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Abstract: In debates over post-capitalist politics, growing attention has been paid to
the solidarity economy (SE), a framework that draws together diverse practices ranging
from co-ops to community gardens. Despite proponents’ commitment to inclusion, racial
and class divides suffuse the SE movement. Using qualitative fieldwork and an original SE
dataset, this article examines the geospatial composition of the SE within the segregated
geography of Philadelphia. We find that though the SE as a whole is widely distributed
across the city, it is, with the exception of community gardens, largely absent from poor
neighborhoods of color. We also identify SE clusters in racially and economically diverse
border areas rather than in predominantly affluent White neighborhoods. Such findings
complicate claims about the SE’s emancipatory potential and underscore the need for
its realignment towards people of color and the poor. We conclude with examples of
how the SE might more fully address racial injustice.
Resumen: En los debates sobre la política post-capitalista se ha prestado cada vez mas
atención a la economía solidaria (ES), marco teórico que reúne diversas prácticas que
abarcan desde cooperativas hasta huertos comunitarios. A pesar del compromiso de los
proponentes con la inclusión, las divisiones raciales y de clase permean el movimiento
de la ES. Utilizando trabajo cualitativo de campo y un levantamiento de datos original,
este artículo examina la composición geo-espacial de la ES en el contexto de la
segregación espacial de Filadelfia. Observamos que aunque la ES como un todo está
ampliamente distribuida por toda la ciudad, está ausente en los barrios pobres de color,
con la excepción de los huertos comunitarios. También identificamos grupos de ES en
zonas fronterizas, racial y económicamente diversas, más que en barrios
predominantemente ricos y blancos. Estos hallazgos complican las afirmaciones acerca
del potencial emancipatorio de la ES y subrayan la necesidad de su realineación hacia
las personas de color y los pobres. Concluimos con ejemplos de cómo la SE podría
abordar más plenamente la injusticia racial.
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Encounter 1
At the 2015US Social Forumheld at Temple University in North Philadelphia, a group
of academics, practitioners, and local activists gathered to discuss “Mapping the
Solidarity Economy”. Among other objectives, the session was designed to feature
a new national mapping platform that enables users to interactively browse and
search over 20,000 co-ops, credit unions, collectives, land trusts, community sup-
ported agriculture (CSAs), and similar initiatives across the country. The opening
presentation, however, was cut short when a woman in the audience stood up and
interjected with the question: “How does this help Black people?” The presenter,
taken aback, offered a few responses, including both abstract reflections and refer-
ences to Philadelphia-area initiatives whose participants are predominantly Black
and Latino. These examples were not well received by the questioner, who, after a
few intense back-and-forths, stormed out declaring “This is bullshit!”. She was
followed out the door by a handful of other people of color from the audience.

Encounter 2
Another similarly gathered group participated in a plenary session of the North Ameri-
can Social Solidarity Economy Forum held in Detroit in April 2016. The session featured
representative practitioners from the Chantier de l’Économie Sociale, Quebec’s highly
esteemed social economy “network of networks” that has been advocating for a more
democratic, sustainable, and cooperative economy in that province for two decades.
During the Q&A, a young woman of color from Toronto challenged the all-White del-
egation. She pointed to the prevalent racism in Quebec and demanded to know what
they were doing to grapple with it. “And don’t just give me token names of people of
color you work with!”, she insisted. The presenters, similarly taken aback, struggled
with their responses, none of which fully addressed the questioner.

***
In both scenarios, the events were organized around the solidarity economy
(hereafter “SE”), an umbrella concept that has become a site of international
organizing and a nodal point for those seeking alternatives to capitalism. The public
presentations were designed to educate about economic alternatives and to show-
case ways to foster public awareness and movement building—important aims
given the diversity of practices encompassed by the SE framework and the preva-
lence of capitalist discourses denying the very possibility of those alternatives. Both
presentations were, however, derailed by interventions calling attention to social
and economic inequality and questioning who exactly composes the SE and how
the SE might name and address racial injustice. These confrontations exposed po-
tential disjunctures between the universalizing rhetoric of SE proponents and the
particular ways that SE discourse and practices are experienced by communities
of color. With so much energy going into building awareness of the SE in general,
too little has been done to analyze racial and class divisions in the SE’s composition.
In this essay we contribute to such an endeavor with a geospatial case study of the
SE in Philadelphia, a city with exceptionally high rates of poverty, sharp lines of ra-
cial and class segregation, and a dynamic alternative economy subculture.
In 2013, we received four collaborative NSF grants to study the geography and

economic impacts of the SE in the eastern United States. This research had two
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primary aims. First, we sought to examine what new perspectives and geographies
emerge when diverse SE initiatives are studied together rather than in isolation from
one another. Second, we sought to examine which communities are and are not
being reached by the SE within classed and racialized settings. The research thus
aimed to contribute both to the constitution of the SE as a new object of research
for the US context and to a better understanding of the challenges of economic
solidarity in deeply divided societies.
In Philadelphia, one of our primary research sites, we compiled an original SE

dataset and used geographic information systems (GIS) modelling techniques to
map diverse SE entities against race, ethnicity and class variables. We supplemented
this spatial analysis with qualitative fieldwork. Several patterns emerge.

• First, we find that SE entities of one sort or another can be found in most
areas of the city and across a wide range of racial and class contexts.

• Second, we find that most types of SE organizations are largely absent from
poor Latino and Black neighborhoods and that this is especially pronounced
with cooperatives, which are often held up as exemplars of the SE in
practice.

• Third, we find that community gardens stand out as one major exception to
the above pattern. Gardens have a pronounced presence in poor neighbor-
hoods, especially in low-income Latino neighborhoods, where they are
known to serve both cultural and economic aims.

• Fourth, we find that SE initiatives tend to cluster not in high-income White
neighborhoods as might be expected but rather in racially and economically
diverse border areas sandwiched between more demographically concen-
trated communities.

Taken together, these findings paint a complex picture of the demographic land-
scapes in which Philadelphia’s SE operates. On one hand, they confirm that the SE is
more than just a fringe phenomenon: although individual SE initiatives may operate
on small scales, the SE as a whole has a wide spatial footprint that warrants public
attention. On the other hand, the relative absence of SE initiatives (besides commu-
nity gardens) in poor neighborhoods of color supports critics who question the SE’s
race and class composition. Much like the city itself, Philadelphia’s SE appears to be
both large and divided. These divisions reflect underlying cultural differences, the
constraints of poverty, and deep patterns of distrust born out of long histories of
discrimination, among other factors.
But this, we contend, is not the whole story. The clustering of SE entities in demo-

graphic border regions, along with numerous examples of local SE organizations on
the frontlines of racial-justice and antipoverty work, raise the prospect that SE initia-
tives can indeed bridge and transform underlying social divisions rather than merely
reproducing them. In particular, we find evidence that SE initiatives in border areas
can serve as “contact zones” in which race and class dynamics are partially refigured
as people of different backgrounds interact. This does not, however, occur automat-
ically. It requires mutual receptivity and conscious efforts at trust-building. It must
also be balanced against the possibility that border areas might function as frontiers
of gentrification, at once boundary-making and boundary-breaking.
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The insights contained in this article help us better understand the potential and
limitations of the SE as a tool for promoting sustainable development, economic
empowerment, social cohesion, and racial justice. They also point to the need for
further qualitative research into the racial and class dynamics of particular SE initia-
tives, not all of which are reflected in this macroscopic approach. We have
organized the remainder of this essay as follows. We begin with a general discussion
of the SE framework, the search for economic alternatives, and race-based critiques.
We then describe the methods and aims of our Philadelphia case study. We follow
this with a more detailed discussion of our findings, including the presentation
and analysis of several GIS-based maps. We conclude with some caveats and reflec-
tions on the significance of our findings.

Solidarity Economies and the Search for Economic
Alternatives
The SE framework is rooted in a diverse array of grassroots economic innovation. In
recent years, experiments with cooperatives, workplace democracy, CSAs, commu-
nity currencies, community gardens, and the like, have proliferated as populations
grapple with hardship and attempt to re-vision economic futures that are healthier
for their communities and the environment. Such initiatives ostensibly differ from
conventional capitalist practices in that they prioritize ethical considerations over
profit maximization and aim to reorient economic activity towards norms such as
equity, sustainability, cooperation, inclusive democracy, and community-based
development.
For the most part, these sorts of initiatives have fallen outside of mainstream eco-

nomic studies, which focus instead on state budgets, for-profit capitalist enterprises,
and the market. This neglect is largely a result of prevailing economic discourses
that treat capitalism as homogenous and unassailable and that correspondingly
render alternative economic practices illegible. This has, however, begun to change.
Advances in critical geography have helped to relax such hegemonic representa-
tions by revealing the economy as heterogeneous and plural (Fuller et al. 2010;
Gibson-Graham 2005; Lee et al. 2008; Mitchell 2008). The “diverse economies”
approach pioneered by feminist geographers J.K. Gibson-Graham has opened
important new research trajectories around post-capitalism and the idea of reading
the economy for difference (Chatterton and Pickerell 2010; Gibson-Graham et al.
2013; Roelvik et al. 2015). Similar openings have been forged through the work of
sociologists such as Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2004) and Erik Olin Wright
(2010), who, respectively, call for a “sociology of emergences” that seeks to culti-
vate the emancipatory potential in existing economic practices and for “real uto-
pias” that are more accepting of hybrid economic forms. These and other
theoretical interventions have made it easier to identify and valorize noncapitalist,
solidarity-based economic practices and their transformative potential.
Due, in part, to such interventions, there is a growing number of studies on com-

munity gardens (Drake and Lawson 2014; Eizenberg 2012; Kremer and DeLiberty
2011; Lawson 2005), time banks and community currencies (Collom et al. 2012;
North 2014), ecovillages and cooperative housing (Litfin 2014; Noterman 2016),

580 Antipode

ª 2017 The Author. Antipode ª 2017 Antipode Foundation Ltd.



and co-ops and credit unions (Borowiak et al. 2016; Deller et al. 2009), to give only
a few examples. These are important contributions, to be sure. Nevertheless, most
of these empirical studies treat the different types of initiative in isolation from one
another. Thus worker cooperatives are studied independently from credit unions,
which are studied independently from community gardens, time banks, and so
forth. This piecemeal approach contributes to the perception that alternatives to
capitalism occupy at best small niches in the overall economy. Relatively little
empirical research has been done (in the US) to evaluate the collective contributions
of these diverse initiatives taken as a whole. This is where the SE concept is particu-
larly useful as a unifying framework.
First developed in Chile and France in the mid-1980s (Laville et al. 2007; Razeto

2010), the SE concept has been taken up by practitioners, activists and academics
across the globe as a way to comprehend and foster values-based economic prac-
tices and as a way to build linkages across geographies and economic sectors. There
are now over 60 SE networks and groups on six continents connected by the Inter-
continental Network for the Promotion of the Social and Solidarity Economy
(RIPESS). As the concept has traveled, its meaning has been adapted to local and
regional contexts (Borowiak 2015; Safri 2015; Satgar 2014). In the US, where the
SE movement is still nascent, cooperatives and credit unions tend to be especially
prominent, though a variety of other initiatives are included as well.
For many proponents, the SE and its various elements offer relatively

underexplored ways to bridge social and economic divides and foster economic
flourishing across society (Dacheaux and Goujon 2012; Kawano et al. 2010; Utting
2015). It is regarded both as a poverty reduction strategy and as a means of social
and political empowerment capable of refiguring how participants understand
themselves, their economic activities, and their relation to their communities
(Dinnerstein 2014). Outside the US, and especially in the global South, many SE
movements draw heavily from the struggles of indigenous peoples and poor and
marginalized populations of color seeking to improve their conditions, often
through informal systems of mutual aid. As the opening vignettes suggest, how-
ever, more critical voices have expressed concern that SE initiatives can actually
reproduce and exacerbate entrenched racial and class divisions. For instance, in
many low-income communities, initiatives like artist collectives and co-ops are seen
not as sources of empowerment but as harbingers of gentrification and displace-
ment, especially when they are initiated by newcomers to the community who
occupy different class or racial positions. Other SE initiatives, including those asso-
ciated with the alternative food movement, have been criticized for creating
privileged “monocultures” geared primarily towards affluent White consumers
and perpetuating Whitened discourses and spaces that are alienating for people
of color (Alkon and Agyeman 2011; Guthman 2008; Slocum 2007). Additionally,
long histories of racial and class oppression have generated deep patterns of dis-
trust in many communities that can stymie even well intentioned efforts to reach
across racial and class divides in the pursuit of economic solidarity. As one partici-
pant at the 2016 Social Solidarity Economy Forum in Detroit described, “solidarity
can be a hurtful word” when declarations of support across social divisions aren’t
followed up with inclusive and supportive action.
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None of this should take anything away from counterexamples of radically
inclusive SE practices, minority-led SE initiatives, and SE organizations designed
as bulwarks against gentrifying pressures (see, for example, http://www.
cooperationjackson.org). Our point here is that significant racial and class divides
suffuse the broader SE movement and that such divides are often left unacknowl-
edged and understudied. In reaction, some activists have begun demanding the
“decolonization of the solidarity economy” to realign the SE movement more
fully with its own core principles and to further engage the experiences,
concerns and leadership of racial minorities and colonized peoples (GEO 2015;
Hudson 2016).
Our research contributes geographic perspective to such concerns. We recognize

that the ability of SE entities to fulfill their ethico-political commitments is
constrained not only by cultural processes but also by spatial segregations that
affect everyday economies in exclusionary ways. Enduring patterns of racial and
class segregation are dominant characteristics of many US cities. In the context of
such divisions, to presume the SE is universally accessible across neighborhoods
or somehow unaffected by segregated cityscapes is to reproduce precisely the sort
of racial and class disavowal that critics pinpoint. A better approach is to engage
directly with the racial and class contours of the SE. Mapping is a powerful tool
for this. Geographers have long studied how space, place, and socio-economic
power mutually constitute each other (Massey 2005; Tuan 1977). Deep inequality
in wealth and income, as well as racial differences, vary by geographic location.
They are, in turn, maintained through unequal and place-specific access to social,
economic, political, and cultural resources (Glasmeier 2005; Mitchell et al. 2004).
And as critical geographers have observed, the production of maps is not a value-
neutral assembling of objective geographic facts. It is, rather, a process imbued with
power (Crampton 2001; Elwood 2006; Harley 1988; Pavlovskaya 2006; St Martin
2005). Geospatial technologies, in this view, do not merely describe reality; they
are powerful tools for constructing landscapes by rendering them visible and
endowing them with ontological power. The mapping of commonly underrepre-
sented social actors and processes lacking political recognition can serve their
empowerment and transform relations of domination (Dando 2010; Pavlovskaya
and Bier 2012). It is in this spirit that we have undertaken to map both underrepre-
sented economic activities (the SE) and their relation to disadvantaged populations.
In the remainder of this essay, we present findings from our Philadelphia case study.

Philadelphia: A Poor, Divided City
The Philadelphia component of this project focused on compiling a broad inven-
tory of SE entities in the city and conducting geospatial analysis of those entities
in comparison to spatial patterns of income, race and ethnicity. Several features of
Philadelphia make it particularly interesting for this study. With a population of
around 1.5 million, Philadelphia is the largest city in Pennsylvania and the fifth
largest city in the United States. Much like classic “Rust Belt” cities in the
Midwest, Philadelphia’s economic fortunes rose dramatically with industrialization
in the early 20th century, followed by long periods of urban decline and
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deindustrialization. The city’s population peaked at around two million in 1950 and
then dropped until 2000, after which it has stabilized or grown slightly. Table 1
summarizes some core Philadelphia demographic statistics.
Of the 10 largest US cities, Philadelphia is the poorest. Over a quarter of the city’s

population lives below the poverty line, which is almost double the national
average. Around 13% of the population lives in “deep poverty”, defined as income
less than half the national poverty threshold. In some areas of the city, nearly every
child lives at or near the poverty line. Other areas, including especially the gentrified
city center, have highly concentrated wealth.
In addition to poverty segregation, the city also suffers from deep racial divisions,

as is reflected in stark spatial separations between highly concentrated White, Black
and Latino neighborhoods. Of the 100 most populous cities in the US, Philadelphia
has been found to be the fourth most racially segregated (Silver 2015). The city’s
segregated landscape, itself tied to long histories of racial discrimination, is also
linked to the larger economic region, comprising relatively affluent, majority-White
suburbs, to which many upwardly mobile families move, leaving behind urban
distress (Adams et al. 2008).
Against this backdrop of separation and inequality, Philadelphia has high levels of

SE innovation. It is home to hundreds of community gardens, a thriving new
cross-sectoral network of cooperatives, scores of credit unions, and a high number
of CSAs, among many other such initiatives. There is also a long history of cooper-
atives and mutual aid in Philadelphia’s Black communities, though this history has
been largely forgotten in recent decades (Du Bois 1907; Nembhard 2014). Addition-
ally, though the city does not have much money, it does have a relatively responsive
city council, a deep pool of community activists, and a large number of support
organizations seeking to incubate solutions for Philadelphia’s social and economic
difficulties.
This is the context in which a team of faculty and student researchers based at

Haverford College generated a spatial database of SE initiatives in the Philadelphia re-
gion. In order to operationalize the SE for this research, we consulted the SE typology
generated by the US Solidarity Economy Network (USSEN), an organization that fos-
ters SE initiatives around the country. Table 2 reproduces a version of this typology.
The typology breaks the SE down into organizational types that, by virtue of their

core structure, are thought to reflect substantial alignment with core SE values,

Table 1: Philadelphia demographics, 2015

Land area (2010) 134 sq. miles
Population 1,567,442
White alone 35.8%
Black/African American alone 43.4%
Asian alone 7.4%
Hispanic/Latino* 14%
Median household income (2010–2014) $37,460
Per capita income (2010–2014) $22,542
Residents below poverty line 25.8%

Source: US Census Bureau.
*In the census, race is treated separately from Hispanic/Latino origin.
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including equity, sustainability, solidarity, democracy, and pluralism. In constructing
this typology, emphasis was given to organizations that are collectively and demo-
cratically run for the benefit of their members or the community. There is, however,
an implied recognition that exceptions exist. Not all organizations that fit a type
necessarily reflect SE values in practice. Some credit unions, for example, are hardly
distinguishable from conventional banks from the perspective of consumers seeking
financial services. Additionally, there are myriad types of informal economic solidar-
ity that are not represented. The typology is thus neither absolute nor exhaustive. For
our purposes, it offered an initial way to operationalize significant portions of the SE
so we might evaluate their spatial and demographic footprint.1

With this typology as our guide, we used social networks, regional and national
associations, and street-level fieldwork to compile an initial inventory of SE
initiatives in the Philadelphia region. We limited our research to SE types for which
we were confident we could acquire reliable data (asterisked in Table 2). We did not
require that organizations explicitly self-identify as part of the SE movement, only
that their organizational structure reflect SE values.
In some cases, we further differentiated subtypes according to the goods or

service being provided. In the end, we identified over 800 SE entities within the
Philadelphia city limits. Table 3 provides a simple breakdown. From this list, we
separated out 794 SE practices that have distinct physical locations amenable to
spatial mapping.2 This includes co-ops and collectives, intentional communities,
credit union branches, time banks, community gardens, CSA drop-off sites, and
community land trusts. We then plotted their coordinates against demographic
data on race, ethnicity, and income drawn from ESRI’s 2015 estimates. Doing so,
we expected to find that the SE as a whole is relatively widespread across the city.
We also expected to find that the spatial distribution would vary by type and that
this would reflect underlying race and class factors. We were less certain how
exactly that variation would look. In order to better comprehend the dynamics at
work, we supplemented spatial analysis with qualitative fieldwork, including two
focus groups with community leaders in North and South Philadelphia and over
20 semi-structured interviews with SE practitioners from across the city.

Table 3: Inventory of solidarity economy entities in Philadelphia (2015)

149 CSA pick-up locations (from 17 distinct CSAs)
7 Consumer cooperatives
18 Housing cooperatives and intentional communities
9 Worker cooperatives
9 Cooperative childcare centers
11 Artist collectives
2 Community land trusts
474 Community gardens
101 Credit union branches (excluding CDCUs)
6 Community development credit union branches (CDCUs)
11 Other cooperatives and collectives
5 Barter/free cycle networks
4 Time banks
806 Total
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Though we deploy a variety of approaches to get at our subject matter, we
nevertheless recognize that this research has limits. For methodological reasons,
we have excluded initiatives that lack a discrete physical address, as well as a va-
riety of organizational types for which data were not readily available. We have
also excluded informal expressions of economic solidarity, which, though impor-
tant to acknowledge, are far more challenging to evaluate and incorporate into a
study such as this. Were we to include all such initiatives, the SE’s footprint
would appear even larger. We also recognize that office locations are not always
reliable indicators of organizations’ spatial range and impact. Consumption, pro-
duction, and residency are at best imperfectly aligned in most sectors. Whereas
some initiatives are highly neighborhood-specific and draw customers/users/
workers primarily from the surrounding community, others tap into a wider
geography. The Energy Coop, for example, is a downtown-based consumer co-
operative that provides locally produced energy to over 7500 members, over
two-thirds of whom reside in the suburbs. Its geographic footprint is far wider
than a worker coop café located on an inner city block. Such qualifications and
examples underscore the need for fine-grained case studies of individual SE
organizations and their workforces and consumer bases. Such studies would
complement the sort of macro analysis we have conducted here. In the next
sections we present our findings.

Mapping SE Footprints: Income Divisions
We begin, in Figure 1, by plotting our complete set of SE spatial data against per
capita income levels in Philadelphia. The map displays the city’s high rates of poverty
and poverty segregation. Throughout the vast majority of the city’s neighborhoods,
per capita income is under $25,000, with large swaths of the city living with per
capita income under $12,000 (the 2015 poverty threshold for a single individual). In-
come levels are high in the city center, visible in the lowermiddle portion of themap,
but drop precipitously as onemoves north and southwest from downtown.Much of
Philadelphia’s poor population andmost of its deep poverty can be found in the area
just north of some of the city’s highest wealth concentrations.
Against this backdrop, we find SE initiatives to be very well distributed across

the city, with the numbers thinning out as you move away from the city center
towards less densely populated and slightly more affluent neighborhoods in
the northwest and northeast. SE entities can be found across both rich and poor
areas. The distribution changes, however, once we disaggregate the data by SE
type. In Figure 2, we plot only cooperatives and collectives, excluding credit
unions, against the same income data. What stands out is how few of the co-ops
can be found in the city’s poorest regions. Among those that come closest are a
predominantly White, religiously inspired cooperative intentional community with
little commercial activity in Northeast Philadelphia and two co-ops located in the
middle of the University of Pennsylvania campus where students drive down per
capita income levels. The map separates out childcare co-ops (three with workers
as members and eight with parents as members), which are particularly reflective
of class divisions. Although the need for affordable childcare is near universal, it is not
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shared in the same way among rich and poor communities. Recent studies show that
the overall supply of commercial childcare in Philadelphia is substantially greater in
and around poor areas and predominantly Black neighborhoods (TRF 2014). We, by
contrast, find few childcare co-ops along the edges of poorer regions and none in the
heart of Philadelphia’s poor Black neighborhoods. Qualitative research in such neigh-
borhoods suggests that families seeking alternatives to conventional childcare centers
turn not to co-ops but to informal arrangements with kin, neighbors, and friends.
One major exception to this pattern of cooperatives’ absence from poor regions is

the People’s Paper Co-op and Expungement Project (PPCEP), which is located at the
center of poor North Philadelphia and along the border between predominantly
Black and predominantly Latino neighborhoods (see Figures 5 and 8). This location
makes sense given the organization’s mission. The PPCEP brings formerly incarcer-
ated individuals together to collaboratively run a craft-based business and to advo-
cate for individuals upon reentry from the criminal justice system. Among other
services, the PPCEP sells paper products made by formerly incarcerated individuals,
provides reentry workshops and resource guides, and offers free legal clinics in

Figure 1: Solidarity economy entities and per capita income [Colour figure can be viewed
at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Navigating the Fault Lines 587

ª 2017 The Author. Antipode ª 2017 Antipode Foundation Ltd.



which community members can clean their criminal records and make handmade
paper out of torn-up copies of their old records.
Credit unions have a marginally greater presence in poor neighborhoods than

other co-ops. As Figure 3 reveals, some credit union branches can be found well
outside of the most prosperous communities. But credit unions, too, are virtually
absent from some of the areas of direst poverty in North and South Philadelphia.
This is even true of community development credit unions (CDCUs), which are
too small and too few in number to reach all areas of need despite their mission
to support disadvantaged communities.3

When it comes to having a significant presence in poor neighborhoods, only
community gardens stand out, as reflected in Figure 4. Although they do not
reach as far into the Northeast of the city, community gardens are prevalent in
impoverished areas north, west, and south of the city center. These findings are
consistent with other studies of gardens in Philadelphia. Kremer and DeLiberty
(2011), for example, found in 2011 that over 50% of Philadelphia’s food-
producing community gardens were located within neighborhoods with annual

Figure 2: Cooperatives and per capita income [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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per capita income of $18,000 or less. Such patterns might be expected given the
availability of abandoned lots in poor neighborhoods and considering that gar-
dens provide a supplemental food source acquired through the work of one’s
hands rather than through wages. As Vitiello and Nairn (2009) suggest, gardens
in poorer areas of Philadelphia have somewhat different functions in their com-
munities than gardens in richer communities do. The food they grow tends to
play more essential economic roles in the extended families and social networks
of gardeners. As one local garden coordinator stated, “I cannot convince a high
quality grocery store chain to open stores in Southwest, nor can I lure the educa-
tion or jobs we would need to keep strong business in our community, but I can
grow a seed” (Plan Philly 2016).

Solidarity Economy and Racial Segregation
In Philadelphia, economic class is only one form of spatial segregation. Spatial
divisions according to race are even more pronounced. Figure 5 maps cooperatives
against percent Black population. In the map, spatial segregation stands out

Figure 3: Credit unions and per capita income [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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sharply, showing the virtual absence of cooperatives in Black neighborhoods. With
the exception of one daycare cooperative and one housing cooperative—both in
West Philadelphia—none of the cooperatives are located in neighborhoods where
Black populations are most concentrated. It is as if the cooperatives are patterned
to frame the majority Black neighborhoods; they skirt the edges but they never fully
enter them. This is the case in Northwest Philadelphia along Germantown Avenue,
in the areas west of the University of Pennsylvania in West Philadelphia, and in the
region just north of downtown.
The absences are less intensewhenwe include credit union branches (see Figure 3,

where their distribution is shown against income). Approximately a quarter of the
city’s credit unions report having membership or executive leadership that is over
50% Black, Latino, or Asian. About half of these are small church-based credit unions
or CDCUs, reflecting both limited capital in minority neighborhoods and the impor-
tance of mission. Credit unions are, nonetheless, still relatively scarce in the heart of
North Philadelphia and almost entirely absent from poor Black neighborhoods of
South Philadelphia.

Figure 4: Community gardens and per capita income [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Similar racialized geographies are foundwhen examining other SE types. Figure 6,
for example, represents CSA drop-off points together with food cooperatives, both
major components of the alternative food movement. The CSA pattern is especially
pronounced. Out of a total of 149 drop-off sites, barely 10% are in majority Black
neighborhoods and only one is located squarely in the vast stretches of the city
having a 75% or greater Black population. There are reasons for this. The CSAmodel
is based onmembersmaking investments at the beginning of the season, something
poor households are less able to do. CSA farms are also generally rural and White-
owned with few networks in inner-city Black neighborhoods to establish drop-off
sites. Moreover, CSAs tend to cater food production towards the diet of affluent
White customers, which frequently differs from the grocery needs of Black
households.
Taken together, such findings seem to confirm racial and class criticisms of both

co-ops and the alternative food economy. Racialized patterns in the distribution of
SE entities can also be found in Latino neighborhoods. Figure 7 maps all SE entities
except community gardens against demographic data on Philadelphia’s Latino

Figure 5: Cooperatives and percent Black population [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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population. As this map reveals, the lines dividing majority Latino neighborhoods
from other neighborhoods are about as stark as those for the predominantly Black
neighborhoods, though the Latino population is smaller. The Latino population is quite
visibly concentrated in an area of North Philadelphia shaped like an inverted triangle
reaching from the Kensington neighborhood in the southeast toNinth Street in thewest
and Roosevelt Boulevard in the north. Sometimes described as Philadelphia’s barrio, this
area is populated primarily by Puerto Ricans, by far the largest Latino demographic in
the city. What is so striking about this map is not only that this relatively large area is
one of the poorest in the city—per capita income is below $8000 in several of these
blocks—but also that SE entities are almost entirely absent.
Such absences can be attributed in part to the tremendous logistical and informa-

tional hurdles presented by adverse economic conditions. Residents in poverty
stricken areas often lack the disposable income and savings capacity to sustain com-
mercial consumer co-ops and credit unions. In our fieldwork, residents complained
about the need for better education about economic alternatives. They also pointed
to economic systems—from predatory lending to drug markets—that reinforce

Figure 6: CSAs and food cooperatives and percent Black population [Colour figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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economic precarity and corrode trust. As one Latino organizer in North Philadelphia
describes it:

[t]rying to bring people together and get to know each other, so that way they can trust
each other is real hard, it’s very difficult … doing the work of the community and then
doing the work of, you know, economic solidarity–a large part of it has to be that all
members have to trust each other.

Where trust is exceedingly low, getting SE initiatives off the ground to counteract
predatory economic systems can be immensely challenging, even with dedicated
grassroots leadership.
Trust problems also extend to initiatives originating fromoutside. As one Latino com-

munity leader and SE businessman remarked: “I’m very suspicious of gringos … The
White peoplewant us tomake a cooperative. But they don’t knowus. They don’t know
us…we are in a systemwherewe can’t win.”Although such strong sentiment was not
shared by all interviewees, it does highlight the experience of adversity and the percep-
tion that cooperatives are a White fixation. It also underscores that the SE’s limited

Figure 7: SE entities (excluding community gardens) and percent Latino population
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Navigating the Fault Lines 593

ª 2017 The Author. Antipode ª 2017 Antipode Foundation Ltd.



presence in portions of Philadelphia might stem from the limitations of dominant
groups as much as from the constraints faced by marginalized ones. For individuals
and communities occupying different positions within racialized structures of eco-
nomic inequality and domination such as we find in Philadelphia, building economic
solidarity is a challenge under any circumstances. It becomesmuchmore difficult when
the leadership and strategic visions in the SE are perceived as White and one-sided.
Figure 7 revealed the SE’s relative absence from Latino neighborhoods. A different

impression emerges, however, when we plot community gardens against the same
demographic data. Figure 8 shows that community gardens not only reach into
these neighborhoods, they are actually highly concentrated there. Qualitative
interviews reveal the importance of both economic and cultural factors as well as
institutional ones. Economically, community gardens tend to offset the lack of
savings and disposable income in the community by substituting community-
grown produce for food items that would otherwise be purchased from grocers if
at all. Culturally, there is a significant history of community gardening among
Latinos in the US generally, and among Puerto Ricans specifically (Martinez 2010;

Figure 8: Community gardens and percent Latino population [Colour figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny 2004). Several gardens have been developed to culti-
vate plants native to Puerto Rico. Many provide a venue for neighborhood gather-
ings and celebrations. Their very publicity and rootedness in the neighborhood
helps to shore up a sense of community, which makes trust easier. And institution-
ally, these gardens have prospered because of the targeted support of organiza-
tions such as the Norris Square Neighborhood Project and the Pennsylvania
Horticultural Society, which have worked hard to secure land tenure rights and
provide training and materials to gardens in and around Norris Square, located near
the center of the Puerto Rican neighborhood (Vitiello and Nairn 2009).
Lest one think that the preceding maps imply that, aside from gardens, the SE is a

predominantly White phenomenon clustered in mostly affluent White neighbor-
hoods, our research suggests otherwise. In Figure 9, we plot co-ops against percent
White population. The spatial segregation along race is again quite striking. Sharp
divides separate neighborhoods that are at least 75% White from those that are
no more than 25% White. Co-ops, however, do not appear to cluster in the Whitest
neighborhoods. Where, then, are they located? The majority of co-ops appear to be

Figure 9: Cooperatives and percent White population [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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located either downtown (which is demographically diverse) or within relatively thin
border zones separating racially concentrated neighborhoods. In at least a couple of
cases (along Germantown Avenue in Northwest Philadelphia and along Baltimore Ave-
nue inWest Philadelphia), border zones coincide with commercial corridors that attract
a high degree of foot and road traffic. Some also fall in neighborhoods with distinctive
progressive identities known to attract social justice-minded activists. In Philadelphia at
least, such border zones are where economic alternatives appear to thrive.
When we explored the idea of “border zones” in interviews, few SE practitioners

were surprised by the demographic patterns. Many report being drawn to such
border areas by their pre-existing subculture of toleration and economic coopera-
tion. This suggests a self-reinforcing, place-making dynamic at work: existing SE ini-
tiatives help to define the place, which in turn attracts people who are more likely to
support additional SE initiatives. For many initiatives, border zone neighborhoods
are a place of origin. The initiatives are born out of the activist energies, networks
and innovations of local residents. For other initiatives, such neighborhoods are
not an origin but rather a destination. For example, one SE healthcare provider
describes how she moved her business to a border-zone neighborhood precisely
for the racial and economic diversity it offers, something she links to a social justice
agenda. Reports of medical discrimination against people of color motivated her to
relocate to a neighborhood where she could draw in diverse patients. As she puts it:
“in a city like Philadelphia that has such segregated areas, these cusp zones are a
great place to reach a wider demographic organically”. She aimed, in effect, to
bring health care services to a diverse neighborhood rather than asking diverse
clients to come to her.
The spatially segregated city nevertheless poses constraints. For many White

social-justice-minded practitioners, moving into a highly concentrated non-White
neighborhood simply is not regarded as a viable option, both because the neighbor-
hood would be less welcoming of outsiders and because of the complicated ethical
implications of such a move. As one respondent put it, you’re not going to do a
weird “pioneer moment” and go into a neighborhood that couldn’t be your own.
Border zones, by contrast, offer White progressives a place to participate in anti-
racism agendas while also feeling that they can belong and succeed professionally.
But border zones are also fraught, especially where gentrification is involved, as it of-

ten is. The very factors that draw White activists can help to drive out diverse local resi-
dents. As one practitioner describes: “the White people creep is definitely happening.
You can trace it by the blue [security] lights … There’s no real way around that stuff.”
In neighborhoods undergoing real estate development, rising rents, and heightened
police surveillance, alternative economic practices can seem like more of the same
problem of gentrification. Many of the SE initiatives we interviewed were attuned to
such issues and expressed eagerness to counteract such trends, though most were
unsure how to do so given larger forces at work. Take, for example, the Kensington
region of Northeast Philadelphia, where a historic working class White neighborhood
butts up against low-income Puerto Rican ones. In recent years, this area has become
a site of new urban development for young professionals, who have been displacing
poor White and Latino residents. The new, mostly White, homeowners have brought
an impressive energy for SE innovation. Among other things, they have created a new
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food co-op, a community tool library, a cooperative playschool, and a fixers guild col-
lective. But these organizations are composed almost entirely of White middle-class res-
idents who are relatively new to the otherwise mixed neighborhood. Outreach efforts
have done little to change this, as many older residents regard such initiatives as insep-
arable from the rapid wholesale change they are experiencing.

Bridging Divides, Cultivating Potentials
Our discussion has thus far mostly highlighted the SE’s relative absence from poor
neighborhoods of color. But Philadelphia is also full of examples of individual SE
initiatives that are serving poor and minority communities and/or that are making
crucial efforts to bridge racial and class divides along the lines envisioned by critics.
In this regard, Philadelphia’s worker co-ops provide some prominent examples,

much as they do in other cities (Berry 2011; Estey 2011; Nembhard 2014). Home
Care Associates, for example, is Philadelphia’s largest worker co-op. Of its approxi-
mately 250 workers, over 90% are African American women and three-quarters
were on welfare prior to receiving training as home health aides (Stevenson
2016). Similarly, the 70 workers of Childspace Childcare Centers, Philadelphia’s
second largest worker co-op, are primarily low-income women of color. A large
percentage of their clients are single mothers receiving federal assistance. Both
co-ops explicitly link their support for women of color to the cooperative values
embedded in their business model. Yet another worker co-op, AORTA: Anti-
Oppression Resource Training Alliance, has a primary mission of “strengthening
movements for social justice and a solidarity economy”. Among other activities,
it provides anti-oppression training to SE initiatives in Philadelphia and nationwide.
It is not just worker co-ops. We find CDCUs linked to Black churches providing ex-

tensive economic literacy training and highly flexible lending to their members, ex-
ceeding in impact what would be expected given their limited capital. We find time
banks using mutual aid to bridge generation gaps between Black youth and elders.
And across the city we find community land trusts and community gardens that are
sources of revitalization for minority neighborhoods and sites of resistance against
unwanted development. These are just a few examples. There are many more.
More broadly, we also see new SE alliances forming that span race, class, and

neighborhood geographies. This includes Soil Generation, a Black-led grassroots
coalition of community gardeners and urban farmers seeking to build healthy and
equitable local food systems in historically marginalized communities (Cahn and
Segal 2017). It also includes the Philadelphia Area Cooperative Alliance (PACA), a
multi-sectoral umbrella organization (a cooperative of cooperatives) that advocates
for the city’s cooperative movement and openly embraces the SE framework and a
racial-justice orientation. Such alliances are vital for leveraging knowledge and as-
sets across contexts. For example, PACA has developed a leadership institute and
a series of workshops and study circles (modeled on African American cooperative
history) to help groups from underrepresented communities form cooperative
start-ups. These groups range from sex workers to migrant Latino construction
workers. They also include Soil Generation, thereby forging a bridge between com-
munity gardens and cooperatives.

Navigating the Fault Lines 597

ª 2017 The Author. Antipode ª 2017 Antipode Foundation Ltd.



Additionally, our qualitative research suggests that many of Philadelphia’s SE ini-
tiatives, and perhaps especially those located in border areas, constitute “zones of
encounter” where cross-racial and cross-class alliances are formed (Lawson and
Elwood 2013; Valentine 2008). In attempting to connect and relate across a context
of unequal power and social difference, interactions in contact zones can challenge
understandings of one’s own class/race positioning and create the possibility for
transformative micro-political effects. We find evidence of such contact zones, for
example, in the encounters described by some community gardeners, who report
how their gardens have given them opportunities to collaborate with people of dif-
ferent races in ways that contrast with their otherwise segregated lifestyles. We see a
contact zone in the People’s Paper Co-op and Expungement Project (described pre-
viously), which draws racially diverse groups of artists and formerly incarcerated
women into collaborative discussions about the challenges of re-entry. And we
see it in the numerous workshops organized by PACA to bring diverse cooperators
together for mutual learning.
Such contacts can have significant transformative effects. In one mixed race

neighborhood, for instance, a community acupuncturist recounted how serving
diverse clients has generated greater sensitivity to the subtle ways that racism can
operate—from decisions about volunteer staffing to the way an acupuncture needle
is administered. The experience led to adapted hiring practices designed to make
the clinic even more inclusive and inviting:

I do, much more purposefully, try to seek out people of color to sit at the desk because I
want people of color patients to be here. If I make you uncomfortable, maybe the front
desk person is making you feel a little bit less so.

But such transformative interactions do not come about simply by virtue of
location. Self-segregation can occur even on the same block, and fleeting encoun-
ters due to accidental proximity do not necessarily produce meaningful contact
(Valentine 2008). The rhetoric of inclusion is often belied in practice by subcultural
cues of racial and class exclusion, and it is not uncommon for “Whiteness” to pre-
dominate even when an SE organization is located in an otherwise diverse neigh-
borhood (Reynolds 2015; Zitcer 2015). Moreover, everyday social encounters in
organizational spaces can actually cement animosity and reinforce asymmetric
power relations, especially when all leadership positions are held by majority
groups whereas all subordinate positions are held by minorities.
Realizing the transformative potential of SE contact zones requires intention. But

that is not all. Good intentions can be self-righteously one-sided if the aim is
merely to draw others into one’s own world without more robust forms of en-
gagement. Realigning the SE towards racial justice also takes time, effort, and
courage. Courage to call out majority bias, like the women did in our opening vi-
gnettes. And courage to hear what’s being called out and to change behavior,
even when that means stepping aside, deferring authority, entering uncomfort-
able spaces, or confronting one’s own implicit biases. Our fieldwork reveals several
actions that SE initiatives can take to build trust across racial divides. Anti-
oppression training and efforts to make racial justice more central to the language
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and images that initiatives use to represent themselves can be important steps.
Staffing key positions with people of color is another. This includes both leader-
ship positions and positions involving extensive community contact. Though not
all communities invite such contact, when it is to be had, it is crucial to find me-
diators who can broker majority and minority cultures and do the codeswitching
and two-way translations that make trust and solidarity possible. When, for exam-
ple, PACA did initial outreach to minority groups for its workshops, some groups
explicitly requested that a person of color be made their PACA contact person.
PACA’s all-white staff was sensitive to the issue and not only accommodated the
request but also elevated a woman of color to the executive director position. It
simultaneously incorporated a statement on racial and economic equity into its
larger mission statement.
Other actions involve broader issues beyond the SE narrowly defined. While it

is important for SE initiatives to make themselves inclusive, it is equally important
that they engage agendas beyond their own. For example, ex-offender activism
and prison reform movements might not, at first blush, seem embodiments of
the SE per se, but they have huge economic implications for communities of
color. The People’s Paper Co-op provides one model for how the SE might
connect to such issues. There are many others.4 As one co-op organizer
described: “[y]ou can’t be an effective co-op developer in a community you’re
not relevant in”. This observation extends well beyond co-ops. Regularly
supporting agendas set by historically disadvantaged groups can go a long
way towards building trust. This can include attending other groups’ events
(where appropriate), rather than merely expecting them to attend SE events. It
can also entail material support. Mariposa Food Co-op, for example, is
combatting gentrification by actively fundraising for a local black-run restaurant
that is being displaced by rising rent.
These illustrations of SE initiatives addressing racial and class divides in

Philadelphia provide a counterpoint to the SE’s apparent absences within the city’s
racialized and classed geography. They underscore the importance of not only
critiquing the SE but also cultivating its better potentials. This is not to imply that
tensions do not continue to exist or that these initiatives have it easy in this regard.
It is to suggest that racial and class dynamics are being constructively negotiated in
and through many SE initiatives and that the values undergirding the SE make it a
strategic site for seeking economic justice through racial justice.

Conclusions
We began this paper with two anecdotes about proponents who, in their efforts to
validate the SE as a whole, found themselves accused of neglecting underlying ra-
cial and class dynamics. It is relatively easy to set this up in an oppositional way.
For those merely seeking to draw awareness to the SE as a credible concept and
movement, such accusations are threatening: they jeopardize universal narratives
of the SE’s potential at the very moment that the SE is finally garnering greater at-
tention. For critics, by contrast, the SE is hardly a credible movement if it neglects
racial and/or class injustice. Rather than setting these perspectives in opposition
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to one another, we have sought to model how we might study and validate the SE
as a whole precisely by analyzing it through a race and class lens.
We have used the maps above to visualize a set of spatial relationships between

different types of SE initiatives and Philadelphia’s social geography. This work
demonstrates the plausibility and value of studying the SE as a whole in addition
to studying its diverse economic and social elements. It also gives an indication of
how large the spatial footprint of the SE might be if we look at various initiatives
together rather than in isolation from one another. This, in turn, contributes to
efforts to challenge hegemonic framings of the economy as inherently capitalist
and economic alternatives as inevitably small and inconsequential.
When it comes to questions about the racial and class divides within the SE move-

ment, our research paints a mixed picture. On one hand, we have observed that,
with the major exception of community gardens, surprisingly few forms of SE are
found in neighborhoods with predominantly poor people of color. This has impor-
tant implications for the SE movement. Concern for ethnic/racial minorities and the
economic underclass is vital to the core philosophies underlying the SE movement,
both nationally and internationally. By drawing attention to how the spatial distri-
bution of SE initiatives replicates patterns of segregation in the city we complicate
claims about the SE bridging social divides, enhancing community resilience, and
addressing poverty. Our findings suggest that the SE’s ability to address such issues
is highly mediated by geography and contextual factors of race and class. By impli-
cation, credible efforts to cultivate the SE’s emancipatory potential must contend
with these underlying factors.
On the other hand, we find numerous SE organizations that are already

performing precisely the sort of bridge-building and race and class justice work
being demanded. For an emancipatory SE to become a genuine possibility in a seg-
regated environment like Philadelphia, the needs, experiences, perspectives and
leadership of marginalized populations need to be central to the SE’s overall mean-
ing and day-to-day practice. For this, positive examples such as the ones we’ve
identified should be drawn further into the foreground. But it is not enough to look
only at what individual SE organizations do. It is also necessary to look at where they
are (and are not). Beyond facile rhetoric of inclusion and solidarity, realizing the SE’s
emancipatory potential requires the discomforting work of confronting race and
class privilege not only in society at large but also within the SE itself. This study
is intended as a contribution to just such a project.
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Endnotes
1 For more on this typology, see http://solidarityeconomy.us/definition/ (last accessed 4
September 2017).
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2 Some SE entities do not require a physical address the same way that retail food coopera-
tives or community gardens do. For example, buying clubs, complementary currencies,
babysitting collectives, and other networked practices are far more difficult to represent
spatially without more granular data on the locations of members and users.
3 Pavlovskaya et al. (2017) find similar patterns with credit unions in New York City.
4 In the Bay Area, for example, organized garden projects are part of a restorative food
justice agenda that offers mutual aid and support to transitioning ex-offenders (Pudup
2008; Sbicca 2016). In Worcester (MA), a worker-owned cooperative of ex-prisoners was
founded to convert used vegetable oil into biofuels (Healy 2015). And in Puerto Rico, co-op
law was rewritten to enable the first cooperative run entirely by prisoners (Ifateyo 2015).
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