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Abstract:   

Gordon-Nembhard reflects on her research about the benefits of cooperatives, as well as 

reasons why, and ways people engage in solidarity and cooperative economies, especially 

subaltern populations. Exploring solidarity economics from the bottom up, starting at the 

community level, the subject is people. She notes that non-capitalocentric economic 

activities work because the participants care about working together, make decisions 

together, and share both risks and revenues to benefit the total community and mother 

earth. While connecting similar themes and practices from The Handbook of Diverse 

Economies with examples from Black American solidarity cooperative economic activity, 

Gordon-Nembhard also focuses on Black American women’s roles in creating cooperative 

enterprises and sustaining just communities. Using cooperative economics to gain human 

rights and liberation, provides an example of the collective joy that comes from economic 

cooperation and self-determination. This leads to exploring the role of – and the need for – 

joy in sustaining these practices.  
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Finding Joy in Ethical Economic Activity 

 

Reading the essays in The Handbook of Diverse Economies (Gibson-Graham and 

Dombrosky 2020) reminds me of my research into the benefits of cooperatives, and 

especially the reasons why and the ways people engage in solidarity and cooperative 

economies, especially subaltern populations. Human beings engage in economic 

activities in order to survive and thrive. Cooperation was the first economic system 

(Chancellor Williams 1961; Gordon-Nembhard 2023). Racial gendered capitalism in the 

modern era has structurally alienated us from solidarity and cooperative economic 

activity. Yet human beings still practice solidarity, cooperative, ethical economics, even as 

we try to navigate through the oppressive, exploitative and traumatizing effects of 

capitalism and state violence to maintain capitalism.  

This Handbook provides excellent and comprehensive analysis of various theories 

and the practices of ethical non-capitalocentric economic activity. Understanding “the 

economy as a site of ethical action” (Gibson-Graham and Dombrosky 2020, 2) as 

explained in The Handbook, also propels us to explore subjectivity in economics –  the 

desires and motivations for engaging in diverse economies and ethical economic action, 

and the who of economic action ( Healy et al 2020), as the authors in the framing chapter in 

the section on subjectivity explore. In modernity, economics is viewed as something 

individuals do, for their own benefit, in a binary system where some people win, and others 

lose – and winners take all. The people who practice diverse, solidarity and cooperative 

economics care about each other, care about mother earth, and care about the future. 

They engage in these kinds of economic activities in these ways because they care about 

each other and creating better todays and tomorrows; but also these non-capitalocentric 

economic activities work because the participants care about working together, make 

decisions together, and share both risks and revenues.  

This is another important way to understand economics and to view economic 

activity. Not only do we work together for social reproduction and to produce the things we 

need as human beings; but we also try to work together in ways that are ethical in 
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supporting people and protecting the natural world – especially when we are under the 

radar or outside exploitative capitalist structures. We CHOOSE democratic and ethical 

economic structures when we can, in order to maintain our humanity, serve the common 

good, and protect our planet. Exploring solidarity economics and diverse economies from 

the bottom up, starting at the community level, the subject is people. These are people-

centered economic practices focused on the we’s not the I’s in communities. These 

economic practices are group centered, that create and depend on relationship building 

and group interactions with other people, and with other species and natural resources. 

The subjective is about creating harmony and sustainable community wealth – it’s about 

all of us working together to prosper together to sustain life in all its forms and distribute 

wealths widely for generations to come. Du Bois articulated that “co-operation in capital 

and labor” would lead to “the massing of small savings, the wide distribution of capital and 

a more general equality of wealth and comfort” (Du Bois 1907, 4).  Fannie Lou Hamer 

similarly spoke about benefitting the “total community” rather than letting a few 

monopolize all the resources (Hamer 1971). 

What is the motivation for why we choose diverse, solidarity and cooperative 

economic relationships and structures? We choose to produce and exchange 

cooperatively when we can because we are human beings, and human beings are social 

animals. We are more effective when we work together and cooperate. We choose diverse, 

solidarity, cooperative economic activity whenever possible because capitalism is 

traumatizing, and human beings are problem solvers and healers. We take care of each 

other. We affect the common good and protect the vulnerable and our planet. Ethical 

economic practices enable us to mitigate and undermine structural racism, 

heteropatriarchy, class inequality, and other oppressions. Using group economic solidarity 

and collective action we resist, dismantle and destroy subjugation and exploitation of all 

kinds (Gordon Nembhard 2023). 

What will help us choose diverse, solidarity, cooperative economies? Having 

various knowledges about ethical and humane ways to engage economically and 

environmentally (learning about alternatives and studying diverse economies); practicing 
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solidarity and cooperative economics; and recognizing successes and creating joyous 

practices to motivate and maintain our participation. The Handbook of Diverse Economies 

(Gibson-Graham and Dombrosky 2020) provides a good sample of the types of knowledge 

we need; and provides a myriad of examples. We also need to pay more attention to finding 

joy in these practices as ways to understand motivation, sustainability and subjectivity in 

diverse economies. 

The Handbook on Diverse Economies (Gibson-Graham and Dombrosky 2020) helps 

us to see and understand these types of solidarity, ethical and collective economic 

practices, and to understand why human beings practice them.  The essays in The 

Handbook do not focus on the joys of solidarity economics as I do here, but give us an 

understanding and context from which we can get to understanding the role of joy – and 

the need for joy. The Handbook does not use as many African American examples as I 

would have liked, but does do an excellent job of explaining many different types of non-

capitalocentric economic activities and practices around the world. The book organizes 

the information by sectors: enterprise, labor, transactions, property, and finance; with 

additional sections on subjectivity and methodology. This taxonomy, the introductory 

chapters for each major section, and all the essays in this volume, are very helpful in both 

explaining and illustrating diverse economies in different sectors and from a variety of 

perspectives. It is a relatively comprehensive and illuminating anthology.   

In the rest of this essay, I will comment on some themes I found throughout the 

volume and connect them with my work exploring African American cooperative economic 

development, especially Black women’s roles in creating cooperative enterprises and 

sustaining just communities. I will discuss similarities across explanations and 

descriptions of, and especially about subjectivity in, diverse economies, with my research 

on African American experiences. I will discuss why Black American women have been so 

integral to these transformations. I will provide more details about some examples from 

African American experiences of using cooperative economics on the path toward gaining 

human rights and liberation, as another illustration of collective joy that comes from 

economic cooperation and self-determination. I will explore how embracing the roles and 
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leadership of African American women and connecting that understanding with 

celebrating the satisfaction and joy derived from engaging in solidarity, cooperative, 

diverse economies is also important if we want to understand the power of diverse 

economies and return to humane, solidarity, collective economic activity to sustain 

human life and our planet. 

 

Finding Joy in Ethical Economics and Choosing our Humanity 

There is joy in practicing solidarity and ethical economics, and in cooperating. We 

find joy and satisfaction in solving economic problems in humane and ethical ways, that 

protect people and our planet. We engage in economic activities not just for survival but 

because we care about people and planet. We DO economics to survive, but we and 

mother earth survive better doing economic activity collectively, and SHARING resources, 

risks and profits, and making decisions together democratically. It turns out this can be 

fun, but we rarely talk about economics as being fun, and do not always focus on how and 

why economic activity and exchanges should be fun or at least joyful. There are joyous 

ways of engaging in social reproduction and material production to survive and thrive – it 

starts with doing things collectively and having successful strategies and procedures for 

effectively making decisions together.  

There is joy in working together and engaging in solidarity economics not just for 

survival but also for the common good, and human liberation. Finding and reproducing joy 

will go a long way in helping people to achieve mutual prosperity in regenerative 

economies. We need more analysis about and focus on what produces and maintains joy 

in our collective economic activities. For myself, economic joy comes from non-

exploitation; engaging my creativity, my strengths, and my generosity in non-exploitive, 

sustainable, regenerative solidarity economic activity. Also engaging in reciprocity (working 

together helps me to find my strengths, and to help others find their strengths), feeling 

productive, and achieving and acknowledging small successes, victories and strengths 

with others - all provide joy. Group problem solving and healing, conflict transformation, 

using respectful dialog, nonviolent language, and appreciative inquiry - all create joy, 
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especially when we add a bit of humor. Economic democracy, solidarity and cooperative 

economics, and ethical economic action allow and enable us to successfully produce and 

trade, all while relating together in these non-exploitative, respectful, generous, 

supportive, hopeful, and joyous ways.  

Similarly, Leon Trotsky is reputed to have talked about choosing joy over 

submission. The main protagonist in the novel La Lacuna, asks after talking with Trotsky: 

“Does a man become a revolutionary because of the belief that he is entitled to joy rather 

than submission?” (Kingsolver 2009). This is a good question for those of us studying 

solidarity and cooperative economics.  Are we entitled to joy, human dignity and 

prosperity? Should economics be about the rejection of political-economic submission 

and exploitation? Gibson-Graham (2006) uses the term “enchanted possibility” to reflect 

on the ways we engage emotionally when engaging in non-capitalocentric economic 

activity. The diverse economies explored in this Handbook are examples of people 

rejecting submission and exploitation. In Gordon Nembhard (2014, 2024) I have written 

about ways that African Americans have rejected submission and exploitation, and 

sometimes engaged in economics of liberation.  

There are many parallels between working people’s assertion that they are human 

and attempts to flee oppression and create economic democracy in the worker reclaimed 

factories in Argentina, and in African American cooperatives throughout US history. Ana 

Ines Heras and Marcelo Vieta (2020) discuss the ways the workers converted economic life 

to more human, social and solidarity-based economic activity when they took over 

factories in Argentina. Below I discuss examples of African Americans creating more 

human ways to opt out of capitalism (voluntarily or because they were marginalized and 

discriminated against), and create their own solidarity and cooperative enterprises and 

ecosystems. 

Also in the US in the 21st century, while not part of a huge movement like in Argentia, 

the workers who occupied their window factory to demand their pensions and to keep the 

factory open, had some similar experiences as they engaged in collective action and 
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eventually owned their own window factory, calling their company New Era Windows (see 

https://newerawindows.com/Content/our-story_Z03ejZ.html ). 

In some ways those are all also examples of economic improvisation – 

experimenting, with collective economic action and cooperative ownership. The 

Mondragon Cooperative Corporation early on called the worker co-ops, education and 

collective financing that they engaged in, an experiment – The Mondragon Experiment  (see 

Whyte and Whyte 1991).  Farmer (2005) explains a community transformation project that 

utilized improvisation, having residents in a housing project in NYC imagine they could 

implement an equitable development project that included peace with gangs, meaningful 

employment for youth as well as adults, and community ownership. The assignment was 

to act as if they were already in the new society they wanted, and that it was possible to, for 

example, negotiate with gang members, engage with police with mutual respect, create 

meaningful jobs that helped to improve the community. The power of improvisation – not 

being stuck in a certain role, not letting past challenges limit what we believe we can 

accomplish, not letting fear of failure stop us from taking action; engaging from multiple 

perspectives –  frees us to be human and ethical, and to engage with people we never 

thought we could collaborate with. This was not only effective and transformational, but 

joyful for those involved.  

Let us explore more about the joys of achieving economic liberation, and economic 

justice by cooperating. A 2002 study conducted at Emery University (Emory University 

Health Sciences Center, 2002; also see Angier 2002) found that women and men develop 

endorphins from cooperating, and the more they cooperated the more endorphins they 

created. The study measured neural activity in young women while participating in the 

game theory exercise called the “Prisoner’s Dilemma” game. When women chose 

mutualism or cooperation, their neural activity increased in the part of the brain associated 

with reward-seeking behavior. The researchers explain that their study shows that 

cooperation is “intrinsically rewarding to the human brain, even in the face of pressures to 

the contrary”; and that “this may be what motivates us to persist with cooperative social 

interactions and reap the benefits of sustained mutual cooperation” (p.2).  While I have not 

https://newerawindows.com/Content/our-story_Z03ejZ.html
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found other research that mentions this study, there have been a few recent studies that 

also find that people benefit physiologically from cooperating  (see Lang et al, 2017 and 

Thompson et al, 2021). The way a New York Times reporter explains the findings inspired 

me to discuss joy in cooperatives more: “…choosing trust over cynicism, generosity over 

selfishness, makes the brain light up with quiet joy” (Angier 2002, 1). Understanding this 

“quiet joy” – its existence and the processes of economic engagement that creates it - 

helps to explain why so much community-based economic justice and economic 

liberation practices occur, especially among women.   

 

From Mutual Aid for Survival to Cooperation for Liberation 

Heras and Vieta (2020) discuss the journey from necessary economic defensive 

maneuvers to pro-active long term economic democracy, solidarity and economic agency. 

I note a similar progression in the Black American co-op movement: the transition from 

engaging in mutual aid and economic cooperation for survival, to developing co-op 

ecosystems as part of a strategy for liberation. 

Since African Americans were first brought on North American soil, enslaved as 

chattel property, and did not even own our own bodies, wealth and capital have been an 

issue and a mission for our struggles for liberation and prosperity. We first needed to pool 

our resources in order to survive, and in order to resist enslavement and oppression. The 

Underground Railroad which moved African people from enslavement to freedom, was a 

solidarity economic system where fugitives together with supporters pooled knowledge 

and resources to moved people out of slavery to places where they could be free – and 

help others become free (Du Bois 1907, Gordon Nembhard 2014). 

Africans in the America’s established mutual aid societies to provide community 

care: burial and death benefits, food, day nurseries, orphanages, homes for the aged and 

infirm, hospitals, cemeteries, night schools and scholarship funds, non predatory loans, 

etc. (Du Bois 1907, Gordon Nembhard 2014). Often these more informal relationships 

became more formal and became cooperatives, credit unions and mutual insurance 

companies. The movements from African American mutual aid to cooperative economic 
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enterprises and co-op ecosystems is similar to what Heras and Vieta term the journey from 

economic necessity to pro-active long term economic agency. 

One of the largest Black mutual banks and department store in Richmond VA in the 

early 20th century, was started by a mutual aid society, The Independent Order of St. Luke. 

The St. Luke Order was run by a Black woman, Maggie Lena Walker, and a largely Black 

women board of directors.  The Richmond headquarters started with a savings bank and 

then consolidated several small co-op banks into the Consolidated Bank and Trust 

Company.  The banks’ purpose was to provide affordable loans to the community, 

adequate financial services, and to develop affordable housing and to help with 

homeownership (Gordon Nembhard 2014).  

Halena Wilson, President of the International Ladies Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of 

Sleeping Car Porters, started out heading a mutual aid society, before she led the women’s 

auxiliary for more than 20 years starting in 1930 – 1953 (more below; also see Gordon 

Nembhard 2014). Callie House, co-founder of the National Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty 

and Pension Association mutual aid society, headed the first national organization 

demanding reparations for slavery in the form of back pay and/or pensions for former 

enslaved African Americans. The organization started out in 1890 and ended 30 years later 

as a mutual aid society, providing medical and burial assistance to its members. Because 

of its ability to support its members through mutual aid and solidarity economic activities, 

the members were able to argue and lobby for ex-slave pensions and raise the call for 

reparations even though the US never provided back pay, pensions or any reparations (see 

Gordon Nembhard 2014 and 2018). 

In the 1960s-70s, The Black Panther Party practiced all kinds of mutual aid, 

solidarity economics, and formed collectives and cooperatives, in order to sustain 

themselves so not be beholden to others, as well as to fund and carry out the myriad 

community activities and businesses they ran from free health clinics, free breakfast and 

education programs, pest control, transportation for the elderly and for families to visit 

loved ones in prison, etc. (see Gordon Nembhard 2014). Better known for their self-

defense against police brutality, most of their activities were community development 
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programs they called "survival programs pending political revolution." They were meeting 

community needs where community members were, engaging in community organizing 

and community economic development for the common good; and modeling the types of 

solidarity economics, shared economies, and economic democracy they wanted in the 

world they were trying to create. The Panthers organized co-ops and collectives – clothing 

factories, bakeries; plumbing repair, pest control,  transportation for the aged; plus health 

care, and a collective newspaper, and communal housing. They distributed free products 

from their own co-ops, and provided free breakfast programs for children where they also 

taught them Black history, and informed their families about the services and activities 

they provided.  

Since the COVID pandemic in the 2020s, actually through most of the 21st century, a 

renewed emphasis on mutual aid has lead to growing interest in cooperatives, in particular 

growth of Black food co-ops, and worker co-ops especially in communities of color (Sutton 

and Gordon Nembhard 2022, and Gordon Nembhard 2024). 

 

Learning by doing 

Heras and Vieta (2020) also highlight learning by doing and conscientization – i.e., 

workplace and organizational learning and change; the importance of collective learning, 

re-learning and re-creation. In my work (Gordon Nembhard 2014), I note the importance of 

study circles and collective learning in starting African American co-ops. In the African 

American cooperative movement the importance of education and the experience of co-

ops starting with study circles, connects well to Heras and Vieta’s theme of learning by 

doing and conscientization.  

Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company in Gary Indiana in the 1930s started with 

a study group (Gordon Nembhard 2014). Local teachers came together to study their 

options when the last bank branch closed in their neighborhood during The Great 

Depression. Once they agreed to start a cooperative, they also began teaching an 

introduction to co-ops course in the adult education curriculum of the Black high school; 

and a couple years later added a co-op management course. The study group started a 
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buying club and then established their first co-op grocery store in1935. By 1936 their co-op 

store was considered the largest grocery business operated by African Americans in the 

U.S.  with total sales of $160,000, and providing annual dividends of 2% on purchases to 

members. They later added a credit union,  a second grocery co-op, and a co-op gas 

station. They also started hosting delegates from other cities who wanted to tour their co-

ops, and learn about their journey creating a cooperative society and co-op ecosystem. 

Bricks and Tyrrel County Schools in NC both started co-op education programs for 

students and adults, and co-op agricultural societies to help Black farmers – often their 

students’ families - during The Great Depression. They helped their students’ families and 

local farmers to start buying clubs, grocery and/or supply co-ops, credit unions, machine 

sharing, and cooperative health insurance (Gordon Nembhard 2014). Realizing they were 

engaged in similar activities, the two schools Joined together to form a regional Black co-

op organization and then a statewide Federation of Black co-ops and credit unions, The 

North Carolina Coalition worked with the state agricultural department to create manuals 

and workshops to  promote and develop Black credit unions and co-ops. This training 

project was so successful that by 1948 there were 98 Black credit unions, and 48 

additional Black co-op enterprises throughout the state. In 1936 there had only been 3 

credit unions. 

The Ladies Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters was established in 

the 1930s after the Brotherhood (the first Black independent union in the 20th century) was 

chartered. The Ladies Auxiliary had a consumer and cooperative education program that 

included instructions to members about how to be better consumers and reading lists for 

how to engage in and develop cooperatives (Gordon Nembhard 2014). The Auxiliary 

established 17 study groups, around the US and Canada, to learn more about cooperatives 

and how and why Black labor families should start consumer co-ops to provide high quality 

affordable goods and services and to keep money recirculating in their communities. 

Ladies Auxiliary President, Halena Wilson consistently wrote columns in the Brotherhood’s 

magazine, The Black Worker, about the benefits of cooperative economics and co-ops. 
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In 2016 the Philadelphia Area Cooperative Alliance (PACA), inspired by my 

observation (Gordon Nembhard 2014) about the importance of study groups in the 

development of Black co-ops, designed a project and received funding to create 20 book 

clubs to produce 20 co-ops among Black communities in Philadelphia (Eisenberg 2016). In 

addition there continue to be many book clubs among Black community groups interested 

in starting co-ops. 

Community Wealth 

Heras and Vieta (2020) also discuss socialization and democratization of wealth; 

creation of individual and group well-being and community assets through pooling of 

resources and solidarity exchanges. In my work I have analyzed how co-ops are 

community assets and the ways that they not only benefit their communities but help to 

keep resources recirculating in communities and develop assets for individuals, families, 

and communities. 

Four hundred plus years of asset stripping and resistance to asset stripping and the 

stripping of our humanity in the US created conditions that have lead Black people in the 

Western Hemisphere to pool resources, practice serious mutual aid and economic 

cooperation, and establish collectives and cooperatives. Many of the co-ops and credit 

exchanges and credit unions that were established by Blacks aided in Black asset 

ownership, especially of small savings accounts and land and housing (Gordon Nembhard 

2013 and 2015). Access to capital in non-exploitative ways has been essential and these 

financial co-ops have made a huge difference in Black American’s individual and collective 

wealth building. Being a member of a co-op often has reduced costs, augmented incomes, 

enabled savings, and/or provided assets (the co-op itself, or land and/or a house) for 

African Americans who otherwise would not have such access or opportunities. 

Cooperative Home Care Associates is a home care worker cooperative in the South 

Bronx started in 1987. In addition to providing full time, benefited, jobs with living wages to 

Black and Brown home care workers; and job ladder opportunities; the co-op also provides 

wealth creation for its members. Members earn annual dividends averaging 25% of initial 
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equity investment; have retirement accounts; and by using direct deposit the co-op helps 

the unbanked become banked (Gordon Nembhard 2014).  

Freedom Quilting Bee, a sewing cooperative in Alabama, started in 1967 by 

sharecropping women to sell their quilts for extra income. Once they had enough retained 

earnings to buy land, they built a sewing plant. Their ownership of land allowed them to 

provide other services to the community such as renting land to disposed sharecropper 

(who had been evicted for registering to vote) and even selling some acres to them. 

Because they started working in their factory, outside their homes, they also started a child 

care center, and after school programs not only for their own children but for others in the 

community. In 1992 they were the largest employer in town. Through decades the co-op 

has provided multiple benefits to share cropping women, their families, and their 

community – helping some to escape sharecropping all together.  

Thus, we see that elements that create strong solidarity and diverse economies, 

such as learning by doing, moving from mutual aid to economic liberation and group 

prosperity and community wealth, are important in many different economic justice 

experiences. My final focus is on the role of Black women. 

Black Women and Community Economics 

Many of the chapters in the Handbook (Gibson-Graham and Dombrosky 2020) 

discuss women’s roles, agency, and the importance of caring, reciprocity and equity in 

non-capitalocentric economic practices.  Caroline S. Hossein (2020) reminds us that the 

accomplishments of Banker Ladies (the Black women who organize and coordinate 

ROSCAs) are another example of how Black women’s economic agency and leadership is 

undervalued, marginalized and basically invisible yet essential to their communities. 

Explorations into the ways in which economic development influences women’s 

development, particularly labor force participation and income generation, tend not to 

analyze the ways in which cooperative economic development influences women’s status, 

income or wealth, and vice versa. While the focus has been on traditional capitalist 

development and issues of women’s labor force participation, women have made progress 

through a variety of strategies and across an expanded list of indicators. Women’s 
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participation in cooperative enterprises gives women more control over economic 

resources; develops their leadership, managerial and business skills; and increases self-

esteem as well as education, income and wealth (See for example Weiss and Clamp, 

1992; Conover, Molina, and Morris, 1993; Nippierd, 1999; and Gordon Nembhard 2014).  

Because of their democratic structure and values, economic cooperatives allow women 

equal access to productive assets and an equal voice in governance. At the same time, 

women’s participation in cooperatives brings diversity and innovation to cooperative 

enterprises, and enhances the cooperative movement in general. Conn (2001, 34) finds 

that: “Co-ops present a potential solution for individual women as well as a broader 

strategy to improve the community economy,” and are an “irresistible opportunity for 

women” to control their workplace and modify it to meet their family needs. 

Examples, from Gordon Nembhard (2014), of ways that co-ops benefit women 

include: Cooperative Industries of DC, Freedom Quilting Bee, The Worker’s Owned Sewing 

Company, and Cooperative Home Care Associates.   Cooperative Industries of DC was a 

collection of worker-co-ops to help unemployed women and housewives to engage in 

production during the Great Depression. A co-founder Nannie Helen Burroughs argued 

that owning their own sewing, canning, and other co-ops created better paying and safer 

jobs than domestic service. Freedom Quilting Bee, discussed above, enabled 

sharecropping women to sell their quilts and other crafts, earning better incomes than 

from farming and running their own business. The Worker’s Own Sewing Company was 

started by five seamstresses after the factory they worked in went bankrupt in 1979. They 

started their own worker co-op sewing factory that same year and provided stable 

employment, above average wages, ownership and control over their own work for 20 

years. In 1986 they joined a union, so also operated a union shop. Cooperative Home Care 

Associates, also a union shop, created their own training non-profit in order to ensure that 

their members got the quality training to provide the quality care in their mission. CHCA 

also grooms worker-owners to become members of the board of directors and middle 

managers of the company in addition to making sure their members are banked, have 
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retirement funds, earn annual dividends and have access to individual development 

accounts.  

The works of Hossein (2020) and Nina Banks (2020), for example, also challenge us 

to recognize and understand the strong roles Black women play in communities. Their 

works help us to better understand not just how diverse economies benefit women but 

how women engage in solidarity and cooperative economic activities that enhance their 

families and their communities; that make communities better and stronger, and enable 

us to engage in civil rights, gender equality, and social justice – i.e. Human rights. Banks’ 

(2020) gives us a concept of Black women’s invisible labor in communities. Banks finds 

that “Black women also come together as members of groups to provide resources for 

their communities themselves” (2020, p. 358 ). Black women in particular work in and 

contribute to their communities in order to create community wellbeing, even though this 

is non-market volunteer work above and beyond the work they do in the household and 

their external paid work. And its essential work for humanity.  This provides another way to 

understand the movement from mutual aid to liberation. Banks argues that the invisibility 

of racialized women’s community activism, especially to address social, gender and racial 

justice, reduces our understanding of work and the importance of community in social 

reproduction and the attainment of well being, benefitting the total community (to use 

Fannie Lou Hamer’s term).    

Hossein (2015) notes similar relationships for Banker Ladies, in charge of local 

Esusus in their communities, helping the community to retain resources, pool and share 

them; and contribute to community wealth. She also notes how little recognition they get 

as financiers because their informal, ethical, solidarity economic activities are relatively 

invisible and underappreciated.   

Women were important to the Black co-op movement, as they had been in the 

mutual aid movement, and have been in the Civil Rights movements (Gordon Nembhard 

2014). Many of the Black women involved in the cooperative movement actually began as 

leaders in their church and/or a mutual aid society; and many women activists were 

involved in the co-op movement. These women used their co-ops to increase gains for 



15 

themselves and their families. Moreover, they used their cooperatives to support, develop, 

and enhance their communities – to keep control over income in the hands of their 

communities, to stabilize income, increase wealth, and to control their workplaces; to 

provide social services and additional services to their communities; and to use economic 

independence to support civil rights. Their cooperatives made significant myriad 

contributions to community and “the movement.” Many of the women saw their efforts as 

part of the larger Black liberation and economic justice movements – and were essential to 

them. 

It appears that women of color and women of European descent may have different 

experiences with cooperatives, because Black women appear to start and own their own 

cooperatives more, or were already leaders in the community before becoming involved in 

cooperative economics. This needs more systematic study.  More research is needed 

about whether or not there are differences in the types and scale of cooperatives that 

women from subaltern populations and low-income communities create, participate in, 

and manage; and those that more affluent and women from mainstream populations 

create, participate in, and manage. Do women from mainstream/dominant cultures have 

greater access to more lucrative or larger cooperatives, better access to credit and more 

supports for their co-op involvement? Are more affluent and/or white women involved with 

cooperatives that might be more lucrative, but their participation especially in leadership 

and management positions is less? Do men take over or stay in charge when the scale is 

larger? How do women gain assets from cooperative ownership? Is there a difference 

between women’s co-op experiences in older more traditional cooperatives, than in 

newer, emerging, more innovative cooperatives and worker co-ops?  Also, if women 

experience more joy in cooperating, does it make a difference in either how much women 

engage in cooperative economics, and/or the quality of their participation and the quality 

of their co-ops, and the longevity?  These are all questions to continue to explore, and that 

need our understanding – especially to better understand the strength of diverse 

economies. 

Concluding Discussion: 
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I approached and explored the themes and practices in The Handbook of Diverse 

Economies (Gibson-Graham and Dombrosky 2020) from an African American cooperative 

movement perspective, focused on finding joy in liberating economic activity and better 

understanding the roles played by African American women in solidarity and cooperative 

economics. I explore how subaltern people and subgroups of people most impacted by 

capitalism design, engage in and practice solidarity, cooperative economics.  I provided 

examples of another category of who the we is in ethical community economics, what our 

motivation is, as well as the importance of the role of Black women. I also explored the 

importance of finding joy in this work.  

I’m learning that means and process are just as important as the goal and the 

outcome in cooperative economics. Working together is a joy. Learning together is joyous 

and builds skills, trust and stability. We choose joy over submission and find joy in 

cooperating, and in engaging in regenerative economics. Even when we are not 

immediately effective, engaging in the process develops a variety of skills which we use to 

keep trying - and to help our experiments be effective. When the process is joyful, and we 

celebrate our small victories, this also helps us to keep trying.  

From my research on Black American women in co-ops, I find that solidarity 

economic enterprises are often stronger and more stable when led by women (Gordon 

Nembhard 2014 and 2023). Many of the cooperative businesses in the USA emerging in 

health care, child care and temporary services are leading their sectors in changing the 

nature of work and increasing the returns to such work and ownership. Women worker-

owners in cooperatives, for example, earn higher wages, gain benefits, and have increased 

career ladder opportunities in sectors like home health care, catering, sewing, and child 

care. Black women’s economic leadership at work, in the home and in communities, 

makes a difference. Understanding these vital contributions helps us to understand giving 

and caring economies, generosity and reciprocity, creating balance in our economic 

activities, and engaging in mutual aid.  This is what joy, thriving, healing, and leadership 

look like in ethical economics. 
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What will it take for us to embrace diverse ethical economies more?  How do we 

normalize operating and cooperating in diverse ethical solidarity collective economies? 

This solidarity, cooperative, ethical economic “work” is liberating and joyful.  We have 

more hope and are happier when we engage in cooperative economics. Worker co-ops are 

more productive. Learning and doing together make us more human – provide joy and 

hope, as well as building solidarity. Where women are in economic leadership magic 

happens in communities. Now that we understand diverse ethical solidarity and collective 

economic activities and practices, the challenge is to make these efforts more joyous; and 

help people find joy, not just purpose and dignity, in such efforts. This will help us to be 

sustainable economically, behaviorally and environmentally. In our ethical enterprising, 

joy is the next frontier. 
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