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It has been argued that to achieve a genuinely sustainable society, our mode of being in

the world needs to change. Understanding macro visions such as the desirable size of

our economies remains essential, but concrete ways of being in the world which unite

such aspects of our existence as the self, being with others (humans and non-humans)

and being in and with nature deserve a much closer attention. Hence, I propose focusing

our attention on being once again. But rather than contemplating being as an abstract

philosophical category, this paper looks at being in the world in this dual sense: we are

part of the cosmos, of the web of existence and at the same time we are in the world

locally, in concrete places and locations characterized by particular cultural attributes,

political-economic systems, climate and landscape. This nature of being applies to

individual humans and human organizations. This paper focuses specifically on business

as one type of organizations. I employ the concept of degrowth business, the philosophy

of critical realism and humanistic geography as lenses to enhance and deepen our

understanding of what it could mean and look like for a business to be in the world locally

and more sustainably. To understand what it could mean and look like in reality, I offer a

case of a firm from Northern Sweden specializing in vertical hydroponic agriculture.

Keywords: degrowth, critical realism, humanistic geography, Northern Sweden, firm

INTRODUCTION

Our current mode of being in the world is unsustainable (Spash, 2015, 2017; Bonnedahl and
Heikkurinen, 2019; Spash and Smith, 2019; Elhacham et al., 2020). It causes degradation on
many levels. On a personal level, humans, beings inherently capable of love, creativity, freedom
(Bhaskar, 2000, 2002, 2012) came to self-identify with material objects often mass produced
in a capitalist economy and with their accumulation (Koch, 2012). On the level of societies,
humans are objectified, treated as an abstract category of labor, as a factor of production
(Bookchin, 1982). On the level of human-nature interactions, ecological degradation is evident
and has been widely documented by scholars of limits to growth (Meadows et al., 1972, 2002;
Daly, 1996) and scholars of planetary boundaries (Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015).
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Researchers coming from a variety of fields such as sustainable
development1 (see e.g., Waas et al., 2011; Griggs et al., 2013),
transition science (see e.g., Geels, 2002; Loorbach, 2007), business
sustainability and corporate social responsibility (see e.g., Bocken
and Short, 2016; Dyllick and Muff, 2016; Schönherr and
Martinuzzi, 2019) contemplate how societies may undergo a
transition toward a more sustainable mode of being in the world
and what it entails for businesses and other organizations.

Amongst the researchers who work to respond to the
unfolding crises are degrowth scholars, including economists
(e.g., Bonnedahl and Heikkurinen, 2019), political economists
(e.g., Buch-Hansen and Carstensen, 2021), sociologists (e.g.,
Koch, 2022) and geographers (e.g., Schmid, 2018). Their
arguments are based on the necessity to honor the limits
of the planet via de-growing our economies to a size that
can be sustained in the long term (Daly, 1993). Degrowth
proposes an explicit and urgent deviation from the pursuit
of economic growth and instead focuses on harmonious and
peaceful co-existence within humanity and between humanity
and nature (Bonnedahl and Heikkurinen, 2019; Buch-Hansen,
2021). While fields such as transition science and corporate social
responsibility are research fields, degrowth is at once a research
field, a political project, and a social movement (Buch-Hansen,
2021). Originally, degrowth appeared to be more concerned with
the macro visions and the issues of fitting human economies
within the limits of the planet. However, more recently the
microeconomic level has received more attention (Schmid, 2018;
Nesterova, 2020a,b). An important defining feature of degrowth
scholarship is its ongoing philosophical contemplation (see
e.g., Heikkurinen, 2018; Buch-Hansen and Nesterova, 2021),
applicable both to our scientific efforts (Buch-Hansen and
Nesterova, 2021), to our mode of being (Heikkurinen, 2018) and
business (Nesterova, 2021c). In this sense, the roots of degrowth
compatible ideas go far back in time, to the eighteenth century
idea of “sustainable use” by Hannß Carl von Carlowitz (Waas
et al., 2011), the ninteenth century calls for simple living in
harmony with nature (Thoreau, 2016) and as far back as to
ancient China where similar thoughts were expressed (Mote,
1989; Laozi, 2001).

Explicitly inviting philosophy to participate in a dialogue
which focuses on alternative ways of being and running our
economies is useful as it opens spaces for more adventurous
and reflective theorizing. Recently, the philosophy of critical
realism was proposed as a (but importantly not “the”) suitable
philosophy for degrowth (Buch-Hansen and Nesterova, 2021).
Some of the grounds for such proposal are the following: a deep

1Recent dialogues on sustainable development appear to go hand in hand with
many degrowth proposals. Initially, sustainable development was defined as
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 43).
After undergoing a long journey of (mis)interpretations, more recent discussions
and definitions highlight the necessity to clarify the meaning of sustainable
development as well as to clearly bring together the questions of needs and
planetary limits (see Waas et al., 2011; Griggs et al., 2013). For instance, Griggs
et al. (2013) propose the following new definition of sustainable development
in the Anthropocene: “Development that meets the needs of the present while
safeguarding Earth’s life-support system, onwhich the welfare of current and future
generations depends”.

look into ontology (the nature of being), a humble and relativist
epistemological position which is radically open to exploration
and cooperation with other perspectives and sciences due to
seeing any knowledge as subject to critique and improvement.
The grounds also include a normative orientation toward a better
mode of being, a theory of how change may unfold, a hopeful
and positive view of human nature, an attempt to reconcile
the “opposites” (such as mind and body, culture and nature).
The proposal to put degrowth and critical realism in a dialogue
goes back to Roy Bhaskar, the founder of critical realism, who
advocated for degrowth (Bhaskar et al., 2012).

Bringing together degrowth and critical realism, and especially
using critical realism to underlabour for degrowth research
appears to be fruitful (see e.g., Nesterova, 2021a,c). One aspect
of critical realism which is immediately applicable to theorizing
a different way of being in the world is the four planes of
social being (Bhaskar, 1993; Buch-Hansen and Nielsen, 2020).
The four inter-related planes include the plane of embodied
personality, human relations, human structures, and humans’
transactions with nature (Bhaskar, 1993). This resonates with
other philosophies, such as existentialism, which focus on
being and inter-relationship of humans with our own selves
and our natural and social environments (Heidegger, 2001). It
also resonates with geographical approaches which encompass
multiple scales and levels of reality, from the self to the cosmos.
Humanistic geography (Tuan, 1974, 1976, 1998) is an example
of this geographical approach. It is a branch of geography
which, while being a geography (thus interested in the earth
and places within its realm), focuses on human beings, our
geographical knowledge, relationships to and with places, others
(e.g., crowding vs. privacy), livelihood and economics, and
religion (Tuan, 1976). This branch of geography is associated,
most notably, with the works of Yi-Fu Tuan.

Being and change, apart from occurring on the four planes of
social being, always occurs somewhere. In other words, there is
a dual character of existence. On the one hand, humans are part
of the cosmos (Bhaskar, 2000; Laozi, 2001; Tuan, 2013). On the
other hand, we act from somewhere. It can be a location such as a
city, a place such as an office or a home, a space, i.e., a unique
and dynamic, always in becoming cultural, political-economic
environment. The nature of this location, its unique constellation
of culture, landscape, climate affects our possibilities and actions
(Tuan, 1974). Thus, we are in the world locally and not only
generally as parts of existence.

While attempting to understand the unfolding of being on
various planes generally helps us deviate from reduction to any
particular level, examples of being in the world locally are called
for. Humans can be in concrete locations in different ways, as
individuals and as communities of individuals, thus forming new
social entities. In this paper I turnmy attention to a common type
of a social entity in need for ecological and social transformation,
a firm, and a particular location, the North of Sweden. The firm
I investigate specializes in vertical hydroponic agriculture. I use a
case study method to capture the nuance and detail of the firm’s
existence (Flyvbjerg, 2006) and aim to view a firm in a different
light with the help of the concept of degrowth business, critical
realism, and humanistic geography. Seeking novel view on firms
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appears to be pertinent in the situation where much hope is
placed on firms to participate in transformation toward a more
sustainable mode of living.

I adopt a humanistic approach to firms by recognizing that a
firm is a social entity, a community of humans (Lawson, 2015b).
While a firm can also be seen in terms of structures (consider, for
instance, hierarchies, departments, teams, rules, norms), seeing
a firm in terms of human beings and their various interactions
allow us to benefit from the existing knowledge from other
fields and approaches such as a reflective, holistic and multi-
dimensional approach of humanistic geography (Tuan, 1974,
1998, 2013). In its hopeful and positive approach to human
nature (see Tuan, 2008), humanistic geography is not dissimilar
from critical realism. Likewise, such an approach to human
nature appears to be in line with degrowth theorizing: if change
toward a better society is indeed possible, humansmust be willing
to participate in change, even if it entails stepping into the realm
of the unknown and leaving behind what humans are used to.

This paper uses degrowth, the philosophy of critical realism
and geography as lenses through which a different mode of
being can be viewed. All of these fields share similarities yet
allow us to learn something new and to understand how genuine
sustainability can become possible. Inter-disciplinary dialogues
are not unusual for any of these three bodies of knowledge.
For instance, inter-disciplinarity is central to both degrowth and
critical realism (Bhaskar et al., 2010; Buch-Hansen and Nielsen,
2020; Buch-Hansen and Nesterova, 2021). Geography itself is
a field which uses knowledge from a wide variety of different
disciplines (see e.g., Tuan (1974; 1998) use of psychology,
anthropology, and other sciences in his investigations), including
the philosophy of critical realism (Sayer, 2015).

The paper is organized as follows. The nature of a firm and its
being are explored in Section Being of a Firm Toward Degrowth
of this article in more detail. The third section focuses on
methodology. The fourth section reports the findings and Section
Discussion discusses the implications of thinking in terms of the
three lenses of degrowth, critical realism and geography. The final
section concludes.

BEING OF A FIRM TOWARD DEGROWTH

In this section, to understand the being of a firm toward
degrowth, three bodies of knowledge, including degrowth,
critical realism and geography are employed to serve as lenses
through which a firm can be viewed.

One prominent feature of degrowth theorizing is a deviation
of societies away from capitalism (Buch-Hansen and Carstensen,
2021). From the degrowth perspective, firms may be seen as
capitalist organizations, in contrast with a degrowth-compatible
organization, where an organization is a form of some kind which
is alternative to a firm. For example, it can be a cooperative.
Against this perspective, it has been argued (Nesterova, 2021c)
that a firm is a community of individuals (Lawson, 2015a),
and a form of an organization, though may indeed influence
the how of doing business, is less important than what it does
and how. A cooperative can be hierarchical and may seek to

expand (Gibson-Graham and Dombroski, 2020) while a firm
can be non-hierarchical, it can be non-growing, it can strive
to create a healthy space for work, human development, and
learning. Moreover, both a firm and a cooperative existing within
a capitalist system would be facing similar issues, for instance
of access to funding. Hence, the how of doing business (by a
cooperative or a firm) becomes more important than looking
for an ideal form of production: many (and diverse) forms of
production may be suitable for degrowth.

The “how” naturally provokes reflection on concrete practices.
While many practices have been proposed by degrowth scholars
(Hankammer et al., 2021), they generally relate to the three
dimensions of a firm’s existence (Nesterova, 2020a,b). These
dimensions include (1) the environment, (2) humans and non-
humans and (3) a deviation from the profit maximization
imperative. The last dimension, deviation from the profit
maximization imperative, is something which partly answers the
criticism of those who argue in favor of eliminating a firm as
an organizational form in favor of other forms of producing
organization. If a firm as a community of humans does not
strive to maximize profit, it opens space for creativity in terms
of how to run a business, with whom, and what for. Why would
humans strive for something other than profit and view business
as a creative activity? The possibility of this different kind of
striving as well as a creative approach can be assumed, in critical
realism, due to humans’ inherent capacities for love, creativity,
imagination, freedom, intentionality, acting deliberately toward
something better such as a better future (Bhaskar, 1998, 2002,
2012). Bhaskar (2000, p. ix) goes as far as to say that “the most
appropriate (correct, best possible) ethical and political stance is
one of unconditional love for our essential selves, and that of each
and every other being and the environment we inhabit.” This is
also something he believes can be manifested in reality. Such a
positive and hopeful view of human nature is not dissimilar to
that of humanistic geography which assumes human goodness
(Tuan, 2008). It is of course important to note that human
goodness for Tuan (2008) is not perfection, nor is it an overly
romantic view of human nature. It should thus be differentiated
from “inhuman goodness” (Tuan, 2008, p. 174) or sainthood.

Critical realism helps us understand a firm’s being in terms
of its relatedness with the world around it. At the core of a
firm are human beings (Lawson, 2015a) who are not isolated
but rather related and are part of the same community of life
(Bhaskar, 2000). A firm itself can be seen as an agent in societies
and economies whose agency derives from the agency of the
humans involved (Nesterova, 2021b). In critical realist terms,
agents reproduce and transform structures (Bhaskar, 1998; Buch-
Hansen and Nielsen, 2020). Thus, change arises from agents
transforming structures and reproducing those ones which are
already compatible with a desired society. Social structures can be
transformed because they are only relatively enduring (Bhaskar,
1989). The word “structure” may seem abstract. An example
is called for. For example, norms are a type of structures.
The attitude of exploitation toward nature has become one of
the norms in industrialized societies (Næss, 2005, 2012, 2016;
Bonnedahl and Heikkurinen, 2019). This is one of the structures
in need of deep transformations. Note the notion of “every other
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being” rather than “every other human being” in Bhaskar’s quote
above: non-human beings have the same right for self-realization
(Bhaskar, 2000; Næss, 2016).

Finally, the being of a firm unfolds somewhere. This makes
geography helpful in understanding of the being of a firm more
holistically (Nesterova, 2021c). Geography is a science which
has a long history of disambiguating the meaning of “where”,
describing the world and concrete location, places, and spaces
within it. Bhaskar et al.(2012, p. 102) rightly notes: “we act from
the only place we can act, actually ever act, that is here, right
here and now, the time you are in—now.” Similarly to critical
realism, geography emphasizes the context and various aspects
of it in terms of the physical characteristics (such as the landscape
and climate) and the human characteristics (such as the political,
economic, cultural context). A firm, seen through the lens of
geography, is part of the economic, political, cultural landscape
and even part of the landscape in physical terms, as well as part
of the cosmos or existence at large.

In this concluding paragraph as well as in Table 1. I
summarize the three bodies of knowledge (degrowth business,
critical realism, humanistic geography) and the key concepts
which illuminate a firm’s being toward degrowth. I relate
these three bodies of knowledge across three broad domains
of subjectivity, society and non-humans and the Earth
(and beyond).

To bring about a degrowth society, firms need to participate in
change and self-change. Self-change of firms includes deviating
from profit maximization and operating in such a way which
takes into account the firm’s inseparability from humans, non-
humans and the environment. Critical realism, in terms of
the self, encourages adoption of a deeply ethical position
(Bhaskar, 2000). In terms of human societies, it reminds us of
the existence and importance of inter-subjective relationships
and social structures which can constrain and empower. In
terms of the environment, critical realism postulates that every
aspect of our being involved material transactions with nature.
Humanistic geography shares Bhaskar’s positive attitude to
humans. However, as a geography, it highlights the importance
of a place. Interactions between humans, as well as between
humans and nature, happen somewhere, in places. The notion

of the environment becomes finer and more multi-dimensional.
Humanistic geography reminds us that we make a place, and the
place makes us. As a rather philosophical branch of geography,
humanistic geography not only brings our attention to concrete
locations but also the cosmos as the common domain of
existence. Finally, while degrowth business may seem to be an
entity, critical realism and humanistic geography point beyond
being. They point at becoming, change. Similarly to how human
societies and landscapes change throughout time and space, a
degrowth business likewise transforms.

METHODOLOGY

Having theorized a firm with the help from critical realism and
humanistic geography, it is essential to look into the real world.
After all, from a critical realist perspective, theories should be
useful for practice and for the transition to genuinely sustainable
development in reality (Bhaskar et al., 2012). On this occasion, I
turn my attention to my own location in the North of Sweden
and a firm based in this location. Attentiveness to one’s own
location allows more intimate investigation and affords an in-
depth case study. Since critical realism focuses more on ontology,
epistemology, and axiology (Buch-Hansen and Nielsen, 2020),
it allows much freedom in terms of methodology and methods,
providing they honor critical realist ontology, epistemology, and
axiology. A case study method, while often being critiqued for a
lack of possibilities to generalize one’s findings, is embraced by
critical realists (Nesterova, 2020b). This is especially so because
social entities are ever changing and always in becoming (Sayer,
2015). Thus speaking of regularities becomes challenging no
matter which social entity or phenomenon one is interested in
(see also Buch-Hansen and Nielsen, 2020), but a new space opens
for investigating detail and nuance (Flyvbjerg, 2006) as well as
for attentiveness to the context in which this social-entity-in-
becoming is embedded (Bryman, 2012; Yin, 2014).

I begin by briefly outlining the scene in which the case
firm is set. Sweden is a country which is characterized by
industrialization and urbanization (Hägerstrand, 2012b). The
north of Sweden has been described as harsh and remote

TABLE 1 | Degrowth, critical realism and humanistic geography as lenses for sustainability.

Degrowth business Critical realism Humanistic geography

Defining characteristics of

the stream of thought

Business as a social entity, capable of

self-transformation and

transformative practices

Realist, depth ontology, interplay

between agents and structures,

relativist epistemology,

emancipatory axiology

Focus on people and their

relationships, emphasis on human

experience, consciousness,

awareness, and knowledge

Subjectivity Deviation from profit maximization Plane of embodied personality Human goodness

Society and non-humans Humans and non-humans Plane of inter-subjective

relationships

Interactions between humans in

places

Plane of social structures

Earth (and beyond) Environment Material transactions with nature Location: interaction between

humans and places

Cosmos

Source: Nesterova (2020a) for degrowth business, Bhaskar (1993) for critical realism, Tuan (1974, 1976, 1998, 2008) for humanistic geography.
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(Lundmark, 2002). The northern part of Sweden is commonly
known as Norrland. It covers approximately 60 percent of the
total land area of Sweden, but only 13 percent of the total
Swedish population live there, making it a sparsely populated area
(Lundmark, 2002). The political-economic system in Sweden is
that of capitalism, though the type of capitalism is coordinated
(Buch-Hansen, 2014). This means that, in contrast to countries
such as the UK and the US (liberal capitalism) and countries
such as Japan, Italy (state-led capitalism), in Sweden trade unions
play a significant role and redistribution is prominent (Buch-
Hansen, 2014). Moreover, Koch(2012, p. 128) notes the following
about the Nordics (Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Denmark): “in
terms of sustainability and use of renewable energy sources they
also outperform other Western countries.” Swedish landscape
is something where the geographical dimension becomes
prominent. As Arell (1993, p. 11) notes, “[t]he geographical
dimension is evident in countries that stretch a long way from
north to south in northern latitudes, like Sweden. Usually the
snow still lies deep on the ground in the north when it is time for
spring plowing on the southern plains.” In the north of Sweden,
winters are long and cold, summers are short and mild. This
has obvious implications for agriculture, and this is the industry
where the case firm belongs to. The kind of agriculture the case
firm performs is somewhat unusual. It can be described as vertical
hydroponic agriculture.

The case firm was selected from a list of initiatives and
enterprises that the unit for research support and collaboration
at the university maintains. My interest was directed at initiatives
and enterprises which could be broadly described as socially and
ecologically “sustainable.” My decision to look specifically into
this industry and this firm arises from acknowledging that food
is a basic need, and this industry needs careful and continuous
attention for this reason, including by degrowth scholars. All
data was collected in the autumn of 2021 via two site visits, two
interviews and ongoing conversations, note-taking, short surveys
designed for this study and via utilizing online sources (such as
the website of the case firm). The primary informant (PI) is one
of the three owners-employees of the firm. However, during one
of the site visits I had an opportunity to meet and converse with
another owner-employee as well as with the owner-manager of a
firm which delivers the goods of the case firm.

In my investigation, I focused on the following dimensions:
(1) case firm’s ecological practices and principles, (2) social
practices and principles, (3) attitude to profit or other possible
key pursuits, (4) experience of being in a particular location
(the North of Sweden), (5) barriers case firm experiences
(e.g., funding, other organizations, political-economic and social
structures), (6) empowerment case firm experiences (e.g., helpful,
beneficial, reassuring structures, events, people). My questions
were based on these dimensions, but not restricted to them.
For instance, investigating the case firm’s owners’ attitudes to
profit led to (unexpected) conversations about spirituality and
mindfulness. In this situation, the conversation assumed a non-
structured path.

The six dimensions identified above arise from the recent
literature on degrowth business (Nesterova, 2020a, 2021c).
Dimensions one, two and three reflect directly the degrowth

business framework. Awareness of social structures which critical
realism encourages (Bhaskar, 1989, 1993, 1998) led to the
necessity to include dimensions five and six. Dimension four
is geographical. It was inspired by humanistic geography and
the need to consider firms’ relationships with places. During
my investigation in relation to this dimension, my interest
was in the firm’s relationship to Sweden and in particular the
North of Sweden, its climate, landscape, and the city where
the firm is based as a place. The following section reports the
findings across each of the six dimensions, with constraints and
empowerment reported in one section to show the following
duality of the firm’s being: it is at once within constraining and
within empowering structures.

FINDINGS

Ecological Practices and Principles
In vertical hydroponic agriculture which the case firm practices,
no soil is utilized. Plants are grown indoors, vertically, which
allows many plants to be grown in a relatively small space. A
computer regulates the delivery of nutrients, water, and (LED)
light to the plants. The computer also ensures circularity of
water use which allows to be more attentive to the amount
of water being used by the firm. Overall, all activities of the
case firm are aimed at minimizing the use of resources while
deepening connection with others, including customers and
other organizations. The case respondent notes: “Since our
company is started from the perspective of future predictions
on climate change and the Anthropocene’s impact on food
production, our way of growing food with less resourses, more
locally and with new business models that can create a deeper
relationship with end consumers or organizations selling food
has the potential (in long term) to help biodiversity flourish
and thrive and have a more circular local food production
through the whole value chain.”(PI, interview). The PI’s view
points in the direction of awareness of ecological degradation and
relationality, willingness to participate in change, to seek ways for
such participation.

Social Practices and Principles
Being a small firm where the three owners are also the only
employees opens spaces for choice: what to grow, what other
business options to explore, who to work with. It is a creative
process and a process of learning together, unrestricted by the
decisions which may have come from the management if the
firm was, for instance, a subsidiary. Much of this learning is
done via doing, but also via interacting with others coming from
various walks of life. The PI has not attended a university and they
appreciate a variety of knowledges beyond scientific knowledge as
well as questioning “everything” (PI, personal communication,
Autumn 2021). The structure of the firm is non-hierarchical,
there is no relationship of subordination, and the owners-
employees are related. The firm is run by two brothers and one
of these brothers’ partners. This creates a safe environment to
discuss ideas and explore ways in which available resources and
ideas can be constellated.

Frontiers in Sustainability | www.frontiersin.org 5 April 2022 | Volume 3 | Article 829848

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability#articles


Nesterova Being in the World Locally

Apart from ecological awareness mentioned above,
individuals involved in the case firm see positive social outcomes
which can arise from their activities. There is a “potential to
result in a healthier way of living, more job opportunities tied to
nature itself and hopefully change the way we see ourselves in
this world as a connected part of the whole” (PI, interview). What
stands out from this quote is a deep awareness of connectedness
of everything within the world with everything else. This position
is similar to the spiritual turn within the philosophy of critical
realism which recognizes oneness of being (Bhaskar, 2000, 2012).
This different way of seeing ourselves in this world appears
to transcend business activities. For instance, during one of
the conversations, the PI mentioned that they saw me as a
“human being, not a scientist” (PI, personal communication,
Autumn 2021).

Profit
While recognizing the embeddedness of the firm within the
existing and powerful structures of capitalist economy, thus the
need to make a profit, the PI notes that in their firm they “believe
in using money to push the change since there is no way of
doing it otherwise on a global scale” (PI, interview). The desire
to make a difference via the case firm appears to be connected
with a spiritual practice of the PI and the other owner-employees’
attentiveness and support toward the PI’s spiritual practice. This
is in line with a finding made recently by the geographers
Schmid and Taylor Aiken (2020). In my conversations with the
PI, I noted their references to mindfulness, meditation, nature-
connectedness, simple living, and spirituality in a broad sense,
i.e., without referring to any particular spiritual tradition (see,
e.g., Nelson, 2009). The PI noted their personal journey of growth
which has a deep connection with the way they operate their
business, communicate with others and nature, and the direction
in which they want their business to go.

Being in the North of Sweden
The owners-employees of the case firm are acutely aware of
their location. While the start of the business was indeed a
more general passion for food and recognizing the importance
to produce it locally, what followed was consideration of the
“where.” While vegetables such as potatoes can indeed be
grown in Northern Sweden outdoors during the summer season,
growing herbs and lettuce in winter in Northern Sweden is not
an option. Vertical hydroponic agriculture allows the case firm
to grow lettuce and herbs throughout the year. This requires
much energy. The energy bill is the second largest expenditure
of the case firm after wages. This bill can be larger in those
countries where energy is more expensive than in Sweden. And
while Sweden produces and uses a large amount of renewable
energy (Swedish Institute, 2021), renewable energy still requires
material and energetic investment.

The case firm is aware of the geographical dimensions of their
being and of adaptations that need to take place. For instance,
the respondent expands on this in the following: “Looking at
climate change in the southern part of Europe, the northern part
of Europe has a great opportunity to grow food in the future.
As it looks right now, the north will probably be an important

location for food production for Europe in 100 years. We have
space to grow and innovation driven cities to create opportunities
for it. Someone needs to start the long-term goal for it. We have
seen companies from, e.g., Spain moving to Sweden to grow food
taking their knowledge and techniques with them. This indicates
perhaps something important for the future.” (PI, interview).

Constraints and Empowerment
Both geography and the philosophy of critical realism recognize
the context, the embeddedness of an individual and of social
entities within political-economic, social, cultural structures. For
instance, the case firm respondent notes the culture surrounding
food consumption aimed at convenience rather than health
and the ritual of food consumption. Other barriers include
political barriers and what economic systems are orientated
toward and what they remain ignorant about. This is captured
in the following excerpt: “At first, being a small start-up in
the food industry is very hard. It seems that many people
know the importance of food but really don’t connect to the
real importance of it, e.g., health (physical and mental), the
environmental impact and so on. This is a barrier since it takes
long time to convince people about it with less time and money.
Political views are related too since they guide how we look at
buying local food in schools, hospitals and so on. Even funding
trough regional bodies are very hard since pretty much nothing
can be related to food production” (PI, interview).

Despite the existence of barriers, there are also structures
which can be empowering, though not always or easily accessible.
The case respondent notes that “[r]eassuring would be funding
from funding ventures since it would directly make space for
faster development and more people with the right knowledge
and connections to the market. Without it, companies die even if
both the people within it are working very hard and have all the
skills to make it work” (PI, interview).

Interesting to note is empowerment, support and
collaboration which arise when other businesses, which are
likewise on the journey toward sustainability, work together.
While studying this case I noticed the unusual means that the
case firm uses for the purpose of delivery of their goods. The
case firm works with another small, local enterprise run and
operated by one individual. This individual uses an electric pod
(a type of a vehicle) made in Sweden which they use for delivery,
as a taxi, for tours around the local area. The pod has various
messages written on it, including words such as tolerance,
empathy, gratitude. The challenge with this method of delivery
is such that the pod cannot be used when the temperature drops
below minus 10 degrees Celsius. This yet again highlights the
importance of paying closer attention to the climatic conditions
of the local area. When the option of delivery is not available,
customers can pick up their vegetables from a location at the
local train station which is within a walking distance from the
main site of the case firm. The second location also serves as
an office for the case firm. The office is made largely from the
local wood.

Empowerment likewise comes from the constellation of social
structures available in locations. The location where the case
firm is based has a large university, a “university of the North”
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(Lundmark, 2002, p. 34). It is a growing city with many
opportunities for innovation and exploring alternatives. And
while indeed every human is capable of creativity (Bhaskar,
2012), creativity may be more readily exercised where conditions
are suitable and even encouraging.

DISCUSSION

In the field of degrowth the need to seek profit while
being on a journey toward a better world has been well
documented (Schmid, 2018; Nesterova, 2020b). It is commonly
seen as a constraint on the path of transformation of business.
Understanding such dynamics and constraints is essential since
agents exists within structures which are real and impose
their effects (Harvey, 2002). Various capitalist structures are
constraining since capitalism orientates the society toward the
valorisation of capital (Gorz, 2012), not toward peaceful and
harmonious co-existence between humanity and nature and
within humanity. Even though the type of capitalism in Sweden,
as noted above, is coordinated, and Sweden can be described
in the words of Tuan (2008, p. 163) as a “mature democracy,”
it remains a capitalist country. Critical realism maintains
that dominant social and economic power structures suppress
potentialities and possibilities (Norrie, 2010). And yet, these
potentialities and possibilities manifest themselves in the pockets
and niches of capitalism. They manifest themselves through the
practices of individual humans, resulting in our societies and
our economic system being reproduced and transformed, in
an emergent manner, “through the sum total of our individual
practices” (Lawson, 2019, p. 11). The society is at once the
condition for our actions and also the outcome of our various
actions and practices (Lawson, 2019). These practices are not
directed at the narrow self-interest. Rather, they accommodate
deep awareness of being in the world with others (Heidegger,
2001): other humans and non-humans. Thus, in the same
capitalist society there are multiple dynamics at once. In this
sense, the unfolding of degrowth practices in the case firm is
truly a journey across the landscape of capitalism. This landscape
is, however, not homogenous and, upon a closer look, not
even universally capitalist. It is more similar to how Gibson-
Graham (2006) and Gibson-Graham and Dombroski (2020) view
capitalism: within the society there are constraining structures
but also those which empower, there are capitalist practices
and non-capitalist practices. The possibility to work with like-
minded individuals, seek and execute ways to contribute to deep
transformations are certainly empowering. Constraints such as
the need to seek funding are likewise present, hence humans
are at once free and un-free (Boss, 1988). Oftentimes, as is the
case with the firm investigated, one foot may be in the capitalist
economy while the other outside it (Boonstra and Joosse, 2013).
Likewise, some aspects of a firm’s being can be degrowth, while
others are not. For instance, the case firm practices local food
production, but does so via using high technology. Could it be
a better option to instead grow potatoes outdoors in the summer
season? Perhaps this would be more degrowth-compatible (e.g.,
less energy intensive), but it would also be limiting toward

creativity of the owner-employees and exploration of options for
a transformed world.

It remains interesting to see, when analyzing primary data,
the desire for self-transformation, not only the transformation
of the world around more generally. Various scholars in both
philosophy (Bhaskar, 2002, 2012) and geography (Tuan, 2008)
note the existence of human goodness, which can be seen, for
instance, in doing good in situation when there is a choice,
to do good or not to do it, to participate in change or not
to participate in it. Multiple individuals involved in business
appear to be seeking alternative and intentionally better modes
of being. They explore a wide variety of pathways for self-
growth, nurturing moral agency and even spirituality. Part
of this spiritual journey is learning. The individuals I had
an opportunity to interact with during this research mention
learning often. What is striking is a widely held in society
assumption that business can, or perhaps should, be taught at
business schools. None of the individuals I interviewed and
had conversations with during this research were graduates of
business schools, some not even university graduates. The fact
of unfolding ecological degradation is well-known. It should
not be surprising when scholars propose that aiming to avoid
collapse is the most preferable scenario for the future (Moriarty
and Honnery, 2017). This is likewise something humans outside
academia realize acutely. Gehlen (1988) notes that humans
are future-orientated beings, thus the concern of business
owners, and the concern of every other human being about the
future is understandable. Thus, in terms of temporality, human
considerations transcend the present moment and go far into
the future.

Apart from temporality, I would like to touch on spatiality
and what is more often associated with geography, in particular
scales and locations with their own socio-economic structures,
cultures, landscapes, and climate. It seems intuitively true that
even though we are part of general existence, we are also
in concrete locations from which we act. In relation to this,
Hägerstrand(2012a, p. 132) notes that we “can learn more about
the global, we can talk about global issues and we can (possibly)
agree on global strategies for change. But it will be the many local
actions dispersed across the landscape mantle that produce over
time the desired global changes.” Transformation of structures
(Bhaskar, 1989, 1998) concerns structures in locations, and
agents who transform structures (Bhaskar, 2002; Lawson, 2007)
are also in locations and places. This local scale needs to
receive more attention when considering alternative futures
such as degrowth. Degrowth focuses intensely on the forms on
production, including proposing a wide variety of such forms.
Those forms may include household and artisanal producers
(Trainer and Alexander, 2019), small firms (Schumacher, 1993;
Leonhardt et al., 2017; Trainer and Alexander, 2019), alternative
business models (Leonhardt et al., 2017), social enterprises
(Johanisova and Frankova, 2017). What remains essential is
understanding how these forms of production can be and can
produce in different locations, how place sensitivity can be
manifested alongside the realization and honoring of being part
of nature and the cosmos. In other words, how to be in the world
and locally.
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It is pertinent to return to the lenses through which a firm was
viewed in the beginning of this paper. When investigating, and
interacting with, firms which are on a transformative journey,
it appears that the three dimensions of degrowth business
(deviation from profit maximization, nature and non-humans
and the environment) do not suffice. They do not sufficiently
bring forward the complex and multi-dimensional nature of a
firm’s being, including its being toward degrowth. The lenses
of critical realism and humanistic geography illuminate and
bring forward the aspects which could otherwise be missed, such
as inter-subjective relationships, structures, and intimate inter-
relationships with places. A new approach to degrowth business
may strive to incorporate and study: the (necessarily relational)
self, human relationships (with and to other humans and non-
humans), human structures, geography (being in nature and
in places).

CONCLUSION

It is often assumed that capitalist society is a dire and bare
landscape.Weil(2001, p. 129) notes, for instance, that “[c]apitalist
society reduces everything to pounds, shillings and pence; the
aspirations of the masses are also expressed chiefly in pounds,
shillings and pence.” Such bare landscape can be compared
with the flora in Norway which Næss (2016) described in
detail. However, Næss (2016) does not describe it in negative
terms. In fact, he admires it, studies its diversity, and derives
philosophical reflections from interacting with it. Within the

landscapes of capitalism, it likewise appears important to seek
existing alternatives and to study their multi-dimensional being
and becoming. The philosophy of critical realism does not
let us forget about the key planes or levels of being and
change. Humanistic geography encourages us to contemplate our
relationships to, and with, both the cosmos at large and to places.
It appears that to capture the complex nature of being, both in the
world in general and in locations specifically, no single science
suffices. In this paper I looked at a firm via the three lenses of the
philosophy of critical realism, degrowth business and humanistic
geography. Each of them, while looking at the same world or
a phenomenon, illuminates something different. Combining the
insights from each of these fields leads to the necessity, while
studying firms and their deep transformation toward a better
society, to be attentive to the human self, human relationships,
human structures, places and nature beyond one’s own location.
Looking at a case from Northern Sweden points in the direction
that a degrowth business is not an entity, but rather a process.
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