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The economy we have been waiting for is here!  It has been growing up in our midst, pushing out of the cracks in our dysfunctional economic practices and institutions, and immigrating here via people, practices, and places once thought too marginal, too utopian, or too “underdeveloped” to matter. In this book, we share with you a wealth of new economic alternatives springing up in our country and around the world, and we invite you to become part of this courageous, creative, and diverse global movement to build a solidarity economy.  

Our country’s emerging solidarity economy embodies wisdom earned through countless manifestos, meetings, demonstrations, and experiments with change. It is led by our country’s vibrant social movements – worker and anti-class, civil rights and anti-racist, feminist, welfare rights and anti-poverty, ecology, lesbian and gay liberation, disability, and peace movements – in connection and interaction with movements abroad. These movements have engaged millions of Americans in processes of individual and social transformation.  They have taught us to recognize and overcome our prejudices; to become more whole and balanced; and to honor our bodies and the Earth.  They have taught us to question the competitive consumerist “American dream” which denies us the well-being it promises, while destroying our planet.  They have pointed out, each from their own lens, the many ways in which our economic practices and institutions must change if they are to truly embody the American ideals of equality, democracy, and freedom.  In this way, our social movements have laid the groundwork for an epochal shift in our country, out of a paradigm based on polarization, hierarchy, competition, and domination, to one based instead on equality, democracy, freedom, and solidarity.  

The turn of the millennium saw these social movements, which had cross-fertilized one another for decades in the U.S. and in the world, begin to come together in a global “movement of movements.” The first expressions of this movement of movements came together globally to express a resounding “no” to the current reigning neoliberal economic agenda. This agenda, driven by corporate greed – and epitomized in “free trade,” privatization, and the destruction of social safety nets – had been wreaking havoc on communities across the globe and on our planet itself (see Chapter 1). What Dr. King called the “fierce urgency of now” was further intensified by the impending climate change crisis. The Seattle 1999 demonstration against the World Trade Organization (WTO) – and the many similar demonstrations since then, at gatherings of the world economic powers – represent a dynamic convergence of social movements around this opposition to neoliberalism and corporate-run globalization. 

Two years later in 2001, the first World Social Forum (WSF) was organized in Porto Alegre, Brazil.  Its goal was to bring people and movements together, based on a shared Charter of Principles, to share visions and solutions, under the motto, “Another World is Possible.” The principles which unify the WSF include opposition to neoliberalism, commitment to nonviolence, and:

….  respect for Human Rights, the practices of real democracy, participatory democracy, peaceful relations, in equality and solidarity, among people, ethnicities, genders and peoples, and condemns all forms of domination and all subjection of one person by another. 

Unity around a shared commitment to these basic principles is accompanied by a commitment to valuing diversity.  In conscious contrast with traditional leftist discourse, the WSF was organized according to the Zapatista saying, “Un solo no, un million de si” (One no, and a million yeses) – that is, to invite and showcase a diversity of opinions and strategies, and create conversations and linkages among them.
  

Anyone who agrees with the Social Forum principles and belongs to a social change group is welcome to attend, and the program is largely “self-organizing,” that is, created by the participants, who propose workshops via the Internet. The WSF was created to encourage civil society organizations around the world to introduce into the world dialogue “the change-inducing practices they are experimenting [with], in building a new world in solidarity.”
  

The first forum drew an astounding 20,000 people from all over the world.  Since then, World Social Forum meetings have been held almost annually, in Porto Alegre, Mumbai, Nairobi, and Caracas, drawing up to 155,000 people at a time. Other Social Forums, based in cities, regions, countries, or even in particular issues, have also sprung up like mushrooms – for example, there were 2,560 Social Forum activities in the world in 2005.
  

These Social Forums reflect the flowering of a new form of consciousness on a grass-roots level – and they, in turn, help educate, develop, and direct this new consciousness. It is a consciousness which stands in solidarity with all struggles for equality, democracy, sustainability, freedom, and justice, and seeks to inject these values into every aspect of our lives, including our economic lives. It is a consciousness which is locally rooted, but globally connected, involving what the WSF Charter calls “planetary citizenship.”  It is a consciousness, a set of values, which has the power to transform our economy and society from the bottom up. This new consciousness is the heart and soul of the solidarity economy.

History and Definitions of the Solidarity Economy

The Growth of the Solidarity Economy Movement

The solidarity economy is a global movement. Yet until now, the term has been virtually unknown in the U.S. Like elsewhere in the world, the spread of the solidarity economy framework is closely connected to the Social Forum movement, and for good reason. Both the solidarity economy and the Social Forum movement share characteristics and yearnings. They both desire to synthesize the experiences, values, and visions of progressive social movements, while at the same time respecting their diversity. They both search for a plurality of answers to neoliberal globalization through participatory learning and reflection on our organizing and goals. If not for the “privileged space” of the World Social Forums, solidarity economy organizing would still be a regional phenomenon. And even locally, the Social Forum movement can fuel the growth of the solidarity economy. Illustrating this in their report on the organizing experience of the solidarity economy movement in Brazil, the Brazilian Forum on the Solidarity Economy states: 

In our country, the growth of the Solidarity Economy as a movement – going beyond isolated, independent actions, and organizing itself towards a common association, networks configuration and struggle – takes a significant leap with the World Social Forums, a privileged space where different actors, organizations, initiatives and solidarity economy enterprises were able to develop an integrated work that resulted in a demand presented to newly elected president Lula to create a Solidarity Economy National Secretariat (SENAES). Together with the creation of this Secretariat, the Brazilian Forum of Solidarity Economy was created during the III Solidarity Economy National Plenary that represents this movement in Brazil. We can say that these two organizations, plus the World Social Forum, led the Solidarity Economy in Brazil to a significant growth and structuring.
 

The term “solidarity economy” may not have spread without the aid of truly global networking, but we see economic activity that embodies progressive social values in every corner of the globe, even if these initiatives do not consciously identify as members of the movement. Paul Singer, National Secretary of the Solidarity Economy in Brazil, argues in an interview that: “Under the form of cooperativism, solidarity economy has already existed for 200 years in practically all countries of the world.” 
 Currently, there are economic actors on every continent that identify as solidarity economy initiatives, and they are forming and strengthening networks to support and learn from each other. 

Solidarity Economy Organizing Around the World

Latin America has one of the oldest and most vibrant solidarity economy movements.  It is also the place where the term itself was coined, adapted from the work of Luis Razeto, a Chilean professor of philosophy.
 Razeto writes about the solidarity market, and about creating economic enterprises that embody ‘Factor C’ – cooperation, co-responsibility, communication and community.
  By the 1990s, solidarity economy organizing and networking was already starting to flourish in Latin America, largely in reaction to the harsh neoliberal policies implemented by authoritarian governments in the previous decade. Activists and academics in Latin America realized that the neoliberal model of development was not working, particularly for the poor. As Marcos Arruda, a prominent Brazilian researcher of the solidarity economy, writes: 

Solidarity Economy recognizes humankind, both the individual and social being, not only as creators and producers of economic wealth but also as co-owners of material wealth, co-users of natural resources, and co-responsible for the conservation of Nature. The dominant system leads to the concentration of wealth among the few and the disenfranchisement of the many. Solidarity Economy strives towards producing and sharing enough material wealth among all in order to generate sustainable conditions for self-managed development of each and every member of societies, the peoples and the planet.

The solidarity economy took shape as a way to provide the most excluded and vulnerable members of the community with work and welfare services. Today, it is a mass movement with a strong and critical sense of social justice. Besides many local, national, and regional networks, some left-leaning governments have also begun to champion the movement, creating public sector offices and programs to promote the solidarity economy.  

Elsewhere in the Global South, in Africa and Asia, solidarity economy organizing, at least by this name, is new but growing rapidly through the creation of forums and networks. Again, sustainable development and wealth redistribution is of critical importance in these places. Africa hosted the Third International Meeting on the Globalization of Solidarity in 2005, and the headquarters for the Intercontinental Network for the Promotion of the Social Solidarity Economy (RIPESS) is currently located in Dakar.
 The first Asian Forum for Solidarity Economy was held in Manila, in October 2007.
  Out of this was created a banking facility that links socially responsible investors to socially responsible enterprises, the Bayanihan Banking Window (BBW). (Bayanihan is a Filipino word meaning community solidarity and cooperation.) These early Asian examples of the solidarity economy are focusing on micro-credit organizations, from the Inner City Development Initiative in the Philippines, to the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh. Japan has also started its own Solidarity Economy Forum in March 2007, which is composed of academics and activists. They identify the solidarity economy in Japan as composed primarily of producer and consumer cooperatives.
 

In Europe, there has also been a long-standing movement, mostly centered on the concept of the social economy – taken from the French term économie sociale. Members of the traditional social economy are located within the ‘third sector’ (as opposed to the private profit-oriented sector and the public redistributive sector), and they generally include worker and consumer cooperatives, and non-profit associations and foundations. The ‘third sector’ in Europe has played a major role in providing public services, and also in challenging the boundaries of the other sectors. Evers and Laville, two leading researchers on the social economy and the third sector in Europe, argue that these social economy movements are linked to: “a range of political and economic ideas to create mechanisms for the production of wealth and welfare other than market exchange or state protection. They represent a wide spectrum of collective actions coming from civil society, based on various forms of solidarity.”
 These expressions of solidarity have grown to include ethical businesses and ethical consumption activities. In addition, the cooperative movement originated in Europe, and today, in the Basque region of Spain, the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation is one of the largest cooperatives in the world, and an important and inspiring example of a large-scale solidarity economy.  Europeans, particularly the French, have played a leading role in funding research and networking for the social and solidarity economy globally. 

Another vibrant example of solidarity economy organizing in the global North is in Canada, and some of this organizing is represented in this volume (see Chapter 15). Much of their initial organizing grew out of the Community Economic Development movement, and used the language of the social economy. Today, there are “networks of networks” across Canada that are organizing cross-sectorally, and are mobilizing support for regional and national solidarity economy policy initiatives. 
Defining the Solidarity Economy: From Practice to Framework

Defining the solidarity economy can be quite difficult, especially when those most involved in it, those doing work at the grassroots, often do not have access to the Internet, or the multi-linguistic ability to network with other international initiatives. They certainly do not have the time. We are just now starting to conceptualize the solidarity economy by analyzing, learning from, and connecting these grassroots practices. Globally, the most commonly used definition of the solidarity economy is provided by Alliance 21, the group which convened the Workgroup on the Solidarity Socioeconomy: 

Solidarity economy designates all production, distribution and consumption activities that contribute to the democratization of the economy based on citizen commitments both at a local and global level. It is carried out in various forms, in all continents. It covers different forms of organization that the population uses to create its own means of work or to have access to qualitative goods and services, in a dynamics of reciprocity and solidarity which links individual interests to the collective interest. In this sense, solidarity economy is not a sector of the economy, but an overall approach that includes initiatives in most sectors of the economy.

Even this definition leaves a lot of room for the diversity of practices contained within the solidarity economy, but it makes it clear that this economy should be centered on human needs rather than an insatiable drive for profit. Solidarity economy initiatives can also be loosely defined as practices and institutions on all levels and in all sectors of the economy that embody certain values and priorities: cooperation, sustainability, equality, democracy, justice, diversity, and local control.  

Because the solidarity economy denotes a multiplicity of practices rather than a unified theory, universal definitions can be difficult to pin down (as you will soon see in this book). Yet this desire not to squelch diversity in order to achieve a comfortable and homogenous uniformity, but rather to consciously pursue a bottom-up approach, is part of the very ethic of the solidarity economy. It is a framework of practices held together by values, in contrast to the abstract theoretical models of socialist alternatives to capitalism that describe egalitarian, oppression-free utopias.  These utopias always seem disappointingly out of reach, but the solidarity economy framework has evolved to describe and make visible the plethora of actually existing economic alternatives that are growing up all around us, in the midst of neoliberal capitalism.
  The solidarity economy framework allows for and values diversity, and honors local knowledge. It provides a messy, loose description of what is already going on, other ways of being and acting to which our dominant, capitalist system has tried to blind us, or that we missed because our noses were stuck in books, reading theory. This imprecision makes the more academically minded cringe, but when we look closely, we can detect a higher organization emerging out of this multitude of authentic, grassroots transformative economic efforts. As Ethan Miller writes:  

Solidarity Economics begins here, with the realization that alternative economies already exist; that we as creative and skilled people have already created different kinds of economic relationships in the very belly of the capitalist system. We have our own forms of wealth and value that are not defined by money. Instead of prioritizing competition and profit-making, these economies place human needs and relationships at the center. They are the already-planted seeds of a new economy, an economy of cooperation, equality, diversity, and self-determination: a “solidarity economy.”

The Solidarity Economy at the U.S. Social Forum

The United States, the “belly of the beast” as it were, has trailed the rest of the world both in its participation in the Social Forum movement, and in its development of solidarity economy practices and networks.  Nevertheless, regional social forums were held in the Midwest (Wisconsin, yearly since 2003), Northeast (Boston, 2004), the Northwest (Seattle, 2004), the Southeast (North Carolina, 2006), and Southwest (2006). This momentum built towards the first-ever all-U.S. Social Forum in the summer of 2007.

This book documents the “Building Economic Alternatives and the Social/Solidarity Economy” workshop track and caucus meetings which took place at this historic first U.S. Social Forum.  These events were organized by the “Solidarity Economy Working Group for the USSF 2007.” A group of economists and economic activists came together under the leadership of Emily Kawano, Director of the Center for Popular Economics (CPE), a nonprofit collective of over sixty economists that works to promote economic justice and sustainability through economic education.  Realizing that the USSF was a great organizing opportunity, CPE had decided to focus on organizing a workshop track at the U.S. Social Forum, in lieu of holding its annual summer institute.   Emily organized the first meeting of the Solidarity Economy Working Group in January of 2007, at which the group decided to sponsor a track of sessions focused on economic alternatives and the social/solidarity economy. Within a few meetings, a core group had formed:  Emily Kawano of the Center for Popular Economics; Julie Matthaei of Guramylay,  TransformationCentral.org, and Wellesley College; Ethan Miller of Grassroots Economic Organizing and the Data Commons Project; and Dan Swinney of the Center for Labor and Community Research and the North American Network for a Solidarity Economy (NANSE).  Also part of the Working Group, and participating in much of the planning, were Melissa Hoover of the U.S. Federation of Worker Cooperatives; Jessica Gordon Nembhard of the Democracy Collaborative; Heather Schoonover of the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy; Yvon Poirier of the Solidarity Economy Quebec; and Michael Menser of American Federation of Teachers and Brooklyn College.    

Members of the Solidarity Economy Working Group had attended, and in some cases helped organize, other Social Forums, and were aware of the ongoing critique of the Social Forum movement – that it brings people and groups together for an inspiring event, but that the energy often dissipates afterwards, with little or no permanent effect. We were determined to use the USSF 2007 as an opportunity to bring together economic activists from all over the country to build an ongoing organization focused on growing the solidarity economy.  For this reason, we planned both a set of workshops on the solidarity economy, and two caucus meetings, before and after the main workshop days, to use to try to form an ongoing solidarity economy network. Through bi-weekly conference call meetings, we developed a list of groups which were active in the emerging U.S. solidarity economy, from different sectors of the economy and civil society. We contacted them about presenting in our bloc of workshops and participating in our caucus meetings. 

In the end, we organized twenty-seven workshops on the theme of “Building Economic Alternatives and the Social/Solidarity Economy,” and two Solidarity Economy Caucus meetings.  We also studied the Forum program on the web, and asked groups holding sessions on related topics whether we could add them to our program as allied events (we listed 53 in our program; see Appendix A).  Jenna Allard videoed both caucuses and many of the sessions for Guramylay: Growing the Green Economy, with the plan of making them available on the Internet (see www.TransformationCentral.org and www.ussen.org) and in written form. Finally, we organized a Solidarity Economy Tent, with daily introductions to the solidarity economy, and workshops on political song-writing and using the Internet for economic and social transformation.   

Organization and Overview of the Book 

Our goal in this book was to record the events of the Solidarity Economy Track at the first-ever U.S. Social Forum. Although this book contains many vibrant and dynamic chapters that capture the essence of many of the workshops and much of the track, we were not able to obtain write-ups for all the sessions we wished to document. Further, the track of workshops itself was not meant to be a fully coherent or comprehensive representation of solidarity economy initiatives in the U.S. In a sense, both the track and the book evolved organically, much like a solidarity economy project, and they tell the story of the solidarity economy through a diversity of voices and through a diversity of projects.  

Creating the sections of this book was in some ways like creating a taxonomy of the solidarity economy: it provides a window into one way of conceptualizing the movement. It also provides a window into some of the unique features of the solidarity economy in the U.S. Each chapter embodies the multidimensional values of the solidarity economy framework – e.g. anti-racist, feminist, ecological, pro-worker values – and describes practices that have both local and global aspects. We focus the sections of the book on the different ways that the solidarity economy is being built and defined in the U.S. It is being defined through visions, through models, and through principles. It is being built through social movements, through cooperatives and socially responsible businesses, through networking and community organizing, through public policy, and through daily practice.  Like any categorization, it can and should be rethought and rearranged as other, new minds write and think about these practices. 

I. New Visions and Models

Part I begins the project of defining the solidarity economy in a conceptual manner. In order to do this, we must remember that the solidarity economy is a framework, as opposed to an economic model or system with a specific set of assumptions about how things work and a specific set of structures that are most likely to make things go smoothly. The solidarity economy does not, as neoliberal capitalist theory does, try to enumerate certain critical, universal characteristics of human nature – namely self-interest – or advocate for a particular set of economic interactions, namely competition. If anything, the solidarity economy is trying to subvert neoliberal capitalism’s theoretically and oftentimes physically violent colonization of economic space. It is a project of diversification; a project of making space for other practices and relationships. And so, because the solidarity economy’s refusal to be rigidly classified can be best understood by first understanding neoliberalism’s rigid dogma, we start with what we are against in Chapter 1: Why We Need Another World: Introduction to Neoliberalism.  In this piece, the authors introduce the Shrink-Shift-Shaft framework to explain some of the effects of neoliberal ideology.  

Chapter 2: Social Economy and Solidarity Economy: Transformative Concepts for Unprecedented Times? conceptually distinguishes solidarity economy organizing from social economy organizing.  The authors employ a three-sector conception of the economy, with the private profit-oriented logic of neoliberal capitalism making up the first sector, but attempting to encroach upon and shrink both the public and the social sector. The authors argue that solidarity economy organizing is cross-sectoral, and must contend in all sectors, even though the third sector is currently its primary site of organizing. This chapter includes three visual representations of the social and solidarity economy which were presented in the first caucus meeting and informed much of the discussion about the solidarity economy in the workshops. 

A good point of balance to any conceptual vision of the solidarity economy is provided by Chapter 3, Between Global and Local: Alternatives to Globalization. Opposition to neoliberal globalization has mobilized the solidarity economy all over the world, and this piece features a conversation about trade and local self-sufficiency among four activists with different concerns and constituencies. 

Chapter 4: There is an Alternative: Economic Democracy and Participatory Economics, and Chapter 5: Introduction to the Economics of Liberation: An Overview of PROUTt present three economic models that embody solidarity economy values. Chapter 4 records a debate between Michael Albert and David Schweickart, two important thinkers in the economic alternatives movement. Chapter 5 provides a short outline of the PROUTist economic system, first proposed by Indian philosopher, Shrii Prabhat Ranjan Sarkar.  

II.  Defining the Solidarity Economy through Diverse Practices

Part II focuses on the incredible breadth of solidarity economy grassroots initiatives. All the chapters in this section showcase the diversity of organizing in the U.S. that can be counted as the solidarity economy. Chapter 6: Building a Solidarity Economy Through Real World Practices is based on a participatory exercise developed by Emily Kawano and Ethan Miller to illustrate the solidarity economy. Instead of creating practices to fit principle, they instead create principles to fit practice, and it is both inspiring for the participants to see that the solidarity economy exists and works, and for the organizers to realize that the principles of the solidarity economy are so infallibly intuitive. Chapter 7: Beyond Reform or Revolution: Economic Transformation in the U.S. is a roundtable discussion featuring many of the prominent solidarity economy organizers in the U.S., discussing their work, the challenges they face, and their hopes for the future of the solidarity economy movement. 

Chapter 8: Building Community Economies Any Time Any Place is a collection of pieces by the Community Economies Collective, a research group located in Western Massachusetts, and founded by J.K. Gibson-Graham. They focus on changing our relationship to the economy, so that instead of assuming that we are passive subjects who have to trust the economist “experts,” we can realize that we are active, creative participants in the economies and communities around us. After an introduction and summary by Stephen Healy, Janelle Cornwall helps us see how many non-capitalist relationships and transactions exist in our lives, just below the surface, in the Iceberg Exercise. Then, Ted White sees a new type of relationship between producer and consumer, an “economy of trust,” in small-scale, local farmstands, and Karen Werner describes how monetary systems work on a conceptual level, and then describes her experience starting one of her own, in the form of a local time bank. 

III. Building the Solidarity Economy through Social Movements

Part III is the first of the series of sections which focuses on how the solidarity economy is being built from the grassroots, not on how it is being defined (not that there is always a difference). This section is featured front and center because social movements play an important and unique role in creating the values upon which the solidarity economy is based, and in challenging particular initiatives to live up to them. We want the solidarity economy in the U.S. to be, as Michael Albert describes his own organizing project: “An alliance which gets its gender definition from the feminist movement, gets its anti-racist definition from the movements around race, gets its labor definition from the labor movement, and gets its ecology from the ecological.”
 Many activists in these social movements are drawn to the solidarity economy because they want to address the structural, economic roots of injustice, and are incorporating an analysis of neoliberal globalization into their work on issues and campaigns.  

The social movements represented in this volume are the feminist movement in Chapter 9, the immigrants’ rights movement in Chapter 10, and the movement of women of the African Diaspora in Chapter 11. Although they are not represented in this volume, the Solidarity Economy Track at the U.S. Social Forum included workshops on the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign, and a UNITE workshop was listed in our Allied Events, while the environmental movement was represented in our caucuses by the Environmental Health Coalition. Absent from both this volume and the Solidarity Economy Track, however, is the gay, lesbian, bi-sexual, and transgender movement; we hope to connect with and support their struggles in the future. 

IV.  Building the Solidarity Economy through

 Cooperatives and Socially Responsible Business

Part IV discusses the role of cooperatives and socially responsible businesses in building the solidarity economy.  Throughout the world, worker cooperatives have always been a cornerstone of the solidarity economy.  And while many leftists dismiss the corporate world as intrinsically exploitative and destructive, Dan Swinney, a member of the Solidarity Economy Working Group and co-creator of NANSE, suggests that a key task of solidarity economy organizing is to pressure and support privately held capitalist firms to take what he calls the “high road”:

There’s a definite low road sector of capital—a portion of the 13,000 publicly traded companies that are larger and can typically roam the world to solve their production problems—at the expense of local communities. But there are 8 million privately held, usually locally-owned companies that represent a large section of the business community that can and will be won to our side.” 

In the U.S., locally-owned small businesses are also becoming an important part of the burgeoning solidarity economy, especial through “buy local” and “local first” campaigns, which often form the starting point for more radical economic transformation.  

In the first chapter in this section, Chapter 12: Growing Transformative Businesses,  Jessica Gordon Nembhard offers a framework for thinking about how community-owned cooperatives are formed; Ann Bartz, representing the Business Alliance for Local Living Economies, talks about the transformative impact of localization campaigns; and Adam Trott presents a personal account of being a worker-owner at Collective Copies. Chapter 13: Competing by Cooperating in Italy explores the particular conditions in a certain district in Italy that have allowed cooperatives – and their workers – to thrive in an increasingly globalized  economy. Chapter 14: Another Workplace is Possible: Co-ops and Workplace Democracy offers a nuts and bolts approach to the organization of co-ops, how the movement in the U.S. has progressed, and how we can continue to build it.

Part V. Building the Solidarity Economy through Networking and Community Organizing

Part V features exciting cross-sectoral work – building alliances among different types of solidarity economy initiatives, and in different sectors of the economy. The first chapter in the section, Chapter 15: Solidarity Economy as a Strategy for Changing the Economy, offers the experience of our international allies to the north and south, who were present at the Forum to support and encourage solidarity economy networking in the U.S. Ethel Cote and Nancy Neamtan describe the solidarity economy movement in Canada, where networks of networks have been able to engage the public sector and receive government funding for their initiatives. Then Nedda Angulo Villareal outlines the different characteristics of the solidarity economy in Peru: how it specifically addresses the problem of poverty, incorporates indigenous forms of economic activity into its practices, and responds directly to the devastation caused by neoliberal policies. Throught networking, the Peruvian solidarity economy has also been able to pressure the government into providing funding for programs that help the poorest and most vulnerable. In Chapter 16: High Road Community Development, Public Schools, and the Solidarity Economy, Dan Swinney describes a grassroots partnership between a solidarity economy organization and the state – in this case to create a school. This local organizing in Chicago includes an impressive array of actors and stakeholders, and is informed by a transformative vision of social change. Our friends in other countries inspire us in the U.S. to think about the power for change we could generate with regional and national networking, while Swinney’s piece shows a powerful example of something which is already happening here.

Part VI: Building the Solidarity Economy through Public Policy

Part VI showcases policy initiatives and democratic processes that embody solidarity economy values – the kind of initiatives and processes that a solidarity economy network could effectively advocate for and build coalitions around. The first chapter in the section, Chapter 17: Participatory Budgeting: From Porto Alegre, Brazil to the U.S., first profoundly questions the elitist assumptions of traditional democratic theory, and  then discusses actual participatory budgeting practices abroad and in the United States. It also talks about a new participatory budgeting network which was formed at the U.S. Social Forum to help support and grow these initiatives. In the other chapters, progressive economists advocate specific policy initiatives that express solidarity economy values. Chapter 18: The Sky as a Common Resource proposes a Cap and Dividend Approach to dealing with greenhouse gas emissions, a measure which preserves the idea of the sky as a commons, and recognizes the disproportionate contribution that the richer countries have made to the global warming problem, and the disproportionate effects it will have on the poorer countries. Chapter 19: U.S Economic Inequality and What We Can Do About It addresses two questions: how do we measure inequality (through the Levy Institute Measure of Economic Well-Being), and how do we redress it (through the Basic Income Grant)? Chapter 20: You Are What You Eat talks about the U.S. food system, and how we can organize to make it reflect our own values.  

Part VII. Building the Solidarity Economy through Daily Practice

Part VII brings the solidarity economy to the individual level, to where transformative changes start to take place in our own lives. As Heather Schoonover, a member of the Solidarity Economy Working Group for the USSF 2007, commented in the second caucus, “The one question and point that came up in almost every workshop by an attendee was: ‘This is great! I support this! What can I personally do on my own, in my house, today?’ People liked the idea of big changes, but really wanted to know what they could do to bring them about.”
 We wanted to end the book with the workshops which answered this question; workshops which challenge us to re-evaluate our consumption, work, and investment through the lens of our priorities and values.  

The first chapter in the section, Chapter 21: Live Your Power: Socially Responsible Consumption, Work, and Investment, includes both a presentation by Julie Matthaei and comments from the workshop audience that describe the ways that they live their deeply anti-authoritarian, anti-consumerist, and communitarian values in their daily economic practices. Chapter 22: Household Economic Justice Strategies is a short outline of resources for analyzing your own consumption and making it congruent with your values. The section ends with Chapter 23: Spirituality and Economic Transformation, which includes three essays about the relationship between spirituality and the growth of the solidarity economy, and how progressive faith groups are uniting for transformative change.

Part VIII.  The Birth of the U.S. Solidarity Economy Network

Part VIII begins with summaries of the two Solidarity Economy Caucus meetings, Chapters 24 and 25. The Solidarity Economy Working Group for USSF 2007 used the first caucus meeting, which took place before the workshops started, to introduce the solidarity economy framework to participants, present reports from experienced organizers in Canada and Peru, and discuss some of the challenges faced by the movement.  This provided an excellent foundation for the Working Group’s track of workshops. On the evening of the third and last day of workshops, the second caucus meeting was held, which focused on creating a structure to build on the networking that had occurred, and move forward solidarity economy organizing after the USSF.  The benefits of forming a U.S. solidarity economy network, and the various functions such a network could play, were discussed. It was here that Carl Davidson, our co-editor and publisher, first urged the group to publish the conference proceedings, and the idea for this book was born. The caucus ended with a unanimous approval of the Working Group’s proposal to create a U.S. Solidarity Economy Network, with Emily Kawano as Director.  Chapters 26: The Emerging Solidarity Economy: Some Common Themes, and 27:  Solidarity Economy Organization in the U.S. Context: A Think-Paper Towards First Steps  were hand-outs provided to caucus members in preparation for the meetings; the first, to familiarize them with basic information about the solidarity economy framework, and the second, to raise key issues relevant to the formation of a solidarity economy network.  

*
*
*

As we write this, seven months after those historic meetings, the U.S. Solidarity Economy Network (SEN) has taken its first baby-steps as a new organization:  creating a structure, applying for and receiving funding, beginning to develop a membership, establishing a website (ussen.org), and planning a first conference for the fall of 2008. As members of SEN’s interim coordinating committee, and editors of this collection, we are excited to herald the creation of this new movement, and we are continually inspired by the grassroots economic initiatives and actors who are not new at all, but have been working to transform our economic system in wonderfully radical ways right under our noses. We hope our book can show you that the solidarity economy is already well underway in the U.S. – it only needs you to join it.
  Another Economy is Possible!
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