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My dissertation centers the social and the institutional in our understanding of economic 

phenomena. I treat the socio-institutional context of a situation as a primary unit of analysis to understand 

the economic phenomena of that situation, while also appreciating the ways in which economic 

phenomena shape the socio-institutional ecosystems they inhabit. The first of three essays outlines a 

theoretical basis for this approach. I follow with two case studies which focus on socio-institutional 

ecosystems and economic phenomena: first an examination of the trajectories of labor force development 

in colonial Kenya and Tanganyika and then understanding the geographical unevenness and distribution 

of worker cooperatives in the United States.   

 

Essay 1: Socio-Institutional Space & Economic Phenomena: A Theoretical Treatment 

My first essay lays the theoretical groundwork to understand how socio-institutional ecosystems 

affect the outcomes of particular economic phenomena, and how this can be analyzed in a meaningful 

way. I borrow theoretical frames from other disciplines involved in the study of economies, in particular 

from economic geographers and economic sociologists who postulate economic processes are co-

constituted and dialectically enmeshed in socio-institutional ecosystems. Unlike institutional economics, I 

don’t seek to explain the origin of either particular institutions or economic phenomena, but rather seek to 

focus on the interactions and feedback loops of the to two. As such, I articulate general modes of analysis 

which can then be applied to specific co-formations of socio-institutional ecosystems and economic 

phenomena.   

 

Essay 2: The Socio-Institutional Ecosystems of Wage Labor through the Great Depression in 

Colonial Kenya & Tanganyika 

My second essay explores how the practices of labor diverged in the Depression era East Africa, 

because of differences in the socio-institutional regimes of Kenya and Tanganyika. Kenya and 

Tanganyika had some fundamental similarities, being British-ruled economies of agricultural export with 

European settlers trying to occasion a sufficient wage labor force. Still, some key differences in their legal 

and institutional architecture led them down different paths which reinforced its trajectory. The Kenyan 

authorities created an institutional regime which tightly held a workforce in place by delimiting other 

options, while the Tanganyikan authorities could not, and thus there was a more porous boundary 

between wage labor, subsistence agriculture, and peasant cash cropping in Tanganyika. The Great 

Depression – an external shock of drastic commodity price drops – both revealed key differences in the 

labor forces of the two countries and then congealed those differences, causing further divergence in the 

developmental trajectories of both states.  

 

Essay 3: How do Socio-Institutional Ecosystems Affect the Prevalence of Democratic Workplaces? 

An Analysis of Worker Cooperative Constellations in the US 

My third essay looks at how socio-institutional ecosystems in the United States affect the 

prevalence of worker cooperatives. The ~600 worker cooperatives in the United States are intensely 

bunched, geographically. Hypothesizing that this bunching has to do with the relative supportiveness of 

different socio-institutional ecosystems for worker-owned and managed firms, this essay identifies the 

factors which are confluent with the robust presence of worker cooperatives. Using Nelson & Rae’s 

algorithmic commuting megaregions of the USA as a stand-in for delineated ecosystems, I analyze spatial 

data on ideology, economic indicators, demography, legal distinctions, and support institutions to identify 

those which are supportive of worker ownership. More, fuzzy-set econometric modelling using 

Qualitative Control Analysis helps to identify combinatory sequences of factors which support worker 

cooperatives. This provides insight into the features, and combinatory features, of American socio-

institutional ecosystems conducive to the growth of worker-ownership and management.  


