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UNTITLED, FROM THE SERIES “CAPITALISM IS KILLING US/BLACK UTOPIAS”  

BY AISHA SHILLINGFORD/WWW.INTELLIGENTMISCHIEF.COM

We are two mothers, listening, 

learning, in a pandemic, writing to you from the United States, on unceded Nipmuc, 

Podunk, Tunxis, Wangunk, and Sicoag land on the East Coast. Here—and likely 

where you are—artists and culture bearers are innovating models for liberation. We 

tuck in our babies, hold their small hands through the virus and tear gas, and 

continue the intergenerational work. We are Nati Linares and Caroline Woolard—a 

cultural organizer and an artist—and we believe that every cultural worker should 

be able to feed their children and pay their rent. We believe that culture is the key 

to reimagining the collective vision of what’s possible. As you read this, we invite 

you to sense the heartbeats that flow through it. This is one effort among many. This 

is an invitation to join a long process of transformation—together.

Recently, in an Anticapitalism for Artists workshop,1 musician Clara Takarabe said: 

“I have asked, as you have probably asked: Is there a place in this world for me? 

Today, I would reframe that question as: Is this the world we deserve?”2 Takarabe 

reminds us that together we can join and organize the worlds we deserve—in the 

arts and beyond. In fact, the people who have been most harmed by our current 

system of neoliberal and racial capitalism are creating community-controlled, hyper-

local economies that move us beyond capitalism. The systems that artists want are 

not only possible, they already exist—and they can be strengthened and cultivated 

with intention.

S OL IDA R I T Y 
EC ONOM Y

The Art Worlds We Want:
Solidarity Art Economies

  by  Nati  Linares  and Carol ine  Woolard  

To support the 
solidarity economy 

with integrity in 
the United States 

and beyond, a 
slow process 

of relationship 
building between 
culture bearers, 

solidarity economy 
organizers, public 

sector workers, and 
arts and culture 

grantmakers  
must begin.
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Why should culture and economic innovation go together? 
Because, right now, we have a superstar system in which 
the winners take all and the rest are left with crumbs.

Why should culture and economic innovation go together? 

Because, right now, we have a superstar system in which 

the winners take all and the rest are left with crumbs. 

Because, just like art, housing and dignified work are 

human rights. Because artists are the original gig workers. 

Because culture making and political organizing go hand in 

hand. Because we want a world in which everyone’s needs 

are met, so that everyone can participate in the remaking 

of culture and society. Because an artist living in a commu-

nity land trust in New York City will have twenty-seven hours 

a week to make art, compared to an artist in market-priced 

housing who will have four hours a week for artmaking.8 

Because we must repair centuries of injustice.

There are many examples. A leading Native artisan co-op in 

the country, Qualla Arts and Crafts,has been led by culture 

bearers since 1946.3 In Boston, a democratically managed 

investment fund, Boston Ujima Project, places Black, Indig-

enous, and people of color (BIPOC) arts and cultural orga-

nizing at the heart of its work.4 A leading national 

community loan fund that invests in U.S. worker co-ops, 

The Working World, was started by artists.5 Artists in 

Belgium founded Smart, the co-op that gives 35,000 free-

lancers the benefits of full-time employees (including 

unemployment insurance).6 Smart’s model is now being 

piloted in the United States by the U.S. Federation of 

Worker Cooperatives’ Guilded.7 

Credit unions 

Community reinvestment 

Composting 

Rotating savings 

Co-op banks 

Ethical purchasing 

CREATION 

Wisdom 

Culture 

Earth, soil, water, air 

Collective 
ownership of land 

The commons D.I.Y.

Collectives 

Worker co-ops 

Producer co-ops 

Not-for-profit 

Gift 
Barter 

Community supported 
arts (CSAs) Community currency 

Collectively run 
galleries and spaces 

Consumer co-ops 

Sliding scale pricing 

Solidarity markets 

Fair trade 
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The solidarity economy is now recognized internationally  
as a path to valuing people and the planet over profits.

Time Banking: Boston Ujima Project; Metasofa Arts 

Community; Kola Nut Collaborative

Mutual Aid: NDN Collective; Sol Collective

Barter Systems and Nonmonetary Exchange: O+ Festival

Organizing: Frontline Arts Buffalo; Solidarity Economy 

St. Louis

MONEY AND FINANCE
Participatory Budgeting: Boston Ujima Project; RUNWAY

Credit Union: Actors Federal Credit Union

Community Currencies: Giving circles; lending circles 

(Tandas)

Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs) 

Funds: The Working World; Seed Commons; First 

People’s Fund; Oweesta Corporation; Zebras Unite; 

Cooperative Fund of New England

Solidarity Philanthropy and Grantmaking: Center for 

Economic Democracy; The Weavers Project; AmbitioUS; 

NDN Collective; Intercultural Leadership Institute

ENERGY AND UTILITIES
Community Solar: Soulardarity

Community Broadband: Institute for Local Self Reliance’s 

MuniNetworks

Energy Democracy: UPROSE

FOOD AND FARMING
Community Gardens: All community gardens!

Community Supported Agriculture: All CSAs!

Food and Farm Co-ops: Soul Fire Farm; Double Edge 

Theatre; Cooperative Food Empowerment Directive 

(CoFED); Acres of Ancestry Initiative/Black Agrarian Fund

Community Fridges: All community fridges!

MEDIA AND TECHNOLOGY
Worker-Owned Media: Media Reparations (Media 2070); 

Associated Press

Community Radio: KOJH 104.7 FM (Mutual Musicians 

Foundation, Kansas City, Montana)

While practices of equitable and sustainable self-determi-

nation and community control are rooted in a myriad of 

ancestral and community norms, the term solidarity 

economy is relatively recent. The term emerged in Chile 

and France in the 1980s,9 gained popularity in Latin 

America in the 1990s as economía solidaria, and then 

spread globally as an interdependent movement after the 

first annual World Social Forum in Brazil, in 2001, which 

popularized the slogan “another world is possible.”10 

The solidarity economy is now recognized internationally as 

a path to valuing people and the planet over profits and to 

uniting grassroots practices like lending circles, credit 

unions, worker cooperatives, and community land trusts to 

form a base of political power and transform our economy 

and world. Most people are aware of the discrete practices 

and models that comprise the solidarity economy, but do 

not know that there is a framework that holds these con-

cepts together, or that these practices are supported holis-

tically in other countries around the world.

The following are some examples of arts and culture 

groups and initiatives that are part of the solidarity 

economy in the United States. It is important to note that 

all networks and infrastructure in the solidarity economy—

regardless of emphasis or not on arts and culture—aim to 

support artists and culture bearers.11  

LAND AND HOUSING 
Community Land Trusts: Community Arts Stabilization Trust; 

Oakland CLT; Cooper Square Community Land Trust

Permanent Real Estate Cooperative: East Bay Permanent 

Real Estate Cooperative

Housing Cooperative: Divine House

Cohousing/Intentional Community: MilePost 5

WORK AND LABOR
Worker Cooperatives: Rhythm Conspiracy; Resonate.Is; 

Akron Devil Strip; Happy Family Night Market; Design 

Action Collective; Surplus+ 

Producer Cooperatives: 200 million Artisans; Justseeds

http://NPQMAG.ORG
http://Resonate.Is
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According to the Brookings Institution, creative  
workers are experiencing historic precarity.

investment as a single fund and then shares that capital 

for local deployment by and for communities, lowering risk 

while increasing impact. Codirector Brendan Martin says 

that “each dollar invested in Seed Commons has gener-

ated more than $5 in revenues for communities, meaning 

a $1  million investment can result in over $5  million in 

income through to communities Seed Commons places 

capital in.”15 

Seed Commons offers concessionary loans for solidarity 

economy institutions and networks. Interest rates offered 

by banks and online lenders for small business loans 

today typically range from 3 to 7 percent—if you can get 

them. Many pay subprime lenders far greater interest 

rates.16 And these loans carry a high risk of losing one’s 

business if the strict payment schedule can’t be met, while 

interest at Seed Commons is only due if and when the busi-

ness is profitable—and even then tops out at a rate ranging 

from 2 to 8 percent. This means that for Seed Commons 

loans, “no greater return than the wealth generated is ever 

taken, even if that is a negative return.”17 

Further, the movement for nonextractive finance holds the 

principles of participatory democracy, intersectional equity, 

sustainability, and pluralism.18 Seed Commons is part of a 

growing movement for community-controlled finance that 

includes the Boston Impact Initiative, The Working World, 

RUNWAY, Boston Ujima Project, Zebras Unite Co-Op, and 

the Cooperative Fund of New England.19 The Working 

World, which is the oldest cooperative and nonextractive 

venture capital firm in the United States, was started by 

artists and inspired by a film.20

Seed 
Commons 
interest 

rates

2–8% forgivable21 
Flexible schedule, forgivable, 
no collateral, paid only if the 

business succeeds22

Bank and 
FinTech 
interest 

rates

Around 3–7% (if 
SBA guaranteed); 
subprime rates 

range from  
13 to 71%23

Strict schedule, not forgivable, 
requires collateral, paid 

regardless of success and risks 
losing one’s business or other 

collateral

Platform Cooperatives: Crux; Guilded; Ampled

Solutions Journalism: Solutions Journalism Network

Open Source: Mozilla; Wikipedia

Copyleft: Creative Commons

In this moment of crisis and uncertainty, more and more 

people are excited to learn about solidarity economy prac-

tices and institutions that artists and culture bearers are 

building to achieve resilience. Patricia Walsh writes in Arts-

blog that the top three needs for artists are “unemploy-

ment insurance, food/housing assistance, and forgivable 

business loans.”12 This is what all people need, including 

artists. According to the Brookings Institution, creative 

workers are experiencing historic precarity.13 What can be 

done? Forgivable loans, affordable housing, and dignified 

jobs—when structured as solidarity-based, cooperative 

institutions and networks—have been shown to withstand 

crises because they are built with self-determination and 

community response from the outset.14 These entities 

emphasize self-help, dignified livelihoods, and community 

well-being instead of profit for external shareholders, and 

they are underexplored in the United States. 

THREE EXAMPLES OF SOLIDARITY 
ECONOMY SUPPORT

1. Concessionary Loans

As unemployment soars and more and more small busi-

nesses—including artists and culture bearers—turn to 

predatory lenders to cover their basic needs, concession-

ary loans should be explored. These loans have terms that 

aim to achieve community benefit by offering low interest 

rates, generous grace periods, forgivable interest, and 

zero-collateral lending. Seed Commons, for example, col-

lects donations and then uses them as a collective pool to 

offer loans well below market rate. Seed Commons acts as 

a partner with smaller funds, networks, and cooperative 

businesses, working out flexible but economically prudent 

loan terms with none of the draconian penalties of conven-

tional finance (such as seizure of collateral). Seed 

Commons is a community wealth cooperative that takes in 

http://NPQMAG.ORG
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Artists and culture bearers are increasingly turning to worker and producer 
cooperatives—businesses that are owned and managed by the workers—

because they provide job security and a meaningful work environment.

60%.”30 Supporting community land trusts can enable 

artists to afford to remain in their communities and engage 

in artistic production for generations. A “typical dancer/

choreographer,” for example, “who makes $31,200, the 

annual average earnings for their field before COVID-19 

hit,31 will only have to spend six hours a week to cover 

their housing costs in a community land trust, compared 

to the twenty-eight hours a week it would take to cover a 

market-rate rental in the same area.”32

Cooper Square 
CLT average 
maintenance

$360/month33 
A typical dancer would have 
to spend 6 hours per week 

working to cover housing costs.

Market-rate 
rent in the  

area

$1,850/month 
(artists share 

an average 1BR 
$4,660/month 

rental34) 

A typical dancer would 
have to spend 28 hours 

per week working to cover 
housing costs.35

Arts ecosystem-wide support for permanently affordable 

housing and commercial space should be explored. The 

community land trust model is currently being used to 

support space for artists and arts organizations in the East 

Bay Permanent Real Estate Cooperative, in Oakland, Cali-

fornia, and is a solution to housing insecurity.36 During the 

Great Recession, homeowners living in homes they owned 

on community-land-trust–held property were ten times less 

likely to be in foreclosure proceedings and 6.6 times less 

likely to be at least ninety days delinquent, compared with 

homeowners in the conventional market.37 The community 

land trust model is one of many solidarity economy models 

that are both resilient in crisis and championed by BIPOC 

artists and culture bearers today.

3. Dignified Work

Artists and culture bearers are increasingly turning to 

worker and producer cooperatives—businesses that are 

owned and managed by the workers—because they 

provide job security and a meaningful work environment.38 

Evidence shows that cooperatives are more efficient than 

traditional firms and have fewer layoffs during economic 

crises,39 because they are able to call upon their commu-

nity for support, and workers can decide to adjust the 

Rural, economically disadvantaged, immigrant, and BIPOC 

communities have a long history of developing collective 

finance practices as a survival strategy, including susus, 

rotating loan funds, and mutual aid. The self-help move-

ment laid the groundwork for Community Development 

Financial Institutions (CDFIs). At least 60 percent of CDFI 

financing activities serve one or more low- and moderate-in-

come population or underserved community.24 Since the 

Great Recession, credit unions have increased their share 

of mortgage originations fourfold, from 1.9 percent of the 

market in 2007 to over 8  percent by 2018 (while bank 

mortgage originations have continued to decline)—and 

small business lending growth has dramatically outpaced 

that of banks.25 The success of the solidarity economy 

sector depends upon flexible financial vehicles, because 

these entities often have thin margins, prioritizing low-cost, 

affordable goods and services and living wages for 

workers. Worker cooperatives, for example, while being 

more likely to succeed than conventional enterprises,26 are 

often slower to become self-sustaining. On the other hand, 

SE entities internationally have demonstrated that they are 

more likely to repay loans than traditional firms.27

2. Affordable Space

Both affordable space and housing assistance are a peren-

nial need for the arts and culture sector. In twenty-five cul-

tural districts nationally, artists and those working in the 

arts field are rent-burdened, with 30 to 50 percent of their 

income going to cover rent.28 For example, in 2019, the 

average monthly rent within a half-mile radius of Fourth 

Arts Block in the Lower East Side of New York City was 

$4,660 per month.29 

This need not be the case. Artists and culture bearers 

across the country are innovating models for community 

land trusts: community-based organizations that create 

affordable housing and commercial space in perpetuity by 

owning land and leasing it to community members who 

use spaces on that land. According to Mihaela Buzec, 

artists are rent-burdened in 80 percent of cultural districts 

across the United States, with “a rent-to-income ratio of 

50% or higher,” and half “bearing a rent burden of over 

http://NPQMAG.ORG
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It’s clear that artists need a solidarity economy if we are  
to overcome our status as exploited workers. Likewise, the 
solidarity economy movement needs artists if it is to prevail.

hours worked by all employees rather than reducing the 

number of employees.40 Cooperatives often succeed where 

traditional corporations fail because they are developed 

intentionally in dialogue with their customers and with the 

community.41 Cooperative businesses also tend to have 

lower failure rates than traditional corporations and small 

businesses.42 And  research suggests that worker and pro-

ducer cooperatives are better able to weather crises.43

Worker cooperatives also provide better and more equita-

ble wages. In many, “the average ratio between the highest 

and lowest pay is 2:1 compared with 300:1 in large corpo-

rations.”44 In 2019, the U.S. Federation of Worker Coopera-

tives reported that the average entry-level wage paid at all 

reporting worker cooperatives was $19.67 per hour. This 

figure is more than $7.00 higher than the minimum wage in 

the thirteen states with the most worker co-ops.”45 Further, 

cooperatives advance gender equity at work.46 Worker 

cooperatives today employ more women and pay women at 

better wages than conventional businesses.47 

A recent survey of worker cooperatives in the United States 

found that “58.8  percent of people employed at worker 

co-ops identify as people [of] color [and] 62.5 percent of 

workers identify as female and 1.7  percent identify as 

non-binary.”48 Worker cooperatives provide a pathway for 

more diverse and equitable working arrangements 

because these arrangements are determined by the 

workers themselves. Currently, Latinx women earn 

55  cents for every dollar that white men make,49 Black 

women earn 63 cents for every dollar that white men make 

in the workforce,50 and women artists of any race earn 

77  cents for every dollar that male artists of any race 

earn.51 As is often cited, providing equal pay to women in 

the workforce would cut the poverty rate for all working 

women in half, and the number of children with working 

mothers living in poverty would be cut nearly in half.52 

Cooperatives offer a promising model for economic justice 

when cultivated with intentionality.53

Scholars predict that the desire for cooperatives will con-

tinue to increase due to demographic, cultural, and techno-

logical shifts in the labor force.54 In December 2020, New 

York City launched “Employee Ownership NYC, the nation’s 

largest municipal initiative for education and technical 

assistance around employee ownership and conversion.”55 

This addresses the need for increased local jobs as well as 

the needs of business owners who want to retire. Almost 

half of all business owners are fifty-five  years of age or 

older; according to California Association of Business 

Brokers, baby boomer retirees (people born between 1946 

and 1964) will cause more than $10  trillion in business 

assets to change hands over the next twenty years, as an 

estimated 70 percent of privately held businesses will be 

sold or closed.56 

To support the solidarity economy with integrity in the United 

States and beyond, a slow process of relationship building 

between culture bearers, solidarity economy organizers, 

public sector workers, and arts and culture grantmakers 

must begin. Lasting impact will not be made if (1) solidarity 

economy becomes a buzzword, popular only for a short time, 

or (2) if newcomers with visibility are supported instead of 

community-based groups who have been doing this work 

for decades. 

It’s clear that artists need a solidarity economy if we are to 

overcome our status as exploited workers. Likewise, the 

solidarity economy movement needs artists if it is to 

prevail. We believe that culture—visual arts, music, culi-

nary arts, sports, video games, literature, theater, televi-

sion, Web content, TikToks, and more—is the key to 

sparking the collective imagination of what’s actually possi-

ble when there is community control of our economies and 

resources. There have never been radical movements 

without radical artists and creators at the helm—so let’s 

get busy resisting, building, and creating. 
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