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1 |  INTRODUCTION

Participatory	 democratic	 practices	 are	 often	 seen	 as	 caught	 between	 two	 ideals:	 inclusiveness	
and	efficiency.	On	the	one	hand,	 they	are	meant	 to	provide	“democratic	deepening”	by	using	
inclusive	processes	and	giving	everyone	a	voice;	on	the	other	hand,	they	are	expected	to	deliver	
good	 results	 (Gilman,	 2012).	 But	 can	 one	 have	 both	 at	 once?	 Can	 deliberation	 be	 more	 than	
an	“endless	meeting”	(Polletta,	2004)?	And	can	the	positive	epistemic	potentials	of	deliberation	
(Landemore,	2013,	chap.	4)	and	other	forms	of	political	participation	be	unlocked	in	practice?

In	this	paper,	we	discuss	a	case	study	that	provides	reason	for	cautious	optimism:	practices	of	
deliberative1	decision-	making	and	task	distribution	in	a	2019	“climate	camp”	in	Germany.	Here,	
radical	ideals	of	democratic	inclusion	and	horizontality2	came	up	against	practical	imperatives	
of	efficiency	with	regard	to	the	day-	to-	day	organization	of	the	camp.	We	analyze	in	detail	how	
the	participants	 in	 this	camp	dealt	with	 two	kinds	of	 tension:	 the	 tension	between	the	use	of	
differential	 knowledge	 and	 the	 risk	 of	 thereby	 creating	 hierarchies;	 and	 the	 tension	 between	
participatory	practices	and	imperatives	of	efficiency,	which,	as	noted	at	the	outset,	has	often	been	
seen	as	a	challenge	for	deliberative	participatory	practices.	We	argue	that	through	a	number	of	
strategies,	the	participants	of	the	camp	managed	to	overcome	these	tensions,	with	the	strategies	
for	overcoming	 the	 former	 tension	also	helping	 to	overcome	 the	 second	one.	We	also	discuss	
what	this—	admittedly	very	specific—	setting	can	tell	us	about	deliberative	practices	more	gener-
ally	speaking.

Our	 paper	 is	 situated	 at	 the	 intersection	 of	 two	 sets	 of	 literature.	 First,	 we	 draw	 on	 ideas	
from	 deliberative	 democratic	 theory	 (Cohen,	 1989;	 Gutman	 &	 Thomson,	 2004;	 Parkinson	 &	
Mansbridge,	2012;	Young,	2001)	and	the	 literature	on	the	epistemic	advantages	of	democratic	
practices	 (Anderson,	 2006;	 Landemore,	 2013).	 Many	 deliberative	 democrats	 have	 pointed	 out	
that	social	movements	can	be	arenas	of	democratic	deliberation	(e.g.,	Dryzek,	2000;	Fraser,	1990).	
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Here,	our	contribution	is	to	discuss	a	real-	life	example,	based	on	ethnographic	work,3	of	how	the	
epistemic	potentials	of	democratic	deliberation	can	be	unlocked,	turning	it	into	a	positive	factor	
for	efficient	problem-	solving.	But	we	also	make	explicit	that	this	requires	a	specific	attitude	and	
set	of	practices	that	are	usually	not	included	in	the	abstract	ideal	of	deliberation.

Second,	our	case	study	also	speaks	to	the	literature	on	participatory	democracy	(Menser,	2018)	
and	social	movement	studies	(e.g.,	Della	Porta,	2009;	Felicetti,	2016;	Leach,	2016;	Maeckelbergh,	
2009;	Mansbridge,	1983;	Polletta,	2004;	Sitrin,	2012).	Here,	our	original	contribution	follows	from	
focusing	on	the	epistemic	tensions	of	democratic	participation.	While	most	of	the	available	re-
search	 focuses	 on	 the	 problems	 concerning	 the	 effective	 realization	 of	 democratic	 ideals	 and	
reaching	consensus,	we	focus	on	successful	strategies	and	mechanisms	by	which	the	participants	
deal	with	knowledge	under	radically	democratic	conditions.4

In	the	next	section	(Section	2),	we	describe	our	case	study	and	the	ideals	of	horizontality	and	
inclusion	 it	 tried	to	realize	 in	more	detail.	We	then	turn	to	 its	epistemic	practices,	 identifying	
some	of	the	mechanisms	and	strategies	through	which	the	inegalitarian	effects	of	epistemic	hier-
archies,	such	as	unequal	knowledge,	are	avoided	(Section	3.1).	This	is	followed	by	a	discussion	of	
how	the	second	tension,	between	inclusion	and	efficiency,	was	overcome	(Section	3.2).	We	also	
critically	discuss	whether	the	lessons	learned	from	this	case	can	be	generalized	(Section	4).	In	the	
conclusion	(Section	5),	we	summarize	our	results:	our	case	study	shows	that	epistemic	practices	
which	successfully	combine	strong	democratic	ideals	of	horizontality	and	efficiency	are	possible.	
To	this	extent,	we	can	describe	the	epistemic	practices	of	this	climate	camp	as	“real	epistemic	
utopias.”

2 |  REALIZING IDEALS OF HORIZONTALITY AND 
INCLUSION IN A CLIMATE CAMP

We	draw	on	ethnographic	observations	during	a	7-	day	stay	at	a	climate	camp5	and	participation	
in	its	activities,	as	well	as	11 semi-	structured	interviews	with	participants,	which	lasted	between	
30	and	90 min.6	The	climate	camp	understands	itself,	according	to	the	self-	description	on	its	web-
site,	as	a	“self-	organized,	grassroots	democratic	camp	trying	to	achieve	the	least	possible	hierar-
chies.”7	Its	aims	were	to	fight	for	climate	justice	by	trying	out	alternative	forms	of	living,	creating	
networks,	educating	oneself,	and	developing	actions	against	climate	change.8	There	was	a	strong	
imperative	to	“get	things	done,”	not	least	because	of	the	practical	necessities	that	come	with	set-
ting	up	and	running	a	camp	for	several	hundred	people.	This	makes	this	camp	an	especially	in-
teresting	site	of	analysis:	the	charge	that	actors	in	social	movements	are	occupied	with	“nothing	
but	talking”	is	not	plausible	given	these	very	hands-	on	tasks,	such	as	building	infrastructure	and	
providing	food,	which	had	to	take	place	in	addition	to	workshops	and	other	activities.9

We	analyze	how	the	participants	of	this	camp	attempted	to	put	ideals	of	democracy	and	inclu-
sion	into	practice,	while	at	the	same	time	facing	the	challenges	of	integrating	unequal	knowledge	
and	expertise	into	their	decision-	making	and	cooperation.	The	democratic	ideals	of	horizontality	
and	inclusion	that	permeated	the	camp's	democratic	culture	are	specific	to	a	tradition	of	mobi-
lizations	 that	goes	back	 to	anarchism	(Maeckelberg,	2009,	p.	70)	and	which	has	greatly	 influ-
enced	social	movements	since	the	1960s,	including	alter-	globalization	movements	(Maeckelberg,	
2009,	p.	15)	and	anti-	austerity	movements	like	Occupy	Wall	Street	(Graeber,	2013).	Many	of	these	
movements	aim	at	prefiguring	political	alternatives	by	enacting	practices	of	democracy	that	“do	
not	necessarily	match	hegemonic	definitions	of	actually	existing	systems	or	even	normative	lib-
eral	ideals”	(Paley,	2002,	p.	485,	quoted	in	Maeckelberg,	2009,	p.	32).	The	movements'	ideals	of	
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horizontality	and	inclusion	reflect	their	struggles	for	more	radical	forms	of	democratic	decision-	
making	and	of	being	together.	They	are	understood	as	regulative	ideals	that	need	to	be	actively	
created	and	searched	for,	given	that	existing	governance	structures	and	people's	ensuing	habits	
do	not	prepare	them	for	more	democratic	forms	of	life.

Marianne	 Maeckelberg,	 who	 has	 provided	 one	 of	 the	 most	 complete	 analyses	 of	 demo-
cratic	 practices	 in	 social	 movements	 focusing	 on	 the	 alter-	globalization	 movement,	 describes	
horizontality	as	a	“term	used	by	movement	actors	to	refer	to	less	hierarchical	networked	rela-
tionships	of	decision-	making	and	organizing	structures	that	actively	attempt	to	limit	power	in-
equalities”	(Maeckelbergh,	2009,	p.	69).	It	is	a	“prefiguration	of	an	egalitarian	democratic	praxis”	
(Maeckelbergh,	2009,	p.	69).	This	does	not	mean,	however,	that	all	forms	of	enacting	horizon-
tality	are	equal:	“Movement	approaches	to	horizontality	are	fluid	and	diverse,	but	all	notions	of	
horizontality	share	in	common	the	aim	of	limiting	hierarchical	power	relations”	(Maeckelberg,	
2009,	p.	108).	We	can	further	specify	Mackelberg's	definition	by	characterizing	horizontality	as	
the	active	and	continuous	creation	of	situations	of	cooperation	that	entail	two	main	elements:	
reducing	the	power	of	some	participants	to	give	orders	to	others	to	a	minimum	(hierarchy	reduc-
tion)	and	promoting	consensus	at	different	 levels	of	decision-	making.	While	hierarchy	reduc-
tion	aims	at	making	us	equal	cooperators,	consensus	decision-	making	aims	at	making	us	equal	
decision- makers.10

Regarding	inclusion,	the	camp	was	committed	to	the	democratic	idea	that	nobody	should	be	
or	feel	excluded	from	the	deliberations,	decision-	processes,	and	the	activities	of	the	camp.	For	
this	reason,	promoting	inclusion	did	not	only	mean	formally	guaranteeing	that	anyone	can	par-
ticipate	in	the	camp,	but	also	being	aware	of	and	counteract	more	subtle	forms	of	exclusion	that	
go	hand	in	hand	with	language,	national	identity,	aesthetics,	gender	identity,	and	class.

In	our	case	study,	the	realization	of	these	ideals	did	not	come	without	practical	difficulties	
that	had	to	be	confronted.	For	example,	since	orders	were	seldom	given,	participants	sometimes	
found	it	difficult	to	know	what	they	had	to	do	in	the	camp's	division	of	labor.	Sometimes	they	
found	it	hard	to	understand	the	implicit	rules	of	participation	and	communication	of	the	camp.	
This	was	particularly	acute	for	those	who	were	not	familiar	with	the	participatory	culture	of	the	
camp.	According	to	the	testimony	of	the	interviewees,	consensus	decision	making	was	usually	
fluent	but	sometimes	generated	frictions	among	participants	that,	in	the	worst	case,	led	to	the	
blocking	of	decision	through	the	exercise	of	someone's	veto	right	(this,	however,	according	to	one	
experienced	activist,	had	happened	just	once	in	the	previous	year's	camp	and	once	within	the	
first	7 days	of	the	current	camp).

Is	it	possible	to	say	that	these	ideals	were	successfully	realized	in	the	camp?	In	our	study	we	
did	not	develop	any	quantitative	criteria	to	measure	the	extent	to	which	the	practices	in	the	camp	
realized	democratic	ideals	of	horizontality	and	inclusion.	In	this	sense,	our	conclusions	need	to	
be	 taken	with	caution.	However,	 the	participants'	own	 testimonies	draw	a	positive	picture.	 In	
most	cases,	we	found	that	participants	explicitly	believed	that	the	camp	was	horizontal	and	inclu-
sive,	and,	in	most	cases,	they	could	appeal	to	their	own	experience	to	show	this.	More	concretely,	
we	identified	two	groups	among	interviewees:	those	who	participated	for	the	first	time	in	a	camp	
and	who	were	not	familiar	with	the	camp's	democratic	culture,	and	those	who	had	already	some	
experience	in	similar	camps	or	movements	and	could	compare	it	to	previous	experiences.

For	 the	 first	 group	 we	 found	 that	 all	 interviewees	 expressed	 a	 sense	 of	 positive	 surprise:	
even	if	they	found	it	difficult,	at	the	beginning,	to	adapt	to	the	democratic	culture	of	the	camp,	
they	 quickly	 generated	 habits	 of	 horizontal	 cooperation,	 such	 as	 communicating	 without	
commanding.	For	the	second	group	of	participants,	we	found	that	they	expressed	satisfaction	
with	regard	to	the	democratic	quality	of	the	camp,	given	their	previous	experiences,	and	that	
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they	could	not	remember	any	really	bad	experience.	Of	course,	this	does	not	mean	that	some	
participants	did	not	sometimes	experience	problems.	For	example,	our	interviewee	Toni,	who	
oversaw	communication	technology	in	the	camp,	described	one	situation	in	which	an	(older)	
man	was	telling	her	what	she	had	to	do	without	even	asking	if	they	had	already	tried	what	he	
proposed.	However,	our	interviewees	pointed	to	a	general	willingness	among	participants	and	
success	in	creating	horizontality	and	inclusion	despite	existing	difficulties	and	were	aware	of	
the	democratic	means	available	to	confront	these	issues.11	The	epistemic	practices	that	we	de-
scribe	in	the	next	section	were	key	in	order	to	uphold	horizontality	and	inclusion	even	in	the	
face	of	certain	challenges.

3 |  AN EPISTEMIC REALIST UTOPIA IN ACTION

Our	focus	was	on	the	epistemic practices	 that	 took	place	 in	the	camp:	processes	of	knowledge	
production,	of	sharing	information	and	passing	on	knowledge	to	others,	of	organizing	tasks	that	
required	certain	forms	of	knowledge,	or	of	introducing	newcomers	to	both	the	practical	and	the	
political	dimensions	of	the	camp,	for	example,	the	tasks	of	the	different	self-	organized	working	
groups,	or	the	use	of	gender-	just	language.12	We	also	include	processes	of	deliberative	decision-	
making	to	the	extent	that	participants	often	introduced	consensus-	based	deliberation	procedures	
in	order	to	identify,	define,	and	search	for	solutions	to	the	problems	of	the	camp.	This	also	in-
cludes	plenary	deliberations	about	what	the	camp	is:	is	it	a	protest,	a	demonstration,	or	a	private	
event?	The	idea	that	social	movements	are	“spaces	and	processes	in	which	knowledges	are	gen-
erated,	modified,	and	mobilized	by	diverse	actors”	(Casas-	Cortés	&	Osterweil,	2008,	p.	20)	has	
been	recently	explored	in	the	sociological	literature,	bringing	a	“new	inspiration	for	sociology”	
that	puts	into	question	the	usual	division	of	cognitive	work	between	sociologists	and	social	actors	
(Cox,	2014,	see	similarly	Arribas	Lonzano,	2018).

Certainly,	 the	ways	 in	which	social	movements	 realize	political	 ideals	of	horizontality	and	
inclusion	go	far	beyond	the	sphere	of	their	epistemic	activity.13	However,	focusing	on	epistemic	
practices	is	justified	by	the	fact	that	here	the	challenges	of	combining	ideals	of	horizontality	and	
inclusion	with	efficiency	are	particularly	pronounced.	Our	notion	of	“epistemic	practice”	aims	
at	providing	an	analytical	tool	for	the	analysis	of	this	essential	dimension	of	mobilization,	with	a	
focus	on	patterns	of	behavior	and	strategies	of	coordination.

Our	view	on	 these	epistemic	practices	 takes	 inspiration	 from	Dewey's	account	of	 experi-
mental	inquiry,	which	focuses	on	the	articulation	of	shared	experiences	and	the	promotion	of	
learning	processes	(Dewey,	1938,	chap.	6;	see	also	Seigfried,	1996).	For	Dewey,	experimental	
inquiry	is	oriented	towards	the	resolution	of	problems	that	arise	in	the	context	of	practice.	An	
important	feature	of	experimental	inquiry	is	that	problems	are	not	taken	as	merely	“given”	but	
are	progressively	defined	in	the	process	of	the	search	for	their	solution.	As	we	will	show	herein,	
certain	mechanisms	put	to	work	by	participants	can	be	described	as	“experimentalist”	in	this	
sense.

One	noteworthy	feature	of	these	epistemic	practices	is	that	in	most	of	the	cases	they	worked	
without	facilitators,	relying	solely	on	self-	organization	and	mutual	support.	This	stands	in	con-
trast	to	many	forms	of	deliberation,	for	example,	lottocratic	assemblies	(e.g.,	Fishkin,	2018)	or	
participatory	budgeting	committees	(Gilman,	2012),	in	which	the	role	of	facilitators	is	decisive	
(see	also	Lee,	2015	on	the	facilitation	industry).	Our	case	is	different	 in	this	respect,	a	fact	on	
which	we	reflect	more	in	Section	4.
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3.1 | First tension: The use of differential knowledge without the 
creation of hierarchies

As	we	mentioned,	the	first	of	the	tensions	participants	in	the	camp	had	to	deal	with	was	between	
the	democratic	 ideals	of	horizontality	and	maximal	 inclusion,	and	the	manifest	differences	 in	
knowledge	and	skills	that	existed	between	individuals.	These	differences	concerned	a	wide	range	
of	issues,	from	technical	knowledge	to	familiarity	with	behavioral	and	aesthetic	codes.	Some	par-
ticipants	possessed	useful	technical	knowledge	acquired	in	previous	camps,	in	their	professional	
lives,	or	in	their	free	time	activities,	while	others	dealt	with	electricity	and	water	infrastructures	
for	the	first	time.	Some	had	more	experience	in	organizing,	since	they	have	participated	in	the	
preparation	 of	 this	 or	 other	 camps,	 while	 others	 had	 never	 participated	 in	 organizing	 teams.	
Those	who	arrived	 first	had	a	better	overview	on	 the	camp,	while	newcomers	needed	 to	 find	
their	way	into	the	different	activities,	groups,	and	social	spaces.	Some	were	able	to	master	termi-
nologies	and	behavioral	codes,	thanks	to	their	year-	long	activism	and	their	membership	in	a	cer-
tain	“political	culture,”	while	others	were	not	at	all	familiar	with	social	norms	about	the	“right”	
clothes	to	wear	or	the	“appropriate”	terms	to	use.	Some	were	experts	in	environmental	justice,	
carbon	extraction,	or	urban	mobility	while	others	were	in	the	camp	precisely	to	learn	more	about	
these	or	other	topics.

Participants	were	not	only	aware	of	the	different	social-	structural,	cultural,	historical,	psycho-
logical	or	merely	circumstantial	reasons	for	the	existing	differences	in	knowledge.	They	were	also	
very	much	aware	of	the	danger	created	by	these	differences	for	the	realization	of	their	democratic	
ideals.	For	example,	they	spoke	of	the	risks	of	a	“dominant	culture	of	discussion”	(Ronja:	12:07)	
which	“imposes	certain	concepts”	(Toni:	5:32),	the	exclusionary	effects	of	certain	forms	of	“com-
munity	knowledge,”	the	hierarchical	superiority	of	the	organizational	team	as	an	expert	team	
(Ronja	12:07),	or	the	exclusionary	effects	of	the	use	of	certain	languages	for	those	less	fluent	in	
them	(Toni	02:08).

In	view	of	the	risks	of	hierarchization	(where	one	person	tells	others	what	to	do	or	how	to	
do	it)	and	exclusion	(where	some	cannot	fully	participate	in	decision-	making	and	in	the	tasks	
at	hand)	based	on	differences	in	knowledge	and	skills,	participants	used	different	mechanisms	
and	strategies	with	the	aim	of	curbing	these	tendencies	and	promoting	horizontal	relations	and	
maximal	inclusion.

Participants	did	not	deny	the	existence	of	knowledge	differences,	nor	did	they	deny	the	im-
portant	role	that	these	differences	played	in	the	camp,	particularly	as	conditions	for	the	efficient	
organization	at	the	first	stages	of	its	construction.	On	the	contrary:	they	were	aware	of	the	fact	
that	these	differences	might	sometimes	need	to	be	translated	into	some	form	of	decision-	making	
hierarchy.	This	hierarchy,	however,	should	be	reduced	as	much	as	possible	in	degree	and	in	time.	
To	this	extent,	 they	are	fully	in	line	with	Maeckelbergh's	observations	about	the	global	 justice	
movements:

There	are,	of	course,	actors	with	certain	skills,	with	more	information,	who	are	more	
connected	than	others,	but	the	emphasis	placed	on	the	diffusion	and	transferring	of	
these	skills	and	information	demonstrates	the	belief	that	even	these	practical	knowl-
edge,	 held	 by	 a	 particular	 someone,	 ought	 to	 be	 circulated	 and	 spread	 across	 the	
network.	The	type	of	knowledge	that	is	most	resisted	by	this	movement	is	the	type	
that	claims	to	know better,	to	know	what	should	be	done,	to	know	what	will	happen	
next—	the	knowledge	of	prediction.	(2009,	p.	125)
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Accordingly,	we	have	identified	those	mechanisms	which	prevented	hierarchies	from	arising	at	
all,	or	which	minimized	their	reproduction	over	time.	According	to	Maeckelbergh,	social	movement	
actors	are	aware	that	this	requires	constant	awareness	and	the	creation	and	recreation	of	equality	
(2009,	p.	162).	Here,	our	observations	diverge	somewhat	from	her	analysis.	Even	if	the	mechanisms	
and	strategies	that	we	describe	below	were	sometimes	made	explicit	and	reflected	upon,	sometimes	
they	represented	habitualized	patterns	of	interaction	which	worked	mostly	unconsciously.	In	fact,	
for	those	who	were	for	the	first	time	in	contact	with	the	political	culture	of	the	camp,	the	habitual-
ized	character	of	certain	patterns	of	horizontalization	represented	a	particular	challenge,	which	was	
made	explicit	by	some	of	our	interviewees.

The	list	 in	Table	1,	which	we	discuss	in	detail	below,	aims	at	systematizing	the	interaction	
patterns	in	which	actors	mobilized	epistemic	resources	in	order	to	articulate,	and	deal	with,	prob-
lems,	while	at	the	same	time	(intentionally	or	not)	promoting	horizontalization	and	maximizing	
inclusion.

3.1.1	 |	 Experimentalism

The	first	feature	of	these	epistemic	practices	of	horizontalization	and	inclusion	can	be	described,	
along	Deweyan	lines,	as	an	understanding	of	knowledge-	production	and	cooperation	as	experi-
mental	 endeavors.	 As	 noted	 earlier,	 experimentalism	 also	 means	 that	 new	 relevant	 problems	
and	topics	may	arise	in	the	course	of	action	or	that	they	may	be	redefined	by	participants.	This	
all	involves	a	fundamental	openness	to	different	forms	of	innovation,	as	well	as	the	valorization	
of	activities	that	“try	things	out.”	We	distinguish	four	horizontalizing	patterns	that	embody	this	
experimentalist	approach.

Starting from anew
In	most	cases,	activities	in	the	camp	were	carried	out	by	groups	of	individuals	which	had	little	
or	 no	 previous	 experience.	 This	 meant	 that	 problem	 resolutions	 could	 not	 build	 on	 previous	
experience—	most	of	the	time	nobody	was	giving	instructions—	but	was	based	on	the	reasoning	
capacity	of	individuals,	that	is,	their	capacity	to	figure	things	out	from	anew.	This	created	at	once	

T A B L E  1 	 Overview	of	features	of	epistemic	practices

1	Experimentalism

1.1	Starting	from	anew

1.2	Openness	to	failure

1.3	Rejection	of	conceptual	rigidity

1.4	Openness	to	a	variety	of	(new)	topics

2	Avoiding	specialization	and	redistributing	knowledge

2.1 Maximizing	the	range	of	involvement

2.2 Maximal	sharing	of	information	and	transparency

2.3	Informal	communication

2.4	Avoiding	specialization

2.5	Avoiding	functional	hierarchization

2.6	Offering	translations	and	explanations

3	Epistemic	humility	and	the	downplaying	of	expertise
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several	innovations	that	were	seen	as	valuable	by	the	participants	and	it	represented	an	effective	
mechanism	of	inclusion:	reasoning	together	with	others	was	something	everyone	could	do	and	
was	seen	as	an	opportunity	for	amelioration.	Rosa,	one	of	our	interviewees,	illustrates	this	point	
with	her	own	experiences:	

I	still	find	it	very	impressive	[…]	how	people	do	get	involved,	but	also	how	they	can	
get	involved,	i.e.,	how	they	can	try	out	things	in	the	construction	[of	the	camp].	I	
say,	I	am	now	also	involved	in	the	toilet	construction	and	we	were	a	lot	of	different	
people	and	we	worked	hand	in	hand,	and	we	took	a	look,	how	does	it	work	now?	
(Rosa	00:11:50)

Openness to failure
Making	mistakes	when	trying	things	out	was	considered	an	intrinsic	part	of	improvement	and	
learning	in	the	camp.	Even	when	someone	was	not	sure	whether	they	could	do	a	good	job,	the	
general	attitude	was	that	one	should	give	it	a	try	(maybe	asking	another	person	to	be	a	potential	
backup),	since	all	possible	help	was	needed.	As	Toni	pointed	out,	with	regard	to	the	work	of	the	
translation	working	group:	

[…]	so	that	the	person	can	still	try	it	out,	because	maybe	she	can	get	it	right	and	then	
it's	great.	And	to	create	such	spaces	 'Ah,	okay,	cool,	maybe	if	you've	never	done	it	
before,	maybe	you	overestimate	your	abilities	or	underestimate	 'how	difficult	that	
actually	is'.	And	then	to	say	'But	we	definitely	offer	you	an	opportunity	so	that	you	
can	try	it	out	for	yourself.	So	that	you	can	realize	for	yourself,	 for	example,	when	
there	is	a	discussion,	‘Ah,	I	don't	know	yet	what	this	is	about’,	I'll	pass	on	the	micro-
phone	(Toni	00:36:42)

In	a	similar	vein,	Juri	comments:	“In	this	camp	there	is	a	massive	friendliness	to	mistakes,	 it	
is	completely	okay	to	make	mistakes	here	and	they	can	then	be	pointed	out,	but	you	are	not	con-
demned	for	having	done	something	wrong”	(Juri	00:19:32).	Openness	to	mistakes	is	taken	to	be	a	re-
sourceful	tool	for	inclusion	and	horizontality,	and	a	condition	for	collective	and	individual	learning.

Rejection of conceptual rigidity
Another	experimentalist	feature	was	the	general	openness	interviewees	report	to	(re-	)defining	
basic	concepts	such	as	“gender,”	“consensus,”	etc.	Fluidity	of	concepts	and	experiences	repre-
sents	a	feature	of	the	collective	learning	process	in	which	concrete	interpretations	of	basic	con-
cepts	can	be	enriched	or	adapted	to	new	realities.	At	the	same	time,	fluidity	allowed	for	maximal	
inclusion	of	perspectives	on	those	concepts	and	experiences	since,	from	an	experimentalist	point	
of	view,	no	one	can	be	said	to	have	the	monopoly	on	the	right	definition.

Openness to a variety of (new) topics
Participants	did	not	only	point	to	the	surprising	variety	of	topics,	ranging	from	environmental	
issues	to	social	justice	to	strategies	of	organization	and	practices	of	mutual	care,	they	also	wel-
comed	the	idea	of	open	spaces.	Open	spaces	offered	the	possibility	of	initiating	discussion	groups,	
or	offering	workshops,	on	topics	that	the	participants	themselves	chose.	The	variety	of	topics	and	
the	possibility	 to	 introduce	new	ones	 stimulated	participation	and	promoted	 inclusion,	while	
also	having	clear	epistemic	advantages:	it	allowed	asking	new	questions,	or	asking	them	from	a	
new	perspective,	it	created	new	connections	to	environmental	justice	that	were	not	made	before,	
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it	brought	reflexivity	in	making	explicit	aspects	of	the	camp	that	remained	implicit.	The	pres-
ence	of	open	spaces	was	experienced	as	particularly	inclusive	because	it	signaled	that	everyone's	
expertise	was	potentially	interesting	for	the	other	participants	of	the	camp.	Furthermore,	the	fact	
that	these	open	spaces	where	not	conceived	in	hierarchical	terms	made	it	possible	that	anyone	
interested	in	a	topic	could	open	a	space	for	discussion,	even	without	being	an	expert.

3.1.2	 |	 Avoiding	specialization	and	redistributing	knowledge

The	second	set	of	epistemic	patterns	concerned	the	capacity	of	the	community	to	avoid	forms	
of	specialization	 that	had	 the	potential	of	 leading	 to	hierarchical	and	exclusionary	structures.	
There	were	two	ways	in	which	this	was	done:	On	the	one	hand,	forms	of	individual	and	collec-
tive	engagement	 that	 reduced	 the	need	 for	 individual	expertise	were	promoted.	On	 the	other	
hand,	existing	differences	in	knowledge	were	actively	reduced	by	promoting	individual	 learn-
ing	processes.	Each	of	these	strategies	or	their	combination	found	expression	in	the	following	
mechanisms:

Maximizing the range of involvement
A	major	epistemic	strategy	in	the	camp	consisted	in	involving	everyone	in	almost	all	possible	as-
pects	of	the	camp,	so	that	almost	no	sphere	of	action	would	be	accessible	only	to	a	small	group	of	
experts	or	leaders.	This	had	a	synchronic	and	diachronic	dimension:	From	a	synchronic	perspec-
tive,	no	sphere	of	organization	was	kept	out	of	anyone's	reach.	From	a	diachronic	perspective,	
full	involvement	was	meant	to	start	from	the	very	beginning	until	the	end	of	the	camp,	so	that	
participants	would	participate	in	constructing	and	dismantling	the	camp.	In	this	way,	no	group,	
not	even	the	organizing	team,	was	able	to	claim	any	part	of	the	camp	as	their	exclusive	territory.

Maximal sharing of information and transparency
Particular	 importance	 was	 given	 to	 the	 building	 of	 communicative	 structures	 through	 which	
information	would	be	maximally	 shared,	 so	 that	everyone	could	know	what	was	going	on	 in	
other	areas	of	the	camp.	Information	was	shared	in	formal	and	informal	settings	(more	on	infor-
mal	sharing	follows	this	section,	see	Section	“Informal	Communication”).	The	formal	channels	
were	the	assemblies,	in	which	problems	and	conflicts	were	made	explicit,	while	at	the	same	time	
achievements	were	announced	and	publicly	applauded.	But	there	were	also	other	formal	strate-
gies	of	knowledge	sharing.	One	strategy,	the	use	of	colored	buttons,	was	described	on	the	website	
as	follows:	

The	camp	groups	should	be	organized	as	low-	threshold	as	possible	and	should	pass	
on	existing	knowledge	so	that	the	new	people	can	get	involved	at	any	time.	There	
will	 be	 buttons	 which	 serve	 to	 pass	 on	 knowledge.	These	 can	 be	 individually	 de-
signed	by	all	camp	groups.	The	wearers	of	buttons	signal	that	they	are	willing	and	
able	to	pass	on	knowledge	about	the	respective	camp	groups.	The	buttons	can	and	
should	be	worn	by	changing	people	and—	very	important—	can	and	should	be	taken	
off.14

This	enhanced	the	functional	capacities	of	the	camp	since	anybody	could	ask	others	to	help	with	
problems	which	they	might	not	previously	have	been	aware	of.	At	the	same	time,	sharing	information	
created	an	atmosphere	of	general	acquaintance	of	the	participants	with	the	practical	challenges	of	
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the	camp.	By	sharing	knowledge,	participants	thus	also	counteracted	the	tendency	to	turn	differen-
tial	expertise—	even	just	basic	expertise	about	the	working	of	the	camp—	into	differential	authority.

Informal communication
In	formalized	settings	such	as	workshops	and	assemblies,	some	individuals	did	not	feel	confi-
dent	to	participate,	because	they	did	not	master	the	rules	of	formal	communication,	felt	insecure	
about	speaking	in	public,	or	were	worried	about	their	contributions	being	irrelevant.	By	promot-
ing	informal	discussions,	participants	helped	create	spaces	for	those	who	hesitated	to	participate	
in	formal	settings.	There,	participants	could	share	their	opinions	and	knowledge	without	having	
to	meet	requirements	with	regard	to	the	“right”	 language	to	be	used	in	order	to	express	their	
view	or	emotions.	Informal	settings	also	offered	spaces	for	sharing	knowledge	about	the	basic	
functioning	of	the	camp,	as	well	as	about	basic	rules	of	conduct	and	communication	with	which	
newcomers	might	not	be	familiar.

Informal	communication	was	 facilitated	by	different	spacious-	temporal	arrangements	(posi-
tion	of	tables,	chairs	and	tents;	presence	of	sofas	in	the	bar;	organization	of	parties;	introduction	
of	breaks	in	the	daily	program,	etc.).	In	interviews,	participants	pointed	out	how	much	they	have	
learned—	about	the	functioning	of	the	camp,	about	environmental	justice,	about	moral	and	polit-
ical	issues,	but	also	about	themselves	and	their	own	positioning	towards	certain	topics—	in	infor-
mal	discussions.	As	Ronja	describes:	“Simply	by	talking	to	other	people	during	the	processes	…	
I've	learned	so	much,	becoming	more	sensitive	about	these	feminist	issues,	and	also	increasing	my	
awareness.	I	learned	so	much	personal	stuff!”	(Ronja	00:45:01).	And	Mucke	points	out,	concerning	
the	discussion	in	one	of	the	workshops:	“…	come	there,	participate!	That's	why	it	is	important,	to	
see	what	else	we	can	do.	What	have	we	failed	to	take	into	account?	What	should	we	change?	[We	
discussed	all	this,]	but	very	informally!”	(Mucke	00:21:01).

Reducing differences in knowledge
In	the	camp,	learning	processes	were	organized	in	a	cooperative	way,	without	anyone	special-
izing	in	one	task.	This	means	that	each	participant	was	able	to	 learn	different	things,	acquire	
different	skills,	and	participate	in	different	working	groups.	Toni,	one	permanent	member	of	the	
Translation	Team	in	charge	of	the	radio	system	emphasized	that	

the	topic	we	deal	with,	technology,	is	usually	a	cis-	men	topic,	and	so	it	was	important	
for	us,	from	the	very	beginning,	not	to	let	too	much	specialization	happen.	So,	we	
build	our	own	equipment,	we	solder,	everyone	needs	to	have	basic	technical	knowl-
edge,	as	well	as	knowledge	about	sound	engineering,	you	have	to	be	able	to	control	a	
mixer,	all	the	cables,	everyone	needs	to	know	all	of	this	(Toni	00:16:05).

By	making	sure	that	the	whole	team	understood	the	basics	of	all	tasks,	the	participants	attempted	
to	avoid	the	hierarchies	that	might	arrive	from	knowledge	or	skills	held	only	by	certain	subgroup	or	
individuals.

Avoiding functional hierarchization
Relatedly,	while	they	were	aware	of	the	existence	of	differences	in	knowledge	and	skills,	partici-
pants	did	not	ask	about	someone	else's	epistemic	background	when	discussing	the	distribution	
of	tasks,	so	that	everyone	might	participate	in	no	matter	which	task.	Spontaneity	in	the	distribu-
tion	of	tasks	opened	up	possibilities	for	participation:	those	who	were	present,	at	a	certain	point,	
somewhere	in	the	camp,	might,	just	because	of	the	fact	that	they	were	there,	start	to	work	on	
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something	they	never	knew	before.	Julio	points	out	that,	in	the	distribution	of	tasks	in	the	camp,	
“[…]	You	are	not	being	asked	what	competences	you	have	…	and	everyone	can	participate,	with-
out	any	need	for	justification”	(Julio	00:05:25).

Offering translations and explanations
Since	nobody	should	be	excluded	because	of	a	 lack	of	 language	skills,	or	a	 lack	of	knowledge	
about	 the	 specific,	 for	 example,	 gender-	sensitive,	 terminology	 used	 in	 the	 camp,	 participants	
took	great	care	to	offer	translations	and	to	explain	their	terminology	to	newcomers.	Several	in-
terviewees	reported	learning	about	gender-	sensitive	language	during	the	first	days	of	the	camp,	
something	not	all	of	them	had	been	aware	of	before.

3.1.3	 |	 Epistemic	humility	and	the	downplaying	of	expertise

Finally,	we	observed	that	many	participants	actively	downplayed	and	“invisibilized”	their	own	
knowledge	or	abilities,	or	the	relevance	of	these	for	performing	certain	task.	We	adopt	the	term	
“epistemic	humility”	from	discussions	about	virtue	epistemology	and	epistemic	justice	(Medina,	
2013;	pp.	43–	44,	79;	Roberts	&	Woods,	2007,	chap.	9),	to	describe	this	phenomenon.	A	common	
way	of	expressing	epistemic	humility	was	to	“disappear”	when	a	task	was	being	performed,	or	
to	avoid,	explicitly	or	more	subtlety,	being	asked	about	how	to	do	things.	Those	with	expertise	
in	 a	 specific	 area	 also	 developed	 the	 habit	 of	 expressing	 doubt	 about	 their	 own	 capacity	 and	
knowledge,	wondering	if	somebody	else	might	know	better	or	have	a	better	idea	about	the	issues	
at	stake.

Mucke	commented	on	this	aspect:	“I've	met	a	lot	of	people	who	knew	quite	a	lot	of	things	
about	a	certain	area,	and	who	do	exciting	things,	but	they	do	not	show	off	about	it.”	And	he	ex-
plained	this	observation	in	the	following	terms:	

In	practice,	it	has	to	do	with	horizontality	being	so	important.	You're	not	supposed	
to	 ‘act	 important,’	 and	 people	 in	 general	 are	 quite	 skeptical	 about	 privileges,	 and	
expertise	can	be	an	expression	of	privilege.	Here	it's	a	context	that	is	precisely	not	
structured	around	functions,	the	functions	are	not	predetermined.	So,	no	one	is	very	
interested	in	them.	(Mucke	00:52:27)15

Summarizing	these	various	mechanisms,	we	can	say	that	the	participants	treated	knowledge	as	a	
common	good:	they	shared	an	attitude	of	everyone	being	everybody's	teacher	and	everybody	learning	
from	others.	We	could	not	observe	any	cases	or	remarks	that	would	reflect	competition	for	knowl-
edge,	or	for	the	privileges	that	often	come	with	it.	Julio	comments:	“Here,	expertise	does	not	serve	the	
purpose	of	distancing	oneself	from	others,	or	of	creating	a	certain	position—	or	the	legitimation	of	a	
certain	position—	in	a	hierarchy.	Expertise	is	seen	by	everyone	as	something	to	pass	on	to	others,	to	
share”	(Julio	00:33:34).	By	using	the	epistemic	mechanisms	and	strategies	we	have	described,	partici-
pants	were	able	to	generate	non-	hierarchical	and	inclusive	interactions	despite	operating	in	a	context	
of	unequal	distribution	of	knowledge	and	skills.	These	mechanisms	and	strategies	made	epistemic	
practices	relatively	successful	in	the	first	sense	we	have	identified:	they	created	democratic	partici-
pation	and	inclusion.	However,	there	is	also	a	second	kind	of	success	we	have	already	mentioned,	
namely,	to	actually	get	things	done.	Here,	the	epistemic	practices	in	the	camp	were	exposed	to	a	sec-
ond	kind	of	pressure	or	tension,	which	referred	to	notions	of	performance	or	efficiency.
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3.2 | Second tension: From narrow to broad efficiency

In	the	previous	section	we	have	dealt	with	strategies	and	mechanisms	by	which	participants	
counteracted	the	risk	of	translating	differences	in	knowledge	into	hierarchies	in	participation.	
We	can	consider	these	practices	successful	to	the	extent	that	participants	managed	to	maintain	
a	high	level	of	horizontality	and	inclusion	even	if	their	knowledge,	habits	or	functional	require-
ments	seemed	to	suggest	more	hierarchical	structuring.	However,	we	still	have	not	dealt	with	
the	question	from	the	opening	of	this	paper,	namely,	if	and	how	participants	were	able	to	make	
their	 radical	democratic	 ideals	compatible	with	 the	question	of	outputs,	and	 the	quality	and	
the	time	and	energy	invested	in	decision-	making	and	cooperation—	the	challenge	of	efficiency.	
Hence,	questions	of	 internal	organization	such	as	how	to	arrange	 the	different	spaces	of	 the	
camp,	how	to	divide	working	groups,	how	to	take	collective	decisions,	what	topics	to	discuss	in	
the	workshop	sessions,	and	so	on,	are	related	not	only	to	the	democratic	success	of	the	camp—	
its	capacity	to	realize	horizontality	and	maximal	inclusion—	but	also	concern	other,	more	mun-
dane	aspects	of	decision-	making	processes	and	cooperation.	Here	a	second	tension—	which	was	
actually	made	explicit	by	some	interviewees—	can	be	observed:	between	the	identified	mecha-
nisms	and	the	efficiency	of	decision-	making	processes	and	collective	practices.	Hence,	in	many	
cases	participants	reported	what	seemed	to	be	difficulties	related	to	the	democratic	organiza-
tion	of	the	camp	and	the	ability	to	decide	about,	and	perform,	tasks	efficiently.

These	challenges	involved	three	different	dimensions:

1.	 the	 output-	quality	 of	 the	 tasks	 performed	 (Were	 the	 toilets	 functioning	 well?	 Were	 the	
attendants	 of	 workshops	 satisfied	 with	 what	 they	 have	 learned?	 Did	 the	 technical	 equip-
ment	 work	 properly?	 Did	 the	 camp	 have	 social	 and	 political	 impact?)

2.	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 decision-	making	 and	 cooperation	 processes	 (Where	 these	 processes	 ra-
tional?	Were	interesting	points	brought	forward	and	properly	taken	into	account?)

3.	 the	time	and	effort	invested	in	the	realization	of	each	task	(Was	a	lot	of	time	spent	discussing	
issues?	Did	it	take	a	lot	of	effort	to	perform	tasks	which	would	have	been	more	quickly	per-
formed	if	someone	had	given	orders	to	the	rest?)

These	 questions	 evoke	 traditional	 notions	 of	 “efficiency”	 in	 decision-	making,	 in	 the	 sense	
of	means-	ends-	relations	and	instrumental	rationality.	Especially	 in	economic	contexts,	such	a	
notion	is	often	used,	typically	from	individuals	in	more	senior	positions,	to	cut	short	discussions	
or	new	proposals,	along	the	lines	of:	“This	is	not	efficient,	so	let's	not	waste	our	time	discussing	
it.”	“Efficiency,”	understood	in	this	narrow,	traditional	sense	is	often	associated	with	top-	down	
control	and	the	disciplining	of	subordinates.

Although	 they	 would	 probably	 not	 have	 evoked	 such	 a	 managerial	 notion	 of	 “efficiency,”	
some	participants	were	initially	worried	that	on	these	three	counts,	the	processes	in	the	camp	
would	 score	 badly.	 But	 this	 fear	 was	 only	 partially	 justified	 and,	 more	 importantly,	 was	 over-	
compensated	by	another,	broader	kind	of	efficiency,	which	we	describe	in	more	detail	below.16	
Hence,	while	some	interviewees	pointed	to	the	tension	between	basic	democratic	practices	and	
efficiency,	 most	 of	 them	 also	 expressed	 their	 surprise	 about	 the	 fact	 that	 things	 in	 the	 camp	
worked	pretty	well:	tasks	got	done	even	when	at	the	beginning	there	only	seemed	to	be	chaos,	
tasty	food	(including	pizza)	was	provided,	hygiene	was	kept	even	when	the	number	of	visitors	
sprang	up,	clean	water	and	energy	were	provided,	workshops	with	large	audiences	took	place,	
the	reception	of	the	camp	worked,	security	services	were	provided	at	night,	public	attention	was	
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gained,	excursions	to	neighboring	villages	were	undertaken,	cars	and	other	vehicles	were	shared,	
actions	were	taken,	networks	were	built.17

That	 things	 in	 the	camp	“worked,”	despite	 the	 lack	of	 formal	organization,	was	a	positive	
observation	made	by	many	participants:	“To	experience	that,	that's	quite	something,	for	example	
that	a	pizza	bakery	can	be	run	without	paying	the	people	who	work	there,	and	without	shifts,	
and	without	anyone	giving	orders	…”	(Mucke	00:31:32).	His	observations	regarding	the	fact	that	
discussions	were	reasonably	brief	and	lead	to	good	results	were	similar:	“So	the	decision-	making	
procedures	are	quite	well	arranged.	I'm	all	in	favor	of	self-	organization,	and	it	seems	to	me	that	
so	 far,	 the	processes	work	quite	well!	 […]	I'm	really	 impressed	how	well	 things	work”	(Marco	
00:34:36,	00:36:05).	Juri	also	mentioned	this:	“Sometimes	you	then	see	that	there	are	counterar-
guments,	and	you	need	to	check	the	realizability	of	ideas.	But	in	any	case,	decisions	are	taken	
rather	quickly,	and	I	find	this	very	refreshing	and	interesting”	(Juri	00:27:49).

These	facts	were	surprising	for	many	participants,	because	they	could	not	believe	that	a	com-
munity	in	which	hardly	any	orders	were	given,	where	the	organizing	team	was	almost	invisible,	
where	 all	 contributed	 what	 they	 could	 and	 felt	 like,	 could	 end	 up	 with	 a	 more	 than	 satisfac-
tory	collective	organization.	But	this	phenomenon	can	be	explained	by	shifting	from	a	“narrow,”	
traditional	notion	of	efficiency,	to	a	“broader,”	less	traditional	notion	of	efficiency.	The	kind	of	
efficiency	we	observed	in	the	camp	was	of	a	different	nature,	promoted	by	the	epistemic	mecha-
nisms	of	horizontalization	and	maximalization	of	inclusion.	It	was	based	on	four	ways	in	which	
the	notion	of	“getting	something	done”	was	re-	interpreted	(Table	2).

3.2.1	 |	 Experience-	based	learning	processes

Since	 all	 participants	 were	 fully	 involved	 from	 the	 beginning,	 they	 achieved	 a	 deeper	 knowl-
edge	of	the	tasks	to	be	performed.	Instead	of	being	told	to	fulfil	just	one	task,	they	also	knew	the	
evolution	of	the	activities	and	the	different	processes	at	play	in	the	camp.	They	could	also	more	
easily	extrapolate	to	other	practical	fields	in	the	camp.	Participants	learned	to	acquire	relevant	
knowledge	whenever	needed.	Instead	of	tying	individuals	to	one	task	and	hoping	for	efficiency	
effects	from	routinization	or	economies	of	scale,	as	traditional	notions	of	efficiency	might	do,	this	
practice	allowed	for	fluid	and	flexible	division	of	labor	because	it	was	always	possible	to	involve	
new	participants.

3.2.2	 |	 Automatism	in	cooperation

There	was	a	social	dynamic	at	play	that	participants	experienced	as	a	sort	of	automatism,	in	the	
sense	that	 if	some	more	hands	were	needed	for	a	 task,	someone	would	“automatically”	come	
by	and	help	out.	Several	participants	expressed	their	surprise	that	this	worked	without	formal	
allocation	mechanisms,	but	also	reported	 that	 they	 themselves	also	spontaneously	helped	out	

T A B L E  2 	 Shift	from	“narrow”	to	“broad”	efficiency

1	Experience-	based	learning	processes

2	Automatism	in	cooperation

3	Long-	lasting	and	stable	cooperation

4	Benefits	of	innovation
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in	various	working	groups.	This	also	implied	that	no	one	was	essential:	the	absence	of	one	par-
ticipant	did	not	create	problems,	since	another	individual	could	“jump	in”	and	“give	it	a	try.”	If	
somebody	went	away,	others	took	over	her	tasks.	We	can	attribute	this	automatism	to	different	
factors:	 the	 promotion	 of	 experiential	 learning,	 but	 also	 to	 the	 emerging	 features	 of	 coopera-
tion	based	on	a	non-	specialized	distribution	of	tasks.	Complex	tasks	were	dealt	with	collectively	
(participants	asked	others	for	a	second	opinion,	for	example);	this	also	meant	that	participants	
needed	to	develop	well-	working	structures	of	communication	which	were	essential	to	the	resolu-
tion	of	complex	tasks.

Even	if	these	developments	went	hand	in	hand	with	some	costs,	in	terms	of	effort	and	time,	
they	 generated	 automatisms	 which	 worked	 smoothly	 and	 spontaneously	 later	 on.	Traditional	
notions	 of	 efficiency,	 in	 contrast,	 suggest	 an	 explicit	 allocation	 of	 individuals	 to	 tasks,	 which	
often	comes	with	frictions	(conflicts	about	perceived	fairness,	problems	if	one	individual	drops	
out,	insufficient	transmission	of	information	between	shifts,	etc.).	The	division	of	labor	in	the	
camp	required	a	greater	investment	in	the	beginning,	in	the	sense	of	familiarizing	more	people	
with	the	relevant	tasks	and	sharing	knowledge	with	them,	but	once	in	place,	it	saved	transaction	
costs	and	avoided	friction.

3.2.3	 |	 Long-	lasting	and	stable	cooperation

This	 brings	 us	 to	 a	 third	 point:	 even	 if	 this	 form	 of	 cooperation	 was	 initially	 perceived	 as	
chaotic,	participants	observed	 that	 it	was	more	 stable	and	 long-	lasting	once	 the	group	had	
learned	to	work	on	a	horizontal	basis.	The	initial	effort	of	involving	as	many	people	as	pos-
sible	in	discussions	and	decision-	making	processes	paid	off	later,	because	everyone	felt	both	
responsible	for,	and	entitled	to,	participating	when	help	was	needed.	Paradoxically,	the	lack	
of	fixed	roles	created	a	particular	sense	of	stability,	and	also	allowed	individuals	to	withdraw	
and	rest	when	they	were	tired,	or	to	turn	to	other	activities	when	they	started	to	get	bored	by	
one	task.	This	made	sure	that	individuals	were	committed	and	motivated	to	fulfil	the	tasks	at	
hand	out	of	intrinsic	motivation,	which	stands	in	stark	contrast	to	the	extrinsic	understanding	
of	motivation,	with	its	focus	on	material	incentives,	that	is	implicit	in	traditional	understand-
ing	of	efficiency.

3.2.4	 |	 Benefits	of	innovation

Innovation	was	promoted	by	the	epistemic	mechanisms	discussed	above,	especially	the	experi-
mentalist	 attitude.	 Old	 ways	 of	 getting	 things	 done	 (e.g.,	 distributing	 food,	 contacting	 people	
affected	by	coal-	extraction	to	whom	activists	could	talk	at	expeditions,	maintaining	contact	with	
the	press,	etc.)	could	be	replaced	by	new	ways	when	other	individuals	took	over	and	introduced	
different	experiences,	opinions,	or	points	of	view.	There	were	thus	constant	updates	and	changes	
to	 the	procedures,	but	also	constant	 feedback	 loops,	so	 that	participants	could	switch	back	to	
earlier	versions	when	a	new	strategy	did	not	work.	This	allowed	constant	experimenting	and	the	
creation	of	innovations,	which	traditional	notions	of	efficiency	often	block	by	strictly	defining	
the	goals	and	methods	of	work,	without	sufficient	scope	for	individuals	to	try	out	new	strategies.

All	in	all,	this	broad	understanding	of	efficiency	seemed	to	more	than	compensate	for	some	
initial	delays	and	apparent	“inefficiencies,”	not	only	by	avoiding	many	of	the	typical	problems	
of	efficiency	as	traditionally	understood	(friction,	conflict,	lack	of	motivation,	etc.),	but	also	by	
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reaping	benefits	such	as	the	constant	integration	of	new	perspectives	and	the	experimentation	
with	new,	potentially	better,	strategies	for	fulfilling	certain	tasks.

4 |  HOW SPECIAL IS THIS CASE?

This	description	of	epistemic	practices	that	overcame	the	tension	between	egalitarian	inclusion	
and	differential	expertise,	and	managed	to	“get	things	done”	in	the	sense	of	a	non-	traditional,	
broader	notion	of	efficiency,	raises	an	obvious	question:	how	special	is	this	case?	Can	any	lessons	
be	learned	for	other	contexts?	Or	can	such	successful	epistemic	practices,	which	combine	a	mini-
malization	of	hierarchies	with	effective	problem-	solving,	only	flourish	in	specific	contexts,	which	
are,	literally,	extra-	ordinary?	In	this	section,	we	discuss	how	and	to	what	extent	these	practices	
were	conditional	upon	the	specific	circumstances	of	the	camp,	and	what	this	implies	for	the	les-
sons	that	can	be	drawn	for	democracy	in	other	settings,	including	large-	scale,	complex	societies.

A	first	point	to	note	is	that	while	genuine	differences	in	knowledge,	skills,	and	expertise	were	
present	at	the	camp,	these	did	not	amount	to	the	kind	of	“hyper-	specialization”	(Millgram,	2015)	
that	characterizes	many	professional	contexts	today,	where	month-	long	or	year-	long	training	is	
required.	One	could	not	imagine,	for	example,	that	comparable	ways	of	sharing	knowledge	on	
the	spot	and	switching	roles	would	work,	say,	in	a	surgical	suite	where	surgery	nurses,	anesthe-
tists,	and	surgeons	all	have	their	very	specific	roles	and	tasks.	Hyper-	specialized	knowledge	can	
be	a	barrier	to	horizontal	practices.	In	certain	contexts—	especially	in	emergencies—	such	knowl-
edge	needs	to	be	used	immediately,	instead	of	holding	it	back	for	fear	of	creating	hierarchies.	In	
many	workplaces,	functional	roles,	with	their	specific	forms	of	knowledge,	could	not	easily	be	
dissolved,	because	this	would	put	at	risk	the	very	possibility	of	using	this	knowledge.

Here,	 an	 interesting	 point	 of	 comparison	 are	 the	 epistemic	 practices	 of	 organizations,	 in-
cluding	companies,	that	use	participatory	forms	of	decision-	making	in	contexts	in	which	more	
specialized	knowledge	is	at	stake.	Even	though	they	do	not	come	from	the	same	tradition	of	hor-
izontality	and	inclusion,	they	aim	at	similar	ideals,	and	thus	offer	an	interesting	point	of	compar-
ison.18	But	because	of	the	greater	complexity	of	decision-	making,	consensus-	based	methods	are	
not	(always)	useful,	especially	when	specific	expertise	is	at	stake.	One	method	that	is	widely	used	
in	such	organizations	is	an	“advice	process”	in	which	decision-	makers	must	“seek	advice	from	all	
affected	parties	and	people	with	expertise	on	the	matter”	(Laloux,	2014,	p.	138).	This	ensures	that	
not	only	all	relevant	interests,	but	also	all	relevant	forms	of	knowledge	are	taken	into	account.

However,	this	does	not	mean	that	other	elements	of	the	practices	of	the	camp	we	described	
above,	 for	 example,	 the	 openness	 to	 informal	 conversation	 in	 order	 provide	 opportunities	 for	
asking	questions,	could	not	also	have	a	place	in	constellations	with	higher	degrees	of	specialized	
knowledge.	For	larger,	more	complex	organizations,	however,	this	would	require	a	structuration	
into	subunits	in	which	this	is	possible,	as	well	as	interconnections	between	these	units	that	en-
sure	cohesion.	Very	 large	organizations,	which	almost	 inevitably	require	certain	 formal	struc-
tures,	might	not	be	able	to	accommodate	such	structures.

A	 second	 point	 to	 note	 is	 that	 the	 participants	 of	 the	 camp	 were	 able	 to	 achieve	 what	 we	
call	“broad”	efficiency	because	a	number	of	factors	were	absent.	Not	only	were	they	under	no	
pressure	 to	 reap	 the	economies	of	 scale	 that	can	be	gained	by	 relying	on	 the	 routinization	of	
tasks	(which,	however,	can	create	 its	own	epistemic	problems,	because	individuals	then	often	
stop	paying	attention	to	individual	cases).	They	were	also	not	distracted	by	conventional	man-
agerial	practices	that	are	often	guided	by	an	ideal	of	“narrow”	efficiency,	such	as	arbitrarily	set	
deadlines	or	incentives	to	reach	pre-	determined	individual	targets	(which	can	then	crowd	out	
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intrinsic	motivation,	see	e.g.,	Frey	&	Oberholz-	Gee,	1997).	To	be	sure,	there	were	practical	ne-
cessities	that	could	create	time	pressure,	for	example,	the	need	to	provide	a	meal	when	people	
were	hungry.	But	these	arose	organically,	and	it	was	not	necessary	to	explain	or	justify	them	to	
anyone—	individuals	could	simply	see	what	needed	to	be	done	(which	would	not	have	been	pos-
sible,	e.g.,	if	the	tasks	had	been	geographically	distributed,	so	that	explicit	coordination	would	
have	been	needed).	“Broad”	efficiency	means	taking	into	account	the	process	as	a	whole,	not,	say,	
the	“milestones”	for	individual	contributors.	This	means	that	all	the	frictions	that	can	arise	from	
individuals	being	“micromanaged”	could	be	avoided.

Some	organizations	may	not	be	able	to	switch	from	“narrow”	to	“broad”	efficiency,	for	exam-
ple,	because	of	external	reporting	requirements.	There	may	be	constellations	in	which	“narrow”	
efficiency	is	all	that	can	realistically	be	hoped	for—	but	it	is	far	from	clear	that	this	is	true	for	all	
constellations	in	which	traditional	notions	of	“narrow”	efficiency	are	routinely	evoked.	It	is	note-
worthy	that	many	participants	were	themselves	quite	surprised	that	the	practices	at	the	camp	
worked	at	all;	apparently,	they	had	to	free	themselves	from	conventional	ideas	about	the	need	for	
coordination	and	leadership,	to	experience	the	deep	satisfaction	that	came	from	the	spontaneous	
self-	organization	at	the	camp.	We	therefore	venture	the	guess	that	there	may	be	far	more	settings	
in	which	an	orientation	towards	“broad”	efficiency	might	in	fact	be	possible.19

There	is,	however,	one	major	difference	between	the	climate	camp	and	many	other	contexts,	
especially	 in	 political	 contexts	 or	 in	 the	 labor	 market.	 At	 the	 climate	 camp,	 there	 was	 a	 self-	
selection	of	participants	with	regard	to	their	willingness	to	engage	in	alternative	forms	of	com-
munication	and	cooperation.	The	camp's	website	made	clear	from	the	very	start	that	participants	
were	 expected	 to	 reflect	 on	 their	 privileges	 and	 to	 contribute	 to	 egalitarian	 social	 relations.20	
Hence,	only	individuals	who	were	willing	to	experiment	with	such	alternative	forms	of	organi-
zation	would	attend	the	camp.	This	means	that	individuals	who	would,	potentially,	have	been	
“trouble	cases”	if	such	practices	had	been	introduced,	say,	in	a	city	parliament	or	in	a	company—	
for	example,	because	they	would	have	rejected	the	collaborative	processes	from	the	start,	would	
have	engaged	in	free-	riding,	or	would	even	have	tried	to	undermine	the	epistemic	and	collabo-
rative	practices	in	order	to	achieve	their	individual	goals—	were	simply	not	present.	In	situations	
with	deep	value	conflicts,	or	intense	conflicts	over	scarce	resources,	this	willingness	to	collabo-
rate	horizontally	might	not	be	given.	It	is	far	from	clear,	however,	how	far	the	overlap	of	values,	
interests	and	ideas	needs	to	be,	and	to	what	extent	a	shared	commitment	to	the	process	and	the	
procedural	values	embedded	in	it	might	counterbalance	conflicting	positions.	More	practical	ex-
periments,	and	research	about	them,	is	needed	to	explore	these	possibilities.

Interestingly,	the	interviews	also	show	that	there	were	some	variations	with	regard	to	partici-
pants'	conceptions	of	hierarchy	or	the	need	for	leadership;	for	example,	one	interviewee	insisted	
that	 when	 discussions	 led	 nowhere,	 she	 would	 at	 some	 point	 take	 on	 a	 kind	 of	 spontaneous	
leadership	role	and	decide	that	the	group	should	move	on,	a	statement	that	stood	out	for	sound-
ing	much	more	“conventional”	than	other	interviewees'	positions.	But	the	spectrum	of	positions	
was,	presumably,	much	narrower	than,	say,	among	the	citizens	of	a	local	community.	Still,	it	is	
noteworthy	that	many	participants	were	initially	somewhat	skeptical	and	uttered	their	surprise	
about	things	working	so	well.	For	many,	it	seemed	that	the	experience	that	things	worked	was	
one	of	the	major	forms	of	 learning	at	the	camp.	This	suggests	that	other	individuals,	 in	other	
contexts,	might	undergo	such	learning	processes	as	well.	In	the	conclusion,	we	will	emphasize	
the	significance	of	sites	like	this	camp	as	training	sites	for	building	civic	capacity.

What	 is	probably	at	 least	as	 important	as	 the	self-	selection	of	participants,	however,	 is	 the	
specific	constellation	in	the	climate	camp,	which	minimized	the	risk	for	communication	to	be-
come	strategic,	and	of	knowledge	being	used	to	gain	advantages.	There	was	no	competition	for	
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resources,	nor	were	there	any	obvious	forms	of	competition	for	status	or	recognition.	Also,	while	
some	participants	knew	each	other	beforehand	(either	because	they	had	come	together,	e.g.,	as	
a	couple,	or	because	they	had	been	part	of	the	organizing	team),	there	were	no	hardened,	long-	
term	conflictual	relations	between	them,	with	all	the	scars	and	the	bitterness	that	can	exist,	for	
example,	among	long-	term	colleagues.

Instead,	all	participants	we	interviewed	showed	a	high	degree	of	self-	awareness	and	a	willing-
ness	to	be	self-	critical.	They	were	sensitive	to	the	possibility	of	typical	problems	(e.g.,	“mansplain-
ing”	when	it	comes	to	technical	issues),	and	they	frequently	questioned	their	own	behavior	and	
asked	themselves	whether	they	had	been	sufficiently	inclusive	and	democratically	minded.	One	
interview	partner,	Johanna,	noted	that	most	participants	were	cis-	gender,	which	she	described	as	
a	form	of	privilege	(00:25:41);	she	also	wondered,	however,	whether	the	special	attention	paid	to	
non-	cis-	individuals	meant	that	cis-	men	might	feel	underprivileged	(00:27:46).

With	such	a	self-	critical	attitude,	the	participants	of	the	climate	camp	managed	to	organize	
themselves	most	of	the	time	spontaneously,	bottom-	up,	without	the	need	for	any	“mediator”	
or	“facilitator.”	This	is	a	noteworthy	contrast	to	the	many	forms	of	deliberation,	for	example,	
in	“mini	publics”	or	“citizens	assemblies”	that	crucially	rely	on	such	professionals.21	As	Lee's	
(2015)	ethnographic	work	shows,	there	is,	by	now,	a	whole	industry	of	facilitators,	mediators,	
etc.	While	the	spaces	they	create	are	supposed	to	be	egalitarian,	facilitators	are	in	the	paradox-
ical	situation	that	they	endorse	egalitarian	values,	and	yet	know	that	they	themselves	retain	
quite	 a	 powerful	 role,	 by	 determining	 the	 agenda	 and	 setting	 the	 tone	 of	 the	 discussion.	 In	
the	camp,	in	contrast,	most	working	groups	formed	spontaneously	around	the	concrete	tasks	
at	hand,	without	any	formal	authority	of	anyone	to	“manage”	the	discussions.	Instead,	what	
emerged	was	a	spontaneous	self-	organization	that	was	driven	by	the	practical	necessities	to	get	
things	done,	or	by	the	shared	interest	 in	holding	a	workshop.	Shared	values,	a	commitment	
to	egalitarian	social	relations,	and	the	absence	of	conflicts	made	it	possible	to	dispense	with	
formal	facilitation.

Thus,	the	situation	at	the	camp	has	some	specific	features	that	are	indeed	difficult	to	replicate	
in	many	other	contexts.	The	absence	of	serious	conflicts,	whether	material	or	ideological,	is	sim-
ply	not	given	in	many	real-	life	settings.	This	may	seem	to	limit	the	generalizability	of	the	lessons	
that	can	be	learned	from	this	specific	case.	Nonetheless,	there	are	social	settings	in	which	such	
practices	might	have	a	place,	also	outside	of	climate	camps.	Mansbridge	(1983)	has	famously	ar-
gued	that	democratic	settings	can	be	“unitary,”	in	the	sense	that	there	is	a	relatively	strong	align-
ment	of	values	and	interests.	She	found	various	forms	of	inequality	in	unitary	settings,	which	
might	be	addressed	by	using	some	of	the	epistemic	strategies	that	were	used	in	the	climate	camp.

5 |  CONCLUSION

Based	on	ethnographic	research	in	a	2019 climate	camp	in	Germany,	this	article	has	analyzed	
the	epistemic	practices	of	this	camp	and	explored	how	social	actors	dealt	with	two	different	ten-
sions:	the	pre-	existence	of	differences	in	knowledge	and	their	tension	with	ideals	of	horizontality	
and	inclusion	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	tension	between	these	ideals	and	the	efficiency	of	the	
camp's	organization	on	the	other	hand.	These	tensions	are	related,	since	efficiency-	related	argu-
ments	are	often	used	to	justify	the	presence	of	hierarchies	based	on	differences	in	knowledge.	
Our	analysis	has	focused	on	epistemic	practices	in	the	camp,	that	is,	those	patterns	of	organiza-
tion	of	practices	dealing	with	knowledge	from	the	point	of	view	of	its	production,	transmission,	
and	implementation,	as	well	as	the	ensuing	learning	processes.
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We	have	identified	epistemic	mechanisms	such	as	an	experimental	attitude,	the	avoiding	of	
specialization	 and	 the	 redistributions	 of	 knowledge,	 and	 epistemic	 humility,	 which,	 together,	
were	able	 to	avoid	hierarchization	and	exclusion.	With	 regard	 to	 the	alleged	 tension	between	
inclusion	and	efficiency	(Gilman,	2012),	our	analysis	has	identified	a	broad	notion	of	efficiency	
that	proves	particularly	promising	from	the	point	of	view	of	the	epistemic	potential	of	partic-
ipatory	democratic	practice.	This	“broad”	 form	of	efficiency	was	based	on	 learning	processes,	
automatic	task	sharing,	stable	forms	of	cooperation,	and	benefits	of	innovation.	Interestingly,	the	
participants	themselves	were	able	to	identify	the	advantages	of	this	kind	of	efficiency.	It	required	
greater	initial	investment,	but	then	enabled	easier,	more	flexible,	more	cooperative,	and	in	this	
sense	also	more	“efficient”	forms	of	cooperation,	because	knowledge	was	shared	more	broadly,	
and	the	participants	developed	a	 joint	understanding	of	 the	 tasks	at	hand.	While	we	fully	ac-
knowledge	that	aiming	at	this	form	of	“broad”	efficiency	may	not	be	feasible	in	all	contexts,	we	
think	that	its	applicability	might	be	far	greater	than	is	acknowledged	if	one	does	not	question	the	
traditional,	“narrow”	concept	of	efficiency.

As	mentioned	in	the	introduction,	the	analysis	of	this	study	case	contributes	to	two	sets	of	lit-
erature:	epistemic	approaches	to	deliberation,	and	participative	approaches	to	social	movements.	
On	the	one	hand,	our	approach	contributes	to	better	understanding	the	epistemic	potential	of	
democratic	deliberation	in	two	different	ways.	First,	instead	of	focusing	directly	on	truth	or	cor-
rect	outcomes,	as	epistemic	democrats	often	do,	we	have	put	the	focus	on	the	epistemic practices	
that	are	required	to	reap	epistemic	benefits.	The	broad	notion	of	efficiency	we	have	identified	
concerns	not	only	the	participants'	ability	to	get	correct	answers,	but	also	to	stabilize	resilient	
structures	of	 (broadly)	efficient	cooperation.	Secondly,	our	contribution	shows	 the	benefits	of	
ethnographic	research	against	a	notion	of	deliberation	that	often	remains	highly	abstract.	More	
concretely,	 it	shows	that,	 in	order	to	unlock	its	epistemic	potential	while	preserving	its	demo-
cratic	character,	democratic	deliberation	needs	to	build	on	strategies	that	actively	avoid	tenden-
cies	to	exclusion	and	hierarchization,	but	also	that	such	strategies	are	well	possible,	even	without	
facilitation.

On	the	other	hand,	our	paper	contributes	to	the	current	literature	on	participation	in	social	
movements,	again	in	two	different	ways.	First,	by	analyzing,	in	a	systematic	way,	epistemic	strat-
egies	of	horizontalization	and	inclusion.	Some	of	them	had	been	already	pointed	out	by	others	
authors	(Maeckelberg,	2009,	chap.	3),	but	a	systematic	approach	was	lacking	so	far.	Secondly,	by	
showing	that	the	debate	on	the	efficiency	of	democratic	processes	in	social	movements	and	be-
yond	can	turn	into	something	different	when	it	is	not	framed	in	terms	of	the	traditional,	narrow	
notion	of	efficiency.	Hence,	we	do	not	need	to	reject	efficiency	for	the	sake	of	democracy,	but	
rather	need	to	decolonize	it	from	its	managerial	interpretations.

Eric	Olin	Wright	(2010)	has	developed	the	notion	of	“real	utopias.”	By	describing	our	case	
study	as	a	real	epistemic	utopia,	our	aim	was	to	emphasize	the	emancipatory	potential	of	the	epis-
temic	practices	in	social	movements,	such	as	in	this	climate	camp.	Instead	of	having	to	choose	
between	either	radical	democracy	or	efficiency	(as	Gilman's,	2012 study	suggests,	and	as	critics	
of	deliberation	hold	 in	general	 (e.g.,	Shapiro,	1999)),	our	case	study	shows	that	under	certain	
conditions,	they	can	be	jointly	achieved.	By	showing	that	successful	epistemic	mechanisms	of	
horizontalization	and	inclusion	can	be	practically	successful,	this	“real	utopia”	shows	that	inclu-
siveness	and	efficiency	need	not	always	be	in	tension.

By	creating	real	epistemic	utopias,	social	movements	provide	practical	advice	and	points	
of	 reference	 from	 which	 other	 spheres	 of	 democratization	 can	 learn.22	The	 camp	 provided	
the	participants	with	what	they	perceived	as	extremely	valuable	insights	into	alternative	pos-
sibilities:	possibilities	of	more	horizontal	 communication,	of	more	egalitarian	cooperation,	
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and	of	knowledge	as	 something	 to	be	shared	rather	 than	hoarded.	Even	 if	 the	participants	
might	 not	 immediately	 be	 able	 to	 translate	 the	 epistemic	 practices	 of	 the	 camp	 into	 their	
workplaces	or	other	organizations	they	are	active	in,	they	might	be	motivated	to	work	towards	
such	practices.

At	a	minimum,	the	participants	realized	that	under	certain	conditions,	such	alternatives	are	a	
real	possibility.	Thus,	the	camp	fulfilled	its	function	as	a	“real	utopia”	also	in	the	sense	that	it	was	
a	training	camp	for	horizontal	practices	in	which	participants	got	to	know	alternatives	to	exist-
ing	hierarchical	forms	of	organizing	and	could	develop	the	capabilities	needed	for	putting	them	
into	practice	(cf.	Pateman,	1970	on	“efficacy”).	Thus,	by	providing	opportunities	for	experiencing	
inclusive	deliberation	and	participatory	democracy	in	practice,	a	“real	utopia”	like	this	camp	can	
contribute	to	strengthening	democratic	values	in	society	as	a	whole.
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ENDNOTES
	1	 Whenever	we	use	the	term	“deliberation”	we	understand	it	in	a	broad	way,	taking	into	consideration	the	crit-

icisms	by	Young	(2001)	and	others	that	early	notions	of	deliberation	were	too	rationalistic	and	excluded	too	
many	important	dimensions	(narratives,	emotions,	artistic	forms	of	expression,	etc.).

	2	 “Horizontality	is	a	term	used	by	movement	actors	to	refer	to	less	hierarchical,	networked	relationships	of	de-
cision	making	and	organizing	structures	that	actively	attempt	to	limit	power	inequalities”	(Maeckelberg,	2009,	
p.	69).	For	a	discussion	of	the	ideals	of	inclusion	and	horizontality	enacted	in	the	camp,	see	Section	2.

	3	 Such	an	approach	has	often	been	used	to	discover	 features	of	democratic	practices	and	understand	real-	life	
challenges	and	strategies	 to	overcome	them	(Mansbridge,	1983;	Maeckelbergh,	2009;	Polletta,	2004).	But	an	
in-	depth	qualitative	analysis	of	deliberative	practices	in	an	activist	camp	has,	to	the	best	of	our	knowledge,	not	
yet	been	provided.	Maeckelbergh's	(2009)	auto-	ethnographic	account	of	decision-	making	processes	in	the	alter-	
globalization	movement	comes	rather	close	to	our	methodological	approach	but	does	not	focus	so	much	on	the	
two	specific	tensions	we	address.

	4	 Another	related	discourse	concerns	“epistemic	injustice,”	for	example,	the	fact	that	individuals	with	a	certain	
gender	or	skin	color	are	taken	less	seriously	than	others	(Fricker,	2007;	Medina,	2013),	which	undermines	the	
democratic	ideals	of	deliberation.

	5	 The	camp	lasted	15 days	in	total.	The	number	of	participants	increased	from	a	few	dozens	in	the	first	day	to	
several	hundred	on	the	seventh	day.	More	than	1000	people	were	expected	to	participate	in	the	camp	on	the	
second	half	of	the	15-	day	period.

	6	 The	interviewees	were	five	men	and	six	women	from	different	ages	ranging	from	22	to	56	with	different	socio-	
economic	and	educational	backgrounds.	They	are	referred	to	by	their	first	names	if	they	agreed	to,	or	otherwise	
nicknames	or	pseudonyms.	All	interviews	were	recorded	and	transcribed;	all	translations	are	our	own.

	7	 See	https://www.klima	camp-	im-	rhein	land.de/en/campi	nfo/camp-	life/	(last	accessed	Jan	23,	2021).

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1744-4850
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1744-4850
https://www.klimacamp-im-rheinland.de/en/campinfo/camp-life/
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	8	 See	ibid.

	9	 Can	these	activities	(or	their	outcomes)	be	described	as	“truth	apt”	or	“truth-	promoting”?	This	is	certainly	the	
case	in	the	sense	that	efficiently	solving	certain	problems	(e.g.,	how	to	build	the	water	supply	system)	required	
establishing	certain	facts	(e.g.,	about	the	right	way	of	connecting	the	pipes),	which	often	happened	in	dialogue	
and	through	experimentations.	But	these	were	truths	the	effects	of	which	were	directly	and	immediately	ob-
servable,	which	were	connected	to	the	goals	the	teams	pursued,	not	so	much	abstract,	removed	truth	such	as	
those	about	anthropogenic	influences	on	the	climate,	which	need	to	be	established	by	complex	indirect	meth-
odologies.	Thus,	it	seems	difficult	to	draw	conclusions	about	whether	the	strategies	we	describe	could	also	be	
used	for	issues	that	are	truth-	apt	but	require	complex	scientific	methodologies	for	discovery.

	10	 “The	consensus	process	[…]	allows	for	the	inequality	of	‘the	people’	(assumed	to	be	inherent	in	voting)	to	be	
compensated	 for	simultaneously	requiring	participants	 in	meetings	 to	hold	 the	 interests	of	 the	group	above	
their	own,	and	by	giving	absolute	power	to	each	individual	to	block	decisions	that	violate	their	most	fundamen-
tal	interests”	(Maeckelberg,	2009,	p.	165).

	11	 Among	these	mechanisms	were	the	“Bezugsgruppen”	(“reference	groups”)	discussions	or	Plenum	discussions,	
for	example.

	12	 We	understand	the	notion	of	“epistemic	practices”	as	different	from,	and	more	specific	than,	the	notion	of	“knowl-
edge	practices”	that	is	sometimes	used	with	regard	to	social	movements	(see	e.g.,	Casas-	Cortés	et	al.,	2008).	We	share	
the	idea	that	social	movements	are	important	creators	of	knowledge,	and	that	this	knowledge	deserves	our	attention	
as	researchers.	We	also	share	the	attitude	of	seeing	ourselves	as	doing	research	with,	rather	than	only	about,	actors	
in	social	movements	(e.g.,	Arribas	Lozano,	2018;	Casas-	Cortés	et	al.,	2008).	However,	our	specific	focus	is	on	how	
knowledge	is	produced,	which	is,	of	course,	itself	a	form	of	knowledge	or	know-	how,	and	in	particular	how	dem-
ocratic	ideals	of	deliberation	are	made	to	work	despite	practical	constraints.	This	aspect	has	not	received	so	much	
attention	in	the	literature	so	far	(one	exception	is	the	brief	discussion	of	consensus	decision-	making	in	the	Chicago	
direct	action	network	in	Casas-	Cortés	et	al.,	2008,	pp.	33–	37;	another	(even	briefer)	one	is	the	description	of	the	Irish	
Grassroots	Gathering	process	in	Cox	2014,	pp.	964–	966;	but	both	do	not	go	into	as	much	detail	as	we	do	below).

	13	 Activities	such	as	playing	a	game,	giving	a	concert,	or	having	a	massage	were	also	activities	in	which	democratic	
values	were	at	play.	However,	it	is	less	clear	what	(if	any)	their	epistemic	qualities	would	be;	in	contrast	to	the	
activities	we	focus	on,	there	is	no	sense	in	which	they	would	be	truth-	apt.

	14	 https://www.klima	camp-	im-	rhein	land.de/en/campi	nfo/struc	tures/	aware	ness/	(last	accessed	Jan	23,	2021).

	15	 Maeckelbergh	 describes	 epistemic	 humility	 in	 the	 global	 justice	 movements	 in	 a	 similar	 fashion:	 “The	
Alterglobalisation	movement	plays	itself	out	in	so	many	different	contexts	that	there	are	few	who	would	claim	
to	know better	for	all	contexts	at	all	times	[…]	On	the	level	of	meetings	and	daily	practice,	this	attitude	towards	
knowledge	is	expressed	through	a	caution	about	telling	others	what	to	do	…”	(Maeckelbergh,	2009,	p.	126).

	16	 Note	that	this	notion	is	not	identical	with	the	notion	of	“efficacy,”	as	famously	introduced	by	Pateman	(1970,	chap.	
III)	for	capturing	the	democratic	competences	and	the	democratic	character	of	citizens.	While	related,	what	we	try	
to	capture	with	our	notion	of	“broad	efficiency”	is	more	about	results	than	about	the	character	of	individuals.

	17	 These	 observations	 are	 in	 line	 with	 current	 empirical	 research	 on	 internal	 democracy	 in	 social	 movements	
(Leach,	2016;	Polletta,	2004).

	18	 To	be	sure,	this	is	only	one	possible	point	of	comparison;	there	are	numerous	interesting	examples	in	the	history	
and	present	of	organizations	(e.g.,	cooperatives)	that	try	to	realize	egalitarian	forms	of	decision-	making.	For	
reasons	of	scope,	we	cannot	discuss	these	here.

	19	 As	academics,	we	cannot	help	but	notice	that	universities	seem	an	excellent	case	in	point,	with	many	forms	of	
external	incentives	or	micromanagement	that	are	based	on	a	narrow	notion	of	efficiency	likely	to	do	more	harm	
than	good.

	20	 See	https://www.klima	camp-	im-	rhein	land.de/en/campi	nfo/struc	tures/	aware	ness/	(last	accessed	Jan	23rd,	2021).

	21	 There	was,	however,	no	explicit	hostility	or	rejection	of	facilitated	discussion;	in	fact,	the	organizing	team	in-
vited	an	expert	on	deliberation	in	order	to	learn	about	various	processes	of	decision-	making.

	22	 In	this	sense,	this	“realist	epistemic	utopia”	can	also	be	understood	as	a	form	of	“prefiguration”	that	already	
practices	the	principles	of	the	future	the	movement	is	fighting	for	(see	e.g.,	Maeckelbergh,	2009,	chap.	2).
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