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Abstract
This paper offers a political analysis of the platform and sharing economy—an eco-
nomic model in which digital platforms facilitate social and economic interactions. 
Its two central models, mainstream and cooperative platforms, offer similar applica-
tions and services (e.g., home-sharing, food delivery), but fundamentally differ in 
their ownership and governance structures, economic models, and technical designs. 
Building on literature from the politics of technology (PoT), the paper develops an 
approach for the political analysis of platform technologies, combining central com-
ponents from the works of Winner, Feenberg, and Pfaffenberger. This approach is 
then applied to analyze the platform and sharing economy, highlighting the political 
significance of platform technologies. The analysis reveals three key insights. First, 
when incorporated into particular social arrangements, digital platforms become 
means for shaping social realities rather than mere tools for specific uses. Second, 
mainstream platforms perpetuate capitalist conditions in the digital sphere and 
therefore necessitate platform capitalism to function, whereas cooperative platforms 
resist and undermine it. Third, the dynamics between the platform models embody 
a struggle over the question of the good life in the digital economy. Additionally, 
the paper uncovers a philosophical weakness in Winner’s definition of “inherently 
political technologies” that warrants further attention in PoT literature.
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1  Introduction

Digital platforms increasingly mediate social, economic, and other forms of 
human interactions, which puts them in a position to influence the power dynam-
ics and moral values that shape these interactions. This paper focuses on the plat-
form and sharing economy – an economic model in which digital platforms facil-
itate social and economic interactions such as lending, renting, providing, and 
sharing access to goods and services. These platforms can be roughly divided 
into two types: the mainstream model of commercial and corporate platforms and 
cooperative platforms that rely on democratic decision-making and shared owner-
ship. While mainstream platforms and their cooperative counterparts offer simi-
lar applications and services (e.g., home-sharing, food delivery), they fundamen-
tally differ in a variety of issues that extend beyond the mere utility or application 
level. Most notable are their ownership and governance structures, economic 
models, and technical designs and operations. Moreover, each platform model 
aims at bringing different social and economic realities into being, which extend 
beyond the platform’s direct utility.

The tension between these two platform models not only illustrates the con-
trasting social realities they aim to create but also makes a compelling case for 
the relevance of politics of technology (PoT) literature to analyze their social, 
political, and economic implications. PoT considers technology in its complex 
interplay with humans and society. Due to this interplay, issues surrounding tech-
nology are considered through the lens of power dynamics, social struggles, and 
moral values. PoT addresses two overarching questions regarding this interplay: 
first, PoT recognizes the importance of technology in shaping modern society. 
Therefore, it addresses the social, political, economic, etc. relations and realities 
that technologies help bring into being. Second, PoT addresses the development 
of technology and how to influence technological progress to create a more desir-
able and just society (Berg, 1998).

In this paper, I develop an approach for the political analysis of digital plat-
form technologies based on PoT literature and apply it to the analysis of main-
stream and cooperative platforms and their politics. The analysis reveals that 
when platform technologies are integrated into specific social arrangements, they 
become means for shaping social realities rather than serving merely as tools 
for particular uses like home-sharing, food delivery, or ride-hailing. Mainstream 
platforms perpetuate capitalism’s socioeconomic conditions in the digital sphere. 
Therefore, they are inherently political in the Winnerian sense due to their reli-
ance on platform capitalism as a social order. In contrast, platform cooperatives 
are designed both technically and institutionally to resist key aspects of platform 
capitalism. Their structures necessitate democratic decision-making and shared 
ownership, preventing them from functioning without these elements. According 
to a strict interpretation of Winner, platform cooperatives are not inherently polit-
ical in their relation to platform capitalism as a social order, which is counterintu-
itive. This highlights a weakness in PoT theory that, while requiring further atten-
tion, exceeds the scope of this paper to address or resolve. However, this does not 
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reduce platform cooperatives to merely a reactive force against mainstream plat-
forms—they are not the Luddites of platform capitalism. Instead, they use their 
technology to promote an alternative social vision and reality. Ultimately, the 
dynamics between the platform and sharing economy’s countermodels embody 
a struggle over the question of the good life in the digital economy. Analyzing 
these dynamics is crucial not only to understand how digital platforms mediate 
power but also to uncover how their design choices affect the values and realities 
we aspire to in a digital society.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 begins with an overview of the plat-
form and sharing economy, including its main platform models and their relevance for 
a PoT-based analysis. Following this, I discuss PoT’s theoretical background, outline 
its central claims, and identify its analytical concepts and tools, drawing on the works 
of Langdon Winner, Andrew Feenberg, and Bryan Pfaffenberger. In Section 3, I apply 
these concepts and tools to analyze the politics of the platform and sharing economy. 
The analysis is made concrete by examining the politics of each platform model, the 
relationships between the models, and the platforms themselves, using specific plat-
forms from each model as examples to support my arguments. Section 4 concludes the 
paper by discussing the normative implications of the presented conceptualization.

This paper contributes to the existing literature in three main ways. First, it concep-
tualizes the dynamics of the platform and sharing economy in political terms, thereby 
re-politicizing digital platforms and their operations. This counteracts the depoliticizing 
effect of technology-centered and data-driven governance approaches of mainstream 
platforms. Second, the paper uses case studies of two alternative platform models to 
analyze their politics as they unfold through their technical design, social contexts, and 
related social struggles. This provides an empirically informed political analysis that 
highlights the political significance of platform technologies. Third, by uncovering a 
philosophical weakness in Winner’s work, this paper identifies a theoretical gap in PoT 
that warrants further attention.

2 � Background and Theory

This section will begin with an overview of the platform and sharing economy and its 
platform countermodels. Relevant characteristics of each platform model and the case 
studies of particular platforms will be presented in Sect. 3 to put these characteristics 
within the context of the platforms’ politics. Interested readers can refer to (Dijck et al., 
2018; Frenken & Schor, 2017; Schor, 2020; Srnicek, 2016; Sundararajan, 2017; Wood-
cock & Graham, 2020) for in-depth discussions of the platform and sharing economy’s 
mainstream model and (OECD, 2023; Scholz, 2017, 2023; Scholz & Schneider, 2017) 
for platform cooperatives.

2.1 � The Platform and Sharing Economy’s Countermodels

The platform and sharing economy describe an economic model, in which digi-
tal platforms facilitate social and economic interactions such as lending, renting, 
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providing, and sharing access to goods and services. The platforms’ modularity 
often enables users to offer innovative services and products within the platform’s 
ecosystem. The platform and sharing economy’s initial narrative argues that digi-
tal platforms facilitate “collaborative consumption” of underutilized resources. This 
practice is asserted to have positive environmental impacts, strengthen social con-
nections among participants, and economically empower the middle class (Botsman 
& Rogers, 2011; Sundararajan, 2017). Although the narrative explicitly incorporates 
commercial use, the focus on individual users sharing their resources, as opposed to 
merely renting or leasing them, and on the underutilized nature of these resources 
implies that the non-commercial aspect is pivotal in this narrative. In practice, the 
platform and sharing economy thrives on the economics of scale and network effects 
– the value that users derive from the platform depends on the number of platform 
users and platforms with a critical mass of participants draw further participants 
(which often leads to the market dominance of a single platform) (Frenken & Schor, 
2017; Srnicek, 2016). These imply that platforms’ scale in size translates to power.

The platform and sharing economy can be roughly divided into two platform 
models:

Mainstream platforms belong to the commercial, corporate platform model that 
dominates the platform and sharing economy. Their ownership and economic 
models are based on shareholders, investors, and venture capital. Therefore, they 
strive for profit maximization and market dominance. Mainstream platforms are 
often criticized for data collection and monetization, algorithmic management, 
precarious working conditions, worker (mis)classification as self-employed, tax 
avoidance, anti-competitive practices, exploitation of regulatory loopholes as 
well as negative implications to democracy, local communities, and the environ-
ment (Dijck et  al., 2018; Frenken & Schor, 2017; Lemley & McCreary, 2020; 
Scholz, 2017; Srnicek, 2016). To fend off criticism, mainstream platforms often 
make claims that resemble the neutrality thesis. Their main argument is that the 
platforms are mere intermediaries or marketplaces and, therefore, are not respon-
sible for the social and political consequences of their use.1 This position has a 
depoliticizing effect on the discourse surrounding the platform and sharing econ-
omy by diverting it from the platforms’ societal effects and possible economic 
and technical alternatives.
Platform cooperatives (platform co-ops) emerged as alternatives to mainstream 
platforms and their shortcomings.2 Similar to mainstream platforms, these are 
businesses that use digital tools such as websites, mobile apps, or protocols to sell 
goods or services (as well as mediate between users that offer or consume them). 
They rely on two core principles that differentiate them from their mainstream 

1   Airbnb’s work to reduce discrimination on the platform (Murphy, 2016) constitutes a notable excep-
tion in this regard and stands in contrast to Airbnb’s efforts in other domains such as municipal and tax 
regulations.
2   Other alternative models are municipal/city-owned platforms and union-backed labor platforms 
(Scholz, 2017).
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counterparts: democratic decision-making and shared ownership. Co-op mem-
bers (e.g., workers, users, and institutional partners such as local businesses, pub-
lic administration, and unions) collectively control the platform both on the insti-
tutional and technical level (e.g., the platform’s technical design and operation). 
The particular ownership and governance structures vary between platforms 
and can be classified into four groups: producer, worker, multi-stakeholder, and 
data platform co-ops (OECD, 2023; Platform Cooperativism Consortium, 2020; 
Scholz, 2017, 2023; Scholz & Schneider, 2017). Although the platform co-op 
model is fairly novel, they are based on a rich history of cooperative organiza-
tions and values, and therefore consider their alternative platform organizations 
as instances of a more radical transition towards a social and solidarity economy 
(Scholz, 2016, 2023; Vercher-Chaptal et al., 2021). However, they face a variety 
of challenges: balancing their social mission with economic viability, concurring 
with established mainstream platforms, overcoming legal barriers, creating ethi-
cal technologies, and resisting the degeneration of institutional democracy into 
hierarchical control.

As Table  1 illustrates, mainstream and cooperative platforms offer simi-
lar utility. However, they fundamentally differ in a variety of issues that extend 
beyond—or lie beneath—the mere utility level – their ownership and governance 
structures, economic models, and technical designs and operations. These differ-
ences are the core of their politics. Put differently, platforms are not necessarily 
political due to their utility (e.g., home-sharing, food delivery). Instead, they are 
political due to their institutional structure, technical design, and their influence 
on social and economic interactions. Furthermore, they are political due to how 
they are integrated within structures that (re-)produce power relations, promote 
particular moral and political values (while demoting others), impact stakehold-
ers and their interests, etc. These aspects are crucial for analyzing the politics 
of digital platforms and conceptualizing these platforms not merely as technical 
tools, but—to paraphrase Pfaffenberger—as “politics constructed by technologi-
cal means” (Pfaffenberger, 1992, p. 282).

The following section will lay out PoT’s theoretical background and identify 
its analytical concepts and tools that will be used to analyze the platform and 
sharing economy’s politics.

Table 1   Mainstream and cooperative platforms with similar utility

Application / utility Mainstream Cooperative

Home-Sharing / Short-Term Rentals Airbnb Fairbnb
Food Delivery Deliveroo, Wolt, UberEats CoopCycle
Ride-Hailing Uber, Lyft Drivers Cooperative
Freelance Labor TaskRabbit, Upwork Coopify, Up & Go
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2.2 � The Politics of Technology

Any discussion on the politics of technology begins with Winner’s seminal question, 
Do Artifacts Have Politics? (1980). In this paper, I build on a subset of PoT litera-
ture to expand on Winner’s claims and identify analytical tools and concepts suitable 
for addressing the politics of digital platforms. First, given my critical theory stand-
point, I turn to Feenberg. His critical theory of technology provides a theoretical 
foundation to politicize (the philosophy of) technology, combining a neo-Marxist 
critique with modern approaches such as constructivism, Science and Technology 
Studies (STS), and post-phenomenology (Brey, 2010; Verbeek, 2013). Integrating 
Winner’s and Feenberg’s works balances Feenberg’s neo-Marxist tendencies, offer-
ing a comprehensive account of PoT. This approach enables a critical analysis of the 
platform and sharing economy that extends beyond merely criticizing capitalism. 
Additionally, I incorporate Pfaffenberger’s Technological Dramas (1992). Pfaffen-
berger provides a valuable theoretical perspective by addressing technology-related 
struggles in terms other than the Marxist conception of class struggle and resist-
ance to capitalism, which is evident in Feenberg’s work. Yet, as I will show, Pfaffen-
berger’s view is compatible with critical theory. Finally, I present an interpretation 
of Feenberg and Pfaffenberger that considers resistance and struggle as progressive 
dynamics rather than merely reactive ones. This perspective reveals different paths 
for using, developing, and contextualizing technologies.

Before turning to the politics of technology, I will address the idiom’s second part 
by briefly clarifying the term technology. Early philosophical traditions that took 
an interest in technology, most notably the Frankfurt School’s critical theory and 
Martin Heidegger’s phenomenology, propagated an essentialist, determinist, and 
somewhat dystopian conception of Technology (singular, with a capital T) as a broad 
phenomenon. Following the empirical turn, more recent philosophical notions—that 
position themselves as Heidegger’s and the Frankfurt School’s critical successors, 
one may add—aim to overcome this essentialist conception. Instead, they delve into 
the meanings and workings of particular technologies (plural, with a small t) in par-
ticular contexts and social arrangements. These include Feenberg’s critical theory 
of technology and Peter-Paul Verbeek’s post-phenomenology (Bantwal Rao et  al., 
2015; Brey, 2010; Feenberg, 1999; Sassower, 2017; Verbeek, 2013, 2020). To be 
sure, I address digital technologies in the latter respect. Therefore, the following dis-
cussion aims to provide a theoretical foundation for analyzing the politics of con-
crete technologies and their social arrangements; in this paper, by applying PoT to 
analyzing the politics of mainstream and cooperative platforms.

Winner distinguishes between two ways in which technology has political prop-
erties: first, he argues that the invention, design, or arrangements of technologies 
become ways of settling affairs in society. When technical arrangements (artifacts 
that are developed and designed in certain ways) are incorporated within certain 
social arrangements, their purpose, use, and impact extend from a mere functional 
level to a social and political level. Second, Winner further argues that technological 
artifacts can be inherently political. Technological artifacts can be inherently politi-
cal by either requiring a particular set of social and political conditions to function 
or by being strongly compatible with such conditions. He distinguishes between 
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social conditions that are internal to the technical system, such as those within the 
institution that deploys the technology, and those that are external, like broader eco-
nomic conditions and legal frameworks (Winner, 1980).

Building on Winner, the politics of technology can be understood through several 
aspects. First, technological development and design processes are biased in par-
ticular directions, determining the politics of technological artifacts. Second, tech-
nological artifacts embody the values of certain social groups (elites). This claim 
relates to the value-ladenness of technology (the position that technologies have 
embedded values in the sense of built-in tendencies to promote or demote certain 
moral, political, or social values) and therefore, rejects the neutrality thesis. That 
said, unlike ethical approaches to technology that focus on mediation and norma-
tive judgments, PoT literature examines moral issues through technology’s politi-
cal dimensions. Third, technologies embody social relations and distribute power 
(Brey, 2008), as illustrated by Winner’s examples of low-hanging bridges, tomato 
harvesting machines, and centralized nuclear power plants versus decentralized solar 
systems. Fourth, the politics of technological artifacts are determined not only by 
their design but also by their incorporation into concrete social arrangements, which 
reproduce and reinforce the existing social order while narrowing possibilities for 
societal change. This challenges some critics’ claims that Winner—or PoT in gen-
eral—overemphasizes technology’s design while neglecting the social, economic, 
and organizational contexts in which these technologies are implemented. Finally, 
Winner distinguishes two layers of technological utilization by stating that tech-
nologies “encompass purposes far beyond their immediate use” and “transcend the 
simple categories of ‘intended’ and ‘unintended’ altogether (Winner, 1980, p. 125). 
These layers include technologies’ functional use and the broader ethical-political 
implications embedded and expressed through them.

Feenberg’s two-tiered instrumentalization theory makes this distinction 
explicit. The theory offers a dialectic of technological rationality that differen-
tiates between the primary (causal) level and the secondary (cultural) level of 
instrumentalization. The primary instrumentalization encompasses technology’s 
functional, reifying aspects. The primary instrumentalization is reductionist 
and decontextualizes the technological objects. In secondary instrumentaliza-
tion, technological artifacts are recontextualized; they are constituted in particu-
lar social contexts, where socio-cultural aspects such as aesthetics and ethics are 
added (Feenberg, 1999, 2002; Michel, 2017; Veak, 2006). Consider, for exam-
ple, the smartphone: its creation involves extracting rare metals and reducing 
communication to efficient technical processes (primary instrumentalization), 
while its societal adoption reflects broader socio-cultural values, such as con-
nectivity, self-expression, and the signaling of social status (secondary instru-
mentalization). In addition, in primary instrumentalization, power is involved in 
the “instrumentalization” of nature and subjects as functionalities. In secondary 
instrumentalization, social power is involved when social values, ideologies, etc. 
are inscribed in technologies (Bantwal Rao et  al., 2015). Ultimately, Feenberg 
observes that the distinction between primary and secondary instrumentalization 
is not always clear-cut. Decontextualization is never absolute and the processes 
of primary instrumentalization are conditioned by secondary instrumentalization. 
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Feenberg illustrates this with an example: “Cutting down a tree to make lumber 
and building a house with it are not the primary and secondary instrumentaliza-
tions respectively. Cutting down a tree “decontextualizes” it, but does so in line 
with various technical, legal, and aesthetic considerations determining what kinds 
of trees can become lumber of what size and shape and are salable as such. The 
act of cutting down the tree is thus not simply primary but involves both levels, as 
one would expect of an analytic distinction” (Feenberg, 2008, p. 34).

Feenberg emphasizes technology’s ambivalence—its availability for alternative 
developments with different social and political consequences. This ambivalence 
applies to both technical choices and the contextual dimensions of technology’s 
deployment. Put differently, technology is ambivalent in both its primary and sec-
ondary instrumentalization. For Feenberg, this makes technology a contested field 
where social groups with differing interests struggle. As he puts it: the “ambivalence 
of technology is distinguished from neutrality by the role it attributes to social val-
ues in the design, and not merely the use, of technical systems. In this view, tech-
nology is not a destiny but a scene of struggle. It is a social battlefield, or perhaps 
a better metaphor would be [Bruno Latour’s] “parliament of things” in which civi-
lizational alternatives contend” (Feenberg, 2002, p. 15 italics added). This ambiva-
lence conveys two principles: the conservation of social hierarchy and democratic 
rationalization. In democratic rationalization, the contested field of technology is 
restructured to serve social needs beyond the hegemonic (capitalist) order (Feen-
berg, 1999). Notably, this approach differs from the Marxist dialectical model of 
struggle between Technology (with a capital T) and society, or of oppression versus 
liberation, sometimes associated with Feenberg’s theory (Bantwal Rao et al., 2015; 
Kellner, 2017; Verbeek, 2013). Alongside social group struggles, Feenberg consid-
ers the struggle over technology as resistance to capitalism and its workings, such as 
the incorporation of practices like worker deskilling into technology design.

In this context, Pfaffenberger makes a valuable addition by conceptualizing the 
introduction of new technologies in social contexts as a struggle between groups of 
stakeholders (design and impact constituency) and the dynamics of their interactions 
and dialectic strategies (Pfaffenberger, 1992). While Feenberg focuses on resistance 
and struggles under capitalism, Pfaffenberger emphasizes the dynamics between 
social groups. Therefore, technological dramas offer a conceptualization of resist-
ance and struggle that meaningfully complements Feenberg.

A technological drama begins with technological regularization: the design con-
stituency introduces or adapts a technology (artifacts, systems, or technology-related 
practices) into a social context. By doing so, it coercively affects the allocation of 
power, prestige, or wealth according to its vision and interest. Technological regu-
larization provokes the impact constituency’s struggle to compensate for the loss 
of social power and self-esteem (caused by the introduction of technology). They 
adopt various strategies including the adaptation of technologies, social practices, 
and institutions: technological adjustment and technological reconstitution (Pfaffen-
berger, 1992). Moreover, as Brey highlights, new technologies do not impose only 
threats to the impact constituency but also bear opportunities. Through technologi-
cal adjustments and reconstitution, the impact constituency can seize these opportu-
nities rather than merely reacting to threats (Brey, 1999).
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In technological adjustment, impact constituencies adopt strategies to compen-
sate for losses from technological regularization. These strategies, however, do not 
challenge the foundations of regularization but seek access to or limited control over 
it (Pfaffenberger, 1992). Technological reconstitution involves impact constituen-
cies actively reshaping technological artifacts, their design, and production. They 
deploy a “revolutionary” ideology and antisignification (a symbolic inversion, e.g., 
the inversion of dominating social and political paradigms) to create counterartifacts 
and alternative social contexts. These counterartifacts embody features that negate 
or reverse the dominant system’s political implications (Pfaffenberger, 1992).

Broadly speaking, the approaches towards struggle in PoT literature vary from 
conceptualizing struggle in terms of resistance to Technology (with a capital T), 
resistance to a particular social order (e.g., capitalism) or certain aspects of that 
order (e.g., exploitation and deskilling of labor), struggle between different social 
groups that are affected by particular technologies (with a small t) and their social 
arrangements, or social struggles that are mediated through technology. Some of 
these notions tend to offer a reductionist concept of resistance and struggle as pri-
marily reactive forces.

Within this context, Feenberg’s and Pfaffenberger’s positions are not mutually 
exclusive, but rather indicative of the different ways, in which resistance and strug-
gle concerning technology can be progressive (rather than merely reactive) in both 
the technical and social sense. Feenberg argues for a democratic transformation of 
technology: “At the highest level, public life involves choices about what it means 
to be human. Today these choices are increasingly mediated by technical decisions. 
What human beings are and will become is decided in the shape of our tools no less 
than in the action of statesmen and political movements. The design of technology 
is thus an ontological decision fraught with political consequences. The exclusion 
of the vast majority from participation in this decision is profoundly undemocratic. 
Fundamental change requires a democratic transformation of technology” (Feen-
berg, 2002, p. 3). For Feenberg, democratization is achieved by incorporating alter-
native interests and values into technical design or, more practically, by including 
“participant interests” in a design process that embraces a wide variety of stakehold-
ers (Feenberg, 1999, 2002). Pfaffenberger, on the other hand, views influencing tech-
nology’s design as part of the progressive struggle dynamics within the technologi-
cal drama, where the impact constituency employs strategies such as the adaptation 
of technologies, social practices, and institutions (Pfaffenberger, 1992). Although 
Feenberg and Pfaffenberger do not explicitly frame their conceptualizations as pro-
gressive, I highlight this dimension to emphasize its significance in the platform and 
sharing economy’s politics, as well as to underscore how these conceptualizations 
differ from resistance that is merely reactive or reduced to passive opposition.

2.3 � PoT’s Analytical Concepts and Tools

The paper’s approach combines elements from Winner, Feenberg, and Pfaffenberger. 
Based on the preceding discussion, I distinguish three central concepts and tools for 
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the analysis of the politics of technology and apply them to mainstream and coop-
erative platforms:

1.	 I apply the two-tiered instrumentalization theory of primary and secondary instru-
mentalization to digital platforms to show that their politics go beyond their pri-
mary instrumentalization (their direct application such as home-sharing, freelance 
labor, or food delivery).

2.	 I unpack the reciprocal relationship between platforms and the social order. I 
begin by presenting a conception of “social order” that integrates both Winner’s 
and Feenberg’s related concepts, and by identifying the key aspects that constitute 
platform capitalism as a social order. I then use them to analyze how mainstream 
and cooperative platforms either reproduce and reinforce the social order of plat-
form capitalism or, conversely, undermine and resist it, thereby contributing to the 
creation of alternative social realities. Based on this analysis, I examine whether 
mainstream and cooperative platforms are inherently political in the Winnerian 
sense.

3.	 I apply both Feenberg and Pfaffenberger’s technological dramas to analyze the 
struggle dynamics in the platform and sharing economy. As mentioned above, 
their notions of resistance and struggle go beyond the reduction of resistance to 
reactive opposition to technological development. Thus, the analysis will consider 
them as progressive dynamics that potentially uncover different paths for using, 
developing, and contextualizing technologies.

Additionally, I address the platforms’ technical design in each of the aforemen-
tioned discussions. Using examples of particular platforms and their designs, this 
focus follows two objectives: first, to explicitly link each platform model’s politics 
to its technical design. Second, to demonstrate how tangible aspects such as specific 
functions and operations, value-laden technical affordances, and the design process 
relate to PoT’s abstract and analytical tools and concepts.

3 � The Politics of Digital Platforms

This section of the paper consecutively applies the previously identified analytical 
concepts and tools of PoT. To reiterate, mainstream and cooperative platforms offer 
similar utility (applications and services). However, they fundamentally differ in a 
variety of issues that extend beyond mere utility. These include ownership and gov-
ernance structures, economic models, and technical designs and operations. The fol-
lowing analysis will delve into these differences to unpack their political dimensions.

3.1 � Primary and Secondary Instrumentalization

Feenberg’s instrumentalization theory provides an analytical framework to address 
the tension between the functional similarities of mainstream and cooperative plat-
forms (see Table  1) and their organizational, cultural, and economic differences. 
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In the following analysis, I will examine how the politics of mainstream and 
cooperative platforms unfold through the processes of primary and secondary 
instrumentalization.

The utility of each platform is conditioned by various considerations that deter-
mine which activities are considered applicable to the platform’s utility and how 
the platform’s algorithms mediate these activities. For example, Airbnb and Fairbnb 
apply different definitions of the accommodation types that can be offered on the 
platform (e.g., allowing/inhibiting multi-listing3) and which kind of sharing activi-
ties the platform facilitates (e.g., Airbnb technically facilitates only fee-based rentals 
and inhibits other sharing models such as barter exchange and Couchsurfing, Fair-
bnb donates 50% of the platform fees to social and environmental projects at the 
travel destination) (Spier, 2022, 2024). These considerations are driven by the plat-
forms’ secondary instrumentalization but are immanent to their primary instrumen-
talization as they are manifested in the platforms’ algorithms.

Primary instrumentalization offers a means for conceptualizing the sharing 
economy’s and mainstream platforms’ key notions. Hitherto personal objects and 
resources (one’s home, car, time, and skills) are decontextualized and reduced to 
“underutilized resources”. They are then reified and commodified in two ways: first, 
as means for generating income, products, and services (an Uber ride, Airbnb flat).4 
Second, as unified digital representations that are conditioned by the platform’s tech-
nical affordances (Bialski, 2016; Spier, 2024). In computer systems, human subjects 
are continuously decontextualized and reduced from full-blown persons to “users” 
that are integrated into the network (Feenberg, 2002, 2008). On digital platforms, 
subjects are decontextualized as persons and reduced to one-dimensional roles 
within the platform’s terminology, such as “Hosts” and “Guests” (Airbnb), “Rab-
bits” and “Taskers” (TaskRabbit), or “Riders” (Deliveroo). In these roles, they are 
subjected to the reviews of other users using the platforms’ review systems, which 
are inaccurate, inflated, and influenced by the platform’s technical affordances 
(Bridges & Vásquez, 2018; Frenken & Schor, 2017; Spier, 2024; Zervas et  al., 
2021). Labor platforms’ nearly ubiquitous classification of workers as self-employed 
further reduces subjects to contractors for which the platform holds no accountabil-
ity (Scholz, 2017; Woodcock & Graham, 2020). Through algorithmic management, 
platform workers’ labor is decontextualized and deskilled. For example, mainstream 
delivery platforms break down so-called “gigs” into tasks that are given to the couri-
ers in consecutive order. Couriers have neither control over the tasks (e.g., refusing 
deliveries of bulk orders or to dangerous neighborhoods) nor can they invest from 
their subjective and contextual experience and knowledge in their execution (e.g., 
choosing routes more suitable for their vehicle or personal safety) (Woodcock, 2020; 
Woodcock & Waters, 2017). Lastly, mainstream platforms’ datafication decontex-
tualizes virtually all forms of platform use and reduces them to data, which is then 

3   The same host offering several listings – an indication of business activity.
4   The terms Uber and Airbnb instead of taxi and hotel room have acquired an independent status in the 
platform and sharing economy. For example, users explicitly “call an Uber” and “book an Airbnb” rather 
than a taxi or hotel.
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circulated between platforms and networks, analyzed, commodified, and used to 
generate further forms of value (e.g., monetization through advertising, generation 
of network effects) (Dijck et al., 2018; Srnicek, 2016; Zuboff, 2019).

In each platform model, the platform technology and its direct application are 
recontextualized differently and embedded in distinct social contexts. In mainstream 
platforms, the hierarchical corporate structure, shareholders’ profit interests, and 
the neoliberal ideologies of platform founders shape primary instrumentalization in 
specific ways, forming the basis for the criticism against them (see Sect.  2.1). In 
contrast, platform co-ops embed the platform technology within a framework of 
democratic decision-making and shared ownership. This recontextualizes the plat-
form and its application according to a broader range of ethical, legal, and aesthetic 
considerations, reflecting a wider range of stakeholders and interests. The following 
discussion highlights these differences by contrasting the secondary instrumentali-
zation of platform co-ops with the primary instrumentalization dimensions of main-
stream platforms:

Platform co-ops share mainstream platforms’ decontextualization of personal 
objects and resources. However, instead of prioritizing reification and commodifica-
tion, their recontextualization includes further ethical, political, and aesthetic con-
siderations. For example, Fairbnb’s “1 host – 1 house” policy5 and prohibition of 
corporate-owned units ensure that Fairbnb remains non-extractive and does not con-
tribute to the commodification of living space (Spier, 2022). Additionally, platform 
co-ops strive for the platform activity to empower local communities, for example, 
through communities’ sovereignty over the platforms’ local operations. In contrast 
to mainstream platforms, this recontextualizes the platform uses in ways that coin-
cide with the platform and sharing economy’s original narrative of strengthening 
communities.

Platform co-ops’ co-determination and their emphasis on the empowerment of 
platform workers and users recontextualizes subjects in non-reductionist ways. 
The co-determination of the platform’s organizational and technical operations 
constitutes workers and users as stakeholders that shape the platform (and hence, 
the impact it has on them). This is apparent in the platforms’ technical design. For 
example, based on couriers’ requirements, CoopCycle intentionally built “frictions” 
such as manual task assignments by a dispatcher, providing couriers with complete 
gig information, and the ability to deny gigs. This indicates that CoopCycle prior-
itizes qualitative, contextual knowledge and decision-making. This contrasts with 
mainstream platforms’ emphasis on frictionlessness which is characterized by their 
quantitative and data-driven approach to decision-making and actions (Spier, 2022). 
Furthermore, platform co-ops abstain from algorithmic management, habit-forming 
design, and gamification (Scholz, 2023; Spier, 2022); all of which are prevalent 
in mainstream platforms (Cheng & Foley, 2019; Christensen, 2022; Jhaver et  al., 
2018; Mason, 2018; Sigala et al., 2019; Woodcock, 2021). This is another way in 
which platform co-ops resist the decontextualization and reduction of subjects (both 

5   Only hosts that use the property themselves or have one second home on the touristic market in their 
city are allowed to use the platform.
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workers and users) to one-dimensional roles, where their platform use is dictated by 
algorithms.

Finally, platform co-ops limit data collection and usage for supporting the plat-
form operations while excluding workers’ performance evaluation, data monetiza-
tion, etc. This is arguably a result of platform workers’ and users’ co-determination 
of data usage, which leads to unusual technical implementation of various functions. 
For example, CoopCycle’s geo-tracking function delivers the couriers’ location only 
in real-time and to the dispatcher; there is neither data collection to evaluate couri-
ers’ performance nor location data delivered to customers (in contrast to mainstream 
platforms) (Spier, 2022). Thus, CoopCycle limits the geo-tracking function to its 
declared purpose of supporting the dispatch process.

Applying Feenberg’s instrumentalization theory to the platform and sharing 
economy reveals that when integrated into specific social contexts, platform technol-
ogies become more than mere tools for particular purposes like home-sharing, food 
delivery, or ride-hailing. Moreover, mainstream platforms’ primary instrumentaliza-
tion is shaped by their secondary instrumentalization. Their ownership structures, 
financial models, and legal frameworks are designed to maximize primary instru-
mentalization. In contrast, platform co-ops prioritize secondary instrumentaliza-
tion. They begin with their social role and the social realities they aim to create, and 
then take steps to mitigate certain aspects of primary instrumentalization. Nonethe-
less, it is worth noting that platform co-ops still allow for some degree of primary 
instrumentalization.

These distinctions highlight that platforms serve as mechanisms for shaping 
social realities by promoting specific interests while marginalizing others, influ-
encing power dynamics between individuals and groups, and promoting particular 
ideologies. Moreover, by making the social, ethical, and political dimensions of 
platform usage explicit and embedding them on a technical and aesthetic level, the 
recontextualization in platform co-ops’ secondary instrumentalization also consti-
tutes a re-politicization of platform usage (Spier, 2022).

3.2 � Social Order

Theorists such as Hobbes, Marx, Durkheim, Parsons, and Habermas offer vary-
ing definitions of social order, each based on different assumptions about human 
nature and societal cooperation (Hechter & Horne, 2003). These differing perspec-
tives mean that multiple definitions of social order can coexist. In this paper, I adopt 
a general conception of “social order” from sociology that combines key aspects 
of these different theories as outlined by Hechter and Horne (2003). This approach 
offers a conception that comprises what Winner vaguely refers to as “a particular 
set of social conditions […], social and political relationships of a particular stripe” 
(Winner, 1980, p. 130) and Feenberg’s concept of “social hierarchies” when discuss-
ing the ambivalence of technology between conservation of hierarchy and demo-
cratic rationalization (Feenberg, 1999). According to this conception, social order 
refers to a specific system of social structures, institutions, economic conditions, val-
ues, and cultural norms. This system allows individuals to coordinate their actions 



	 S. Spier    12   Page 14 of 23

and cooperate to achieve common goals, thereby ensuring stability, predictability, 
and functionality in society.

To gain meaningful political insights into the platform and sharing economy, it 
is crucial to identify and characterize the social order relevant to this context. The 
platform and sharing economy is an economic model where individuals engage in 
social and economic interactions through digital platforms. Therefore, analyzing the 
politics of these platforms requires a characterization of social order that includes 
the social structures, economic conditions, and institutions enabling such coordina-
tion and cooperation.

A suitable characterization is platform capitalism – a system of business mod-
els and digital infrastructures that are based on the aggregation and utilization of 
data, generation of network effects, and concentration of power (Dijck et al., 2018; 
Srnicek, 2016; Staab, 2019). Platform capitalism is closely related to, but distinct 
from, the narrower concept of surveillance capitalism – an economic system that 
is based on the (unsolicited) aggregation and commodification of personal data 
(Zuboff, 2019). In the following, I identify the key aspects that constitute platform 
capitalism as a social order based on Srnicek, Staab, Dijck, and Zuboff’s works 
– platform capitalism’s economic structures, power dynamics, and its impact on the 
nature of work and employment relationships. For each aspect, I discuss how main-
stream and cooperative platforms either reproduce and reinforce or undermine and 
resist the identified aspects. Finally, I build on the presented analysis to examine 
whether mainstream and cooperative platforms are inherently political in the Win-
nerian sense.

Platform capitalism’s economic structures are based on platform-facilitated 
decentralized transactions between stakeholders. This is a common characteristic 
of both mainstream and cooperative platforms. Additionally, data-driven economic 
models and the commodification of hitherto private resources and personal data 
are central to platform capitalism’s economic structures (and link it to surveillance 
capitalism). Mainstream platforms are designed to facilitate decentralized transac-
tions in ways that are compatible with platform capitalism’s economic structures. 
Their business model is based on venture capital, the platform founders’ exit strat-
egy (early maximization of the platform’s market value), market dominance, and 
profit for shareholders. Therefore, platforms seek to monetize every aspect of plat-
form use. For example, Airbnb is technically designed to promote the commodifica-
tion of private living space and suppress non-commercial uses (Bialski, 2016; Spier, 
2024). Similarly, datafication is central to mainstream platforms’ operations (Dijck 
et al., 2018; Srnicek, 2016; Zuboff, 2019). For example, performance and behavioral 
data are used to press platform workers’ wages, influence users’ interaction with the 
platform, and advertising (Scholz, 2017; Woodcock, 2020; Woodcock & Graham, 
2020).

Platform co-ops, in contrast, resist platform capitalism’s commodification tenden-
cies and prioritize socially and environmentally sustainable forms of interaction and 
exchange. For example, Fairbnb resists the commodification of living space using 
its “1 host – 1 house” and no corporate-owned apartments policies (that are techni-
cally implemented in the platform). Also, it enables local communities to enforce 
further regulations if needed (Fairbnb, 2021; Spier, 2022). Platform co-ops strive 
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for alternative ways of scaling than profit-oriented growth (“scaling up”) which is 
central to platform capitalism. Instead, platform co-ops adopt strategies of seeding 
replication of models and using shared digital infrastructure in different geographi-
cal locations or sectors (“scaling out”) and of creating additional social, environ-
mental, and cultural value on a local level and involving more stakeholders (“scal-
ing deep”) (Scholz, 2023). The shared ownership and co-determination of platform 
co-ops give members control over the data and how it is used. As a result, platform 
co-ops avoid datafication and the commodification of data. For example, CoopCycle 
does not collect data for couriers’ profiling and performance analysis (Spier, 2022), 
and Up & Go omitted the creation of personal profiles (Scholz, 2023) (both of which 
are standard operations in mainstream platforms). Thus, platform co-ops’ resistance 
to platform capitalism’s economic structures contributes to the creation of an alter-
native digital economy that prioritizes a different set of moral and political values 
over commodification.

Platform capitalism’s economic structures shape the power dynamics in ways that 
shift power from users, businesses, and the public toward big platform companies. 
Mainstream platforms use network effects, data-driven operations, and informa-
tion asymmetries as power mechanisms that reinforce these power dynamics. These 
mechanisms are both structural and technical. For example: network effects are rein-
forced through technical lock-in6 methods that prevent users from migrating to other 
platforms; platform companies control the technology and therefore have privileged 
access to data; and they design the algorithms to strengthen information asym-
metries by withholding information from users and the public (e.g., regulators and 
legislators). This lack of transparency consolidates power in the hands of platform 
companies. It limits the ability of stakeholders (e.g., users, regulators, and other 
platforms) to fully understand or challenge the mechanisms that govern mainstream 
platforms’ operations and their broader social and political implications. In this way, 
opacity becomes a central power mechanism that reinforces economic inequalities 
and information asymmetries.

In contrast, platform co-ops intentionally eliminate information asymmetries 
and use network effects to redistribute (instead of concentrating) power. For 
example, cooperative labor platforms generally allow “multi-homing”7 and are 
transparent to workers in terms of relevant gig information, algorithm design, and 
the co-op’s organizational and financial management (Scholz, 2023; Spier, 2022). 
Some platform co-ops, such as CoopCycle, are open source, which further elimi-
nates information asymmetries by making the algorithms transparent. However, 
not all platform co-ops are open source. This is typically not a rejection of open-
source principles but rather a result of financial constraints faced by small, strug-
gling co-ops or the need for alternative licensing models that grant access to other 
cooperatives while preventing exploitation by external entities (Scholz, 2023). 

6   Lock-in methods make users dependent on the platform, suppressing change to other platforms with-
out substantial switching costs (e.g., inhibiting the export/migration of reputation data, profiles, user net-
works, etc.).
7   Work for several platforms simultaneously.
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CoopCycle also uses its operations to contribute to further open and democratic 
digital infrastructures such as OpenStreetMaps (instead of Google Maps) (Spier, 
2022) and data cooperatives such as MIDATA and Savvy offer a foundation for 
an alternative data economy that is empowering and socially oriented instead of 
profit-oriented (Bühler et  al., 2023; Scholz, 2023). Additionally, platform co-
ops’ democratic governance focuses on distributing rule-making, instead of rule-
enforcement. Thus, it shifts the power dynamics from the platform technology as 
a coercive administrative system to the (democratically controlled) platform insti-
tution as a legislative system (Lehdonvirta, 2022). In sum, platform co-ops are 
technically and organizationally structured to redistribute power from the central 
platform or co-op toward workers, users, and business partners as well as within 
their digital ecosystem (among digital platforms and infrastructures with shared 
values). By providing open source and open data environments and tools that can 
be adapted to local needs (e.g., those of other platform co-ops) while preserving 
basic cooperative values, many platform co-ops contribute to shaping a differ-
ent digital economy than platform capitalism and, ultimately, a different social 
reality.

Platform capitalism transformed the nature of work and employment relation-
ships. It enabled the emergence of the gig economy, in which platforms facilitate 
temporary or freelance work of a decentralized workforce. In this setting, algorith-
mic management is central to the management and coordination of work. Main-
stream platforms rely on algorithmic management, gamification, and information 
asymmetry to control as many aspects of platform work as possible. Thus, they 
challenge individual autonomy in platform capitalism. These mechanisms are based 
on platform companies’ ability to derive insights from behavioral and personal 
data due to their aforementioned privileged access to data. Furthermore, platform 
workers face precarious working conditions, meager wages, surveillance, and lack 
of transparency (e.g., on algorithmic decisions that influence their wages). These 
are exacerbated by mainstream platforms’ central ownership, profit orientation, and 
lack of workplace democracy, which are further central aspects of a capitalist system 
(Scholz, 2017, 2023; Schor, 2020; Sundararajan, 2017; van Doorn, 2017). Platform 
co-ops use the platform technology to coordinate a decentralized workforce as well. 
However, as the example of CoopCycle in the preceding section shows, platform 
workers’ co-determination of the platform’s operations ensures that algorithmic 
management is implemented to support platform workers instead of coercing them. 
Moreover, platform co-ops offer their workers better working conditions, higher 
wages, education, and general satisfaction through meaningful involvement in the 
workplace (Scholz, 2017, 2023). While the nature of work and employment rela-
tionships inevitably transforms in the digital economy, platform co-ops shape them 
in ways that often resist the logic of platform capitalism and offer an alternative to 
mainstream platforms.

In his notion of “inherently political technologies”, Winner’s distinction between 
internal and external social conditions differentiates two levels that constitute 
a social order. As the following discussion will demonstrate, the level of external 
social conditions is particularly relevant when examining the—inherent—politics of 
digital platforms within the context of platform capitalism.
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Functionally, platforms could operate (e.g., facilitate interactions) within conflict-
ing internal social conditions. However, such an arrangement creates contradictions 
and tensions that hinder their meaningful use. For example, consider the conflicts 
that would emerge from implementing a hierarchical, surveillance-based platform in 
a cooperative environment, or designing a platform to give users control over data, 
operations, and finances within a hierarchical, for-profit, venture-capital-financed 
company. In other words, the technical and institutional structures of platforms 
necessitate corresponding social conditions: hierarchical management and profit-
oriented structures for mainstream platforms, and democratic decision-making and 
shared ownership for cooperative platforms. Consequently, both platform models 
are inherently political, as they are strongly compatible with specific internal social 
conditions.

However, their relationship to the external social conditions of platform capital-
ism is crucial for understanding their politics, as it reveals their impact on broader 
social realities beyond the confines of the platform institution. Mainstream plat-
forms are inherently political because they require platform capitalism as external 
social conditions to function. To be precise, they do not require platform capital-
ism to operate in a basic, functional sense that is common to all platform models 
(i.e., to facilitate interactions). Rather, they require it to function as the complex 
technical system that defines them as a particular platform model. This includes the 
ways interactions are facilitated, the economic and governance structures that shape 
these interactions, and how these elements are manifested in the platforms’ techni-
cal design. Following a strict interpretation of Winner, platform co-ops cannot be 
considered inherently political in relation to their current external social conditions; 
they neither require nor are strongly compatible with platform capitalism, even 
though they operate within it.8 However, platform co-ops are undeniably political 
in their relation to the external social conditions because they are designed to resist 
key aspects of platform capitalism and, in some cases, promote an alternative social 
order. In this sense, platform co-ops exemplify Feenberg’s concept of democratic 
rationalization – the use of technology to undermine existing social hierarchies 
(Feenberg, 1999; Veak, 2006).

The case study of platform cooperatives highlights a weakness in Winner’s argu-
ment regarding inherently political technologies in relation to external social condi-
tions. Winner’s definition unfairly attributes platform co-ops a “lower” ontological 
status than mainstream platforms concerning their political nature. This is because 
Winner’s definition of inherently political technologies focuses on compatibility 
with the social order but overlooks the significance of resistance. Therefore, I argue 
that Winner’s definition is insufficient and that PoT theory requires adaptation. For 
example, resistance to the external social conditions of the social order (such as 
Feenberg’s democratic rationalization) could be conceptualized as an additional cat-
egory of inherently political technologies. However, addressing this philosophical 

8   Please note that the association of platform cooperativism with socialism is contested as well. Trebor 
Scholz argues that platform cooperativism should remain a “big tent” that accommodates a wider range 
of political philosophies and movements (Scholz, 2023).
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weakness requires an extensive engagement with the notion of “inherently political 
technologies”, which exceeds the scope of this paper and, I suggest, should be given 
attention in future PoT literature.

3.3 � Resistance & Struggle

Digital platforms are ambivalent – platforms with similar utility can develop in 
alternative directions with considerably different social and political consequences. 
According to Feenberg, this ambivalence of technology makes it a scene of struggle 
between the conservation of social hierarchy and democratic rationalization (Feen-
berg, 1999; Veak, 2006). The preceding section discussed how mainstream and 
cooperative platforms embody these two poles. While platform co-ops resist (plat-
form) capitalism and its workings, they can neither be reduced to resistance to main-
stream platforms as Technology (with a capital T) nor to being a primarily reactive 
force. Instead, platform co-ops use technology, reshape, and adapt it to promote an 
alternative social vision and reality that goes beyond the mere rejection of platform 
capitalism. Put differently, platform co-op politics go beyond passive resistance or 
reactive opposition to mainstream platforms in particular and platform capitalism 
in general; instead, they embody progressive resistance that envisages and promotes 
alternative social and economic realities.

The following discussion delves further into the struggle dynamics of mainstream 
and cooperative platforms. It applies Pfaffenberger’s framework to the platform and 
sharing economy and examines how a “technological drama” unfolds through the 
struggle dynamics of its stakeholders.

In the platform and sharing economy, mainstream platforms’ founders, own-
ers, and shareholders form the design constituency. As the preceding sections have 
shown, the introduction of platform technologies and accompanying processes and 
practices (e.g., employment practices, data collection and analysis, algorithmic 
design) played a central role in shaping the social context of the digital economy 
and platform capitalism. This introduction of mainstream platforms promoted their 
founders’ and shareholders’ interests by shaping the digital economy in ways that 
allocate them power and revenues and promote their ideological worldview. In 
Pfaffenberger’s terms, the introduction of mainstream platform technologies can be 
understood as technological regularization.

The impact constituency in the platform and sharing economy is the diverse 
group of stakeholders that is negatively affected by mainstream platforms: platform 
workers in precarious working conditions (e.g., Deliveroo and UberEats couriers) or 
workers from sectors that are impacted by platforms (e.g., taxi drivers affected by 
Uber); users that lose control over their personal data and autonomy in their plat-
form use; and local communities that absorb the negative impact of mainstream 
platforms’ externalities (e.g., rising rents and loss of personal safety in neighbor-
hoods with high concentration of Airbnb flats, overuse of local infrastructures by 
logistics and delivery platforms).

In the platform and sharing economy, technological adjustment strategies oper-
ate within the boundaries set by mainstream platforms, their business models, and 



The Politics of Platform Technologies: A Critical… Page 19 of 23     12 

platform capitalism. Therefore, examining technological adjustment falls outside the 
scope of this paper, which focuses on the politics arising from dynamics between 
platform models.

Platform co-ops are an evident product of technological reconstitution pro-
cesses: these are technologies and institutions (social contexts) that emerged from 
the impact constituencies’ antisignification of platform capitalism and mainstream 
platforms. Many platform co-ops were founded as a direct reaction to the loss of 
self-esteem through mainstream platforms. For example, ex-Deliveroo couriers 
established the Kolyma2 co-op and joined the CoopCycle network as Deliveroo 
withdrew abruptly from the German market in 2019 (Henning, 2019) and Drivers 
Cooperative emerged as New York taxi drivers’ reaction to Uber’s growing market 
dominance, price dumping, and working conditions (Scholz, 2023). Platform co-ops 
engage in antisignification by inverting mainstream platforms’ and platform capital-
ism’s dominating paradigms such as their economic structures and algorithmically 
enforced power dynamics. Moreover, academics and activists (who are not strictly 
considered as part of the impact constituency) play a central role in the antisignifica-
tion process, as the volume with the telling title Ours to Hack and to Own (Scholz & 
Schneider, 2017) exemplifies. Thus, they deliver the platform co-ops movement with 
a theoretical and discursive foundation.

However, platform co-ops’ ideology goes beyond mere resistance to mainstream 
platforms and their logics. Instead, it aims to build an alternative digital economy 
that is based on values such as democracy, fairness, and solidarity (OECD, 2023; 
Scholz, 2017, 2023; Scholz & Schneider, 2017). Accordingly, their counterarti-
facts—the platform both as a technology and a cooperative institution—are designed 
not only to negate mainstream platforms’ implications; they are designed to create 
an ecosystem that embodies a different digital economy (Scholz, 2023; Spier, 2022). 
Against this background, technological reconstitution in the platform and sharing 
economy is not merely a reductionist process of resistance to mainstream platforms 
or countering their threats. Instead, it is a process in which stakeholders seize the 
opportunity to develop an alternative social reality in the digital economy.

The dynamics of the two platform models uncover different paths for using, 
developing, and contextualizing technologies toward fundamentally different social 
realities. Therefore, the platform models and their dynamics embody a struggle that 
goes beyond resistance to particular dimensions of technology and/or capitalism 
such as resistance to Technology (with a capital T) or resistance to capitalism in 
terms of oppression versus liberation. Instead, it is a struggle over the question of 
the good life in the digital economy.9

9   This perspective draws on Verbeek’s (2013) critique of Feenberg. Verbeek argues that Feenberg con-
ceptualizes struggle primarily as one of oppression versus liberation in the context of capitalism. Ver-
beek, in contrast, calls for the political philosophy of technology to emphasize the normative question of 
what constitutes the good life.
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4 � Conclusions and Normative Implications

In this paper, I deployed key concepts and tools from PoT literature to analyze the 
platform and sharing economy. The analysis revealed that both mainstream and 
cooperative platforms possess political dimensions, consistent with PoT’s main 
claims.

First, applying Feenberg’s instrumentalization theory helps conceptualize how 
mainstream and cooperative platforms, despite offering similar functionalities such 
as home-sharing and food delivery, differ in social arrangements like ownership, 
governance, and economic models, thereby unpacking their political implications. 
Second, mainstream and cooperative platforms exhibit contrasting relationships 
with platform capitalism as a social order: while mainstream platforms reproduce 
and reinforce its central elements, cooperative platforms resist and undermine 
them. Additionally, mainstream platforms are inherently political in the Winnerian 
sense, whereas according to a strict interpretation of Winner, platform co-ops are 
inherently political only in their relation to the internal (institutional) social con-
ditions, not the external social conditions of platform capitalism as a social order. 
Consequently, the paper identified a philosophical weakness in Winner’s work that 
requires further attention in PoT literature. Lastly, interactions between mainstream 
and cooperative platforms are shaped by dynamics of resistance and struggle. These 
dynamics are progressive rather than reactive, as they strive to seize the opportuni-
ties of digital platforms, shape social realities, and compete over diverging under-
standings of the good life in the digital economy. Throughout these layers of analy-
sis, platforms’ technical design serves a dual purpose – it is both influenced by the 
platforms’ politics and at the same time used, whether intentionally or unintention-
ally, to shape their politics.

The presented political conceptualization of the platform and sharing economy 
has two central normative implications. First, by framing the dynamics of the plat-
form and sharing economy in political terms, it re-politicizes discourse. Conse-
quently, it counters the depoliticizing effect of technology-centered and data-driven 
governance approaches as well as the neutrality claims made by many mainstream 
platforms and their advocates. Second, as public affairs, societal discussions, and 
decisions are increasingly mediated by technical decisions and artifacts, democratiz-
ing technology implies democratizing related public affairs (Feenberg, 2002; Win-
ner, 1980). Envisioning alternative social realities beyond contemporary (platform) 
capitalism, which, according to Feenberg, restore the significance of secondary 
instrumentalizations (Feenberg, 1999), requires role models. Recognizing platform 
cooperatives as inherently political presents such a role model, warranting further 
research not only from economic, technical, and social standpoints but also from a 
political perspective.
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