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Abstract

In this short essay we offer a review of The Handbook of Diverse Economies. We introduce ourselves,
how we came to the diverse economies tradition, and what we took from our initial directed reading,
and subsequent systematic reading. We then ask two key questions for further discussion: whether
there is a role for strong theory when it comes to exploring diverse economies in colonial contexts?
And whether more theoretical development on the role of states in diverse economies theory would

be useful?
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We are two early career authors that came to diverse and community economy perspectives from
different angles, for different reasons, at different times. We both also have Indigenous (Ngai Tahu
and Ngati Porou) ancestry, and live and work in Aotearoa New Zealand, a settler-colony. This identity
and context informs our research, teaching, activism and everyday lives in diverse ways. But in
particular, it requires that much of our work maintains an anti-colonial focus. This requirement to be

anti-colonial will frame the review that follows.

We are both part-time diverse and community economies scholars, and like many scholars,
maintain other interests. This has led us to concerns that maybe if taken as a whole, our scholarship
might appear theoretically inconsistent. Our primary concern is that some of our work is essentialist

and some of our work is anti-essentialist. This concern will also frame the review that follows.

It was hope that drew us to diverse and community economies research. We had both been trained
in structural analyses, using strong theory to make grand claims about the ills of the world, and put
forward grand solutions to solve those ills. And to be clear, we still do that. But encountering the
diverse and community economies tradition gave us hope that we could spend time exploring what
was possible on the ground, without needing to fix everything, everywhere, all at once. With the
identities and the context that we have put forward, and wherever you are and whatever you do,
hope is an ontological need (Freire 1994). Indeed, in the introductory chapter to the Handbook of

Diverse Economies Gibson-Graham and Dombroski argue:

Continually describing the many negative effects of capitalism can lead to hopelessness and a sense
that as economic subjects we are not able to take responsibility for our world and its forward
trajectory. This is a despairing legacy to leave to the next generation of scholars and activists. This
handbook presents a different way forward, by highlighting the diversity of economic practices

that make up our shared world (2020, 2).
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This handbook landed in 2020, when all the existential challenges we were facing were briefly put
aside to deal with a new existential challenge. It was thus a welcome source of hope. It is with these
identities and in this context that we approach our review of this handbook: early career researchers,
with complicated Indigenous identities, trained in paying attention to structure, looking for hope and

possibility.

Our first engagement with this text was not for the purpose of a systematic read for this review
but directly with particular chapters to inform our various projects over the last 4 years. Some

examples can demonstrate.

When proposing an Indigenous community economy case study for a grant application, the
chapters on Indigenous methodologies (Waitoa and Dombroski 2020), Indigenous finance (Bargh
2020), and enterprising new worlds (Lyne and Madden 2020) were obvious and informative reads.
They all gave us particular tools, in a concise package, to inform the theory, methods and empirical

choices we were planning for a related project.

Likewise, during peer-review, we were theorizing various papers that were trying to grapple with
diverse arrangements for the appropriation and distribution of surplus (see e.g. Vunibola et al. 2022,
Duojie and Scobie 2024). At these times, the enterprise framing essay (Cameron 2020), and the
chapter on independent and small businesses (North 2020) were perfect starting points. These
starting points gave us both the theoretical tools we needed, and an empirical case to demonstrate
the use of those tools. They also gave us a relatively ‘up-to-date’ surmise of the state of theorizing
surplus in the diverse economies tradition including the origins of this thinking so we could delve

further into the reading required to deepen our approach (e.g. Resnick and Wolff 1987).

One final example of our directed reading of the handbook was at the beginning of a PhD project
exploring work and the commons in a city recovering from disaster. This PhD project started just as

the handbook was published, which was perfect timing to dive into chapters like the introduction
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(Gibson-Graham and Dombroski 2020), the compelling diversity of labour framing essay (McKinnon,
2020), and the state of the field interventions represented by each of the framing essays for particular
sections. For us, the handbook was the perfect representation of “what we have here at hand”

(Gibson-Graham and Dombroski 2020, 3).

These particular readings and their utility at that time were all obvious to us. Indeed the editors
suggest that an area in which the “book might be used is in the context of Indigenous struggles to gain
greater legitimacy for life-affirming economic/ecological practices from which the world has so much
to learn” (Gibson-Graham and Dombroski 2020, 4). We agree. But it is the surprises that this handbook
offers that make it such an important collection. Utility can arrive in surprising ways, and without the
systematic reading that this review required, we may well have missed these surprises. Some more

examples are demonstrative.

Prior to reading this text we would not have anticipated that Jerne’s (2020) analysis of Italian
strategies to counter violent economies, anti-mafia enterprise, would help us think about more
expansive definitions of anti-colonial resistance-as-labour in our own context. In some early-stage
work together, we are exploring how Maori labour relations have been disrupted by the requirement
to participate in waged-labour to meet the basic necessities of life. We would not have anticipated
that we would find inspiration for a future research programme on understanding Indigenous labour
relations by reading about the extensive study of Household Work Practice Surveys in the UK (Williams

and White 2020).

We also think this text can help address a problem we have observed. This problem is that when a
sub-field/theoretical perspective ‘takes off’ from its home discipline, which is largely a good thing, one
effect can be that only certain texts take off with that proliferation. An example closer to us is when
different disciplines discover ‘decolonizing methodologies’ or ‘kaupapa Maori methodologies’. They
intervene in their own disciplines with one or two key texts that are foundational (e.g. Decolonizing

methodologies (1999) by Linda Tuhiwai Smith) but do not engage with everything that has come since.
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A few texts proliferate, but all the advances onthose texts do not, leading to the potential proliferation

of reinvented wheels.

Has this become the case for the proliferation of diverse economies across other disciplines? Are
new authors to the theory reading and citing Gibson-Graham (1996, 2006) and Gibson-Graham et al.
(2013) and then continuing as if that is all that has been done? Without considering the myriad of
advances on those perspectives by those authors, some of their doctoral students, mentees, co-

collaborators, and others within the field? (see e.g Miller 2019, Dombroski 2024, See et al. 2024)

Are they tracing the whakapapa (structured genealogical relationship between all things including
ideas) before those texts, for example how Marx (1867/2013), Resnick and Wolff (1987) Waring (1988)
and Sedgwick (1993) influenced Gibson-Graham? And the whakapapa since, such as how authors like
Bargh (2012); Hossein (2021), Turker and Murphy (2021) and others have creatively applied these
perspectives in their own fields and contexts, and in turn informed and advanced diverse economies

perspectives?

It can be convenient to intervene in one’s own discipline with a ‘new’ theoretical perspective, while
ignoring the advances since the texts cited in the core or peripheral disciplines. As an example, it would
be easy to critique diverse economies as a homogenous project that does not pay attention to
Indigenous, Black and other diverse perspectives, if you simply ignored the Indigenous, Black and
other diverse perspectives within diverse economies scholarship. Our claim is that this book should
be a remedy to that situation as a new starting point for entering the tradition with more up to date
interventions and a huge amount of geographical diversity, but maintaining the theoretical and

methodological coherence with which the project started out.

But as anti-colonial scholars we do not want to lose sight of the enemy.

The handbook has raised two questions for us: Is there a role for strong theory where diverse

economies and colonialisms intersect? And where is the state in diverse economies perspectives? For
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us, these questions are important as they reflect our experiences. No matter where we look, hunting
for hopeful possibilities, colonialism is there. We resist analyses of colonialism as a singular, universal
structure that unfurled in an inevitable and unidirectional way across the globe. But because
colonialism is associated with the imposition of sovereignty by one people over another, it is a

structure that mediates what is possible. The state is another structure that mediates what is possible.

But first some context will help demonstrate our argument.

The concept of Mahinga kai is essential to Ngai Tahu identity. Mahi means work and kai typically
means food. So mahi kai is working the food and mahinga kai are the places where food is worked.
Working food is a key aspect of Ngai Tahu identity. Mahinga kai is related to whakapapa (a structured
genealogical relationship among all things) and contains a diverse array of resource rights, distribution
and exchange practices, labour practices and other tikanga (Maori laws). Mahinga kai therefore
provides a fruitful site for community economies research where ethical coordinates are derived from
people in place and those ethical coordinates both reinforce and are reinforced by identity. However,
throughout the colonial period mahinga kai have at times gradually, and at times rapidly, been
destroyed. And what remains is still imminently at risk. Mahinga kai have been degraded by the
draining of wetlands; the fencing of private property; the damming of rivers and the transformation
of ecosystems that followed; the banning of particular practices for conservation purposes; the
pollution of waterways from intensive agriculture and industrialisation; the dredging of ports for

international trade; the development of sewage facilities; and the climate crisis.

So it is very difficult to explore the possibilities of mahinga kai as a community economy with the
shadow of a colonial-capitalist juggernaut looming large. This is not to say that we cannot practice,
defend, and reconstruct mahinga kai now and in the future, but for us colonialism has to be addressed
head on. Maintaining, defending, and restoring mahinga kai as community economies appears to be

a site where strong theory is useful, or even required.
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We would like to take this opportunity to raise the possibility that in being anti-essentialist,
committed to weak theory, and anti-capitalocentric, we risk missing important elements that
constrain some economic practices and enable others. Specifically we are talking about the ‘ism’ of
colonialism. And are wondering if by positioning colonialism as structuring many Indigenous economic

practices, we are being inconsistent with diverse economies theory and methods?

Now this section required a lot of back and forth between the authors and we will try to be
coherent as we have diverse positions on this issue. We hope this sort of back and forth is in line with
the critical spirit that sparked the diverse economies approach (Alhojarvi 2020). Indeed, as part of the
peer-review process for this review, we have been directed towards several special issues in this
journal (see Gabriel and Sarmiento 2020, Safri and Shear 2023). We were particularly influenced by
Alhojarvi’s (2020) suggestion to treat capitalocentrism as an invitation for situated retheorizations

rather than an object already known or happily overcome.

Our discussion started with the first author putting forward the idea that a dogmatic commitment
to weak theory could become hegemonic and its own structure. This concern arose more from
insecurity about theoretical incoherence than any evidence (written or anecdotal). This is because the
first author engages in a lot of structural analysis, drawing from strong theory to theorise the
colonizing aspects of capitalist practices, and the decolonial potential of Indigenous economic
practices. But also researches and publishes in the diverse economies tradition, with diverse
economies reviewers, editors, and hopefully readers. Is this ok? Is it ok to pick and choose when you
are essentialist and anti-essentialist? Is it ok to be capitalocentric (or colonialocentric) sometimes, and

anti-capitalocentric at others? Or do we have to commit our whole selves to one or the other?

The second author pointed out that anti-capitalocentrism is about refusing to let capitalist
practices take up all of the space in economic analysis. Even if they are dominant, it is of political use
to zoom out of that domination and zoom in elsewhere. From here we can draw attention to how

some practices are suffocating others through paying attention to contextual specificity. Practising
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anti-capitalocentrism is about actively identifying the diversity of economic practices around us. As a
tradition, this required the move away from capitalism as a dominant system. But anti-
capitalocentrism is a tooland any tool can be used well or less well. Being anti-capitalocentric cannot
be about ignoring the impact of capitalist practices, particularly if they threaten the economic

practices we are seeking in our hunt for diverse possibilities.

So our compromise is this: colonialism is a structure with recurring events, and not just an event.
Itis imbricated with capitalist practices. There are non-capitalist Indigenous economic practices that
are not inevitably at risk from the impacts of capitalist practices, but as far as we can see, are
empirically at risk right now. And always in need of defense. The destruction of Ngai Tahu mahinga kai
was not inevitable, but it happened. And the further destruction of what remains of Ngai Tahu

mahinga kai is not inevitable, but it is happening.

Is this an essentialist or anti-essentialist analysis? What is the role of strong theory when
researching and enacting community economies in a settler or neo-colonial context? How essential is
the anti-essentialist position to call oneself a diverse economies scholar? Is there a role for essentialist
analysis when it comes to diverse economies in settler and neo-colonies? Are we even allowed to say
colonialism because that is an ‘ism’? These are all questions we have as we move through our research
processes. This brings us to another structure that is necessarily tied in with an anti-colonial position,
but as far as we can see is yet to be systematically incorporated into diverse and community

economies theory and method: the state.

It is difficult to understand and enact Indigenous economic practices without paying attention to
the colonial state. But in our reading of the Handbook of Diverse Economies and many of the books
and papers that came before and after it, we have yet to see a coherence around the role of the state
in diverse and community economy theory and methods. We understand why this may be the case -
because writing about the state as some singular and universal, inescapable power, which either

makes or breaks all economic practices walks us straight into the essentialist, capitalocentric issues

Pre-Publication Version



discussed above. But theorisations of the state do not have to be that way. We can think of the state

as a terrain of class and other struggle (see e.g. Sturman 2021).

We cannot help but think that more attention to the state in diverse and community economies
scholarship could help advance the theoretical and practical possibilities of the tradition. Is engaging
with the state necessarily essentialist? Or can we incorporate the state more consistently into diverse
and community economies perspectives in line with the theory and methods so treasured by the

tradition? Let us diversify the state!

First, we cannot assume a particular hierarchy of power. The state neither inevitably constrains nor
enables community economies. But could community economy coordinates influence the state? That
may not be the stated intention of diverse economies scholarship, but it would be nice would it not?
All states take on a different form, with different histories, and contexts, even if there are similarities
across time and space. So it can only be useful to incorporate the particular dynamics of a state in our
particular analyses of community economies. While it would be easy to fall into an essentialist trap

when doing so, it would also be useful to identify specific openings for change.

Take our case as an example. We want to reconstruct Indigenous economies in our settler-colonial
context of Aotearoa. We can do this in a decentralised approach, but fairly soon we are going to come
up against one of the tentacles of the colonial state. Such as local government environmental
regulations, or local government funding for community projects. But even in an anti-
colonial/Indigenous perspective we do not have to think of the colonial state as a fixed institution. We
can, and are, influencing and shaping it - either within the system through participation, against it
through resistance, or beyond it by enacting co-governance and commoning arrangements. We are
trying to reshape the colonial state to advance tino rangatiratanga (Indigenous self-determination).
For us to turn away from the state to practise, defend, and reconstruct mahinga kai is seductive, it
would also be less complex and we would run into less contradictions. But it also would not last long

because one of the tentacles would probably come knocking. Again, this is not inevitable, it is just the
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most plausible scenario based on the evidence we have to date. Because even as we write, a minority
coalition partner in the Government of New Zealand is introduce a ‘Treaty Principles Bill’ that seeks to
rewrite the principles of The Treaty of Waitangi. The Waitangi Tribunal, a permanent commission of
inquiry has said “...if this Bill were to be enacted, it would be the worst, most comprehensive breach
of the Treaty/te Tiriti in modern times. If the Bill remained on the statute book fora considerable time
or was never repealed, it could mean the end of the Treaty/te Tiriti.” To extend the example above,
our mahinga kai as community economies cannot be maintained without strategically navigating the

state, and defending against it. Here navigating the state is useful or even required.

This is an opportunity not a critique. An opportunity to advance diverse economies thinking. And
it appears to be happening too. The state came up in several chapters of the handbook in different
ways. We would also point to different implicit and explicit theorisations of diverse economies within
different state forms that have been published since (see e.g. Eskelinen et al. 2020, Vunibola et al.
2022). We need to acknowledge the state as both a potential constrainer and a potential enabler of
diverse economies; while paying attention to specific positions, possibilities and not reproducing
universal, dominating narratives about the state. We would be very interested in reading a handbook
of diverse economies and states, and we think this would help advance diverse economies scholarship
into new terrains, and be especially helpful for those anti-colonial scholars who are inspired by the

hopeful possibilities of diverse economies.

Diverse and community economies are important and inspiring for anti-colonial scholarship. But
anti-colonial suggests a colonial, and a colonialism. We advocate for more attention to theorising
colonialism and diverse economies, thinking about the role of essentialist/strong theory in doing so,
and theorising the state (or states) in diverse economies scholarship. Diverse economies, including
this handbook, has been essential to giving us hope for difference; illuminating possibilities; remaining
open to surprise; and giving us tools to go searching for difference, possibilities and surprises. As this

book demonstrates, once you start looking, you see them everywhere.
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