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This book is dedicated to Guyanese-American scholar Dr. Pariedeau “Perry” 
Mars (1941–2016), who once told me to “  Never quit good work” and to 

document the African diaspora’s cooperative economic contributions in society.



For Shayan and Amba
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The Movement for Black Lives recently declared their Platform, which 
includes a demand “for economic justice for all,” and support for coopera-
tive ownership and the development of cooperative and social economy 
networks, in addition to an end to the criminalization and dehumanization 
of Black youth, an end to the War against Black people, and a call for repa-
rations, and community control (https://policy.m4bl.org/platform/). 
The Movement reflects a long history of Black resistance, protest, and 
rebuilding that combines the pursuit of economic justice with the demand 
for social justice.

Activism and protest are not new. In African communities in the 
Americas, Blacks have exercised rights, protested, and rebelled, from the 
beginning—during capture and detainment in Africa, on the ships during 
the middle passage, and once landed and forced to be slaves, through 
emancipation, continued oppression; and in some places like the US, 
through Jim Crow segregation, apartheid conditions, and even once civil 
rights were supposed to be achieved. Workers and women have similar 
histories of activism and rebellion, as well as youth and immigrants.

African peoples fought back in Africa when being captured, committed 
suicide rather than being enslaved, and resisted enslavement in myriad 
ways. Africans in the Americas retained their name or aspects of their lan-
guage, religion, and culture when they could, even though European 
enslavers separated them by language, ethnicity, village, and so on, so that 
they could not talk to each other or plot escape; and so that they would 
lose their sense of humanity and human dignity. Enslaved Africans, how-
ever, refused to be dehumanized in their hearts and minds. In the Americas, 
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they resisted enslavement and dehumanization as individuals and in 
groups. They slowed down work, they created a common language with 
which to talk to each other—and a common coded language to share 
information about how to escape. They created a hybrid religion that 
masked ways that they retained elements of their original religion behind 
the Christianity that was forced upon them. They took up arms and plot-
ted how to overcome their oppressor physically, as well as plotted how to 
run away to places they could be more free. They set up an integrated 
secret system of travel routes, safe houses, “conductors,” and allies to cre-
ate an Underground Railroad to aid fugitives from slavery. They set up 
their own communities and maroon societies, for example in Jamaica, 
Brazil, Canada, and the US. Haitians demanded and fought to control 
their own country.

Africans in the Americas created organizations to support their needs 
and to develop platforms to argue for their rights. Particularly once freed 
and after emancipation, African organizations proliferated in the Americas, 
from independent churches to Mutual Aid Societies, the Negro 
Convention Movements to unions and political parties and civil rights 
organizations. Civic organizations and political organizations fought for 
social and political/civil rights. In addition, they established mutual aid 
societies and esusus, and practiced solidarity economics because the main-
stream economy was exploitative, discriminatory, and exclusive.

People of African descent in the Americas pooled resources to pay for 
goods and services they needed but could not get from their masters or 
from racist economic systems. They organized and practiced alternative 
collective economics from buying clubs to ROSCAs (like sols, kombits, 
grwoupmans, and esusus) to social enterprises and cooperatives. They cre-
ated alternative businesses and economic activities, jointly owned and 
democratically governed to provide for themselves and their families; to 
alleviate hunger, homelessness, poor health and unemployment; and to 
strengthen their own communities.1 This happened in every era, in every 
country in the Americas. We see this spirit, for example, in the quilombolas 
in Brazil and Banker ladies in the Caribbean.

Africans in the Americas practice (and practiced) all forms of alternative 
economics both informally and formally. They engage (and engaged) in 

1 See Jessica Gordon Nembhard. 2014. Collective Courage: A History of African American 
Cooperative Economic Thought and Practice. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University 
Press.
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not just social economy activities but in solidarity economics. Solidarity 
economics is an alternative grassroots economic framework grounded in 
solidarity and cooperation for the common good, first articulated in Brazil 
and in the nonaligned world, but practiced for centuries. “…[S]olidarity 
economics embraces a plural and cultural view of the economy as a com-
plex space of social relationship in which individuals, communities, and 
organizations generate livelihoods through many different means and with 
many different motivations and aspirations—not just the maximization of 
individual gain.”2 Solidarity economies are “self-organized relationships of 
care, cooperation, and community,” creating “democratic and liberatory 
means of meeting their needs” in the face of market and state failures 
(Ethan Miller). Solidarity economic enterprises practice social and eco-
nomic democracy, and equity in all dimensions (race, class, gender, sexual 
orientation, etc.). Non-hierarchical, non-extractive, and sustainable in 
both economic activity and organizational structure, they are community-
initiated and community-based, locally focused and globally conscious.

African American activism and rebellion often focused on and continue 
to focus on economic justice, not just civil rights. Early on there was realiza-
tion that without economic democracy—economic equality, independence, 
and stability (if not prosperity)—that without economic justice, social and 
political rights were hollow, or actually not achievable. Why? Because:

 1. White supremacists use violence and economic retaliation when 
Blacks protest and/or exercise their civil rights.

 2. Even if one gains rights like voting rights, if there is still economic 
inequality you cannot feed your family, have no place to live, and so 
on, so voting has not changed economic relationships.

 3. Enforcing civil or legal rights can expand opportunities for a few 
people which may facilitate their joining the middle and upper classes, 
but then they leave the community, and their success does not help 
anyone else—the whole community does not benefit or prosper.

 4. We spend most of our waking hours at work in exploitative oppres-
sive hierarchical relationships—if we do not practice democracy 
daily, in our daily lives, in our economic activities, how can we learn 
and practice political democracy and social justice? We do not have 
any opportunity or practice with real participatory democracy.

2 Ethan Miller. 2009. “Other Economies are Possible: Building a Solidarity Economy,” 
Grassroots Economic Organizing Newsletter http://geo.coop/node/35.

http://geo.coop/node/35
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 5. If economics rules politics in terms of who can afford to run for 
office, and public officials beholden to the people who put in the 
money to elect them, then we will never really have political democ-
racy either.

 6. Poverty and economic injustice divert our energy and activity—we 
spend all our time trying to feed ourselves and find decent lodging 
and do not have time or energy to do much else let alone fight for 
anything else.

Throughout our history, Black leaders as well as grassroots members 
understood that political rights are not meaningful or sustainable without 
economic democracy and economic justice. African American Congressman 
and former Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) 
President John Lewis notes that “people could vote, but did not have 
enough to eat.”3 SNCC leader and voting rights activist Fannie Lou 
Hamer found that when she registered to vote and conducted voter regis-
tration workshops, not only was she beaten almost to death by police, but 
she was evicted from the farm she and her husband share cropped. She 
later argued that African Americans need to own our own land, grow our 
own food, provide for our own affordable housing and jobs, so that we 
could not be retaliated against when we fight for our political rights. In a 
speech in 1971 she declared:

Cooperative ownership of land opens the door to many opportunities for 
group development of economic enterprises which develop the total com-
munity rather than create monopolies that monopolize the resources of a 
community.4

US President Carter’s Secretary of Labor, Ray Marshall echoed that 
“The whole reason for forming cooperatives is to give people economic 
independence so that they could have independence in political and other 
matters.”5 W.E.B. Du Bois proclaimed in 1933: “We can by consumers 

3 Lewis, John (with Michael D’Orso). 1998. Walking with the Wind: A Memoir of the 
Movement. San Diego, CA: A Harvest Book (Harcourt Brace & Company).

4 Fannie Lou Hamer. 1971. “If the Name of the Game Is Survive, Survive.” Speech given 
in Ruleville, Mississippi, September 27, 1971. Fannie Lou Hamer Collection, box 1, folder 1, 
Tougaloo College Civil Rights Collection T/012, Mississippi Department of Archives and 
History, Jackson.

5 Ray Marshall in an interview for the Federation of Southern Cooperative’s 25th 
Anniversary Annual Report: Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance 
Fund. 1992. Twenty-five years of Service; Twenty-five years of cooperative development. 
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and producers’ co-operation, … establish a progressively self-supporting 
economy that will weld the majority of our people into an impregnable, 
economic phalanx.” 6

African Americans, as others in the Americas, used cooperatives in par-
ticular as a strategy to support the larger movement for liberation. 
Moreover, Black cooperatives proliferated most in the US when there 
were Black organizations promoting and educating people about coopera-
tives (in the 1880s, 1930s–40s, and 1960s–70s). Organizations such as 
the Colored Farmers National Alliance and Cooperative Union in the 
1880s, The Young Negroes’ Co-operative League in the 1930s, the 
Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in the late 
1930s and 1940s, the Black Panther Party in the 1960s, the Federation of 
Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund from the 1960s to the 
present promoted cooperative ownership, provided cooperative business 
education, raised funds for cooperative business development, and prac-
ticed economic democracy (Gordon Nembhard 2014). The Black Panther 
Party, an “inter-communalist” organization started in 1966, established 
cooperative and/or collective “survival programs pending political revolu-
tion” and operated communal and cooperative housing, bakeries, shoe 
factories, and a newspaper, as well as free health clinics, and free breakfast 
programs for children.7 Even better known for their stance against police 
brutality and their support for armed self-defense, the Panthers combined 
activism with community organizing and solidarity economics, similar to 
many other Black organizations.

In 1942, Halena Wilson, President of the Ladies Auxiliary to the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, argued:

No race can be said to be another’s equal that can not or will not protect its 
own interest. This new order can be brought about once the Negro 
acknowledges the wisdom in uniting his forces and pooling his funds for the 
common good of all. Other races have gained great wealth and great power 
by following this simple rule. ...8

25th Anniversary Annual Report 1967–1992. East Point, GA: Federation of Southern 
Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund.

6 W.E.B. Du Bois. 1933. “The Right to Work.” Crisis, 40 (April): 93–94. Reprinted in 
W.E.B. Du Bois: Writings, ed. Nathan Huggins. New York: Library of America, 1986, 1237.

7 Curl, John. 1980. “History of Worker Cooperation in America.” Homeward Press. Also 
www.red-coral.net/WorkCoops.html.

8 Halena Wilson. 1942. “Letter to Lucille Jones,” January 26, 1942, 1–2. BSCP Collection, 
box 27, folder 3, Chicago History Museum, Chicago.

http://www.red-coral.net/WorkCoops.html
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For centuries, Black people have been pooling resources and creating 
alternative solidarity economies that they control, however these activities 
have often been invisible and not well publicized. Black Social Economy in 
the Americas makes visible these quiet efforts at economic democracy and 
defiance against economic exploitation and marginalization. The efforts 
described in this book help us to understand the elements and contours of 
Black self-supporting economies all over the Americas. We see and under-
stand the ways throughout the Americas that Black people have found to 
do more than just survive—to prevail.

 Jessica Gordon Nembhard
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Black Lives Matter (BLM) is a social movement that originated in the US 
then spread to other countries with large African diasporas, such as Canada 
and the UK. It has emerged as a coalition of concerned people, mainly 
Black women, who organize to speak out against the exclusion and ill-
treatment of Black people by the state, business, and mainstream society. 
In August 2017, the White supremacy violence in Charlottesville, Virginia 
and the refusal of US President Donald Trump to denouce racism, bigotry 
and hate is the social, economic and political environment in which Black 
and racialized citizens must live in. To make sense of BLM, we need to 
rethink how not only about the political life but also how commercial 
business is conducted in society so that people of color are not excluded. 
BLM itself has not paid enough attention to the business exclusion that 
limits people’s engagement in meaningful participation. This work hopes 
to fill the gap in showing the myriad of ways Black people have been 
engaging in diverse community-based markets.

Canada has a history of people protesting against extreme market fun-
damentalism. In the early 1900s, Alphonse Desjardins and his wife set up 
the caisses populaires (credit unions) as a way to ensure inclusive banking 
opportunities for excluded French speaking Catholics in Quebec. In the 
1920s, two Catholic priests from Nova Scotia—Moses Coady and Tommy 
Tompkins—ignited the Antigonish movement which involved mobilizing 
around “kitchen meetings.” They understood that the only way to upset 
the status quo and improve the standard of living of the fisher folk was to 
increase people’s incomes. In a similar way, African peoples in the Americas, 
as documented by African American scholar W.E.B. Du Bois (1907), need 
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to turn their rich tradition of collective organizing into viable businesses 
to give an oppressed group more clout to advocate for their causes.

The Black Social Economy in the Americas: Exploring Diverse Community-
Based Markets documents the resilience of Black communities: those 
people reacting against structural violence by rethinking the commu-
nities in which they organize and live. US President Donald J. Trump 
(2017–present) has appealed to bigotry and racialized politics to create 
divisions and to shore up his political support from White (racist) con-
stituencies. Black people, including women and other racialized people, 
are vulnerable to this new kind of politics (see www.theroot.com, a blog 
that analyzes politics from a Black point of view). Cooperation and collec-
tive organizing among racialized people is more important—today under 
the new world order that is fixated on restoring White supremacy.

This book reminds readers that the social economy of the African dias-
pora is ancient and deeply embedded in African traditions that help 
oppressed people cope with harsh political and economic environments. 
The collectives in which Black people engage are very much rooted in 
indigenous systems that unite this group of people stolen from their ances-
tral homelands. Conscientious and collective organizing is thus a means of 
creating meaningful livelihoods. The “Black social economy” is about 
mutual aid and self-help that remains autonomous from the state and 
business sectors because in most cases it is fighting against these two sec-
tors. In this economy, racialized people who encounter social and business 
exclusion can carve out institutions that prioritize their best interests. The 
Black social economy is therefore focused on social and economic institu-
tions that lift up the historically oppressed and their communities.

This book examines the social, economic, and cultural lives of the 
African diaspora in North America, Latin America, and the Caribbean. 
The West’s fixation on market fundamentalism has undercut the notion 
that group economics and collective business can help people who are left 
out of the system. But African people have held onto these ancient African 
systems of collectivity as a means to survive in the Western world. By and 
large Black people are excluded from capitalist markets and have had to 
co-opt business and create their own community economies. Theorists 
who have studied Black economics—such as W.E.B.  Du Bois, Marcus 
Garvey, Booker T.  Washington, and Jessica Gordon Nembhard—have 
looked closely at how business is organized in society. Each of these 
scholars has espoused cooperative business as a way for Blacks to shelter 
themselves from systemic oppression. This work builds on the powerful 

http://www.theroot.com
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storytelling and revisionist account of cooperative economic history by 
African American Jessica Gordon Nembhard (2014), who wrote about 
the social economies of Black people in the Americas experiencing diffi-
cult social and political environments.

The current literature on the social economy does not analyze race, 
class, or gender. This book aims to do exactly that. The goal is to make 
cultural identities an essential part of the social economy discussion. The 
Black Social Economy in the Americas is written by a group of academics 
and activists who, through their own lived experience or intensive time in 
the field, feel a sense of duty to show the varied ways in which Black people 
across the Americas engage with the social economy—through both infor-
mal and formal channels. Some of the academics contributing to this book 
are themselves vulnerable. They are emerging scholars and persons of 
color who are trying to find a place in academe. In a recent submission to 
a peer-reviewed “progressive” journal, one reviewer advised the authors to 
not examine Black experiences in social economics if they are unable to 
draw on well-known thinkers in the field. This book deliberately avoids 
drawing on “mainstream” ideas. We draw on theories that are rooted in 
the communities where we work and are reflective of the experiences of 
Black people living outside of Africa.

As a Black scholar writing on the social economy, I wanted to edit a 
book with like-minded academics and activists who work with and research 
community-based economies. Conferences on alternative economics are 
often exclusionary spaces. Many of the speakers come from an Anglo-
American experience and do not draw on the theories and experiences of 
racialized people. These participants often take up a lot of the conference 
agenda and use complicated jargon that is difficult for ordinary people to 
unpack. In this volume, by contrast, we are speaking to the very people we 
write about and doing away with complicated jargon that detracts from 
the stories of cooperative economics of Black people. The chapters are 
written in an accessible manner and in a way that encourages the reader to 
rethink social economics from a racialized person’s perspective through a 
variety of multi- and interdisciplinary approaches to economics.

The contributors to this book are connected to the people they write 
about. Each author unpacks what the idea of economies means to them, 
and the context they come from and write about. Undertaking this proj-
ect took courage for those in the academic profession—as well as for 
activists who seek funding. Activists and practitioners usually do not con-
trol the fund for social economy projects. They must walk carefully when 
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critiquing (White elites) donors who are sensitive to having the  downsides 
of the social economy scrutinized from within. There is a degree of risk 
for scholars, especially junior scholars, doing work that pushes against 
mainstream canons in social economics and who draw on literature which 
even the most liberal scholars in the field ignore or view as “marginal.” In 
fact, some left-leaning scholars feel uneasy reading works that are not 
culturally familiar to them and focus on the race question.

Social economy literature that is supposed to confront mainstream 
economics is not doing its own homework in terms of outing identity bias 
within social economy. This book pushes forward Black cooperative eco-
nomics, and it is sure to leave many liberal scholars (read White progres-
sives) feeling unsettled. While they may be sympathetic to the plight of 
“Others” in the economy, their own work does not engage in the business 
ideas of the racialized and the Black diaspora. This volume of work shows 
the deeply embedded racial and gendered bias in business and society, and 
how racialized people carve out their own version of a humane economy.

No matter how leftist the social economy field may appear in its orien-
tation, it has not moved beyond analyzing the sector from a White per-
spective. It is not enough to write about the ways in which racialized and 
Black people are on the receiving end of the social economy. Black folk are 
doing much in terms of innovating within the marketplace and the social 
economy; yet those stories are ignored or missing from the discussion. It 
is time to “flip the script” and acknowledge the activism of Black people in 
the economy.

The Black Social Economy in the Americas describes the deliberate ways 
Black people explore alternative community-based economies, specifically 
when there is so much anger and violence directed against them. The 
authors use theories that are known to the community in order to under-
stand people’s lived experience. Each chapter explores issues of social, 
political, and economic exclusion among the African diaspora in a specific 
cultural context. Each chapter also demonstrates how oppressed people 
are able to counter systemic exclusion by engaging in diverse community-
based economies.

The social and economic experiences vary in this book, as the Black 
experience is examined across different cultural contexts. This reveals not 
only the great diversity of Black people in the diaspora, but also the fact 
that there is no uniform approach to markets and business. Depending on 
where they are situated, people will use localized solutions to meet their 
livelihood needs and build their communities. The Black experience in the 
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social economy broadens the learning site of what it means to contribute 
to markets and social life. The framing of the social economy is usually 
undertaken with an Anglo-American point of reference. Those of us who 
studied and learned about the social economy in Canada, the US, and the 
West learned the European version—that the social economy originated in 
the mid-1800s Europe during protests of the industrial revolution. But as 
impressive as the counter-movements of the English Rochdale weavers or 
Germany’s Raiffeisen banks, or the rise of the petit blancs in France were, 
African people, both those in the continent and those in bondage, had 
rich social economies that predated them. In Africa and in places where 
slaves were sent, African people held onto rotating saving and credit asso-
ciations (ROSCAs) also know as susus to meet their financial needs. For 
slaves it was a way of preserving culture and one day buying their freedom. 
In the Americas, the Underground Railroad and the leadership of women 
like Harriet Tubman who worked with others to create informal coopera-
tive networks stretching from the US into Canada is an important story of 
solidarity economics. This is a prize example of the social economy and 
how socially conscious people took on personal risks to free Black slaves 
and to contribute to a better humanity.

Remembering the history of capital and market development, and the 
counter movements make a difference in ensuring that marginalized 
groups are represented in how we talk about social economics. Some may 
argue that the timeline is not important. The timeline matters because it 
shows that early on racialized people had a deep sense of humanity. Their 
ancestors refused to accept an industrialization that earned its start-up 
capital on the backs of Black slaves. Yet these stories of how the Black 
diaspora rallied to create new economies are absent from the literature. In 
truth, we can find the roots of the social economy in indigenous cultures 
in Africa and elsewhere.

The United Nations’ Decade of Persons of African Descent (2014–2024) 
is a starting point for recognizing the profound ways in which Black folk 
organize business and society. It is time to re-examine the social economy 
and recognize the forms of self-help of the Black diaspora. In 2013, 
I coined the term “the Black social economy” to represent the social and 
economic lives of Black and other racialized people, and to recognize that 
their community-based economies are born out of their exclusion from 
society. This exclusion—both social and business—of Black people occurs 
not only throughout the Americas in large countries such as Brazil and 
wealthy countries like Canada and the US, but also in small countries like 
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Jamaica. This alienation from business is well-documented (Hossein 2016a; 
Gordon Nembhard 2014; Galabuzi 2006; Mensah 2010; James et al. 2010). 
In coping with exclusion, Black citizens in the Americas have always turned 
to alternative market economies to meet their livelihood needs.

The Black Social Economy in the Americas analyzes the social and eco-
nomic experience of Black folk in countries where there are large Black 
communities—Canada, the US, Latin America, and the Caribbean. The 
goal is to advance the concept of the Black social economy and what it 
means to be a Black person in it. Case studies often depict Black people 
on the receiving end of aid and assistance. Rarely does the literature 
mention the rich African heritage of creating and producing vibrant 
social economies. This book does not romanticize the reasons why 
Black people are forced to create their own alternative systems. But it is 
important to recognize that they are not sitting on the sidelines waiting 
for handouts from well-intentioned liberals. Persons of African descent 
have contributed to the uplifting of their own communities through 
pragmatic forms of cooperation, and this work needs to be documented 
in the literature. Black people’s take on group economics is lateral, dem-
ocratic, cooperative, caring, and collective, and runs contrary to com-
mercial business models. The authors document cases which show that 
Black people have been conscientious in their cooperation. Building 
community-based economies has always been very much a part of the 
lives of the African diaspora, and this building continues to be an inte-
gral part of living in the Americas.
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