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Introduction
The solidarity economy (SE) movement in the United States is very young, yet it builds on a strong foundation of real practices, institutions and policies. This foundation, however, is cloaked and practically invisible in the mainstream economy. The SE movement seeks to raise up and connect the wealth of existing SE practices and bring them into the light. This will help elements of the solidarity economy to recognize each other as pieces of the same transformational project and join together to create a just and sustainable economic system. Greater visibility will also help to demonstrate the viability of the solidarity economy and legitimize the need for supportive policies and institutions. 
Part 1: Crisis and Opportunity
Crisis

The current economic crisis has stripped the mainstream economic model of its pretenses: that markets are self-correcting, that the economy will thrive through de-regulation, and that this model can deliver prosperity, a healthy planet and a healthy society.
 Despite optimistic sightings of recovery on the horizon, in the U.S. unemployment, foreclosures and bankruptcies continue to rise, and a wave of credit card defaults is poised to come crashing down, threatening to deepen the financial crisis. 
Opportunity
This is an alarming picture but also one of opportunity. Economic crisis brings change. Sometimes, a serious enough crisis will sweep away the ruling economic model along with its assumptions and policies, and crown a new model king. The credibility of the Neoclassical School, which held that markets would correct themselves and the government should do nothing, was demolished by the Great Depression. The Keynesian model took on the crown of ruling economic model and ushered in an era where government intervention was seen as the antidote for all sorts of ‘market failures’ such as the languishing economy, poverty, unemployment, irresponsible corporate behavior and so forth. Then in the late 1970s, the economy seized up with stagflation (simultaneously high levels of unemployment and inflation). This economic crisis led to the ouster of Keynesianism and the crowning of a new economic model – neoliberalism, or as it was called at the time, Reaganomics, trickle down, or supply side economics. Neoliberalism in many ways was a return to the pre-Great Depression neoclassical School. The lessons learned from the Great Depression have been forgotten and to a great extent, undone. Neoliberalism unleashed a wild west of speculation, deregulation, and concentration of power and wealth in the hands of a small corporate and financial elite which led us to this current economic crisis. Now, the very foundation of the neoliberal model has been shaken to its core – hopefully irreparably. The question is, what sort of economic model will wear the crown now? 

There are two broad options: the first is a return to Keynesianism and the second is to push for a fundamentally different economic system. While a return to Keynesianism would be an improvement over neoliberalism, it still means that we have a society that serves the capitalist economy, whereas what we want is an economy that serves society. 

We should not accept a system that, as a matter of course produces vast inequality of wealth, ownership, power and privilege and then redistributes just enough to buy off dissent. We should push for a system that creates shared prosperity, ownership, and power in the first place. In other words we don’t want more bread – we want the whole damn bakery. Throughout the world, there is a growing movement to build such an economic system that is called the solidarity economy. In the U.S., as the epicenter of the current crisis and the leading champion of the neoliberal model that lies at its root, it is particularly critical to shift our economic framework and priorities. 
Into the Light: Seeing the Solidarity Economy

The solidarity economy movement in the United States is very young, yet it builds on a strong foundation of real practices, institutions and policies. This foundation, however, is cloaked and practically invisible in the shadow of the mainstream economy. The SE movement seeks to bring these elements into the light, to demonstrate that there are many alternatives ways of producing, distributing, consuming, and living that are elements of the SE. 
The SE movement in the U.S. was born at the first U.S. Social Forum in June 2007 where a series of meetings about the SE resulted in the decision to launch the U.S. Solidarity Economy Network (SEN). This decision was encouraged and supported by Canadian and Mexican members of the North American Network for the Solidarity Economy (NANSE)
 and the Intercontinental Network for the Promotion of the Social Solidarity Economy (RIPESS). Although the solidarity economy framework is still almost unknown in the U.S., it is slowly finding its way into the public discourse and practice as evidenced by a casual search of the term on the internet. The first U.S. Forum on the Solidarity Economy, held in March 2009 at the University of Massachusetts, was attended by 400 people and helped to raise the profile of the solidarity economy. It was co-convened by SEN, the Universidad de los Andes, Venezuela and RIPESS-N. America and brought together a very diverse mix of SE practitioners, labor and social activists, academics, and students from all over the U.S. as well as other countries. The Forum served to raise awareness, not only of the solidarity economy, but of the participants’ connection to one another and the benefits of creating synergistic linkages – sharing resources, technical assistance and best practices.  
Defining the Solidarity Economy in the U.S.

As a relatively new framework, and as a concept that is committed to pluralism, it is natural that the definition of the solidarity economy has many different definitions, but there is a discernable core of principles. In the U.S. we based our definition on the principles that were common to practically all of the definitions from around the world: solidarity, sustainability, equity in all dimensions, participatory democracy and pluralism. 
We understand that there are many different paths that serve to uphold these principles. The solidarity economy approach rejects the need for a vanguard, a blueprint or rigid ideology. Rather it builds organically on existing and emergent practices, informed by principle as well as theory. It is a humble project that does not presume to have all the answers, and claims this as a strength, not a weakness. This pluralistic approach is in resonance with the spirit of building, in the words of the Zapatista, “a world where many worlds fit.” At the same time, the SE, though a very big tent, does not include everything. Through experience as well as research, analysis and theory, we will continue to identify practices, policies and institutions that are more in tune with the solidarity economy than others. We return to the discussion of definition after considering new framing and specific examples of the solidarity economy. 
Part 2: The Way Forward: A New Story
New stories: homo economicus and metamorphosis
Despite its pretenses, economics is not a science. It is a story. If we want to transform the economy, we need a new story with a new main character. The protagonist of the mainstream neoliberal story is homo economicus or economic man. Homo economicus is a rational, calculating, self interested fellow who seeks the greatest payoff for the least amount of effort or cost. His calculations are made from the perspective of himself as an individual, not on the basis of the larger community, environment, nation, or world. An economy grounded in such an assumption is bound to result in exactly the kind of economic meltdown that the world is currently reeling from. Thousands of bankers, investment brokers, Wall Street traders, mortgage lenders, realtors, developers pushed their activities to the brink of legality, and in some cases beyond. To a great extent, they were doing what they were supposed to be doing – pursuing the greatest payoff for the least amount of effort. So it was more profitable to engage in ever more complex and ‘exotic’ financial speculation, fueled by the housing bubble and high risk lending. 
Eventually, it had to collapse. The subsequent meltdown was not the result of some rogue element, but was a predictable outcome of a system built around the assumptions of homo economicus. Capitalism is systemically prone to crises, and economic models built around the assumptions of homo economicus not only create a blind spot with respect to oncoming crises, but contribute to them as well.

Homo economicus has never been considered an adequate characterization of human nature. Rather he was plucked out of his more complex self for the purpose of modeling economics. There is a wealth of evidence that people often do not behave like homo economicus, but rather like homo solidaricus – humans in solidarity. Altuism, reciprocity, solidarity, cooperation, heroism, love, social norms and status – these are all motivators that are just as powerful, if not more so, than material, individual gain. It makes just as much sense to start with the economic actor homo solidaricus as it does to start with homo economicus. We should take our cue not from the Darwinian notion of survival of the fittest, but from ecological models of interdependent symbiosis and cooperation. Take for example, the leafcutter ant that grows gardens of fungi for food. They are able to keep this fungus free of a very deadly and prevalent type of disease because a bacteria grows on the ant which produces a protective anti-biotic. This three way symbiotic relationship has been working successfully for millions of years, yet rather than patterning our economy on these types of ecological relationships, we have a system that predominantly celebrates the competitive side of life. 
Our new story also needs a fitting metaphor for change. One that is particularly apt is metamorphosis. When a caterpillar spins its chrysalis it begins a metamorphosis. Imaginal cells begin to appear. These cells have a different vision of what the caterpillar could be and in fact are so different from the original cells that they are attacked and killed by the immune system. Still, more and more imaginal cells continue to develop. They begin to find each other and recognizing each other as part of the same project of metamorphosis, they being to form clusters. Eventually these clusters of imaginal cells begin to work together, taking on different functions, and building a whole new creature. The body of the caterpillar dissolves in to a sort of rich nutrient soup to feed the change. As the imaginal cells specialize into a wing, an eye, a leg, they build a new organism which emerges from the chrysalis as the butterfly. 
In the same way, we can think of the many ‘solidaristic’ economic practices that exist as imaginal cells, existing in a hostile environment. These imaginal cells must first recognize each other as part of the same project – an economic metamorphosis into a just and sustainable economy. By coming together, these cells can begin to coordinate and connect in order to form a coherent economic system with all the ‘organs’ that are necessary to survive, such as finance, production, distribution, investment, consumption, and the state. 
Recognizing each other and working together
The imaginal cells of the solidarity economy are at present, fairly isolated, although there are clusters forming at an increasing rate. We have an advantage over the butterfly in that we already have imaginal cells that are differentiated into different areas of economic activity - production, distribution, consumption, financial, etc. Some of these would be considered alternatives, such as complementary currencies, or cooperatives or community supported agriculture. Others are less obvious pieces of the SE because they are part of the mainstream economy, like the public education, social security, and some government policies. Here are some examples of imaginal cells of the SE in the U.S.
Social Finance & Investment

· Community Development Financial Institutions emerged around 25 years ago with a mission of promoting community development in disadvantaged areas. Today, there are 550 CDFIs that manage more than $6.5 billion in assets. Credit unions, which are member owned cooperatives, number around 10,000, provide services to approximately 84 million members and have assets of over $600 billion.
· Complementary currency systems have been proliferating throughout the world. There are an estimated 1,900 communities throughout the world that issue their own currency, with 100 of them operating in the U.S. 

· Peer to peer lending connects individual lenders and borrowers, cutting out the banks and other middlemen. In doing so, both lenders and borrowers get better terms than through mainstream banks. Some social lending programs such as Kiva, do not pay lenders interest on their loans, but instead create an opportunity for people to directly help an individual in need of start up capital.
· Hometown associations are organized by immigrants from the same home town, who pool their remittances and send it back home for targeted economic development projects.
 

Production:
· Cooperatives are a significant part of the U.S. economy. According to a recent study nearly 30,000 cooperatives own more than $3 trillion in assets, generate more than $500 billion in revenue and $25 billion in wages. When the ripple effects are taken into account, cooperative activity supports more than 2 million jobs and a total of $1.2 trillion in income.
 About 30 percent of farmers' products are marketed through co-ops and there are more than 3,000 farmer-owned cooperatives in the U.S. Almost 10,000 credit unions provide financial services to approximately 84 million members. Nearly 1,000 rural electric co-ops operate more than half of the nation's electric distribution lines and provide electricity to more than 37 million people. More than 6,400 housing cooperatives exist in the U.S., providing 1.5 million homes. More than 50 million people are served by insurance companies owned by or closely affiliated with co-ops. More than 50,000 families in the U.S. use cooperative day care centers. Two million U.S. households receive telephone service from telephone cooperatives. In total, 47,000 co-ops in the United States serve 130 million people — 43 percent of the U.S. population.

· As of 2005 the assets of social enterprises, commercial operations of non-profits, or businesses with a core social aim, have grown to $1.6 billion. 
· Community supported agriculture (CSA), in which people support small, local farms by buying shares in exchange for a regular ‘box’ of produce, which may be more or less bountiful, depending on the seasonal growing conditions. CSAs started up in the U.S. around 20 years ago and now number slightly more than 1,000. About 10 percent are operated by non-profits such as food banks.
 
· Ecological production is a holistic approach to production that takes its cue from the circular flow of the natural ecology, in which every ‘waste’ is an input and avoids toxic components.
 For example, the Sustainable Forestry Project in New Mexico turns waste wood from forest thinning into higher value products: natural wood charcoal, the smoke us used to naturally preserve other woods. Scrap wood that is too small for charcoal is chipped and inoculated with native fungi to produce edible mushroom crops, animal feed supplement, and mushroom compost for restoration activities in the thinned forests.
  
· The solidarity economy embraces economic activities that are invisible because they are not done for money, such as care labor. Much of society’s care work, including child rearing, elder care, cooking, cleaning and volunteering is commonly not considered part of the economy because it is not paid work, despite the fact that it accounts for an estimated $11 trillion worth of global economic activity. A solidarity economy not only recognizes non-monetized transactions, but seeks to support them and the social fabric that they strengthen. 
Distribution

· Fair trade sales in N. America has grown from $125 million in 2001 to a projected $359 million in 2004. Expectations are that the sector will continue to grow rapidly, and expand to include new goods such as jewellery, apparel, and textiles.
 
· The Trade Justice movement focuses on making global trade rules (currently mediated through the World Trade Organization) more just and sustainable. This movement is quite strong in the U.S. 
Consumption & Ways of Living 

· There are numerous ways that people are seeking to live differently. ‘Locavores’ seek to maximize their local consumption. Ethical and green consumption support buying fair trade, sweat-free, or ‘green’ goods and services. Voluntary simplicity embraces social and spiritual connection rather than materialism. The slow food movement brings people together around eating healthy, locally grown food. 
· Eco-villages are intentional communities that practice “sustainable living in a human scale community.” 

· Community land trusts were developed to create and maintain permanently affordable housing, parks, and businesses. The land is held by a trust while houses and businesses may be privately owned. People with limited income can buy a house at below market rates because they don’t have to pay for the land. In exchange they agree to sell their house on at an affordable price. Community land trusts began to take hold in the 1960s and today there are over 200 operating in the U.S.

State

The role of the state in the solidarity economy is contested. Whether or not the U.S. government can ever be wholly or even substantially wrested from the dominance of the elite to fulfill its putative function of serving the common good is debatable. However, at least in the short term, there are policies and institution that, however flawed, do so, such as public education, environmental and labor regulation, Social Security and Medicare. Redistribution and safety nets play a role in ameliorating inequality and poverty, although a solidarity economy aspires to an economy that supports more equitable and livable incomes in the first place. We already have a de facto industrial policy, generally in the service of large corporate interests, such as measures to bolster the steel industry
, or the $243 million a year subsidy for corn which lowers the cost of unhealthy high fructose corn syrup.
  Industrial policy is a powerful tool to coordinate and support key components such as education, research and development and training in critical areas. Used wisely, it can be harnessed for the public good rather than special interests. 
Actors

Social justice movements that promote SE principles are natural allies:  anti-oppression movements fighting for equality for poor people, workers, people of color, women, immigrants, gays, lesbians, as well as environmental, trade justice insofar as we share an opposition to various forms of inequality, oppression and environmental destruction. Many of them combine resistance/opposition with mobilization for economic alternatives and the SE movement seeks to build on these common goals. 

· The commons movement is growing as a way of thinking about and governing resources that communities hold or produce in common. Clean air, water, culture, care work (e.g. child rearing and elder care), and the accumulation of knowledge – these are all part of our common resources. There are attempts by businesses to capture these resources, for example by patenting ‘indigenous’ medicines, or exploit them for free, for example by dumping harmful emissions in the atmosphere. The commons movement seeks to protect the commons against such private exploitation.
· Community Development Corporations emerged out of the 1960s War on Poverty Program to promote economic development. They have grown from less than 200 in the late 70s to 4,600 today and manage billions of dollars in assets such as housing, real-estate and small business investments. 
· The non-profit sector includes 1.4 million organizations that account for 5.2 percent of the gross domestic product (GDP) and 8.3 percent of wages paid in the U.S. 
· The green and re-localization movements often includes principles that are consistent with the solidarity economy such as sustainability and local democratization and the movement as a whole is opposed to corporate dominated globalization. The push for green jobs provides an opportunity to promote community based and worker owned enterprises.
The critical next step is for these economic imaginal cells to recognize each other as part of the same transformational project and to work together to achieve this metamorphosis. 
In summary, there is a vast array of practices and policies upon which to build the solidarity economy. The challenge is to foster self identification and engagement of these elements with the SE framework. This will require an appeal to both principles and practicality. 

Part 3: Questions

Drawing the line: what are the boundaries of the solidarity economy?
The definition of the solidarity economy and the identification of its boundaries is an ongoing process, informed through debate, experience, research, organizing and reflection. A question that consistently arises concerns structure versus intent. Are there structures that are inherently consistent with the solidarity economy, even if practitioners of individual enterprises behave in ways that are inconsistent with its principles? For example, what if a worker cooperative engages in environmentally destructive production? Conversely, are there structures that fall outside of the solidarity economy, despite the good intentions of particular firms? For example, is a socially responsible capitalist corporation outside the bounds of the SE by virtue of its class structure in which workers generate the profits, but the owners reap and control it? In the U.S. these are still open questions and this paper does not presume to offer the definitive answer, but some framing guidelines are offered for consideration:
Multi-dimensional: The principles of the solidarity economy are multi-dimensional, and various practices might be aligned in one dimension, but not another. For example, a  cooperative is by definition, democratically owned and controlled, but may engage in environmentally damaging production. Perfection is not a requirement. Rather, the solidarity economy as a movement works to help all of its constituent parts develop greater alignment with the multiple dimensions of the SE. Social movements struggling for the environmental justice and sustainability as well as those fighting for the rights of women, people of color, workers, poor people, immigrants, non-heterosexuals, indigenous peoples, and people with disabilities that join with the SE help to make us all accountable. This is not simply a matter of finger pointing, but rather of helping each other find better ways of working through best practices, training, and mutual support. At the same time, the SE would exclude a particular enterprise or practice that consciously and deliberately violates SE principles. 
Spectrum of alignment: Furthermore there are varying degrees of alignment. For example, a social enterprise, by definition puts social aims at the core of its mission, but may maintain a traditional class structure of owner and worker. 
To further complicate matters, there are also differing opinions regarding the meaning of solidarity, democracy, equity or sustainability. For example, social solidarity does not mean the trickle down presumption that ‘what’s good for General Motors, is good for the country’ and must go beyond corporate philanthropy. Wal-mart, for example, topped the 2007 list of corporate giving in the U.S. with donations of $296.2 million, yet no one would argue that Wal-mart should be part of the solidarity economy. There are many other instances where it is not so clear. We must accept that debates about how these principles actually play out on the ground is part of the process of growth and development. 
Segments of operation: Finally, many SE practices have distinct segments of operation, and these too can be aligned to varying degrees with SE principles. For example, fair trade producers may be required to form cooperatives, agree to gender equality and sustainable methods of production, yet distributors such as Nestle’s which has a certified fair trade ‘Partners’ Blend, engages in questionable practices such as aggressively pushing baby formula in poor countries which can lead to serious health risks, and has been linked to paramilitary death squads in Colombia, and child labor in the harvesting of cocoa beans. 
Intent: In the discussion of the various elements of the solidarity economy, a fair question arises as to whether the practitioners consider themselves part of the solidarity economy. The answer is that most of them don’t. The reasons are many. The most common reason is that the term and framework of the solidarity economy is still almost unheard of in the U.S. This makes education and raising public awareness, both within and outside of the SE, a top priority. Nonetheless, regardless of the awareness of practitioners about the SE, it is still useful to identify structures that are given to be more SE friendly. 
A more serious challenge is that many SE practitioners don’t particular resonate to the goal of fundamental economic transformation. Some practitioners are primarily involved for practical reasons, and are not politically motivated. Others see their enterprise as fitting in and supporting capitalism, albeit a kinder and gentler version than neoliberalism. We hope that there will be many of those who are not politicized will be won over by the vision of a more just and sustainable system, and by the argument that a solidarity economy will create a more supportive environment for their enterprise or initiative. At the same time, individual enterprises may fall outside the boundaries of the SE because they oppose some or all of the core principles. 
Role of the state – autonomista vs state engagement
There is a debate with the SE movement about the role of the state. At one end of the spectrum are movements that eschew state involvement such as the autonomista or horizontalism movements
 and at the other end of the spectrum are examples where the state is in full play and support of the solidarity economy, such as Brazil and Venezuela. In between are countries where the government is engaged to a partial extent, for example in Canada and in many parts of Europe. 

While some definitions of solidarity economy focus on those activities that are neither state nor market, our definition sees the SE as an alternative economic system and thus includes both the state and market. Some fellow travelers argue that the SE should reject markets entirely because they inherently create inequitable class relations.
 Some argue that the SE should not engage with the state, either because it is inherently oppressive, or because it is at present too much at odds with the SE. Others argue that we need to use markets in a way that supports the welfare of people and planets and that the state is a critical piece of negotiating local, regional, national and international rules and relationships. Even those who would welcome the withering away of the state as well as the market would have to accept that both are not likely to disappear anytime soon and therefore figuring out how to harness markets and the state for the common good is an important part of building the solidarity economy. 
The present reality of the economic crisis demands that, at the very least, we need to take defensive action against the harm done by unfettered markets and state policies that undermine the solidarity economy. For example, agricultural regulations and subsidies overwhelmingly favor large-scale corporate agriculture. Open source culture is obstructed by laws that actually make it hard to give ideas away for free. U.S. pension law makes it nearly illegal to use union pension funds for progressive investment. We need to at least create a level playing field that doesn’t disadvantage SE initiatives. Better yet, we should tilt the playing field in favor of the SE on the grounds that it fulfills social, economic and environmental needs. 

As a framework that is committed to pluralism, the SE movement welcomes lively and constructive debate on these issues. Different paths will make sense in different places, cultures and times.

Part 4: Conclusion
Clearly there is a tremendous wealth of practices, policies and institutions upon which to build the solidarity economy. At present the many elements of the SE that exist in the U.S. are like the imaginal cells in the earliest stages of metamorphosis – isolated from each other and perceived and sometimes attacked by the dominant system as ‘alien.’ We stand at a crossroad in a nutrient rich environment created by the current economic crisis. The challenge is for these many imaginal cells to recognize themselves in each other, and come together in a common process of metamorphosis to a more just and sustainable world. 
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