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The cooperative structures themselves can actually be as simple as a cooperative
workspace, meaning a space that people with different skills can make use of. You
have to be a bit opportunistic. As an example, in the Afrikaander district1 there
was a commercial kitchen that had been abandoned, and also a lot of people living
nearby with traditional or specialized culinary skills. We took over and established
the kitchen as a community resource, available to all, which led to the creation of
some small, informal businesses, doing catering, making chutneys, making sambal
sauces, and other similar things (see Figure 1).
Cooperative workplaces like these are one of the first places where people can bring
their individual skills and needs into a shared environment, and where they can
learn from other participants. Starting from there, things might grow, for example

and nurtured by setting up something simpler such as a cooperative workspace,

kitchen can thus serve as a sort of entry point to the whole concept of sharing

Having carried out long-term projects in complex urban environments throughout Europe and the

resources, skills, and knowledge. In my experience, this sort of simple introduc-

United States, van Heeswijk focuses here on her efforts to set up multifaceted cooperative entities

tion to cooperative activities can be a good way to make such activities attractive

in two neighborhoods that have faced serious challenges in recent years, the Afrikaander district

at different urban scales, helping people take matters into their own hands. What
forms of cooperative practice have you found to be particularly transformative?
Jeanne van Heeswijk (JvH): I think it is important to consider complex
urban contexts from various perspectives or levels, including those of the individual,
the neighborhood, and the city as a whole. The point is not to regard these levels as
stages in a development, but as part of a process in which people can operate and
grow through the levels. From an individual point of view, for instance, it is very
important for people to find ways of sharing knowledge and skills, and to understand that in working together there are ways in which they can grow together,
possibly helping them to attain better positions within the neighborhood, or to
become more involved in other local structures or initiatives.
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the first in the Netherlands to
have a majority-immigrant
population, with many residents who hail from countries
including Turkey, Morocco,
The resulting demographic
diversity has been a factor
in racial tensions that have
sometimes complicated social
relations in the neighborthe economic crisis of 2008,

of working cooperatively. A simple cooperative enterprise such as a community

disfranchised. Your practice has catalyzed a wide range of cooperative processes

the south of Rotterdam, was

erative entity. But I think these more robust programs can sometimes be encouraged

on themes she discussed in her contribution to the Fall 2014 Cooperative Cities panel discussion.

rienced underinvestment, and in urban communities that have been deliberately

of about 10,000 people in

hood. In the years following

Artist and community organizer Jeanne van Heeswijk sat for the following interview expanding

us. Your work is well known for changing the local politics in places that have expe-

marginalized neighborhood

into a worker’s cooperative, which would be a step toward really becoming a coop-

share skills and knowledge—and can also start getting used to the general idea

Gabriela Rendón (GR): Thank you for agreeing to discuss your practice with

The Afrikaanderwijk, a

socially and economically

Suriname, and the Antilles.

which is maybe not yet a “co-op” in the full sense, but is a place where people can

of Rotterdam, the Netherlands, and the borough of Anfield in Liverpool, England.

1

FIGURE 1: Afrikaander Neighborhood community kitchen. Photo: Janneke Absil.

the Afrikaander district has
been particularly hard hit by
the loss of jobs in the area’s
dockyards.

to individuals living in a neighborhood but not otherwise involved. Quite often in
places where I work, the very idea of a “cooperative” is itself not a given, well-understood thing. It’s not like everybody says, “Yes! This is exactly what we wanted.”
From modest beginnings like these, it’s really a matter of thinking, “okay, can this
organization we have gotten up and running now make more of its activities or
operations cooperative in a truer or more robust sense of the word? Having established this one way for individuals to work together, are there other ways, perhaps
on a larger scale, that we might consider developing?” (see Figures 2–3).
GR: Staying with that subject, your practice has consistently focused on local
needs and urgencies, as well as available community resources, to find new forms
of commonality, as well as to “radicalize the local,” as you have put it in describing
some of your projects. What does it mean to radicalize the local, and what role can
cooperative practices play in this process?
JvH: When I talk about radicalizing the local, I have in mind two connotations
of the word “radical,” both reflecting that word’s original meaning, pertaining to
“roots.” One connotation has to do with emergence, with allowing what is only
potentially or germinally there, but is already rooted in the community’s culture or

FIGURE 2: Afrikaander Neighborhood Cooperative Advertisement. Photo: Ramon Mosterd.

values, to become present. The other involves re-situating or re-weaving—re-rooting—that which has emerged back into a network. That’s why I think cooperative
practices are so important: they facilitate the emergence of something new, a new
practice or project, as well as the social infrastructure
Cooperative workplaces are one of the
first places where people can bring their

to support and sustain that new thing, allowing it
to “take root” in the life of the community. That is
essentially what a cooperative structure is.

individual skills and needs into a shared
environment, and where they can learn

GR: How do you identify likely places to “facilitate

from other participants. Starting from

the emergence of something new”?

there, things might grow, for example
into a worker’s cooperative, which would

JvH: You first have to make yourself sensitive to

be a step toward really becoming a

what is around, to that which is not yet visible but

cooperative entity.

which is brewing, cooking, or “in the air.” There
must be some latent potential there which hasn’t yet
emerged, perhaps because of restrictive regulations
or the fact that the area might not be able to deal with high visibility, or because
the infrastructure necessary for the district to thrive might not yet exist. So for
instance, in the Afrikaander district, we basically went door to door to see what
might be brewing, what kinds of potentialities or capabilities might be there but
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happening under the surface, and what it would take for those capabilities to

FIGURE 3: Afrikaander Neighborhood Cooperative members meeting. Photo: Annet van Otterloo.
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become emergent. Once we had enlisted a few local people as partners, setting up

Today, the Afrikaanderwijkcooperative comprises a series of sub-cooperatives. For

cooperative work spaces was the first of our projects in that Rotterdam neigh-

example, we have a worker’s cooperative focused on payment of wages. Some of

borhood. We didn’t call them “cooperatives” at first; instead we referred to them

the members are independent contractors, while others are employees earning a

as “collective working spaces,” spaces where people could come to develop and

wage or salary; still others are partly on social

expand their skill sets, and to grow their capabilities more generally. In sum, to

security, partly not. So this co-op is not a classical

make things emergent is to allow things to grow and to flourish, to thrive.

worker’s cooperative; instead it’s a cooperative

The neighborhood cooperative helps the

generally organized around work and payment

community come together through sharing

GR: You mentioned worker cooperatives, entities that are owned and managed

for work, and includes a communally-managed

skills, and that is what we’re trying to do.

by their workers, and in which all the members participate in decision-making

payroll system. Another of the components of

in a democratic way. In the Afrikaander district, you went considerably further

the neighborhood cooperative is one that deals

than this, setting up what is in effect a neighborhood cooperative, a unique institution

with the aforementioned certification and licensing issues on behalf of the co-ops’

encompassing an unusually wide range of activities and stakeholders. How did you

members, which is very important. Consider the following example: there are a

envision moving from a worker cooperative to a neighborhood cooperative? What

lot of schools and colleges in the Afrikaander district, which serve several meals a

was the impetus behind creating this larger entity? And what is its current scope

day to their students. The contracts for supplying food to the school cafeterias go

and structure?

only to providers that meet certain licensing and certification standards. For most
individual small businesses, however, complying with the licensing laws would be

JvH: After we had set up cooperative workspaces like the community kitchen

prohibitively expensive. Meanwhile, we have our commercial kitchen and a lot of

and they had started to grow, we began to realize that for those things to develop

local cooks right in the neighborhood: people from various cultural backgrounds

further and for people to really be able to exercise greater control over their lives

who could run a food service reflecting a wide range of culinary and cultural

and local environment, a number of things needed to be facilitated around certifi-

traditions, as well as the diverse backgrounds of the actual students. The kitchen

cation. To get the permits and the licenses that were needed to have things flourish

buys its ingredients locally, and even turns leftovers from the local market into new

thus became one of our main goals. We realized too that ultimately, we had to

products. In this context, what our certification co-op does is to take care of the

start thinking in terms not of single and isolated cooperative ventures, but instead

permitting process for the whole cooperative, so the various sub-co-ops can use

about whole networks of cooperative structures, which collectively can hold and

them as needed.

sustain all the different activities that are happening in the
neighborhood, since each node of the network is itself a

The Afrikaander cooperative, then, really functions as a network of smaller co-ops

cooperative activity that supports the infrastructure of the

that support one another, in order to help all the members to do the things they

emergence of something new, a new

overarching cooperative network. This is essentially the

do and to develop their skills. The network helps the community come together

practice or project, as well as the

origin of the notion of a “neighborhood co-op.”

through sharing skills, and that is what we’re trying to do.

sustain that new thing, allowing

Being constructed as a nodal network, the neighborhood

GR: Cooperatives have undoubtedly improved the lives of their members by

it to “take root” in the life of the

co-op permits many different ways to participate in its

providing not only economic benefits, but also social ones, through mutual aid and

community. That is essentially what

various components, without necessarily having to be

education. Scaling the production of knowledge and skills training to a neighbor-

a cooperative structure is.

part of one singular entity. This allows for a much wider

hood level seems like the ultimate model for this type of community development.

range of people to participate in the network in some way,

How has the neighborhood cooperative assisted in improving economic, social and

without everyone having to play a prominent role, or to

political conditions in the Afrikaander district?

Cooperative practices facilitate the

social infrastructure to support and

reach consensus on every issue. The network is really a kind of safety net, but it’s
a cooperative safety net, or rather a cooperative structure that has been woven or

JvH: As you say, the neighborhood cooperative is fundamentally an effort to assist

knitted together, which can hold and support some of the many diverse activities

people in all these aspects of their daily lives. I’ve touched on economic and social

vital to a thriving neighborhood (see Figure 4).

factors above. On the political front, recently we have been participating in the
“right to challenge.” This is an experiment in local control and self-determination
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currently being tested in the Netherlands. The idea is that local entities can challenge government procurement proposals if they can provide the good or service
for less, or have a better idea. We have been actively challenging the Rotterdam
municipal government to allow us to be a partner in some of these contracts that
directly involve the Afrikaander district. In these challenges, we emphasize the
extra value our activities create in the community. The co-ops cannot realistically
compete on price for most government contracts, so we stress the fact that, besides
delivering the good or the service for a fair price, we will also generate social
and economic benefits in the neighborhood because we create jobs, we do skills
training, we organize knowledge sharing, and we’re building community generally.
Part of our procurement package, then, involves presenting a much more holistic
idea about what it means to care for a neighborhood than is typical. This, to me, is
very important. One of the problems of the neoliberal capitalist framework is that it
only recognizes one kind of value; I believe we have to start thinking more broadly
about the different kinds of value certain activities bring to a neighborhood. This
is one of the ways we have been politically active, along with the more general fact
that we are modeling a form of self governance and of self determination within the
Afrikaander neighborhood.

FIGURE 6: Right to Challenge: the Afrikaanderwijk Market cleaning crew. Photo: Mariska Vogel.

GR: What kinds of specific issues have you challenged the government on?
JvH: One challenge involves the cleaning of the Afrikaander market. Municipal
garbage collection in the market was being done very wastefully, with big trucks
sent in each night and everything thrown together and ending up in landfills.
Because of our earlier work in the neighborhood, the people running the market
asked us if we wanted to consider bidding to take over the daily cleaning of the
market, which we are now doing successfully. As with the meal service proposal,
the idea is to get the people of the neighborhood to reflect on, and decide, whether
this particular function shall continue to be performed by outside companies, or
whether we can actually take care of that ourselves, for the benefit of the entire
neighborhood (see Figures 5–6).
We have some experience here, since another one of the services that the
Afrikaander co-op provides is working with residents to organize the cleaning of
public entry halls in the local buildings, thus enhancing public pride and people’s
sense of investment and general “neighborliness” in the Afrikaander neighborhood. So the cleaning of the market is one of the specific contexts in which we have
challenged the government. This has created jobs in the district, as well as other
benefits. For instance, all the fruit and vegetables that are still usable at the end of
FIGURE 5: Right to Challenge: cleaning the Afrikaanderwijk Market. Photo: Pieternel de Winter.

the day are reserved. We have made an agreement with a local jam maker to take
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2

Max Haiven, “‘The cor-

ollary of the derivative is the
border’: visions for the dem-

the leftover fruit from the market each day, whatever that may be, and to make a

decision-making in a democratic way. That’s a beautiful image, but how do you do

conserve with it to be sold at a discount in stores throughout the Afrikaander district.

realize such an arrangement in a neighborhood where the territory is fractured,

The vegetables, meanwhile, are used to make soups for the schools and colleges.

and which is characterized by a wide diversity of languages, cultures, ethnic back-

Renewal Initiative (HRMI),

grounds, belief systems, value systems, and levels of knowledge and education? It’s

a controversial plan of the

ocratic control of movement”
(opendemocracy.net/can-

3

Anfield was included

in the Housing Market

U.K. government intended to

europe-make-it/max-haiven/

I recently read an interview with the political theorist and activist Max Haiven in

a steep learning curve for everyone involved. It takes a long time for people to learn

corollary-of-derivative-is-bor-

which he highlighted the role of imagination in successful political and social

to feel comfortable around one another, to trust one another. For example, some

struggles. He writes that “the imagination from the very beginning is in motion. It’s

people didn’t want to shop at our co-ops at first, for fear the foods and other prod-

embodied, it’s a collective exercise of care.” 2 I think that this phrase, “a collective

ucts might not be safe. Others have an immediate negative reaction to any activity

centered around demolition

exercise of care,” exactly captures what a cooperative enterprise is.

that looks to them like “socialism.” Still others, struggling to make ends meet, can

of existing housing stock

der-visions-for-democratic-control-of-mo).

be difficult to persuade to donate time, energy, and creativity to an activity whose

reverse long-term economic
decline in designated areas
in the North and Midlands
of England. The program

and rebuilding of a smaller
number of homes, in an effort

GR: You were the initiator and a main driver of the network of cooperatives in the

real payoffs may be months or years away. Beyond simply trusting others, people

Afrikaander neighborhood, but over time you have also delegated responsibilities

also have to learn to work together in a cooperative structure. What may seem like

and the organization to the local people. How long did it take to create this kind of

basics of organizational life, like planning a meeting via email, making decisions

most severely deprived parts

functioning and self-sustaining system?

by popular vote, analyzing a budget and planning for the future, etc., may not be

of England, was scheduled for

familiar to everyone involved; or it may be that things are simply done differently

to support housing prices. The
district that includes Anfield,
considered to be among the

the largest clearance program
in the region, with initial plans

JvH: It’s been about eight years. What has been most challenging in that

in some other community or tradition. So being successful in the sort of complex

time is hinted at in your description of a worker cooperative as an entity that is

enterprise we are discussing involves members’ being willing to learn from one

owned and managed by its workers, and in which every member participates in

another across barriers of culture, class, education, and understanding, as well

endured criticism from various

as of direct interest or immediate gain. Nurturing this sort of reciprocal trust and

constituencies, including res-

FIGURE 7: Afrikaander Neighborhood collaborative fashion studio. Photo: Johannes van Assem.

learning is always the biggest challenge.

to demolish 1,800 residential
and commercial properties.
Launched in 2002, HRMI

idential associations in some
of the affected areas and
heritage groups, before being

GR: Your practice has also focused on alternative modes of development in areas

discontinued in 2011.

that have been targeted for “social renewal through urban renewal,” such as
the borough of Anfield in Liverpool.3 Here, housing demolitions led to massive
displacement, but the new housing promised by the government was delayed for
years, or never built. What methods or activities did you use to organize a community that in many ways had actually been damaged by the redevelopment efforts,
however well-intentioned they may have been in concept?
JvH: In Anfield, as in almost all of my work including in the Afrikaander district,
I started by actually spending time in the area, going door to door, speaking to
people, visiting and observing all kinds of things that were happening there, from
local children playing, to cultural gatherings, to more political or activist gatherings,
and just listening and having conversations with people about their own situations. A
common theme that emerged, as one of our by-now very active participants told me
in our first conversation, was that the people there felt “sick: Sick of the waiting,
sick of the waiting for something to come.” I thought it was very striking that this
woman described her whole experience, ten years of demolition and dislocation,
as an illness, an embodied, physical thing. It occurred to me that being sick from
waiting is in a way the diametrical opposite of the “embodied” care we discussed
earlier as the essence of cooperative activity. So I began asking how the people here
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could start making again: not just making things, but through that, their own future,
themselves. How could the people of this district regain a sense of their own agency?
There was at that time an old bakery that had closed down, and basically we set up
camp there. This bakery became a collective working space, a place where people
could come together not only for political discussion and strategizing, but primarily so as to start actively producing the daily conditions of their lives once again.
We began organizing workshops
Being successful in this sort of complex enterprise
involves members’ being willing to learn from one

at the bakery, to share information
about what it would mean to take
over some of the derelict properties

another across barriers of culture, class, education,

and to retrofit them, or to build new

and understanding, as well as of direct interest or

houses altogether. We held workshops

immediate gain. Nurturing this sort of reciprocal

in design as well as bricklaying and

trust and learning is always the biggest challenge.

other construction activities, in this
way seeking to start discussions and
deepen understanding about ways that

the community might contribute to its own “regeneration” (the term used in the
government’s redevelopment planning documents). We also began researching the
legal complexities involved, especially around actual purchase of land parcels in

FIGURE 8: Homebaked Community Bakery. Photo: Jeanne van Heeswijk.

the borough. We started to look into more traditional models of land ownership,
in particular land trusts, a mechanism for collectively owning and managing real
estate properties. We set up an urban land trust, one of the first in England, since the
model had originally been developed for rural contexts. In other words, and as with
the Afrikaander district work, these initiatives in Anfield put us on a steep learning
curve, because there were no prior models to work from. It was a pioneering effort,
driven by the question what it could mean to create affordable housing as a communal activity.
Meanwhile, as mentioned, we were installed in this former and by-then somewhat
rundown bakery. Even though it had closed some months earlier, people still came
in every day asking if they could buy bread or cookies. At first, of course, we had to
say, “sorry, the bakery is closed, we have nothing to sell”; but then one day somebody
brought in a home baked cake, saying that if anyone asked again, at least we would
have something to offer them. This episode planted a seed, helping us think not
only about how we could rebuild houses in the area, but also how we could help
stimulate new economic activity. We began to realize it was not just about housing; it
was about a whole set of values that’s needed for a community to thrive and which,
in this case, could also be connected to the bakery (see Figures 8–9).
FIGURE 9: Homebaked test kitchen. Photo: Mark Loudon.
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GR: How long were you working in Anfield?
JvH: Close to four years. Once again, a lot of the effort went into building trust
among the community’s various stakeholders. Whereas in the Afrikaander
neighborhood, the great cultural diversity of the community’s members could

How can these projects become generative for communities;
how can the projects be designed so that they might open up
new possibilities for the intended beneficiaries? The answer
always involves building community itself.

sometimes lead to trust issues, in the case of Anfield it was distrust of the government and its urban renewal plan that was the main problem. Not that the distrust
wasn’t understandable: after all, we are talking about a community that was sub-

itself. In Anfield, this was particularly important. The greatest challenge there was

stantially dismantled, its residents dislocated, and then more or less abandoned by

rebuilding the sense of community, thus making the process of redeveloping the

the state; at least, the government’s rebuilding activities at that point in time were

housing stock one that could become generative for the area as a whole. Bread

considered wholly inadequate by many of the local residents. These people have

turned out to be a main ingredient in that process.

been let down so many times that putting their faith in the “next new initiative” is
not something that comes easily. But to go through the process of understanding

GR: Housing struggles have been a driver of the cooperative movement since the

and healing together, as a community, is also a very generative process. I’ve noticed

last century. The emphasis of neoliberal public policy on market-driven urban

that for the most part, state-sponsored “urban renewal” schemes tend not to be

renewal in working-class and modest districts has incited the emergence of new

really generative—that is, not generative for the communities they are ostensibly

forms of resistance and community organization. Considering the political impli-

intended to serve. How can these projects become generative for communities;

cations that these mobilizations entail, how can artists involved in social issues

how can the projects be designed so that they might open up new possibilities

advance the development of neighborhoods though cooperative models (shared

for the intended beneficiaries? The answer always involves building community

ownership and management), while negotiating with local authorities and private
corporations? What are the opportunities and challenges involved?

FIGURE 10: Anfield Home Tour. Photo: Jeanne van Heeswijk.

JvH: Alluding again to the Max Haiven article, one of the things that I find
important is the idea of civic or urban imagination. For myself as an artist, I think
it’s very important to work with communities in building their own ideas about
how they want to live together: to assist them in developing other images of what
success might look like, instead of always reverting to the dominant neoliberal or
capitalist idea of what success looks like. When communities start doing that, and
especially when they start managing land as a group, they have already come very
far. In Anfield, community members learned how to own and manage land. They
learned how to set up a cooperative business. They demonstrated that they could
handle the various obligations involved, and how to coordinate their efforts. And
in the process, they learned how to be a community again. An artist, I believe, can
work with communities to develop a civic imagination or to bring that civic imagination to the forefront. But of course, it is not easy to elicit this kind of imagination,
especially in an underserved area like Anfield. One of the things that we did to stimulate a deeper community consciousness was to set up tours of the neighborhood.
Visitors would come from the city center and get a tour of the Anfield district,
which was really a tour through the recent history of slum clearance and gentrification in Liverpool. The visitors would meet people in their houses, on the street, and
the residents would talk about their experiences (see Figure 10).

98

T HE JOURN A L OF DE SI G N S T R AT EG IE S

BUILDIN G A NE IG HB ORH O OD CO O PER AT IV E

99

The tours essentially invited Anfield residents to become actors in their own
surroundings: political actors, some of whom became more outspoken as they
told their stories again and again to different audiences. The deepening community awareness and commitment also expressed itself in the emergence of various
slogans about the neighborhood: “Brick by brick, loaf by loaf ”; “We built it ourselves”; “We will rise—we won’t go down”; and similar kinds of things.
At times it could be difficult to channel people’s emotions and energies in constructive directions. Especially once we began attempting to purchase parcels of
land in the neighborhood, it was important to present the community as one that
could work with the larger municipal and national government, and not simply
be opposed to policies promulgated from on high. It was a delicate balancing act:
on one hand the community needed a stronger sense of its own destiny, and to
be able to say “No” to certain government policy proposals associated with the
official redevelopment plan; but on the other, the community needed to find a way
to represent itself as an entity that could participate
in a political negotiation—which of course is quite a
As an artist, I think it’s very important to

different thing than a political confrontation.

work with communities in building their
own ideas about how they want to live

Homebaked is now in its second round of building

together: to assist them in developing

renovations and new construction. Naturally, many

other images of what success might look

aspects of this large and complex project remain

like, instead of always reverting to the

points of discussion and negotiation with the city

dominant neoliberal or capitalist idea of

council and with the local landowners. And the com-

what success looks like.

munity is grappling with its own issues, including

FIGURE 11: The Homebaked building re-opened as a community bakery while still subject to an HRMI

demolition order. Illustration: Marcel van der Meijs.

familiar problems like the need to keep housing in

As with the Afrikaanderwijkcooperative, Homebaked represents thinking at a large

the district affordable without increasing its size and

scale, about the whole neighborhood: the shops, the houses, the empty green

population too much. More specifically, questions about the legal ownership of

space that’s in back. We need to be more holistic in general than traditional private

the cooperative bakery took years to resolve, in part because the building remained

developers would be. At the same time, the community must be a strong enough

in a government-defined demolition zone even after the HRMI program had been

entity, both in traditional political or economic terms and in terms of the quality of

suspended and the bakery was back up and running, with many people working at

the ideas it advocates, that its legitimate claims are honored through the negotiation

it (see Figure 11).

process instead of being attenuated or watered down by that process. This dilution
often happens, and when it does, it can breed cynicism and mistrust among the

Regarding outside stakeholders, we continue to look for investors willing to put

people involved.

money into an untried urban renewal project. All construction and renovation plans
have to fit within the idea of what the city council considers appropriate for the

GR: Lastly, reflecting on your experience and work, at different scales and across

area. Meanwhile, what started as a cooperatively-run bakery has now morphed into

cities, could you share some insights on the role of women in cooperative urban

a multifaceted community development entity; that’s essentially what Homebaked

practices? Historically, women have been at the forefront of urban struggles, and

is now (see Figures 12–13).

therefore at the core of survival and resistance strategies to address economic crises
in local communities. In your long trajectory of socially engaged work in many different communities, what role have women played in cooperative urban practices?

100

T HE JOURN A L OF DE SI G N S T R AT EG IE S

BUILDIN G A NE IG HB ORH O OD CO O PER AT IV E

101

JvH: In most of the cooperatives I have been involved with, and certainly in both
the Afrikaander and Anfield neighborhoods, it was indeed predominantly women
that were there, developing the plans, doing the work, and generally making things
happen. I think this phenomenon has to do with that notion of embodied care and
the holistic view of things that we were discussing before, as well as the demands
of collaborative work, of truly working together with others and generating an
outcome greater than the sum of its parts. All of these challenges answer in some
way to feminine qualities, gifts, or interests—at least as those things are commonly
or stereotypically defined. Aside from this, it is often women in particular who are
under pressure in those neighborhoods, and who are the first to be marginalized.
When the number of jobs declines, for example, women are often the first to have
their pay delayed or decreased, the first to be fired or laid off, and so on. Part of the
reason women tend to be more active in developing these cooperative networks,
then, may be a simple reflection of their greater comparative need, along with a
greater willingness to help out.
Especially in some of the immigrant communities I have worked in, extensive
mutual support systems are often already in place, again organized and maintained
FIGURE 12: Homebaked Community Bakery: a viable cooperative business. Photo: Mark Loudon.

primarily if not exclusively by women. In the Afrikaander district, for example,
there are groups of neighbors who handle many domestic functions cooperatively:
on market day two women will do the shopping for six families, buying in bulk at
lower prices. Two other women then prepare a large meal, feeding all six families.
The remaining two women clean up. They rotate these roles weekly. Meanwhile,
all the families share the costs. Everyone gets
fed, and the finite resources of money, time, and
labor are used to maximum efficiency. Another

In most of the cooperatives I have been

support network that had already existed in the

involved with, and certainly in both the

Afrikaander neighborhood long before we started

Afrikaander and Anfield neighborhoods,

working there is an informal banking system,

it was predominantly women that were

a sort of “savings club.” Each member puts a

there, developing the plans, doing the

small amount of money (usually between 2.5

work, and generally making things happen.

and 5 euros) per week into a pot, and then every
month, one person can take the whole pot and
buy something that person needs. Even in strictly financial terms, the yields from
these savings clubs far exceed anything available from the retail banking industry.
But the system can also be flexible in ways that banks can’t: for example, when
members experience an unexpected reversal of fortune, they can be moved higher
in the waiting list, reflecting the increased urgency of their financial circumstances
in comparison with the other club members.
FIGURE 13: Homebaked: building a sustainable scheme. Photo: Britt Jurgensen
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Part of the reason women tend to be more active in developing
these cooperative networks may be a simple reflection of their
greater comparative need, along with a greater willingness to
help out.

My work has been about noticing, nurturing, and celebrating these sorts of alternative social support systems, often already in place and functioning in many urban
contexts around the world. It’s about identifying and tapping into the resources
that people have already been building themselves, and asking, “well, how can we
assist those structures in becoming stronger, and knit them into other contexts?”
Part of the work involves promoting an understanding that this kind of practice,
when it becomes woven into the daily lives of a community’s members, doesn’t
necessarily have to be formalized in order to be able to help the community to
thrive. That, for me, is critically important. Coalitions among people and informal
practices of taking care and managing relationships, land, and money, knitted
together in a way that it is resilient and strong without needing to be formalized
as a specific business, government program, or agency: this, I think, is the most
important thing. The dominant framework forces people to do things in a certain
way, and in my view we need to keep insisting on doing them our way. And by that I
mean that we must insist on doing things that actually benefit our communities.
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