? 
The lower left is defined by anarchist Margaret Killjoy (2016) as “any society that does not 
desire a state and does desire economic cooperation … [which] is unique in its potential for 
internal solidarity.” All organisations included in this study (and from hereon defined as lower 
left) met the following criteria: 
 

● Autonomous (do not rely on state funding for operations); 
● Use horizontal organisation for planning and decision making (non-hierarchical,  

eg., AK Press’s ‘No boss, no managers, no bullshit’ policy); 
● Not for profit;  
● Anti-capitalist (organisations run as worker-owned cooperatives, by volunteers, by 

crowdfunding etc., and which have no aims for ‘job creation’ a.k.a. the perpetuation of 
bullshit jobs); 

● Are actively forming new social institutions and transforming oppressive ones (as 
opposed to lower left groups set up to resist and destroy the current establishment, 
which though indispensable to the former group, are beyond the scope of this study). 

What is a comparative study? 
This study used a comparative design which works best when the organisations studied are 
maximally different: hence how lower left organisations are different to groups organised by 
capitalists and authoritarians. 66 lower left organisations were included in the study overall. The 
study was conducted between March and September 2018. 
 
And why? Because it is too easy to take for granted our political values. As Feyerabend (1975) 
argues: ‘How can we possibly examine something we are using all the time? How can we 
analyse the terms in which we habitually express our most simple and straightforward 
observations, and reveal their presuppositions? How can we discover the kind of world we 
presuppose when proceeding as we do? The answer is clear: we cannot discover it from the 
inside. We need an external standard of criticism, we need a set of alternative assumptions … 
an entire alternative world’ (31-32). 
 
Or as the poet George Oppen more succinctly put it: Things explain each other, not 
themselves... 
 
The aim of this comparative study is thus to answer a simple question: What makes 
organisations in the lower left different to every other organisation? Using a thematic 
analysis, the study identified five ways to answer this question: (1) values, (2) aims, (3) 
organisational practices, (4) decision-making processes, and (5) financing. The study is 
presented in two parts: Part One is dedicated to the differences between the lower left and 
everyone else; Part Two is dedicated to the differences within the lower left itself. 
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PART I: Differences between the lower left and everyone 
else. 

(1) Value-based relations: principles and standards of 
behaviour common to the lower left. 
The values of 66 lower left organisations were collated in order to create a list of the top 20 most 
commonly cited values in the lower left (Table 1). Shared responsibility, community and respect 
were found to be the most frequently mentioned values.  
  
Table 1: Top 20 cited values of lower left groups (% of groups citing specific value) (N=66) 
Value % Value % 

Shared responsibility  20% Solidarity 6% 

Community / Commitment to relationship 15% Gender equality 5% 

Respect /  
Self-respect 

15% Communication /  
Attentive communication 

5% 

Cooperation 11% Collaboration 5% 

Sustainability 11% Inclusiveness / Inclusivity 5% 

Diversity 9% Creativity 5% 

Open 8% Fulfilling work 5% 

Participation 8% Trust 3% 

Autonomy / Self-sufficiency 8% Ethnic pluralism 3% 

Transparency 6% Global mobility / freedom of movement 3% 

 
The list of values in Table 1, however, does not fully answer the question of what makes the 
lower left different. Sure, these values are common to most lower left organisations, but are they 
exclusive to the lower left? The answer is no. If you’ve ever had the unfortunate experience of 
participating in a corporate team-building exercise you’ll know these values are easily turned 
into buzzwords and shoved down your throat at every opportunity: cooperation, participation, 
active listening and ‘trust falls’ included. 
 
Thus, one more step is required to identify what kinds of principles and standards of behaviour 
make the lower left different: that is, identifying what values common to lower left organisations 
are mutually exclusive to everyone else. Some are obvious (e.g., sustainability versus growth; 
diversity versus homogeneity; autonomy versus dependence), but for others it is necessary to 
be more specific (see Table 2), and further exemplified using semiotic squares (Figure 1). 
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Table 2: Mutually exclusive values of the lower left  

Lower left values Mutually exclusive values 

Shared responsibility and participation in the 
decision-making process in both the community 

and the workplace 

Decisions made by managers and employers in 
the workplace, and elected representatives in 

the community. No shared responsibility. 

Respect for others, the planet, and oneself Systematic exploitation of resources and human 
labour for profit. No self respect 

Meeting one’s basic needs through 
cooperation, mutual aid and solidarity 

Meeting one’s needs through competition, wage 
labour and consumerism 

Value-based relations  Power-based relations 

Open systems and transparency Closed doors and secrecy 

 
Figure 1: Semiotic squares of lower left values (in red) (Kipiel, 2018) 
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Illustration: Seth Tobocman 
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(2) Pro and anti lower left aims: a rose by any other name 
would smell as sweet.  
There is a reason this study is called ‘No profit, no hierarchy’ rather than, say, ‘Sustainable 
practices and horizontal governance’. The first uses the language of comparative aims which is 
the mother tongue of the lower left (no borders, non-hierarchical, anti-fascist etc.), whereas the 
second uses constructive aims which is less frequently used. Whether aims are expressed as 
pro or anti, however, they express the duality between, “(1) the creative force of forming new 
social institutions and transforming oppressive ones into liberatory, and (2) resisting or 
destroying what is useless and oppressive to us in the current establishment ... We cannot build 
until we make space, but our alternative social infrastructure will not make itself, so we must 
establish it on the ruins of the old order, in the shadow of that order" (Dominick, 2012). 
 
Table 3: Top 10 organisational aims of  lower left groups (N=66) 

Anti (Comparative aims) Pro (Constructive aims) 

Non-hierarchical governance  Horizontal governance 

Refusing dependance on the State Autonomy / Self-determination 

No representation Consensus/consent decision making 

No centralized authority 
Decentralized systems /  

Emergent and adaptive structures 

No property Shared means of production 

No borders Free movement 

Without racist/sexist/class/etc oppression Emancipation  

No central economic planning Bottom-up allocation of resources 

No profit Sustainability / Cooperation 

No wage labour 
Peer production / Give according to one’s ability 

and receive according to one’s needs 
 
Very rarely - aside from advocacy and research organisations - did groups mention specific 
political ideologies when specifying their aims. From those that did, the most commonly 
mentioned (in order) were: anarchism, anti-authoritarianism, post-capitalist, libertarian socialism, 
libertarian municipalism and democratic confederalism.  
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(3) Organisation: How do the aims and values of the lower 
left work in practice? 
 
Table 4: Types of organisations in the lower left (N=38). 
Lower left organization % 

Cooperative (community, nonprofit, worker managed, worker owned) 34% 

Not-for-profit (social enterprise, communitarian ownership, horizontal, 
non-governmental, association, organization) 32% 

Registered Charity 11% 

Online communities with open membership 8% 

Participatory democracy - assembly council based 
5% 

Sociocracy 
5% 

Heterarchy 
3% 

Chapters based by area 3% 

Decentralized collective of autonomous cells 3% 

Open value network 3% 

Limited liability company with a charitable constitution 
3% 

 
The most popular form of organisation used by lower left groups in the present study were 
cooperatives: projects practicing economical and political self-management with the equal 
participation of all its members. However cooperatives are not exclusively found in the lower left: 
for example, there are co-ops who profit off of wage labour, co-ops with hierarchies, and even 
co-ops that depend on public funding. Just like with the comparative exercise to define mutually 
exclusive values, it is necessary to identify the mutually exclusive organisational practices that 
make a cooperative lower left (Figure 2). 
 
In terms of the political map, lower left organisations are different from those of the upper left 
and upper right due to their autonomous funding and horizontal (or ‘flat’) structure 
(compared to co-ops that rely on public funding or have hierarchical management structures). 
Lower left organisations are different from those in the upper right and lower right due to their 
values of sustainability and their aim of worker management (compared to co-ops that seek 
to make a profit with two-tier memberships or wage labour).  
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Figure 2: Remember, remember, not all co-ops are lower left members. 

Because the aims of organisations in general, and cooperatives in particular, can be mutually 
exclusive to those of the lower left, it is important to actively identify these differences in order to 
be able to ‘immunise’ against them. The majority of lower left organisations in the study were 
found to have a variation of the following ‘vaccinations’: 
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Hierarchy (e.g., steering committees, representational decision making and 
power-seeking individuals) 

○ Why is this a problem? It leads to power imbalances within the 
membership and power struggles which can dominate the time and 
energy of the organisation.  

○ To avoid power imbalances in the organisation, ‘immunise’ by:  
■ Rotation/sortition of roles with limited terms;  
■ Onboarding practices for new members on lower left culture and 

values, including pairing up with more experienced members;  
■ Horizontal organisation explicitly stated in founding articles and 

code of conduct; 
■ All members tuned to identify attempts to introduce centralisation 

and representation (as well as moral relativity or efficiency 
arguments that justify these actions). Systems in place from day 
one to stop power grabs by individuals or groups;  

■ Repeating power-seeking offenders and identified authoritarians 
kicked out of organisation due to violation of code of conduct. 
 

Profit (e.g., two-tier memberships, outsourcing) 
○ Why is this a problem? It leads to the exploitation of workers and a 

two-tier system in the membership base.  
○ To avoid profit motives in the organisation have: 

■ No worker ownership without worker management;  
■ Non-profit motive explicitly stated in founding articles and code of 

conduct;  
■ All members tuned to identify profit motive doublespeak: ‘scale 

up’, ‘grow’, ‘grow up’, ‘incentivise’, ‘capitalise’, ‘streamline’, ‘wasted 
potential’, etc. 

■ Repeating profit-seeking offenders and identified capitalists kicked 
out due to violation of code of conduct. 
 

State (e.g., state funding)  
○ Why is this a problem? It creates a reliance on precarious funding 

streams that are dictated by the whims of an established political class.  
○ To avoid reliance on State funding have:  

■ A varied system of sustainable resources and income streams in 
place (such as crowdfunding campaigns, membership fees, 
non-monetary contributions, see section five, p.12);  

■ Do not apply to any state-funded grants/scholarships/funds;  
■ Repeating authority-seeking offenders and statists kicked out due 

to violation of code of conduct. 
Illustrations: Seth Tobocman 
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(4) Lower left decision-making processes: how can everyone 
really have a say?  
Decision-making processes within the lower left in the study depended on the number of people 
in the organisation: the larger the group, the more complicated the process. Assembly-based 
decision making, however, was the most common process in the lower left regardless of the 
size of the group.  
 
Table 5. Lower left decision making processes (N=21) 
Decision-making processes in the lower left % 

Consensus decision making in assemblies (gatherings, meetings)* 43% 

Members elected as representatives and accountable to membership 24% 

By consensus (not specified) 19% 

Collectively (not specified) 10% 

Council republic 5% 

Collaborative decision making using Loomio 5% 
*Assembly meetings in order of frequency: monthly (33%); quarterly (22%); weekly (22%);  
annually (11%); fortnightly (11%).  

Assembly-based decision making in large groups  
EXAMPLE ONE: The Zapatistas are a community of 
over 363,000 people in Chiapas, Mexico. Since 1994 
they have practiced horizontal autonomy and mutual aid 
by building and maintaining their own anti-systemic 
health, education, and sustainable agro-ecological 
systems, promoting equitable gender relations via 
women's revolutionary law, and building international 
solidarity. The Zapatista decision-making process is 
assembly-based participatory democracy. Autonomous 
governance begins at the local level, moving to the 
municipality level (municipio) which is made up of 
community members nominated to serve for two or three 
years, and finally the five Caracoles which each have a 
Junta de Buen Gobierno (good governance). Sometimes 
issues discussed at the local assembly need to be 
brought forward to the Junta, or vice versa: 
decision-making flows back and forth between the levels. 
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Five caracoles: 
EXAMPLE TWO: Since 2012, The Democratic 
Federation of Northern Syria (FDNS) is a de 
facto autonomous region of 4,600,000 people, 
half of which are internal refugees from the 
Syrian civil war. The FDNS consists of three 
self-governing regions, each having hundreds of 
neighborhood-based communes. Decision 
making is made bottom-up from the local level. 
At the district council level, all of the committees 
exist with a corresponding women’s council for 
each one: defence, economics, political, civil 
society, free society, justice and ideology.  
 
The fourth level is a more conventional 
government structure of legislative and 
executive bodies as well as municipal 
administration. 40% of the seats in the 
parliament are assigned from the 
neighbourhood-based communes upward, so 
the parliament is a blend of direct and 
representative democracy since 2014.  
  

 

Assembly-based decision making in medium groups  
EXAMPLE THREE: The Catalonia Integral Cooperative (CIC) has nearly 5000 members and 
is creating an alternative economy (which includes production, distribution, funding, and local 
currency) capable of satisfying the needs of the local community of Catalonia better than the 
existing system. It is organised through fortnightly assemblies where decisions about its 
functioning are taken, and tasks are carried out by specific working groups, which include: 
people; communication; economy, law and production; coordination; needs and exchanges. 
Participation in the assemblies is open and free, regardless if one is a member or not, and the 
decisions are preferably taken in consensus. All previous agreements are revocable. Any 
associate can add a point to the agenda of the assembly - if it’s not possible to attend the 
meetings physically it is possible to join through video chat software like Mumble. In assemblies, 
the proposal is reformulated until consensus is reached, thus avoiding the existence of 
minorities and majorities.  
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Assembly-based decision making in small groups  
EXAMPLE FOUR: Tamera is an ecovillage in Portugal of 200 people run as a ‘council republic’. 
The community collectively owns the property, the infrastructure, all of Tamera’s projects and 
takes part in management decisions. The councils have the responsibility to regularly publish 
their work to the community and present suggestions, although all members can question 
suggested decisions if they cannot go along with them. The decision-making bodies consist of: 
the planning council (overall vision); the ‘carrier’ circle which is a group of project leaders; 
women’s council (love, sexuality, conception, birth); Finance council; Manifestation council 
(infrastructure, buildings); and social groups. The weekly gathering of the whole community is 
called the plenary, and “is a community decision-making organ where people can bring relevant 
and creative ideas and plans, and ask for resonance and feedback. Decisions in community 
aren’t made in private. In a community of trust, we share our daily lives and let each other’s 
feedback inform our decisions. 
Trust is at the heart of the new paradigm in group decision-making.” 

(5) Sustaining lower left organisations in a ‘pre-revolutionary 
society’  
Table 6: Sustaining lower left organisations (N=60) 
Funding methods used by the lower left % 

Donations / Crowdfunding 32% 

Membership dues 23% 

Selling cooperatively-produced goods / Subscription services  15% 

Nonprofit foundation grants 12% 

Training and education workshops 7% 

Revolving funds 3% 

Mutual credit 2% 

Cryptographic mining 2% 

Bonds 2% 

Ethical investment 2% 

Collaborative funding 2% 
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