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Courage: Every great movement started as we have started. Do not feel discouraged 
because in our few months of life we have not rivaled some long established Co-
Operative venture. Each successful Co-Operative enterprise has taken much time and 
energy and sacrifi ce to establish. Nothing worth accomplishing is ever achieved with-
out work.
—baker (1931d, 2)

No race can be said to be another’s equal that can not or will not protect its own inter-
est. Th is new order can be brought about once the Negro acknowledges the wisdom in 
uniting his forces and pooling his funds for the common good of all. Other races have 
gained great wealth and great power by following this simple rule and it is hoped some 
day that the Negro will do the same.
—wilson (1942c, 1–2)

We can by consumers and producers co-operation, . . . establish a progressively self-
supporting economy that will weld the majority of our people into an impregnable, 
economic phalanx.
—du bois (1933b, 1237)

We have a chance here to teach industrial and cultural democracy to a world that bit-
terly needs it.
—du bois (1940, 715)

African Americans have a long, rich history of cooperative ownership, espe-
cially in reaction to market failures and economic racial discrimination. 
However, it has often been a hidden history and one obstructed by White 
supremacist violence. When there is a narrative, the history is told as one of 
failure. Th e challenges have been tremendous, and have often been seen as 
insurmountable. Th e successes are often anecdotal and isolated, little under-
stood, and even less documented—particularly as part of an economic 
development strategy and a larger economic independence movement. My 
research suggests that African Americans, as well as other people of color 

introduction
A Continuous and Hidden History of 

Economic Defense and Collective Well-Being

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   1 2/27/14   2:41 PM



2   collective courage

and low-income people, have benefi tted greatly from cooperative ownership 
and democratic economic participation throughout the history of the United 
States, much like their counterparts around the world. Th is book documents 
these practices and experiences, as well as the various philosophies behind 
the strategy of cooperative ownership among African Americans.

Considering the broad aspects of cooperative economic development in 
African American communities over the past two centuries, my research 
shows that cooperative economic thought was integral to many major African 
American leaders and thinkers throughout history. Th ese include known fi g-
ures such as W. E. B. Du Bois, A. Philip Randolph, Marcus Garvey, E. Frank-
lin Frazier, Nannie Helen Burroughs, George Schuyler, Ella Jo Baker, 
Dorothy Height, Fannie Lou Hamer, and John Lewis, as well as lesser-known 
fi gures such as Halena Wilson, Jacob Reddix, W. C. Matney, Charles Prejean, 
Estelle Witherspoon, Ralph Paige, and Linda Leaks; and organizations such 
as the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League, the North Carolina Council for 
Credit Unions and Associates, and the Federation of Southern Cooperatives/
Land Assistance Fund. Th is study attempts to show how these individuals and 
organizations contributed to the development and philosophy of the African 
American co-op movement. I consider the various organizations’ agendas and 
strategies over time, as well as the kinds of impact cooperative practices have 
had on Black communities. Th ere are lessons to be learned from the history of 
cooperative economic models that can be applied to future discussions about 
community economic development in communities of color.

What Is a Cooperative?

Cooperatives are companies owned by the people who use their services. 
Th ese member-owners form the company for a particular purpose: to satisfy 
an economic or social need, to provide a quality good or service (one that the 
market is not adequately providing) at an aff ordable price, or to create an eco-
nomic structure to engage in needed production or facilitate more equal dis-
tribution to compensate for a market failure. Th e International Co-operative 
Alliance (ICA), a nongovernmental trade association founded in 1895 to rep-
resent and serve cooperatives worldwide, defi nes a cooperative as “an auton-
omous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common 
economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned 
and democratically-controlled enterprise” (ICA 2012b). Cooperatives range 
across the globe from small-scale to multi-million-dollar businesses. Th ere 
are more than one billion members of cooperatives throughout the world 
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(ICA 2012a).1 According to the ICA, in 1994 the United Nations estimated that 
“the livelihood of nearly 3 billion people, or half of the world’s population, 
was made secure by co-operative enterprise” (2012a)—and the cooperative 
movement has continued to grow since then. Moreover, the United Nations 
designated the year 2012 “the international year of cooperatives,” with the 
theme “cooperative enterprises build a better world” (UN 2011), recognizing 
the viability of the model in addition to its widespread use. Although they 
were not a well-publicized economic structure before 2012, cooperatives are 
a signifi cant force in the world economy. Building on the successful year of 
cooperatives, the ICA and UN have now declared the following ten years to be 
the international decade of cooperatives.

Cooperatives are classifi ed into three major categories, depending on 
the relationship between the member-owners and the co-op’s purpose: 
consumer-owned, producer-owned, or worker-owned (or some combina-
tion of the three).2 Consumers come together and form a buying club or 
cooperative retail store in order to pool their money to buy in bulk the kinds 
of goods and services they want, and the quality they want, at an aff ordable 
price. Consumers establish a grocery cooperative, for example, if fresh pro-
duce and natural and vegetarian foods are not supplied elsewhere or are very 
costly. Consumers also come together to buy electricity, fi nancial services (as 
in a credit union), environmentally friendly fuels, pharmaceuticals, or child 
care, for example. Cooperative retail enterprises such as natural-food gro-
cery stores and rural electric and energy cooperatives, together with credit 
unions, are the most common and successful examples of consumer coop-
eratives. Credit unions off er fi nancial services and loans to a specifi c group of 
members (affi  liated with a union, a workplace, or a church, for example) or to 
underserved communities, and keep fi nancial resources circulating in the 
community. Housing co-ops expand home or apartment ownership to more 
people, addressing both fi nancing and maintenance issues, and often build 
in long-term aff ordability.

Producers also form cooperatives to jointly purchase supplies and equip-
ment or to jointly process and market their goods. Here again, cooperative 
economics facilitates the pooling of resources to supply producers or to help 
produce or enhance their product, to standardize procedures and prices, to 
increase the selling price, or to decrease the costs of distribution, advertising, 
and sales. Agriculture marketing and craft cooperatives are the most common 
form of producers’ cooperatives.

Workers form cooperatives so as to jointly own and manage a business 
themselves, to stabilize employment, make policy, and share the profi ts. 
Worker cooperatives are often established to save a company that is being 
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4   collective courage

sold off , abandoned, or closed down, or to start a company that exemplifi es 
workplace democracy and collective management. Worker-owned busi-
nesses off er economic security, income and wealth generation, and demo-
cratic economic participation to employees, as well as provide communities 
with meaningful and decent jobs and promote environmental sustainability.

Cooperative businesses must operate democratically, according to a set of 
principles that include open membership, equal voting rights for each mem-
ber regardless of how much is invested, returns based on use, continuous 
education, and concern for the community.3 According to the ICA, “co-
operatives are based on the values of self-help, self-responsibility, democ-
racy, equality, equity and solidarity” (ICA 2012b), as well as accountability 
and transparency. Cooperatives operate on a “double bottom line”—paying 
attention not just to good business practices and producing a surplus but also 
to good functioning of the association and to member and community par-
ticipation (democratic participation) and well-being (Fairbairn 2003; Spear 
2000). Because many cooperatives also address sustainability (both economic 
and environmental), they are often seen as addressing a “triple bottom line”: 
economic (business), social (mutuality and participation), and ecological 
sustainability. Fairbairn argues, however, that making distinctions between 
social and economic sustainability is reductionist because it suggests trade-
off s instead of synergies. A more integrated approach recognizes that “social 
and economic functions come together” and that economic activities achieve 
social goals (Fairbairn 2003, 4). Th is is not an either/or relationship in which 
one goal has priority over others.

Comparisons with Other Business Forms

Th e co-op participation structure and its mission or purpose are the major 
ways in which cooperatives diff er from other businesses. Like all businesses, 
“all types of co-operatives have to cover costs with revenues raised in a com-
petitive context” (Fairbairn 2003, 5). Cooperative enterprises, however, mod-
ify capitalist principles by limiting the amount of dividends earned, limiting 
voting power, and limiting the number of shares any one member may own 
(Emelianoff  1995, 83). In cooperative enterprises, the three major interests of 
any business—ownership, control, and benefi ciary—are all “vested directly 
in the hands of the user” (ICA 2007). Cooperatives are organizations of 
buyers and sellers and consumers and owners—not one or the other.4 Th is 
combination solves the general economic problem of overproduction and 
business uncertainty, eliminating the middle man and reducing costs, accord-
ing to Warbasse (1918). Th e University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives 

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   4 2/27/14   2:41 PM



introduction   5

(2012) provides a chart that explains the major purpose, membership/owner-
ship requirements, and tax liability diff erences between cooperatives and 
other corporations and legal business structures (see table I.1). A co-op’s 
purpose is to meet member needs, not just to earn a return on investment 
(the purpose of a traditional corporation). Profi ts, or what co-ops call sur-
plus, are distributed to members in proportion to use, with a limited return 
on capital in general in cooperatives, a departure from the practice of corpo-
rations, where profi ts are distributed according to stock ownership (in pro-
portion to investment). Tax liability is also diff erent. Under U.S. law, members 
pay income tax on “qualifi ed profi t distributions based on patronage,” and 
the cooperative pays taxes on unallocated surplus and nonqualifi ed profi ts 
(University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives 2012). Owners of C corpo-
rations (the stockholders) pay taxes on their dividends and capital gains from 
the sale of stock, while the corporation pays taxes on profi ts. Stockholders of 
S corporations pay individual-rate taxes on their profi t share and their capi-
tal gains.

Table I.1 provides more details about diff erences and comparisons with 
other business structures. For specifi c details about how cooperatives com-
pare with employee-owned businesses, table I.2 compares cooperatives, par-
ticularly worker cooperatives, with employee stock-ownership plan (ESOP) 
companies. Under worker-cooperative-ownership structures, the employee-
owners vote for the board of directors, which sometimes consists of all the 
employee-owners. In worker cooperatives, labor rents capital instead of cap-
ital renting labor, which allows the “new assets and liabilities created in pro-
duction” to accrue to the residual claimants (workers) (Ellerman 1990, 207). 
In worker cooperatives, “the relationship between the worker and the fi rm is 
membership, an economic version of ‘citizenship,’ not employment”—the 
employment relationship is abolished (206). In ESOP structures, ownership 
is still determined by traditional corporate stock ownership—with voice and 
profi ts determined by how much stock is owned—and the proportion of stock 
ownership allocated to employees is determined by the actual plan that cre-
ated the ESOP. ESOP companies democratize some of the stock ownership by 
distributing stock to employees and thus giving them some level of participa-
tion in profi t distribution and overall governance. But unless the company is 
100 percent employee owned, the ownership of stock does not translate into 
employee control over decisions and work rules. ESOP structure does not 
necessarily change any of the major economic relationships or institute 
workplace democracy. An ESOP is basically a retirement plan that distributes 
stock ownership to employees as a major component of the retirement 
account. ESOP employees receive a return on their investment and any share 
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10   collective courage

of the profi ts upon exit from the company, which usually occurs at retire-
ment, rather than during their employment or in proportion to their use, as 
in a cooperative.

Owners of corporations are stockholders, and their power derives from 
the amount of stock they own (their proportion of the investment). Co-op 
members are the owners, determined by the enterprise’s bylaws and the fact 
that they have invested at all in the co-op (no matter how much or how little). 
Co-op members all have equal voting power (“one person, one vote”), and 
their infl uence on the cooperative depends on their participation in and use 
of the cooperative. Surplus distribution is decided jointly and shared rela-
tively equally. Th ese diff erences in structure and procedure provide cooper-
atives with diff erent mechanisms and unique functioning for conducting 
business—and they often give cooperatives an advantage over other types of 
businesses.

Cooperatives are not just economic enterprises; they are also relatively 
homogeneous associations of people who have come together to address a 
common need or want, which “reduces to a minimum potential frictions and 
suspicions within the aggregate” (Emelianoff  1995, 250). Traditional neo-
classical economics lacks a theory of democratic or social enterprise, because 
“the fi rm is seen as a technologically specifi ed black-box or, from the institu-
tional viewpoint, as a piece of property, a capital asset—not a community of 
work qualifying for democracy” (Ellerman 1990, 207; see also Fairbairn 
2003). Emelianoff  (1995) tried to apply pure neoclassical economic theory to 
the theory of cooperation, and while he could describe what cooperatives are, 
he had trouble categorizing them as economic enterprises because of their 
social aspects and their function for use rather than for profi t. Emelianoff  
seemed more comfortable categorizing cooperatives as some kind of not-
for-profi t organization without an economic basis, i.e., not a business. Fair-
bairn (2003, 3) notes that business leaders, policymakers, and mainstream 
economists view cooperatives as burdened and marginal and as more likely 
to fail because they are expected to do more (i.e., they are hindered by the 
expectations of and obligations to their members), but they cannot raise cap-
ital from markets in the same way as other business corporations. Spear 
(2000, 510) turns this notion on its head and expresses the concern that for-
profi t businesses, in their quest for excessive profi ts, exploit situations to 
provide inferior products and services. Spear observes that asymmetrical 
information and lack of opportunity to monitor quality create a failure in the 
ordinary contractual processes so that exploitation can occur. Th is gives not-
for-profi t enterprises an advantage as companies that can build and depend 
on trust, reciprocity, and transparency.
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Emelianoff  (1995) had no theory of the social enterprise when he wrote 
about the economic theory of cooperation in 1948. Later in the twentieth 
century, as scholars developed theories of not-for-profi t enterprises, social 
entrepreneurship, the social economy, and the solidarity economy, there was 
a better understanding of cooperatives as economic enterprises with unique 
strengths. Today we have a much better understanding of not-for-profi ts and 
of organizations that operate economically and within some kind of market 
using monetary exchange, but where making a profi t is not the primary pur-
pose. Spear, for example, explains that demand-side theories of contract 
failure and excessive market power help to explain how state and market 
 failures lead consumers and workers to search for alternatives that base 
 economic exchanges more on trust and transparency (2000, 510). In addi-
tion, supply-side theories that focus on agency and the dynamics of institu-
tional choice (508–9) contribute an understanding of social entrepreneurship 
and historical legacies to the understanding of cooperative eff ectiveness and 
effi  ciencies.

Th e Cooperative “Advantage”

Spear sums up the current understanding of the economic and social advan-
tages of cooperatives: the associative nature of cooperatives and their tight 
connections with community “provide a uniquely favourable basis for the 
utilization of social capital, its reproduction and accumulation.” Th is attracts 
nontraditional resources, reduces costs of ownership, provides “a network of 
[reciprocal and] trust relationships which reduce asymmetric information 
and opportunistic behavior,” and allows “more effi  cient economic exchanges 
and activities” (2000, 519). Cooperatives address market failure, asymmetric 
information, distrust of opportunism, excessive market power, and barriers 
to entry.

As early as the 1920s there was clearly a growing concept of cooperatives 
as economic entities that solve economic problems in diff erent ways than 
conventional for-profi t businesses. For example, the director of the Division 
of Foods and Markets of the New York Department of Farms and Markets 
argued that “there is scarcely a duty connected with the marketing work that 
we cannot accomplish more eff ectively by the path of organization of coop-
erative enterprises than we can through any means of governmental control 
or governmental direction that did not involve cooperative eff ort” (Jones 
1920, 51). He also argued that cooperative organization was the best way “to 
accomplish standardization, uniform packing and more economical methods 
of shipping” in the private sector, and to change distribution conditions: “if 
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you have a consumers’ organization that is distributing foodstuff s solely for 
use, you can change the physical facilities and change the methods of doing 
business and approach your whole problem from the standpoint of rendering 
the most effi  cient and economical service to the people” (53). Th e chair of the 
Committee on Cooperative Organizations of the Division of Foods and Mar-
kets also noted that cooperatives allow “uniformity of shipments.” In addi-
tion, the committee emphasized the role of cooperatives in facilitating 
“needed market reforms,” writing that the cooperative organization “often 
increases the price to the producer and lowers it to the consumer by elimi-
nating abnormal profi ts, wastes and losses between the two”; “enables the 
grower to understand commodities and discuss them in the same terms with 
the purchaser”; “makes possible better business methods in dealing with the 
buyer, transportation companies, etc.”; and disseminates “valuable informa-
tion to help prevent losses in business” (White 1920, 29–30).

Others have studied the social purpose of cooperatives. Also writing in 
1920, Ruby Green Smith noted the “loyalty to collective action that shall 
result in the greatest good to the greatest number” (1920, 16). Bristow Adams 
observed that “successful cooperation means the ability to work so that the 
other fellow can work with you” (1920, 48). Th e president of the Cooperative 
League of the USA, James P. Warbasse, noted that “the fundamental princi-
ple of cooperation is the principle of democracy” (Warbasse 1920, 26). Th ese 
early twentieth-century views of cooperative enterprises anticipate Vanek’s 
(1971) notion of active participation, Ellerman’s (1990) concept of universal 
membership, and Fairbairn’s theory of interlocking and multidimensional 
relationships between members and the co-op: “a co-operative has powerful 
advantages because of its integrated, fl exible and dynamic relationship with 
its members” (2003, 26).

How are these notions of business and democracy connected? Can there 
be an eff ective and effi  cient business that is also a social enterprise operating 
on the principles of democracy and equality? Cooperative economic theory 
gives us an understanding of communities of work (Ellerman 1990) and 
associations of people engaged in common economic activity that “aggregate 
the market power of people” (Birchall and Ketilson 2009, 10). Cooperatives 
are understood more and more for their unique contribution to economic 
development, particularly community-based economic development. Coop-
erative economic development is experiencing success in urban as well as 
rural areas around the world, developing—and surviving—as a response to 
market failure and economic marginalization (see Fairbairn et al. 1991). 
Cooperatives address such issues as community control in the face of trans-
national corporate concentration and expansion; the pooling of resources 
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and profi t sharing in communities where capital is scarce and incomes low; 
and increased productivity and improved working conditions in industries 
where work conditions may be poor and wages and benefi ts usually low 
(Gordon Nembhard 2008c). Cooperatives “aggregate the market power of 
people who on their own could achieve little or nothing, and in so doing they 
provide ways out of poverty and powerlessness” (Birchall and Ketilson 2009, 
10). Spear contends that “co-operatives have a greater social effi  ciency by 
generating positive externalities, and through their social benefi ts of empow-
erment, community links, etc.” (2000, 522).

Th e United Nations (UN) and the International Labour Organisation (ILO) 
recognized the potential of cooperative enterprises for economic develop-
ment and poverty reduction at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century (ILO 
2002; Birchall 2003). During the UN’s 2005 Year of Micro-Credit, the ICA 
highlighted the role that cooperative enterprises have played for more than a 
century in providing microfi nance and supporting microenterprise through-
out the world. Th e ICA claimed that “cooperatives are amongst the most suc-
cessful micro-fi nance institutions” (ICA 2005, 1) at the International Day of 
Co-operatives on July 2, 2005, when it launched the campaign “Micro-
fi nance is our business: Co-operating out of poverty.” Th e UN explains that 
its designation of 2012 as “the International Year of Cooperatives is intended 
to raise public awareness of the invaluable contributions of cooperative 
enterprises to poverty reduction, employment generation and social integra-
tion. Th e Year will also highlight the strengths of the cooperative business 
model as an alternative means of doing business and furthering socioeco-
nomic development” (UN 2011).

People in every country and throughout history have used cooperative eco-
nomics as a development strategy. Cooperatives—particularly worker-owned 
cooperative businesses—are examples of democratic economic institutions 
that provide a mechanism for pooling resources, increasing benefi ts, and shar-
ing profi ts. In addition, those of us who study cooperative business develop-
ment fi nd that it solves many problems created by market failure, economic 
discrimination, and underdevelopment. Haynes and Nembhard suggest that 
“many who worry about the survival of our cities recognize that collaboration 
and cooperation are and will continue to be critical elements in any strategy of 
community revitalization” (1999, 65). Fairbairn et al. elaborate: “For decades, 
co-operatives in market economies have arisen where there are market defi -
ciencies—imperfect competition, excessive concentrations of power, and 
unmet needs. Th ey have arisen, too, where the costs of adjustment to economic 
change have threatened to destroy communities, where local people needed 
power to control the pace and direction of change in order to preserve what 
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they valued. Look for the market defi ciencies, look for the costs of change—
look for the need—and fi nd the niche where a co-op may thrive” (1991, 1).

Cooperative businesses are group-centered, need-based, and asset-
building local development models based on the pooling of resources, demo-
cratic economic participation, and profi t sharing. Th ey are locally controlled, 
internally driven democratic institutions that promote group learning, eco-
nomic interdependence, consolidation of resources, development of assets, 
and protection of people and the environment. Cooperatives stabilize their 
communities—increasing economic activity, creating good jobs, increasing 
benefi ts and wages, and encouraging civic participation. Community-based 
cooperatively owned enterprises are characterized by greater community input 
and participation in the planning, development, and governance of commer-
cially viable, socially responsible businesses. Cooperatives provide a mecha-
nism for low-resource people with few traditional opportunities to create new 
economic opportunities for themselves and their co-workers and neighbors.

Evidence suggests that cooperatives increase productivity and create 
value, particularly those owned and controlled by employees. Levine and 
Tyson, for example, surveyed the research and found that “both participation 
and ownership have positive eff ects on productivity” (1990, 202). Vanek (1971) 
similarly emphasizes the importance of and effi  ciencies gained from active 
participation (in ownership, which leads to participation in control and man-
agement) and equitable income sharing. Levine and Tyson summarize the 
research and conclude that cooperatives create superior working conditions. 
Spear fi nds that worker co-ops are more fl exible than traditional companies, 
and have “less infl ation and less unemployment in downturns which pro-
duces a positive macroeconomic eff ect” (2000, 522). Logue and Yates have 
found more recently that worker cooperatives and employee-owned fi rms 
have survival rates that equal or surpass those of conventional fi rms, and 
produce a combination of conventional and nontraditional economic returns. 
Th ey “place more emphasis on job security for employee-members and 
employees’ family members, pay competitive wages (or slightly better than 
their sector), provide additional variable income through profi t-sharing, 
dividends or bonuses, and off er better fringe benefi ts” (2005, ix). In addition, 
cooperatives often support community programs and facilities such as 
schools and health clinics. Cooperatives tend to promote increased civic 
engagement (see, for example, Gordon Nembhard 2000, 2002, 2004b; Gor-
don Nembhard and Blasingame 2002, 2006), helping to empower communi-
ties to create new economic structures and infrastructure that meet their 
myriad needs, based on their particularities and experiences. Small, demo-
cratically governed cooperatives in particular, whose members are often low-
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income, work to broaden and democratize business and home ownership, 
and allow members to pool resources and skills to enable them to be owners 
and to achieve economies of scale and higher effi  ciencies.

Birchall and Ketilson (2009) document both the resilience of the coopera-
tive business model and the ways that cooperatives and credit unions have 
weathered fi nancial and economic crises over the past hundred years or 
more. Cooperative business ownership, cooperative fi nancial institutions, 
and co-op housing have been solutions to past economic challenges, such as 
debt peonage under Jim Crow, and lack of food, aff ordable housing, and 
fi nancial services during the Great Depression; and they can solve current 
and continuing economic challenges such as the redevelopment of the Gulf 
Coast after Hurricane Katrina and recovery after the housing crisis of 2007–9 
and the current “Great Recession.”5

In the twentieth century there was a growing recognition of the benefi ts of 
cooperatives, even for African Americans. In 1918, writing in the Crisis for an 
African American audience, Warbasse observed, “Th e fact that he [the Negro] 
is the most exploited of all people, that the government discriminates against 
him, and that he pays more for what he buys than does the white citizen 
should open his eyes to the possibility of co-operation” (1918, 224). Du Bois 
argued that cooperatives would provide the economic opportunities denied 
to African Americans, and would allow Blacks to serve the common good 
rather than be slaves to market forces (Du Bois 1933b).6 Similarly, George S. 
Schuyler contended early in his career that cooperative economics would 
“save the race” (Schuyler 1930b, n.d.). A. Philip Randolph connected the 
consumers’ cooperative movement to the labor movement (Randolph 1918; 
Wilson and Randolph 1938). Halena Wilson (1952) urged her fellow members 
of the Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters to seri-
ously consider the “mutual profi t and common benefi t” of cooperative own-
ership. By 1992 Jeremiah Cotton was rationalizing that since Blacks suff er 
common material conditions (“if each black person’s material well-being is 
dependent on that of all other blacks”), they should exercise “community 
cooperation” (1992, 24). Th is book explores the cooperative thought of these 
and other Black leaders, chronicles their cooperative practices, and provides 
context for their cooperative economic ideas and strategies.

Is Th ere an African American Cooperative Tradition?

When I began this project fi fteen years ago, my colleague Curtis Haynes Jr. 
and I had been exploring how theories of cooperative economic development 
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and Black self-help could address late twentieth- and early twenty-fi rst-
century urban redevelopment or revitalization. We made the case that what 
we called Du Bois’s theory of racial cooperative economic development,7

combined with Hogan’s theory of Black self-help and the model of Mon-
dragon Cooperative Corporation among the Basque people in northern 
Spain,8 made a compelling case for public policy that fostered and sup-
ported cooperative economic development in Black urban communities 
(Haynes and Gordon Nembhard 1999; Gordon Nembhard and Haynes, 2002, 
2003). It seemed reasonable to us that combining the thought of two impor-
tant African American activist scholars with successful practice among 
another subaltern group would provide a straightforward prescription for 
economic revival in U.S. inner cities. Before the Haynes and Gordon Nem-
bhard article in 1999, contemporary Black political economy rarely included 
an analysis of cooperative economics; and, to date, neither the delineation 
of a theory of Black cooperative economic development nor an in-depth 
analysis of the strategy and its accomplishments and benefi ts has been 
accomplished.

Haynes and I have also identifi ed the elements of the Mondragon Coop-
erative Corporation in northern Spain that are replicable and illustrate net-
worked cooperative economic development (Gordon Nembhard and Haynes 
2002, 2003). We identifi ed elements such as solidarity, worker sovereignty, 
clustering, leadership development, and education as essential to under-
standing cooperatives as a group economy strategy. I examine these concepts 
more fully in part III of this volume.

While presenting the general theory that cooperatives are an important 
strategy for economic development for African Americans and discussing 
our analysis with others, two major questions arose: have Black folk ever 
practiced cooperative economics? And why would resources be allocated for 
this? I became very curious about the fi rst question, and as I began to talk 
more about cooperatives as a strategy for Black community economic devel-
opment, more and more people told me that Black people do not participate 
in co-ops. So I set out to determine whether, and how much, African 
Americans have been involved in cooperative economics, and why African 
American memories and histories do not include cooperative practices or 
address cooperative strategy. In the wake of the UN celebration of cooperatives 
in 2012, this book off ers a history of African American cooperative economic 
development that documents signifi cant Black involvement in the cooperative 
movement. It is my hope that it will help us to understand the challenges and 
celebrate the successes of African American cooperative activity.
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Methodology

Seeking to understand African Americans’ connection to cooperatives, I began 
by rereading Haynes’s theoretical analysis of Du Bois’s cooperative economic 
thought (Haynes 1993, 1994, 1999) and then reread Du Bois himself on the 
subject (Du Bois 1907, 1933b, 1933c, 1935b, 1940). After 1907, Du Bois rarely 
wrote about specifi c Black co-op practices, but his 1907 study, Economic Co-
operation Among Negro Americans, provided a brief outline of a history of 
cooperative activity among Blacks and was full of examples. His 1940 auto-
biography and his speeches of the 1930s discussed the promise of cooperative 
economic practice and why it was important. Since Du Bois was also a founding 
editor of the NAACP’s magazine the Crisis, I thought that that would be a good 
place to look for references to twentieth-century African American coopera-
tives. Indeed, the Crisis published twelve articles between 1914 and 1944 about 
African American–owned cooperatives. Other Black publications—the Black 
World, the Messenger, and Phylon—contained several more. Th e stories in the 
Crisis and these other periodicals led me to archives of Ella Jo Baker, executive 
director of the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League in the early 1930s, where 
I found more information about African American–owned cooperatives. I also 
looked at the papers of Nannie Helen Burroughs and Fannie Lou Hamer, and 
the several archives housing the papers of A. Philip Randolph and the Brother-
hood of Sleeping Car Porters and its Ladies’ Auxiliary. I discovered the Fed-
eration of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund and started attending 
its meetings and conferences, exploring its archives, and learning more about 
the Black rural cooperative economic movement. Th e Federation of Southern 
Cooperatives is the only existing organization of African American coopera-
tives (see chapter 9).

As my research progressed and I began to cast a wider net, discussing my 
fi ndings with colleagues and seeking new leads, more and more people 
approached me with information about cooperatives they had heard of or that 
their families had been involved in. In what I can only describe as a snowball 
eff ect, friends, acquaintances, and other scholars referred me to others who 
knew about the Black co-op movement, off ered to share material, or even 
wanted to help with my research. I also began reading the memoirs of Black 
activists for references to co-ops or cooperative economic strategies, which 
also proved to be quite fruitful. While I rarely found enough information to 
re-create the complete history of any one cooperative business, I found refer-
ences and information about many African American–owned cooperatives—
more than I had expected to fi nd—that revealed a picture of cooperative 
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ownership as an important economic strategy for African Americans. Once I 
started, it was impossible to stop. Each new discovery led to two or three more.

In addition, whenever I talked about my research, I met African Americans 
who suddenly recovered a memory or made a family connection to a coopera-
tive, or discovered a connection with something they were trying to accom-
plish. During presentations and workshops on my research, faces would light 
up and memories of cooperative eff orts would surface. More and more people 
approached me to say that they had suddenly realized that their parents, 
aunts, uncles, or grandparents had been involved in a cooperative venture, 
and that they now saw its signifi cance in a new light. People from all over the 
country have sent me information and off ers to help; even more people have 
asked me for information. Th is is a subject that not only resonates with people 
but never stops expanding. I fi nally had to establish some fi rm parameters for 
this volume, because otherwise I would never have fi nished it!

I connected the rich archival research I was undertaking with the eco-
nomic analyses I was conducting about cooperative ownership and economic 
development. I read DeMarco 1974 and 1983, Stewart 1984, Shipp 1996 and 
2000, Cotton 1992, Tabb 1970, Handy 1993, and Woods 1998 and 2007. Some 
of these works gave me ideas about alternative economic development theo-
ries and strategies; others provided more specifi c information about Black 
cooperative economic development. I was interested in cooperative eco-
nomic development as a community economic development strategy, and my 
focus was on how cooperatives help subaltern populations gain economic 
independence, especially in the face of racial segregation, racial discrimina-
tion, and market failure. My colleague Melbah Smith told me early on that 
many of the urban challenges that could be solved by cooperatives were 
similar to the rural challenges, and so I broadened my focus to include 
community economic development rather than just urban revitalization. I 
made connections with Canadian scholars who study cooperatives as part of 
community economic development and as part of social and solidarity econ-
omies. I began to focus on worker-owned cooperatives and engaged in par-
ticipatory action research in the U.S. worker co-op and larger cooperative 
movements. As a specialist in racial wealth inequality, I also began exploring 
ways in which cooperative ownership, particularly in worker cooperatives, is 
a strategy for community-based asset building, and I began to develop a con-
cept of community wealth based on cooperative ownership and community 
assets.

Th e result is a book that focuses less on situating Black cooperative eco-
nomics within one theory of Black political economy (as Haynes and I fi rst 
attempted to do in our 1999 paper) and more on analyzing it as a theory and 
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practice of economic development within a broad tradition of populism and 
economic justice.

Collective Courage is a historical study based largely on primary sources 
(newspaper, magazine, and journal articles; co-ops’ articles of incorpora-
tion, annual meeting minutes, newsletters, budgets, and income statements; 
and cooperators’ letters and papers, memoirs, and biographies). Th is study 
is also informed by scholarly secondary sources and relies on economic 
analysis of quantitative and qualitative data, theoretical analysis, and applied 
theory using historical and present-day case studies and applying modern 
theories to understand the eff ectiveness of particular practices and strategies. 
In addition, I provide some analysis of balance sheets, budgets, and stock 
values.

While my archival research proved it impossible to uncover full case-
study narratives of most of the African American cooperative enterprises 
and organizations from the past, I was able to collect many case-study 
“snapshots” of cooperative activity among African Americans to illustrate 
the successes and challenges of Black cooperative enterprises. Much of this 
information comes from newspaper and journal articles about specifi c coop-
eratives, memoirs of cooperative developers, and archives of cooperative 
organizations and their directors.

In addition, I engaged in applied participatory community-based research. 
As a part of the U.S. cooperative movement and the African American coop-
erative movement, I have studied cooperative enterprises and economics in 
the United States and Canada, and have participated in developing coopera-
tive organizations and conferences to promote cooperative education and 
development. Th ese organizations bring co-op members and supporters 
together to exchange best practices, provide education and training, organize 
and participate in co-op study tours, promote cooperative development, and 
network. Th is has allowed me to meet with many people (practitioners and 
scholars) in the cooperative movements in the United States and Canada, to 
learn from their presentations, talk with their members, and visit some of 
their cooperatives. I am particularly involved in the growing U.S. worker 
cooperative movement, and I now specialize in worker cooperatives. My par-
ticipatory community-based research involves co-op members, co-op lead-
ers, and co-op developers who articulate social, cultural, and political as well 
as economic impacts, and identifi es relevant indicators to measure tradi-
tional and nontraditional outcomes of cooperative ownership. In addition to 
gathering information from workshops, presentations, and conferences, I 
used existing case studies and annual reports to assess the impact and ben-
efi ts of co-ops and to understand their mission and history. I also conducted 
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informal interviews and conversations, particularly during my own work-
shops. I am a member of several cooperative research organizations and 
research eff orts in the United States and internationally. All of these con-
tacts and the access to this information have helped to inform this study.

Th is story of African American cooperative economic activity is told partly 
in chronological order and partly thematically. Th emes such as economic 
independence, economic protection and stabilization in the face of discrimi-
nation and violence, women’s roles, education and training, youth involve-
ment, and community economic development are interwoven into a linear 
treatment of the development of African American cooperatives in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. Th is is the fi rst book-length work to connect 
the dots of African American cooperative endeavors.

A note on terminology. I use the terms African American and Black inter-
changeably, although I understand that there are nuanced diff erences between 
the two terms and how they are used. I also capitalize the word Black when I 
use it as a racial category. I use the word cooperative, no hyphen (as opposed 
to the short form, co-op, always hyphenated), except when quoting or refer-
ring to organizations that use the hyphen, as some of the cooperatives dis-
cussed in this book do, especially until the 1940s.

Organization of the Book

Th is book is divided into three parts. Part I, “Early African American Coop-
erative Roots,” covers collective benevolence, grassroots economic organiz-
ing, cooperative agriculture, and union cooperative ownership through the 
early twentieth century. Th e specifi c, deliberate development (or attempts at 
development) of Rochdale cooperatives among African Americans is the 
subject of part II, “Deliberative Cooperative Economic Development,” which 
covers Black co-op federations and agency-driven co-op development from 
about 1917 to 1975. Part III, “Twentieth-Century Practices, Twenty-First-
Century Solutions,” consists of two chapters that pull this history together 
and attempt to provide a guide for pursuing cooperative development in the 
twenty-fi rst century.

Chapter 1, “Early Black Economic Cooperation: Intentional Communities, 
Communes, and Mutual Aid,” analyzes the mutual-aid movement among 
African Americans and the development of communal societies. Th e mutual-
aid movement involved a large proportion of the Black community and con-
tinued for centuries. I chronicle the myriad Black mutual-aid societies that 
sprang up during and after enslavement and examine their accomplishments, 
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eff ectiveness, and the special role of African American women in founding 
and running them. Examples include the Independent Order of Saint Luke 
(Maryland and Virginia), the National Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and 
Pension Association (Tennessee), founded by African American women, and 
the Free African Society (Pennsylvania). Th ese early forms of collective own-
ership, buying in bulk, and charitable service were the precursors of mutual 
insurance companies, social service agencies, and joint-stock companies. 
Th ey were also often the basis of early Black intentional communities. 
DeFilippis (2004) credits the Black “organized communities” of the nine-
teenth century as one of the most signifi cant roots of the modern community-
control movement. Chapter 1 thus highlights important elements of the early 
Black self-help communal settlements and intentional communities, both 
before and after the Civil War, that were often inspired by or part of the 
European and U.S. utopian commune movement. Th e contributions to this 
movement of African American abolitionists such as Sojourner Truth, David 
Ruggles, and Frederick Douglass are also noted.

Chapter 2, “From Economic Independence to Political Advocacy: Coop-
eration and the Nineteenth-Century Black Populist Movement,” focuses on 
African American involvement in early populist movements for grassroots 
empowerment, particularly in rural areas of the United States after the Civil 
War. Th is chapter discusses the struggle for agricultural independence from 
sharecropping through cooperative ownership and African American eco-
nomic solidarity, for example, in the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and 
Co-operative Union. Th e American populist movement was highly segre-
gated. Th is chapter looks at African Americans’ struggle to have a voice in 
that movement, to have their issues addressed, and to create agricultural, 
marketing, and industrial cooperatives through populist organizations and 
unions (such as the Knights of Labor and the Cooperative Workers of Amer-
ica) during the late nineteenth century.

Mutual insurance companies were the earliest cooperative-like incorpo-
rated businesses in the United States for both Blacks and Whites.9 Th e Grand 
United Order of the True Reformers (Richmond, Virginia) and the Indepen-
dent Order of Saint Luke (Richmond, Virginia) are examples of African 
American fraternal and mutual-aid societies that created mutual insurance 
companies. Th eir mutual insurance companies, such as North Carolina 
Mutual (Raleigh), stores, and banks are discussed in chapter 3, “Expanding 
the Tradition: Early African American–Owned ‘Cooperative’ Businesses.” In 
addition, starting in the late nineteenth century, African Americans orga-
nized cooperatively owned and democratically governed enterprises that fol-
lowed the “Rochdale Principles of Cooperation,” fi rst set out by the Rochdale 
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Society of Equitable Pioneers in Rochdale, England, in 1844 and adopted by 
the International Co-operative Alliance in 1895. Hope (1940) refers to these 
as Rochdale cooperatives, and I follow his tradition. Th e fi rst such coopera-
tives were farm co-ops and cooperative marketing boards, consumer coop-
erative grocery stores, cooperative schools, and credit unions. Th e Mercantile 
Cooperative Company (Ruthville, Virginia) is the earliest detailed example I 
found of an African American Rochdale cooperative. Black capitalism was a 
strategy of racial economic solidarity and cooperation, as was Negro joint-
stock ownership. Th is chapter looks at the businesses of the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association and Marcus Garvey’s back-to-Africa movement in 
New York; the Chesapeake Marine Railway and Dry Dock Company and the 
Lexington Savings Bank in Baltimore; and the Coleman Manufacturing Com-
pany in Concord, North Carolina.

Chapter 4, “Strategy, Advocacy, and Practice: Black Study Circles and 
Co-op Education on the Front Lines,” begins part II of this volume. Th is 
chapter documents the strategic importance of education to cooperative 
development and the sustainability of cooperatives. Th e study-circle strategy 
used by most African Americans in the early stages of starting a cooperative 
is highlighted, along with the importance of self-education as an economic 
resource in cooperatives. Th e Negro Cooperative Guild, though short-lived, 
was an early example of the deliberate use of a national study circle to inspire 
Black cooperative business development around the country. Th e variety of 
ways in which Black co-ops educate their members and communities, par-
ticularly about cooperative economics, democratic participation, and busi-
ness development, are identifi ed, with a focus on the education program of 
the Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company in Gary, Indiana, and the 
Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters.

Th e Young Negroes’ Co-operative League is the focus of chapter 5. Th e 
1930s were an active time for cooperative development for both Blacks and 
Whites. Th e YNCL, founded in December 1930 by twenty-fi ve or thirty Afri-
can American youths in response to a call by George Schuyler (Schuyler 
1930b, 1932, n.d.), fi rst published in the Pittsburgh Courier, was strong in fi ve 
cities by the early 1930s. Several cooperatives were developed through the 
league. Th e leadership of both Schuyler and Ella Baker (the league’s execu-
tive director) was signifi cant for diff erent reasons, which are explored in this 
chapter.

In the 1930s, scholars and activists alike advocated the cooperative way 
and experimenting with co-op development. Chapter 6, “Out of Necessity: 
Th e Great Depression and ‘Consumers’ Cooperation Among Negroes,’” 
explores the accomplishments of African American cooperatives during the 
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Great Depression. Th is part of the history begins with the Colored Merchants 
Association of the National Negro Business League in 1927. Black involve-
ment with the trade union movement also included support for and estab-
lishment of consumer cooperatives in particular. Du Bois and the YNCL were 
joined by A. Philip Randolph, writing in the Black Worker, in advocating 
consumer cooperatives among African Americans. I document the range of 
existing cooperatives in the 1930s and ’40s, from YNCL-inspired co-ops in 
New York City, to the Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company in Gary, the 
Red Circle Cooperative in Richmond, and the Aberdeen Gardens Association 
in Hampton, to the People’s Consumer Cooperative in Chicago and the Mod-
ern Co-op Grocery Store in Harlem.

Chapter 7, “Continuing the Legacy: Nannie Helen Burroughs, Halena 
Wilson, and the Role of Black Women,” highlights the role of women in the 
cooperative movement, with a focus on Halena Wilson and the Ladies’ Aux-
iliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and Nannie Helen Bur-
roughs and Cooperative Industries in Washington, D.C. Women’s roles in 
Black cooperative development have been strong throughout history, much 
like their role in the Black mutual-aid movement of the nineteenth century. 
In addition to early eff orts by Black women, Estelle Witherspoon of Alabama 
(the Freedom Quilting Bee) and Fannie Lou Hamer of Mississippi (Freedom 
Farm) were leaders of the cooperative movement in their communities in the 
1960s and 1970s. Th e BSCP’s Ladies’ Auxiliary and its international presi-
dent, Halena Wilson, promoted consumers’ cooperation. Th at case study 
provides many insights into the Black cooperative movement, its strengths 
and challenges, its champions, and its relationships to organized labor and 
the broader cooperative movement in the United States.

Th ere are also rural examples of African American cooperative develop-
ment in the early twentieth century. Many small farmers, particularly National 
Farmers Union members, turned to radical action during the Depression 
years. Th e activities of the National Federation of Colored Farmers are chron-
icled in chapter 8, “Black Rural Cooperative Activity in the Early to Mid-
Twentieth Century.” Th e chapter also examines the organization of the 
Eastern Carolina Council as well as the North Carolina Council for Credit 
Unions and Associates.

Founded in 1967, the Federation of Southern Cooperatives has sup-
ported cooperative economic development as a way to support and sustain 
Black farmer ownership and control, the economic viability of farm busi-
nesses (especially small, sustainable, and organic farming), and steward-
ship of African American land and natural resources in rural low-income 
communities. Th e early story of the FSC is also the history of the Southwest 
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Alabama Farmers’ Cooperative Association and the Southern Cooperative 
Development Fund. After merging with the Land Emergency Fund, the 
organization became the Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assis-
tance Fund. Th e FSC/LAF is a network of rural cooperatives, credit unions, 
and state associations of cooperatives and cooperative development centers 
in the southern United States. Chapter 9, “Th e Federation of Southern 
Cooperatives: Th e Legacy Lives On,” begins part III of this book and 
includes examples of cooperatives in the federation such as the Freedom 
Quilting Bee and the North Bolivar County Farm Cooperative. Th e organi-
zation has an important reach throughout the South, is the heart of the 
present-day African American cooperative movement, and is connected to 
the larger U.S. cooperative movement.

Cooperation is a deliberate and necessary expansion of in-group solidar-
ity and cohesion. Chapter 10, “Economic Solidarity in the African American 
Cooperative Movement: Connections, Cohesiveness, and Leadership Devel-
opment,” traces group solidarity in African American cooperatives through 
civil rights activities, worker solidarity and leadership development in gen-
eral, and women’s and youth leadership in particular. Cooperative economic 
development is also a strategy to engage youths of color in school and com-
munity economic development. I analyze programs that involve African 
American students in community economic development and cooperative 
business development, such as Food from the ’Hood, and Toxic Soil Busters. 
While not yet fully achieved, the history of African American cooperative 
ownership demonstrates that Black Americans have been successful in creat-
ing and maintaining collective and cooperatively owned enterprises that not 
only provided economic stability but also developed many types of human 
and social capital and economic independence.

Th e Larger Project

Th is book is just the beginning of a theoretical analysis of African American 
cooperative economic development. I focus here on the fi rst part of this jour-
ney—fi nding and documenting Black-owned co-ops in the United States 
and understanding their achievements and challenges, as well as the philos-
ophy and strategy that African Americans used to foster and develop co-ops. 
I examine the big picture of co-op movements among African Americans and 
their organizations and leaders. I focus on the national organizations, the 
philosophy and strategy behind cooperative economic development, and its 
broad impacts. I show that cooperative economic thought was integral to 
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most of the major African American leaders, thinkers, and organizations of 
the past two centuries.

In researching this book, I learned that almost all African American lead-
ers were involved in Black co-ops in some manner: they either promoted or 
engaged in the practice of cooperative ownership, particularly in their early 
careers or as part of their vision for a prosperous future without discrimina-
tion. In many ways, this cooperative history is also a retelling of African 
American history in general—a reconstructing of African American history 
through the lens of the Black cooperative movement. Many of the players are 
the same. Many of the great African American thinkers, movers, and shakers 
were also leaders in the Black cooperative movement. Th at part of their his-
tory and thought, however, has been mostly left out, ignored until now. Add-
ing the cooperative movement revitalizes the telling of the African American 
experience and increases our understanding of African American agency and 
political economic organizing. Th is study answers the question of whether 
African Americans have a cooperative tradition with a resounding yes.

Economic participation in cooperatives increases the capacity to engage in 
civic and political participation and leadership development. Cooperatives 
also increase women’s economic participation, control over resources, and 
economic stability, with important implications. Cooperatives were used 
heavily during the Great Depression, contributing to community revitaliza-
tion and saving struggling communities. In fact, the 1930s appear to mark the 
height of African American cooperative economic activity in the United 
States. With unemployment and poverty high, and services curtailed or 
unavailable, African Americans struggled to feed their families. Th ey chose 
cooperative economics as a solution. Th roughout history, especially in trying 
times, African Americans chose cooperation and often had good results. Th e 
current Great Recession has been the second-worst economic crisis in U.S. 
history. Th ese are times in which many Black communities exist under con-
ditions of high unemployment, deep poverty, and homelessness. Many who 
had assets were stripped of them. Th e cooperative solution is one that has 
addressed these same conditions throughout history. Cooperative ownership 
helps address the challenges of capitalism, marginalization in labor, capital, 
and product markets, and the lack of adequate, aff ordable, quality services. 
Current conditions require alternative strategies. Cooperatives are again a 
solution.
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Consequently we fi nd that the spirit of revolt which tried to co-operate by means of 
insurrection led to widespread organization for the rescue of fugitive slaves among 
Negroes themselves, and developed before the war in the North and during and after 
the war in the South, into various co-operative eff orts toward economic emancipation 
and land buying. Gradually these eff orts led to co-operative business, building and 
loan associations and trade unions.
—du bois (1907, 26)

Early African American cooperative roots include collective benevolence, 
grassroots economic organizing, and cooperative agriculture. Part I of this 
book provides examples of many of the eff orts at grassroots economic orga-
nizing and collective ownership among African Americans, starting from 
enslavement and focusing on the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Included in part I are eff orts of African Americans to buy their own freedom 
collectively or escape enslavement collectively, as well as highlights of the 
Black mutual-aid movement, the Black utopian communities movement, 
early activities of Black trade unionists (particularly in the South), and early 
Black-owned businesses (particularly mutual insurance companies and 
joint-stock companies). Th ese eff orts illuminate the perseverance of African 
Americans in fi nding alternative economic strategies to promote economic 
stability and economic independence in the face of fi erce competition, racial 
discrimination, and White supremacist violence and sabotage.

Th e fi rst chapter reviews the history of Black cooperative communities 
and communes, and focuses on the history of African American mutual-aid 
and benefi cial societies. Black cooperative agriculture and the Colored Farm-
ers’ National Alliance and Co-operative Union form the basis of chapter 2, 
about cooperatives and the African American populist movement. Much of 
this history is fraught with examples of eff orts at collective economic action 

Part One

early african american cooperative roots
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that were thwarted by racial discrimination, White supremacist sabotage, 
and violence. Such eff orts to undermine African American cooperative 
development persisted throughout the centuries (Du Bois 1907; Woods 1998).

Part I ends with a discussion of early African American–owned businesses 
that were at least jointly owned and often collectively or democratically gov-
erned, some according to the Rochdale principles, codifi ed in Europe in 
1895. Chapter 3 also includes a discussion of the economic ventures of the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association in the United States and Marcus 
Garvey’s interest in economic democracy. It remains diffi  cult to distinguish 
formal cooperative businesses from Du Bois’s descriptions of joint economic 
ownership in his two early books, as well as in the discussion of the Universal 
Negro Improvement Association’s joint-stock businesses. I discuss both 
cases as examples of economic cooperation and solidarity. Where possible, I 
mention specifi cally which examples in this chapter intentionally follow 
Rochdale principles of cooperative business ownership.

What we learn from this history is that economic cooperation was natural 
and continuous in the Black community of the United States. Th ere were 
periods of rapid and successful cooperative eff ort and periods of relative dor-
mancy, though there seems to be no period in U.S. history where African 
Americans were not involved in economic cooperation of some type.

Lessons Learned from Early Cooperative Eff orts

Many diff erent kinds of cooperative ventures have been tried in the Black 
community. A few of them are featured in part I. What do we learn from 
these early collective economic eff orts, which led to the development and 
ownership of cooperative businesses, often based on the Rochdale princi-
ples, among African Americans? Th e lessons can be summarized as follows:

• In every period of American history, African Americans pooled resources 
to solve personal, family, social, political, and economic challenges. Th ey 
often addressed freedom, health, child development, education, burial, 
employment, and investment in cooperative ventures in ways that lever-
aged and maximized returns and reduced risks.

• African Americans formed distinct, purposive, and formal (as well as infor-
mal) organizations through which to coordinate and channel collective 
action and joint ownership. Many of these were stable collective organiza-
tions that lasted for decades.
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• African Americans used existing connections and affi  liations—religious, 
fraternal, geographical, and political—to develop new organizations or 
promote new missions. Th ese existing networks provided the sense of 
trust and solidarity that often helped solidify the new eff ort. Racial soli-
darity, for example, became a major resource for these and future Black 
organizations and businesses.

• African American women played signifi cant roles, held leadership posi-
tions, and often formed their own organizations throughout these periods 
and across almost every kind of organization. As founders and main par-
ticipants in many mutual-aid societies, women were instrumental in 
organizational development, fund-raising, day-to-day coordination, and 
networking for cooperatives as well as other organizations.

• Th ese activities developed among diverse groups and in diverse settings: 
in urban and rural areas among farmers, landholders, sharecroppers, day 
laborers, domestic workers, industrial workers, and the unemployed, as 
well as small business owners and professionals. Geography had little 
impact on depressing the cooperative spirit and seemed not to stand in the 
way of collective economic activity. Similarly, while some organizations 
were class based and exclusive, many more began as grassroots self-help 
movements, open to all—and were sometimes all the stronger because 
multiple classes were represented. In addition, these collective activities 
took place among ideologies of both racial separation and integration. 
Some of the stronger eff orts were racially integrated; some equally eff ec-
tive organizations were strictly segregated by race.

• Many of these organizations spun off  additional organizations and more 
formal businesses. Statewide, regional, and national federations and net-
works often developed around these local movements. Mutual insurance 
companies grew out of mutual-aid societies, and Black-owned banks devel-
oped from insurance companies.

• Th ese organizations used meetings, conventions, newsletters, and news-
papers to provide information, promote dialogue, and connect members 
to one another.

• Many if not all of these eff orts were targeted for destruction by White 
supremacists, unsympathetic (often fearful) Whites, and/or White eco-
nomic competitors (the plantation bloc and/or corporatists). White com-
petitors used slander, violence, murder, physical destruction, and economic 
sabotage. Th ey burned down the offi  ces, farms, and houses owned by these 
organizations or their members. Th ey shot and lynched leaders, members, 
and their families. Th ey accused Black leaders of mail fraud and treason, 
jailed them, and initiated federal indictments. Th ey denied loans to fl edgling 
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businesses. Th ey established their own businesses to undercut and outcom-
pete the Black products and services. Th ey even passed laws to outlaw the 
activities in which Black organizations and collectives were engaged.

• African Americans involved in collective economic activities often found 
that they needed also to engage in political activity to enact public policies 
or counteract White blocs and racially discriminatory legislation. In addi-
tion, African Americans often found it necessary to engage in collective 
economic practices in order to achieve or maintain the independence they 
needed to assert themselves politically.

• Lessons learned from the African American–owned businesses that were 
formal cooperative ventures include the need for education and training of 
members, leaders, and managers; stable and adequate capitalization and 
clientele; the building of trust and solidarity among members; and support 
from the community.
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Th is tendency toward mutual helpfulness appeared even among the slaves. Wherever 
Negroes had their own churches benevolence developed as the handmaiden of reli-
gion. Th ey looked out for the sick, provided them nourishment which the common 
fare of the plantation did not aff ord, and often nursed and treated such patients until 
they were reestablished in health. Free Negroes of the South were well known for 
their mutual helpfulness.
—woodson (1929, 202)

Th e history of community control in the United States has several diff erent compo-
nents, but in terms of providing the roots for the emergence of community owner-
ship, the most important of these is the history of black “organized communities” of 
the nineteenth century.
—defilippis (2004, 38)

Th e history of African American cooperative economic activity begins with 
solidarity and collective action (economic and social) in the face of oppres-
sion, racial violence, discrimination, and sometimes betrayal. Even though 
separated from their clans and nations in Africa, enslaved as well as the few 
free African Americans continued African practices during the antebellum 
period—cooperating economically to till small garden plots to provide more 
variety and a healthier diet for their families. For two centuries they did not 
earn a regular wage or even own their own bodies, but they often saved what 
money they could and pooled their savings to help buy their own and one 
another’s freedom (especially among family members and spouses) (Du Bois 
1907; Douglass 1882). Free African Americans pooled their resources to pur-
chase operating farms toward the end of and immediately after the Civil War, 
in order to own land and make a living (Du Bois 1907; Jones 1985). Freedmen 
and enslaved alike formed mutual-aid, burial, and benefi cial societies, pool-
ing their dues to take care of their sick, look after widows and children, and 
bury their dead. Th ese mutual-aid societies were often organized and led by 

1
early black economic cooperation

Intentional Communities, Communes, and Mutual Aid
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women (Jones 1985) and connected to religious institutions (Du Bois 1898, 
1907; Weare 1993). Blacks often formed their own intentional communities to 
work together for mutual benefi t. Some consisted of free Blacks, but many 
were organized by groups of fugitives from enslavement. Sometimes White 
benefactors created Black communities to paternalistically help African 
Americans learn how to be good citizens. Finally, some White intentional 
communities welcomed a few Blacks to integrate their communities. Th is 
chapter provides an overview of all these of precursors to formal cooperatives 
among African Americans.

Early African American cooperative economic action took many forms: 
mutual-aid and benefi cial societies, mutual insurance organizations, fra-
ternal organizations and secret societies, buying clubs, joint-stock owner-
ship among African Americans, and collective farming. W. E. B. Du Bois, 
in Some Eff orts of American Negroes for Th eir Own Social Betterment
(1898) and Economic Co-operation Among Negro Americans (1907), doc-
uments myriad examples of economic cooperation. In his early work on 
the subject at the turn of the century, Du Bois used the term “cooperative 
business” loosely, even though he was familiar with the growing coopera-
tive economics movement in Europe and the United States and corre-
sponded with its leaders. Th e president of the Co-operative League of 
America (CLUSA), J. P. Warbasse, wrote an article in Du Bois’s Crisis mag-
azine in 1918. Du Bois’s correspondence with Warbasse (DuBois 1925; 
Warbasse 1925) also indicates that Du Bois knew about the Co-operative 
League of America,1 and therefore eventually understood the formal defi -
nition of a cooperative business. CLUSA did not, however, form until 1916, 
so that in 1898 and 1907, when Du Bois fi rst wrote about cooperative eff orts 
among Blacks, it is conceivable that formal, well-developed defi nitions of 
cooperative economics and cooperative businesses had not yet become 
standard in the United States. On the other hand, Du Bois studied in Europe 
in the 1890s, and the International Co-operative Alliance was established 
there in 1895, so he may have had some familiarity with the formal defi ni-
tion of cooperative businesses that was developing during that time. Th at 
said, his intention in these early studies appears to be to document the 
variety of ways in which African Americans shared the costs, risks, and 
benefi ts of economic activity that helped Black families and communities, 
and to illustrate joint Black business and economic successes. Later in his 
career, Du Bois proposed Rochdale cooperative organizations as an impor-
tant economic strategy for African Americans, and in 1918 he organized 
the Negro Cooperative Guild (see chapter 4) to promote Black cooperative 
economic development.
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Collective Resistance

Africans in the Americas and African Americans have showed throughout 
history their willingness and ability to organize themselves in order to sur-
vive enslavement and poverty. Th ey have organized myriad strategies of 
emancipation, including buying their freedom, work slowdowns, the cre-
ation of escape paths, and the formation of separate communities. Du Bois 
(1898) notes the importance of collective resistance and organization for 
resistance and escape. Th e Underground Railroad was also a type of eco-
nomic and social cooperation. Th e Underground Railroad has been much 
described and researched, so I will only mention here that Du Bois and oth-
ers wrote about the ways in which the design and implementation of escape 
routes throughout the United States and into Canada were examples of high-
level social and economic cooperation and collaboration among African 
Americans and between Blacks and Whites. Th e Underground Railroad sys-
tem also linked independent Black communities to one another and con-
nected fugitives from slavery to Black and White support systems.

Curl similarly notes the ways in which mutual aid and cooperation for sur-
vival “both among slaves and among servants were almost universal”(1980, 4). 
While their cooperative networks were mostly invisible to masters, African 
Americans used them as channels for organized resistance. In addition, the 
communal settlements and villages organized by fugitives from enslavement 
were used “as bases for guerrilla raids on the slavers. Th ese ‘maroon’ outlaw 
communes, many with both Black and Indian members, appeared wherever 
slavery spread” (Curl 1980, 4). Like Du Bois, Curl notes that religious gather-
ings were also mutual-aid gatherings and often served as planning meetings 
for revolts and escapes. For Du Bois, religious camaraderie was the basis for 
African American economic cooperation, and churches, secret societies, and 
mutual-aid societies among enslaved and free alike created the beginnings of 
economic cooperation. In terms of offi  cial organization, mutual-aid societies 
actually predate independent African American churches (Hine, Hine, and 
Harrold 2010), but not Black religious activity. However, more important than 
what came fi rst are the many ways in which African Americans used coopera-
tion to survive enslavement, gain freedom, and advance economically.

Black Communities or Communes and Utopian Ideals

Runaways from enslavement formed their own communities where they 
eluded or fought off  bounty hunters, took on the identity of Maroons, and 
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lived collective existences in relative isolation. Du Bois notes that the African 
American “spirit of revolt” used cooperation in the form of insurrection to 
establish “widespread organization for the rescue of fugitive slaves.” Th is in 
turn developed, in both the North and the South, into “various co-operative 
eff orts toward economic emancipation and land buying,” and those eff orts 
led to cooperative businesses, building-and-loan associations, and trade 
unions (1907, 26).

In addition, abolitionists and abolitionist societies deliberately established 
Negro-organized communities and communes to house freed African Ameri-
cans and to teach them how to live as free people, earn a living and an educa-
tion, and run their own communities. Th ey raised money and often managed 
these communal farms. Th ese communities created spaces of isolation and 
independence from racism, used mutual aid and assistance, and pooled Black 
and White resources until African Americans could manage on their own. 
While not exactly centers of Black self-help (because African Americans were 
so dependent on White benefactors), they are early examples of African 
American communalism. Such communities were scattered throughout the 
American Midwest—in Michigan, Indiana, Ohio, and Wisconsin—and south-
ern Ontario, Canada (DeFilippis 2004, 38; Pease and Pease 1963). Th e fi rst 
communities were recorded in 1830 and were gone by the end of the Civil War, 
with emancipation. Weare (1993) notes that Negro-led societies were orga-
nized only after White groups refused to allow Black leaders to join them.

While most of the successful communes were located in Canada, some 
took root in the United States. Th e Wilberforce Colony in Ontario was nearly 
self-sustaining in 1831. Black inhabitants owned their own sawmill and one 
hundred head of cattle, as well as pigs and horses. Th ey had a system of 
schools for their children that were so successful that neighboring Whites 
sent their own children there (Pease and Pease 1963, 50). However, the fami-
lies remained poor, their homes were tiny and not well kept up, and they 
spent time and money on “endless controversies and lawsuits with their U.S. 
agent” (51). Th e Dawn Settlement near Dresden, Ontario, another Black 
community, developed around the British-American Institute. Josiah Hen-
son, a fugitive from enslavement in the United States, was one of the found-
ers and an early leader. Founded in 1837, the fi rst tract of land, of two hundred 
acres, was bought in 1841 (64). In December 1842 the manual-labor school 
opened. Th e community developed to serve the school and operated “for-
mally, and informally, as a co-operative unit in maintaining it” (65). By the 
early 1850s roughly fi ve hundred African Americans/Canadians owned about 
fi fteen hundred acres, separate from the three hundred acres belonging to 
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the institute. Inhabitants raised corn, wheat, oats, and tobacco, and operated 
a sawmill, a gristmill, a rope factory, and a brickyard.

Th e Northampton Association of Education and Industry

Th e Northampton Association of Education and Industry (NAEI) was a uto-
pian community and short-lived integrated commune in western Massachu-
setts. Among its inhabitants were Sojourner Truth, a washerwoman, formerly 
enslaved, who became an outspoken abolitionist and feminist, famous for her 
“Ain’t I a Woman” speech, and David Ruggles, an African American printer 
and leader of the Underground Railroad, and an advocate of hydrotherapy 
(by 1845 he had established a water-cure hospital in the area, one of the fi rst 
in the country). Th e NAEI was established in 1842 in the town of Florence 
(outside Northampton) as an intentional utopian community by abolitionists 
and social reformers (Historic Northampton n.d.). Th ey established a com-
munity around a communally owned and operated silk mill. Milling of silk 
was chosen in part because the “equal and classless” silkworm is a symbol of 
democracy. Th e NAEI was a predominantly White organization that believed 
in the possibility of a socially, politically, and economically egalitarian soci-
ety. It operated as an economic commune, and education was an integral 
component of the collective’s aim to create a democratic and socially respon-
sible society. Th e founders felt that everyone could do any job and encour-
aged members to learn silk milling, housekeeping, and social justice work 
“by doing”—by engaging in the work together, fostering active participation 
by all, and creating an egalitarian work environment. Members worked and 
studied together six days a week. On Sunday morning they worshipped, and 
Sunday afternoons were set aside for free discussions and debates about 
world issues as well as commune policies (Collaborative for Educational Ser-
vices 2009b).

Th ree or four African Americans were associated with the NAEI. Th e abo-
litionists Sojourner Truth, Frederick Douglass, and David Ruggles were active 
participants and the most famous of the NAEI’s Black members. Th e associa-
tion accepted (harbored) fugitives from enslavement as part of its abolitionist 
and social justice mission (Collaborative for Educational Services 2009a).

Frederick Douglass was a fugitive from enslavement, an abolitionist, a 
newspaper editor, and a shipbuilder by trade who became an advisor to 
presidents and the fi rst African American recorder of deeds in the District 
of Columbia after the Civil War. Although Douglass started his association 
with the NAEI at its beginnings in 1842, and would stop there on his way to 
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giving abolitionist lectures in New England, he never lived there. Douglass 
visited several times, engaged in debates there, and gave speeches at the 
commune. He wrote about his experience with the NAEI in 1895, noting 
that its goals were to “change and improve conditions of human existence; 
to liberate mankind from the bondage of time-worn custom; to curb and fi x 
limits to individual selfi shness; to diff use wealth among the lowly; to banish 
poverty; to harmonize confl icting interests, and to promote the happiness 
of mankind generally” (1895, 129). Douglass was struck by the sense of lib-
erty and equality he felt among the group: “Th e place and the people struck 
me as the most democratic I had ever met. It was a place to extinguish all 
aristocratic pretensions. Th ere was no high, no low, no masters, no ser-
vants, no white, and no black. I, however, felt myself in very high society” 
(130). Th e NAEI was the only place Douglass had ever been in the United 
States where he felt that his color was not used against him. “My impres-
sions of the Community,” he wrote, “are not only the impressions of a 
stranger, but those of a fugitive slave to whom at that time even Massachu-
setts opposed a harsh and repellant side. Th e cordial reception I met with at 
Florence, was, therefore, much enhanced by its contrast with many other 
places in that commonwealth. Here, at least, neither my color nor my con-
dition was counted against me” (130). Douglass also mentioned meeting 
David Ruggles and Sojourner Truth there, and noted how well the commu-
nity treated and protected them.

Sojourner Truth joined the NAEI in 1843 and lived there for about two 
years. It was there that she met William Lloyd Garrison, Douglass, and Wen-
dell Phillips, and afterward became an abolitionist and women’s rights activ-
ist and speaker. Th e commune elected Truth head of laundry, where she 
supervised White members of the collective, an unheard-of arrangement at 
the time (Collaborative for Educational Services 2009b). Truth recalled that 
the NAEI, more than anywhere else she had ever lived, provided “equality of 
feeling,” “liberty of thought and speech,” and “largeness of soul” (Historic 
Northampton n.d.), in spite of diffi  cult living conditions. Truth described her 
fi rst thoughts about the NAEI:

She did not fall in love at fi rst sight with the Northampton Association, 
for she arrived there at a time when appearances did not correspond 
with the ideas of associationists, as they had been spread out in their 
writings; for their phalanx was a factory, and they were wanting in 
means to carry out their ideas of beauty and elegance, as they would 
have done in diff erent circumstances. But she thought she would make 
an eff ort to tarry with them one night, though that seemed to her no 
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desirable aff air. But as soon as she saw that accomplished, literary and 
refi ned persons were living in that plain and simple manner, and sub-
mitting to the labors and privations incident to such an infant institu-
tion, she said, “Well, if these can live here, I can.” Afterwards, she 
gradually became pleased with, and attached to, the place and the peo-
ple, as well she might; for it must have been no small thing to have 
found a home in a “Community composed of some of the choicest spir-
its of the age,” where all was characterised by an equality of feeling, a 
liberty of thought and speech, and a largeness of soul, she could not 
have before met with, to the same extent, in any of her wanderings. 
(Truth 1850, “Another Camp Meeting”)

Th e commune did not last, and Truth’s feelings of contentment and security 
there wore off  as well.

When we fi rst saw her, she was working with a hearty good will; saying 
she would not be induced to take regular wages, believing, as once 
before, that now Providence had provided her with a never-failing 
fount, from which her every want might be perpetually supplied 
through her mortal life. In this, she had calculated too fast. For the 
Associationists found, that, taking every thing into consideration, they 
would fi nd it most expedient to act individually; and again, the subject 
of this sketch found her dreams unreal, and herself fl ung back upon 
her own resources for the supply of her needs. (Ibid.)

Over its four and a half years of existence, more than two hundred people 
joined the commune. Largely because they could not operate the silk mill at 
a profi t, the community disbanded in 1846 (Collaborative for Educational 
Services 2009c). According to Truth and her biographer, however, the NAEI 
also failed because individualism corrupted the communal spirit. All mem-
bers, including the African American members, moved on, but they recalled 
the experiment fondly, though also with disappointment.

Black communes or independent communities, such as Nashoba Com-
mune in Tennessee and the Combahee River Colony of Black women in 
South Carolina, experienced both success and failure.

Th e Nashoba Commune

Th e Nashoba Commune was planned as an organized Negro community that 
practiced communitarianism in Tennessee in 1825. Founder Frances Wright, 
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an early women’s suff ragist and an admirer of New Harmony, the Owenite 
utopian community in Indiana, planned to buy fi fty to a hundred enslaved 
African Americans, set them up in a community, divide their time between 
manual work and academic study, train them for freedom, and provide for 
their colonization outside the United States (Pease and Pease 1963; Curl 
1980).2 All African American members were responsible for paying their own 
way, purchasing their own freedom, and paying the cost of eventual coloni-
zation. Slave owners were to be compensated, and the money invested in the 
community was to be paid back. According to Curl, “While Owen’s concept 
strove toward the liberation of all people from wage-slavery, Wright tried to 
apply the concept to chattel-slavery. She considered it one last hope for the 
liberation of black people short of violent insurrection” (1980, 11).

Wright bought three hundred acres near Memphis. Once established, the 
Nashoba Commune actually became an interracial community of free per-
sons—enslaved people were no longer invited to join unless they were origi-
nal inhabitants and their masters moved with them. Sometimes called a 
cooperative and sometimes a commune, the community struggled socially 
and politically for three years. African Americans were not allowed to hold 
leadership positions. Local racists also harassed the community (Curl 1980, 
11). In 1828, when Wright returned from convalescence in Europe, the com-
munity was suff ering from the national economic depression, as well as mis-
management. In 1829 Nashoba members could not pay their mortgages and 
disbanded. Wright sent the original African American inhabitants whom she 
was responsible for, including the enslaved members whom she still owned, 
to freedom in Haiti (Pease and Pease 1963, 36–37). According to Curl, Wright 
then became active in the New York Workingmen’s Party, “giving up the 
socialist community strategy as impracticable at the time” (1980, 11).

Th e Combahee River Colony

Th e Combahee River Colony had a much diff erent beginning and purpose. 
Th e colony was located in a remote area where African Americans estab-
lished their own settlements and remained relatively self-suffi  cient and 
semiautonomous: the Gullah/Geechee communities in the South Carolina 
and Georgia Sea Islands. Th e Combahee River Colony in South Carolina 
consisted of several hundred African American women during the Civil War 
whose men had gone to join the Union Army. Th ey occupied abandoned 
farmland where they “grew crops and cared for one another” (Jones 1985, 
52). Th ey refused to work for Whites and were proud of their handicrafts and 
cotton crop, as well as their independence. Th e community became relatively 
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well known as an example of Black women’s independence, perseverance, 
and collective spirit.

Fit to Be Free

Pease and Pease describe these “organized Negro communities”—“designed 
to prove that the Negro was fi t to be a free man”—as “impressive undertak-
ings,” both in the goals set and “in the dedication, zeal, and vision of those 
who devoted themselves to” them (1963, 160). Th ey were political and eco-
nomic havens for escaped enslaved people and impoverished freedmen, 
operating under ideals of Jeff ersonian agrarianism and, later, urban-industrial 
entrepreneurship. Th ese communities provided academic and vocational 
education, as well as citizenship and political training for moral and spiritual 
improvement and leadership development. Although collective in practice, 
the ideals promoted most by the White organizers (and many of the Black 
leaders) were the ultimate achievement of middle-class culture, individual-
ism, and capitalist development. Individuals and their families did benefi t. 
During the time they lived there, and while the communities were successful, 
members were able to make a living collectively, to provide themselves and 
their children with a good education and other training, and often to own 
their own land. While the examples show that there were benefi ts from and 
positive aspects of these communities, they were also based largely on 
paternalistic relationships between White benefactor-managers and Black 
residents. Th ese communities suff ered many hardships, missteps, frauds, 
and failures. Pease and Pease observe that “often settlements looked less like 
co-operative community enterprises than like isolated reservations” (1963, 
162). Th e goal was to create gentleman farmers out of ex-enslaved people, to 
have them work the soil to improve their character. Most of these communi-
ties succeeded in training Blacks to adjust to and integrate into White society, 
but not in changing White attitudes, making systemic changes, or even oper-
ating in separate utopian societies. Th e Combahee River Colony stands out as 
one of the few that had genuine strong African American leadership and 
were largely autonomous of White oversight. Pease and Pease conclude pes-
simistically that “the results were, on the whole, . . . tragically inconsequen-
tial” (160).

Nevertheless, these experiments in communal living provided training in 
and collective memory of democratic communities and attempts at coopera-
tive economics among African Americans. Some of the communities, espe-
cially those organized by African Americans for their own independence, 
such as the Combahee River Colony, were much more separatist in desire 
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and collective in practice. DeFilippis notes that some socialist communes 
were radical:

While the black communes emerged in the 1830s and were explicitly 
geared toward reproducing agrarian and mercantile capitalism in black 
communities, there was a parallel and yet completely diff erent history 
of nineteenth-century communes and collectives that were oriented 
toward exactly the opposite goal—creating places outside the con-
straints and structures of the emergent industrial capitalist world of 
wage slavery and employment-based production. Th ese “utopian” 
communities were attempts at local-scale communism, and they were 
largely divided between secular and religious communes, although 
there was a good deal of overlap. (2004, 39)3

Although none of the Owenite communes were predominantly African 
American—most had no Black members at all (because Blacks and Whites 
were not supposed to live together)—an exception was the Northampton 
Association of Education and Industry. As noted above, the NAEI invited 
interracial membership and allowed Black leadership. Th e Nashoba Com-
mune was supposed to be, fi rst, a predominantly Black utopian society (or at 
least training ground), and, second, an integrated utopian society whose 
purpose was to provide opportunities for African Americans to learn com-
munal living while earning enough to buy their freedom and passage to Haiti 
or Liberia. Unlike the NAEI, Nashoba was not particularly egalitarian and did 
not encourage Black leadership. While not particularly successful, Nashoba 
lasted longer than some of Owen’s White socialist utopian communes. None-
theless, according to DeFilippis, the history of nineteenth-century Black 
“organized communities” provides the “roots for the emergence of commu-
nity ownership” and community control in the United States (2004, 38).

Mutual-Aid and Benefi cial Societies

Collective practice and leadership among independent African Americans 
was more evident in the more prevalent and very successful African Ameri-
can mutual-aid and benefi cial societies. Th e majority of early African Amer-
ican cooperative economic activity revolved around benevolent societies, 
benefi cial societies, mutual-aid societies, and, more formally and more com-
monly, mutual insurance companies. Many of these societies were integrally 
connected with religious institutions or people with the same religious affi  li-
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ation, and they established educational, health, social welfare, moral, and 
economic services for their members. Chief among the activities was care for 
widows and children, the elderly, and the poor, and provision of burial ser-
vices.4 Woodson describes a “tendency toward mutual helpfulness” among 
the enslaved and notes that free Negroes in the South “were well known for 
their mutual helpfulness.” In addition, “wherever Negroes had their own 
churches benevolence developed as the handmaiden of religion” (1929, 202).

Th e purpose of these mutual-aid societies was to “provide people with the 
basic needs of everyday life—clothing, shelter, and emotional and physical 
sustenance” (Jones 1985, 127). In addition to social welfare functions, many of 
the societies promoted temperance and other middle-class and Christian 
values; but they also protected fugitives and free African Americans from 
kidnappers (Hine, Hine, and Harrold 2010, 116). Berry notes that “African 
Americans had long been in the habit of forming mutual assistance associa-
tions, providing help when government refused to help. For African Ameri-
cans, such mediating institutions historically provided the only available 
social assistance” (2005, 61). Similarly, Weare contends that mutual aid was a 
“pragmatic response to social and economic needs. In many cases autono-
mous Negro societies were organized only after Black leaders were rebuff ed 
when they sought to join existing white groups” (1993, 8).

According to Hine, Hine and Harrold, “the earliest Black community insti-
tutions were mutual aid societies” (2010, 116). Du Bois notes their large num-
bers and wide ramifi cations by 1907 (1907, 93). Berry calls mutual aid “one 
component of the broad eff ort at community care among African Americans, 
which included secret societies, homes for children, old-age homes, and a 
fl exible family system for individuals throughout the life cycle” (2005, 64). In 
addition, Black Freemason societies united Black men regionally and were a 
major social movement in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 
(Hine, Hine, and Harrold 2010, 117). Fraternities and secret societies were 
equally plentiful and infl uential. Woodson observes that “while they were 
secret in procedure and benevolent in purpose these fraternal agencies off ered 
unusual opportunities for community eff ort, the promotion of racial con-
sciousness, and the development of leadership” (1929, 205).

Most scholars of this era (Berry 2005; Weare 1993; Pollard 1980; Woodson 
1929; Du Bois 1898 and 1907, for example) note the connection between 
mutual aid and religious activity. As Du Bois observed:

Of the 236 eff orts and institutions reported in this inquiry [about prac-
tical insurance and benevolence], seventy-nine are churches. Next in 
importance to churches come the Negro secret societies. . . . Of the 
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organizations reported ninety-two were secret societies—some, branches 
or imitations of great white societies, some original Negro inventions. . . . 
Th ere are, however, many Negro organizations whose sole object is to 
aid and reform. First among these come the benefi cial societies. . . . 
Th ese benefi cial organizations have spread until to-day there are many 
thousands of them in the United States. Th ey are mutual benefi t asso-
ciations and are usually connected with churches. Of such societies 
twenty-six are returned in this report. (1898, 4–5)

Interestingly, the fi rst independent Black church in the United States, the 
African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, was established by the leaders of 
the second African American mutual-aid society in the country, the Free 
African Society in Philadelphia. Th e fi rst offi  cial mutual-aid society was 
organized in Newport, Rhode Island, in 1780 (Hine, Hine and Harrold 2010), 
followed by the Free African Society (often erroneously believed to be the 
fi rst), established by Richard Allen and Absalom Jones in 1787. Allen and 
Jones also founded the AME Church in Philadelphia in 1816. Six years earlier, 
the fi rst African American insurance company, African Insurance Company, 
was established in Philadelphia (Du Bois 1907, 98). Th e Negro convention 
movement also began in Philadelphia, in 1830, and was an important stimu-
lus to the growth of benefi cial societies across the nation (Pollard 1980, 231). 
Here we see the interconnectedness in one city between the diff erent forms of 
society and help, and between the various institutions that provided them 
with solidarity and support.

Black mutual-aid and benefi cial societies spread rapidly in the early 1800s, 
especially in the North and in urban areas (Jones 1985, 126; Weare 1993). 
Although more common in the North, many southern cities, such as New 
Orleans, Charleston (Berry 2005), and Richmond (Weare 1993), also had 
these societies. By 1830 there were more than a hundred mutual-aid societies 
in Philadelphia alone, and about thirty in Baltimore. In 1855, 9,762 African 
Americans were members of 108 Black mutual-aid societies in Philadelphia 
(Hine, Hine, and Harrold 2010, 183). Du Bois (1907) focused much of his 
research on the various societies in Baltimore.

Du Bois (1898, 19) described the business methods of benefi cial societies. 
A group of people who know each other through their neighborhood or 
church or other organization join an organization to provide a service or set 
of services. Th ey agree to pay an initial fee to join and a weekly or monthly fee 
to keep the common fund operating. A specifi ed portion is paid to any mem-
ber who needs the service, whether he or she is sick and needs a doctor, hos-
pitalization, an income while convalescing, or needs to be buried or needs 
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food or clothing. Sometimes other members donate their services instead of, 
or in addition to, funds from the organization’s treasury. Some societies hire 
their own doctor or nurse to attend to members’ health needs (Berkeley 
1985). According to Pollard, these societies paid death benefi ts of between 
$10 and $20, and sick benefi ts from $1 to $3, each on premiums of 25 cents on 
average (1980, 231). Weare similarly records that premiums ranged from 25 to 
37 cents per month and that benefi ts ranged from $1.50 to $3 per week for 
sickness and $10 to $20 for death claims (1993, 9). Many families belonged to 
two or more aid societies in order to increase their sick benefi ts.

Although the fi rst mutual-aid societies were male only or dominated by 
men, by the 1790s women had established their own mutual-aid and benefi -
cial societies (Berkeley 1985; Jones 1985; Lerner 1974; Boylan 1984). Berkeley 
contends that “black women were often in the vanguard in founding and 
sustaining autonomous organizations designed specifi cally to improve social 
conditions within their respective communities. . . . In creating autonomous 
institutions to solve the problems caused by inadequate health care services, 
substandard housing, economic deprivation, and segregated schools, black 
women served notice that they felt a special responsibility to provide social 
welfare programs for their communities” (1985, 184). Black women estab-
lished day nurseries, orphanages, homes for the aged and infi rm, hospitals, 
cemeteries, night schools, and scholarship funds (Berkeley 1985; Jones 1985; 
Lerner 1974). Th ey pooled “meager resources,” sponsored fund-raisers, 
solicited voluntary contributions (Berkeley 1985, 85), and used modest dues 
that even the “poorest women managed to contribute” to meet vital social 
welfare needs (Jones 1985). Women’s mutual-aid societies proliferated and 
were sometimes more numerous than all-male or men-oriented ones, and 
became infl uential in the Black community throughout the 1800s and into 
the 1900s. “In 1793 Philadelphia’s Female Benevolent Society of St. Th omas 
took over the welfare functions of the city’s Free African Society” (Hine, Hine, 
and Harrold 2010, 116). Th is was one of the fi rst female societies among Afri-
can Americans. Other Black women’s societies in Philadelphia included the 
Benevolent Daughters, the Daughters of Africa, and the American Female 
Bond Benevolent Society. In Petersburg, Virginia, half of the mutual-aid 
societies were exclusively female, such as the Sisters of Friendship, Sisters of 
Charity, and Ladies Union (Jones 1985, 126).

Mutual-aid, benevolent, self-improvement, and fraternal organizations 
also proliferated after the Civil War (Hine, Hine, and Harrold 2010, 183). 
Berry explains that after emancipation, African Americans sought to pool 
their resources and work together in order to survive (2005, 102). Th ose who 
were free before the Civil War provided the only economic base the African 
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American community had immediately after emancipation. Th e mutual-aid 
societies provided a structure for their collective eff orts.5 Petersburg, Vir-
ginia, had twenty-two diff erent voluntary societies in 1898 (Jones 1985). Th e 
Workers’ Mutual Aid Association in Virginia, for example, was organized in 
1894. In 1898 it had twelve stockholders and two salaried offi  cers, 10,053 
members, an annual income of $3,600, and property worth $550 (Du Bois 
1898). It paid sick and death benefi ts totaling $1,700 during that year (20). 
Th e Cotton Jammers and Longshoremen’s Association No. 2 of Galveston, 
Texas, was more than a trade union, according to Du Bois. It invested $1,000 
in tools. Members and “diff erent gangs at work” paid dues to the organiza-
tion, and the association paid sick and death benefi ts (26).

By 1898, 15 percent of Black men and 52 percent of Black women in New 
York City belonged to a mutual-aid society, even though nationally the num-
ber of mutual-aid societies was beginning to decline (Du Bois 1898, 19). If 
New York City is typical, women were overwhelmingly members of mutual-
aid societies at the end of the nineteenth century. And although there were 
fewer aid organizations by the beginning of the twentieth century, the record 
shows that many remained strong and eff ective. It is important to note that 
while the federal Freedmen’s Bureau engaged in similar eff orts to help newly 
freed African Americans during the fi rst Reconstruction era, this did not 
prevent African Americans from organizing on their own and continuing to 
provide aid through local (and sometimes regional) Black-owned and Black-
controlled organizations.

Th e Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension Association

Mary Frances Berry, in her biography of Callie House, describes the dual 
purpose of the Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension Association, 
founded in 1896 in Tennessee. Th e primary purpose was to pressure legis-
lators to enact legislation to establish pensions for ex-slaves. Its secondary 
purpose was to provide aid and relief to members in need. Th e mutual-aid 
function operated continuously, even after the pension movement declined, 
kept the organization solvent, and helped to protect it from prosecution for 
mail fraud (as a lobbying organization, the association was accused of accept-
ing unlawful payments through the mail). Even after giving up the pension 
legislation mission by 1916, the association remained a mutual-aid society, 
some of the chapters continuing mutual-aid activities until 1931 (Berry 2005). 
Berry’s biography provides a comprehensive account of the organization’s 
operations, members’ political activities, and the importance of the associa-
tion’s mission to provide economic and social welfare safety nets.
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Th e National Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension Association 
took on what was “essentially a poor people’s movement” (Berry 2005, 51), 
demanding pensions for the formerly enslaved to compensate for years of 
unpaid labor. Th e association also provided medical and burial assistance. In 
addition, it off ered a democratic structure in which local people had control 
and a voice, “at a time when blacks were practically disfranchised or on the 
verge of becoming so throughout the South” (51–52). Th e association empha-
sized self-help, and local chapters were required to use part of their dues for 
sick benefi ts and the burial of members (61). Many of the founders and char-
ter members of the association already had experience in a mutual-aid soci-
ety. Lead organizer Callie House “emphasized the need for local mutual 
benefi t activities as the linchpin of their solidarity” (94). Members paid an 
initial fee of 25 cents, plus 20 cents per month in dues. Local organizations 
paid $2.50 for a charter. Also, if needed, the association could collect 
“extraordinary” collections of 5 cents per member to defray unusual expenses.

Maggie Lena Walker and the Independent Order of Saint Luke

Elsa Barkley Brown explores the role of Maggie Lena Walker and other women 
in the development and expansion of the Independent Order of Saint Luke, 
which was failing when Walker became grand secretary in 1899. Th e Inde-
pendent Order of Saint Luke began as a women’s sickness and death mutual-
benefi t association in Maryland in 1867. Th e organization accepted men 
starting in the 1880s, when it expanded to New York and Virginia (Barkley 
Brown 1989, 616). When Walker took over, a majority of the board of direc-
tors were also women. Th ey became politically active in their communities 
and served as role models for other women and girls. Walker “insisted that 
organization and expansion of women’s roles economically and politically 
were essential ingredients without which the community, the race, and even 
black men could not achieve their full potential” (621). Women members 
argued that their community could not be developed fully by men alone, and 
that Black women had to be integral to the process (629). Walker also institu-
tionalized a notion of family that encompassed everyone who worked within 
the organization (619), which helped to cement community ties.

Walker built up the Richmond branch of the Order of Saint Luke, which 
later became the organization’s headquarters, adding a department store and 
a bank (the Saint Luke Penny Savings Bank) in 1903; the purpose of the bank 
was to provide loans to the community. Th e Saint Luke Penny Savings Bank 
also owned six hundred homes by 1920. By 1929 it had bought up all the other 
Black-owned banks in Richmond and became the Consolidated Bank and 
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Trust Company, the board of which was chaired by Walker. “By 1924, the 
Independent Order of Saint Luke had 50,000 members, 1500 local chapters, 
a staff  of 50 working in its Richmond headquarters and assets of almost 
$400,000” (Bois 1998).

In terms of Walker’s leadership and perspective on Black women and col-
lective action, Barkley Brown writes:

Undergirding all of their work was a belief in the possibilities inherent 
in the collective struggle of black women in particular and of the black 
community in general. Walker argued that the only way in which black 
women would be able “to avoid the traps and snares of life” would be to 
“band themselves together, organize, . . . put their mites together, put 
their hands and their brains together and make work and business for 
themselves.” Th e idea of collective economic development was not a 
new idea for these women, many of whom were instrumental in estab-
lishing the Woman’s Union, a female insurance company founded in 
1898. . . . Th e institutionalization of this notion of family cemented the 
community. (618–19)

Barkley Brown makes several important points about how collective eco-
nomic activity came naturally to the Black women leaders of Saint Luke’s, 
because they had been involved in other organizing and economic develop-
ment activity. Th e women also recognized that men needed to work together 
with them. Th is created a strong institution that expanded economically, 
socially, and politically.

Major Contributions of Mutual-Aid Societies

In addition to providing assistance to members, mutual-aid and benefi cial 
societies also taught members many skills, both individually and collectively. 
Du Bois (1907) lists four major contributions: they encouraged economic 
cooperation, inspired self- and group confi dence, consolidated small amounts 
of capital, and taught business methods. Th ese important skills were transfer-
able to other spheres of life, and set the stage for future collective economic 
activities. Th ere are many examples throughout this volume of African 
American women and men who were fi rst involved in mutual aid and then 
became involved in more formal cooperative businesses. Halena Wilson, the 
president of the Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters 
and a co-op developer, started out as the leader of a mutual-aid society, for 
example (see chapters 4 and 7). Charles Prejean, the former executive direc-
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tor of the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, another example, notes that 
many of the early activists in Black southern cooperative economic eff orts in 
the 1950s and ’60s had fi rst been members of community-level benevolent 
organizations. Th is experience “brought to [cooperative economic eff orts] 
some skills that were very useful to the organization” (Prejean 1992, 15). 
Some mutual-aid organizations transitioned into formal businesses, partic-
ularly mutual insurance companies, which were the earliest of the formal 
cooperatives.
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Generation after generation, ethnic and class alliances arose in the [Delta] region with 
the aim of expanding social and economic democracy, only to be ignored, dismissed, 
and defeated. Th ese defeats were followed by arrogant attempts to purge such heroic 
movements from both historical texts and popular memory. Yet even in defeat these 
movements transformed the policies of the plantation bloc and informed daily life, 
community-building activities, and subsequent movements.
—woods (1998, 4)

Th e story of the African American cooperative movement in the United States 
is also a story of unionization, organized labor’s early eff orts at cooperative 
development, and populism. Th e Cooperative Workers of America and the 
Knights of Labor, integrated unions operating in the South, supported small 
farmers, laborers, and the grassroots Black rural sector (Ali 2003, 44–45). 
Th e Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Co-operative Union continued 
their legacy, challenging White supremacy and establishing cooperatives in a 
hostile environment. In the late nineteenth century, the cooperative move-
ment was part of the populist movement for the rights of small farmers and 
laborers, working for political power, economic survival, and control over 
production.

Th e Knights of Labor

According to Steve Leikin, the Knights of Labor (KOL) was the American 
organization that came closest to replicating the experience of European 
cooperative movements, starting immediately after the Civil War years, an 
era in which the American Federation of Labor specifi cally rejected coopera-
tives as a strategy of labor reform (1999, 2). Th e cooperative movement in the 
United States was not closely aligned with organized labor, as in Europe, 
although there were exceptions, including advocacy, on the part of some 
labor unions, for worker, consumer, and producer cooperatives, such as 

2
from economic independence to political advocacy
Cooperation and the Nineteenth-Century Black Populist Movement
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cooperatively owned mills, factories, craft production, and retail stores. In 
1836, for example, the National Trades Union, after prolonged struggles with 
employers, recommended cooperation as a solution to strikes and the dilu-
tion of craft skills (6), sponsoring about eighteen production cooperatives; 
and in the 1840s, the associationist movement produced twenty-two indus-
trial cooperatives (Curl 2009, 4). Cooperative ideals revived in the 1860s, 
immediately after the Civil War.

Rochdale cooperatives had emerged by 1863 and began to attract support-
ers within the American labor movement.1 Hundreds of cooperatives had 
been launched in the United States by the early 1870s (Curl 2009; see also 
Leikin 1999). Th e Iron Molders union, for example, organized cooperative 
foundries in Troy, New York, and Cincinnati, Ohio, in 1866. Th e National 
Labor Union (NLU), the fi rst national union federation in the country, “threw 
all its weight behind the cooperative movement” in the late 1860s, in addition 
to promoting the eight-hour day, rights for women, and Black and White 
labor solidarity (Curl 2009, 65). Th e NLU advocated that all states should 
pass cooperative incorporation laws, and organized more than 180 produc-
tion cooperatives between the late 1860s and the 1870s. Th e Sovereigns of 
Industry, a “reform organization” of industrial workers (1874–79), began 
advocating for cooperative stores in its more than three hundred local chap-
ters across the Northeast and midwestern and central United States (Leikin 
1999, 9; Curl 2009, 80–81). A decade later, the Knights of Labor supplanted 
the Sovereigns of Industry and operated cooperatives from their local chap-
ters. By the 1880s, 334 worker cooperatives had been organized in the United 
States.2 Two hundred were part of a chain of industrial cooperatives orga-
nized by the Knights of Labor between 1886 and 1888 (Curl 2009, 4). Th e 
KOL envisioned widespread adoption of economic democracy and the devel-
opment of a “cooperative commonwealth.” Leikin notes that at least fi ve 
hundred cooperative workshops and factories opened in the twenty-fi ve 
years following the Civil War (1999, 10). KOL cooperatives were concentrated 
in the East and Midwest. Most were mines, foundries, mills, and factories 
making barrels, clothes, shoes, and soap, but KOL cooperatives also included 
printers, laundries, furniture makers, potters, and lumberjacks (Curl 2009, 
92). In Virginia, KOL locals organized a cooperative building, a soap factory, 
and an underwear factory (Rachleff  2012). Products made in KOL coopera-
tives carried the KOL label. African American members of the KOL operated 
a cooperative cotton gin in Stewart’s Station, Alabama, and built cooperative 
villages near Birmingham (Curl 2009, 101).

Th e KOL achieved its greatest victory in 1885, when it won union repre-
sentation against the Union Pacifi c Railroad. At its height, the KOL was the 
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largest labor organization in the world, with almost one million members 
(Curl 2009, 4, 102). It was also one of the few racially integrated unions. 
According to Sidney Kessler, “tens of thousands of Negroes” who had never 
been in the labor movement before joined the KOL in the 1880s. In 1886 
there were an estimated sixty thousand African Americans in the Knights of 
Labor, although some estimate that by 1887 there were closer to ninety or 
ninety-fi ve thousand. “More than any other union of the eighteen eighties, 
the Knights of Labor realized that the self-interest of its white members was 
in the organization of Negro Labor” (Kessler 1952, 272, 275).

An example of the way in which Blacks and Whites worked together in the 
KOL can be seen in Richmond, Virginia, where small KOL locals began form-
ing in 1881 on the basis of workplace, trade, neighborhood, or fraternal or 
mutual-aid ties. White and Black workers organized separate locals, and in 
1884 and early 1885 established local district assemblies, which combined the 
small locals. Twelve African American locals organized District Assembly 92; 
six weeks later, in March 1885, eleven White locals organized District Assem-
bly 84. District Assembly 92 had more than fi ve hundred members and was 
the fi rst African American KOL district assembly in the United States, accord-
ing to Rachleff  (2012). An integrated KOL campaign in Richmond organized 
the Workingmen’s Reform Party, which won control of the municipal gov-
ernment in 1886, electing Black candidates. Th is new administration in Rich-
mond proceeded to build a new city hall with a racially integrated, unionized 
local workforce. Th is was actually a biracial coalition of men and women 
laborers, with Black and White members organizing separately for a linked 
campaign with shared goals (Rachleff  2012, 34). As signifi cant as the inte-
grated coalition was, the gender equality was equally remarkable, especially 
given that women could not vote. Women participated in the KOL’s cam-
paigns and boycotts (often as leaders), and in the cooperatives as workers and 
consumers.

A major issue for the Richmond Knights of Labor was the construction of 
the new city hall—the old one had been burned down by the Confederate 
government as it abandoned Richmond in April 1865. In the early 1880s, the 
reigning conservative White city government solicited bids for the recon-
struction of the building. In 1885 the KOL submitted a petition requesting 
that the hall be built with local materials by local workers employed directly 
by the city, who would be paid union wages and work eight-hour days. Th e 
petition also specifi ed that all jobs, skilled as well as unskilled, should “be 
open to the employment of ‘colored’ workers” (Rachleff  2012, 35). Th is was of 
particular concern because the city had been contracting with workers from 
the Virginia State Penitentiary and using convict labor. KOL coopers in Vir-
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ginia were skilled workers and among the most racially integrated of the 
trades. In the early 1880s the penitentiary housed a mechanized barrel fac-
tory within its walls and used convicts to make the barrels. Th is had a large 
negative impact on the local Black and White coopers, and the two KOL dis-
trict assemblies in Virginia mounted a campaign to close the factory. Rachleff  
notes that not only was the strategy—boycotts, petitions, and electing KOL 
members to city government—successful, but it also transformed “their labor 
organization into a political and social movement” (35). Richmond Blacks, for 
example, convened a statewide Black political convention in October 1885, 
calling for an end to convict labor and a suspension of support for the Repub-
lican Party if it did not agree to this plan.

Th e Role of Women in Early Union Co-ops

Th e early union cooperatives were often relatively conservative politically 
and limited the rights and mobility of women and unskilled workers in their 
operation and decision making (Leikin 1999, 16). As women entered the 
labor movement, they began to challenge the gender bias of established 
cooperative values. Curl notes that co-op women attempted to incorporate 
“feminine” ideals of mutual aid and volunteerism as central to their coopera-
tive visions (2009, 17). Black women, who had a long and impressive history 
in the mutual-aid movement, pursued the same goal, and brought time-
honored strategies and skills to African American cooperatives. In 1886, 
Leonora Barry was elected head of the new department of women’s work at 
the KOL convention (101). Barry was the fi rst female professional labor orga-
nizer in U.S. history, and supported the KOL’s vision of cooperative develop-
ment.3 Women members of the KOL set up cooperative garment factories in 
Chicago, St. Louis, and Indianapolis.

Th e Legacy of the Knights of Labor

Th e Knights of Labor connected workplace issues and labor rights with local, 
state, and federal policies, and was active in politics and mutual aid as well as 
economic development. Th e KOL connected and built upon earlier activities 
and organizations, and encouraged and promoted women’s and African 
American involvement. Black members were known for their militancy, and 
were eventually forced underground in the face of antiunion and racist 
intimidation and violence (Ali 2003). Many militant White members also 
went underground in the face of violent opposition from conservatives and 
the corporate sector (Curl 2009). After the famous Haymarket strike of 1886 
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in Chicago, the decline of the Knights of Labor was felt most strongly among 
the cooperatives. As Curl observes, “Th e entire economic system came down 
hard on the Knight cooperatives: railroads refused to haul their products; 
manufacturers refused to sell them needed machinery; wholesalers refused 
them raw materials and supplies; banks wouldn’t lend” (2009, 106). Most of 
the cooperatives were forced to close by the end of 1888. Th e Knights of Labor 
led a movement that tore through the country, mostly the South. It had a sig-
nifi cant impact but then went underground and resurfaced in other forms.

Th e Cooperative Workers of America

In South Carolina, the Cooperative Workers of America (CWA) built on the 
foundation laid by the Knights of Labor. Hiram F. Hoover (or Hover), a for-
mer KOL member in North Carolina, was president and chief organizer of the 
CWA. Much of the leadership of the CWA in South Carolina was African 
American. Most were landless farm laborers with large families. Th e Hoover 
movement was strongest where cotton was important and the Black popula-
tion was highest. Here again, women were admitted with equal status to men 
(Ali 2003, 62; Baker 1999, 284, 270).

Th e CWA focused on starting cooperative stores and a free cooperative 
school system, and addressed issues of wages, work conditions, and electoral 
reform. Th e organization’s goal was to strengthen the position of workers, 
especially Black workers, by decreasing their dependence on the credit sys-
tem. Th e CWA used Black organizers (though Hoover was White) and con-
nected the movement to Black Baptist and Methodist churches, union 
leagues, Black fraternal orders, and other mutual-benefi t societies that con-
tinued after Reconstruction and often met in secret for protection. As with 
other African American movements, a strong connection to mutual-benefi t 
societies was important (Ali 2003, 63; Baker 1999, 284, 264).

Locals assembled in clubs, where they studied the organization’s consti-
tution. Th e initiation fee was fi fty-fi ve cents, and for another dollar a mem-
ber could contribute to the establishment of a cooperative store “where all 
the members could trade and buy at wholesale rates” (Baker 1999, 264). One 
noted CWA attempt to establish a cooperative store was unsuccessful 
because of lack of funds, a shortage of time, and insuffi  cient membership 
(Ali 2003, 64; Baker 1999, 285). Th e CWA advanced a progressive platform 
that included repeal of the poll tax and of all unjust laws against labor, 
weekly wage guarantees, and “implementation of a free cooperative school 
system” (Ali 2003, 65). According to Ali, White attempts at infi ltration of the 
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CWA failed, but “terroristic suppression” was successful in many areas, 
especially after rumors of a strike. Also, diff erences within the Black com-
munity led to the organization’s demise after a vigilante attack in the CWA 
stronghold of Fairview, South Carolina, in early July 1887 (Baker 1999, 279, 
282, 283, 285).

Th e Populist Movement

Th e populist movement developed out of the experiences—including the 
failures—of the early unions and the growing National Farmers Alliance in 
the late 1880s, as well as other grassroots farmers’ movements such as the 
Patrons of Husbandry, better known as the Grange, in the 1870s. In 1887, the 
three-million-strong Farmers Alliance opened its fi rst cooperative, intended 
to be part of a network of organized agricultural cooperatives in an extensive 
cooperative economic system (Curl 2009, 5). Th e Farmers Alliance in South 
Carolina, for example, arrived in that state “only a few months after the 
demise of the CWA [in 1887, and] also centered its eff orts on cooperation. Th e 
Farmers’ Alliance, however, ‘whose members were primarily landowning 
farmers,’ had far more resources upon which to draw than did the rural, 
black day-laborers who made up the bulk of the membership of the CWA” 
(Baker 1999, 280). In the face of rising costs, falling prices, and rural isola-
tion, White and Black farmers in the South in the late 1880s were joining 
farmers’ fraternal organizations such as the Grange, the Agricultural Wheels, 
state farmers’ unions, and the Southern Farmers’ Alliance. Th e Southern 
Farmers’ Alliance emerged as the most signifi cant agricultural organization 
in the South, but it did not accept Negro membership and at best promoted 
separate Black chapters (Reynolds 2002). African Americans formed their 
own organization, the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Co-operative 
Union (CFNACU), which worked with the Southern Farmers’ Alliance but 
remained a separate organization.

Th ere were disparate Black agrarian groups before the CFNACU, such as 
the Colored Farmers Association in Texas (mid-1870s), the Colored Grange 
of Tennessee (1880), and the Negro Alliance of Arkansas (1882) (Ali 2003). 
Th e Mississippi Union Leagues were also “hatcheries of radical economic 
experiments” (Woods 2007, 55). Th e Colored Agricultural Wheels expressed 
Black populism in the mid-1880s. “Colored Wheels were non-partisan 
agrarian groups that focused on economic cooperation while pressing for 
economic and political reforms,” according to Ali, and by the late 1880s were 
spreading in Alabama and Tennessee as well as Arkansas (2003, 45).
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According to Berry, in the 1880s, depressed economic conditions for poor 
farmers led them to join radical agrarian organizations (2005, 26–27). Radi-
cals preached solidarity for poor Black and White farmers. Th e Populist Party 
tried to protect African Americans to ensure the equal application of voting 
procedures in 1892. Democrats forced African Americans who worked for 
them to vote Democratic and used riots and murder to maintain political 
power. “Th e Populists feared that they would not always be able to control 
African Americans if they were permitted to behave as allies and not subor-
dinates, and they also feared Democratic control of black voters and eff orts to 
disfranchise poor whites. Poor whites, the planter class, and industrialists 
joined together in forcing African Americans out of the political arena in the 
1890s” (Berry 2005, 27). Similarly, Ali observes that “the inherent confl ict 
between the poor African American agrarian base of black Populism (drawn 
from the approximately 92% of the rural southern black population that was 
virtually landless) and the relatively affl  uent white leadership of the Populist 
movement would continue into the early 1890s” (2003, 56–57). Violence and 
intimidation were frequently used to suppress the growth of Black populism, 
as the movement spearheaded plantation strikes.

Woods describes this period as one in which African Americans wanted to 
dismantle the plantation regime, establish self-governing communities, and 
become landowners, both individually and collectively. By the 1880s, a mass 
movement of Blacks and Whites had arisen under the populist banner. Pop-
ulists identifi ed northern industrial capitalists and southern plantation 
monopolists as “enemies of cooperatively based community development” 
(Woods 1998, 7). African Americans pushed their community-development 
agenda by building schools, establishing new towns, buying land, and pro-
testing the denial of civil and human rights, even though they were essen-
tially voteless and increasingly segregated. “Out of necessity,” Woods 
observes, “many of those who remained in the South focused again on the 
land and labor reform agenda by organizing rural unions to end peonage, to 
improve wages, and to end the thievery associated with year-end settle-
ments” (9).

Th is is the context in which the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and 
Co-operative Union matured and operated. It tried to promote political 
action among African Americans to ensure economic opportunity and stabil-
ity (Ali 2003). “Dominated by small land-owners, this movement engaged in 
independent party politics while simultaneously building an economic infra-
structure for a new society” (Woods 1998, 8).

Th e Black populist movement was heavily infl uenced by the attempts of 
racially integrated unions to develop a cooperative commonwealth in the late 
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nineteenth century. Th e CFNACU pulled together elements of the Black pop-
ulist movement in the 1880s and ’90s. Th e colored alliances also continued 
the cooperative development that the Knights of Labor began. From the 
beginning, the CFNACU presented itself as a mutual-benefi t organization 
devoted to improving the lives of Black farmers and agrarian laborers through 
education and economic cooperation. Its members became as militant as the 
Knights of Labor and led “some of the most ambitious strikes and boycotts,” 
which made Black populism “even more of a threat to the establishment” (Ali 
2003, 61n107).

Th e Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Co-operative Union

As the earlier populist organizations disbanded and went underground, the 
CFNACU began to pull together grassroots eff orts and form a network of 
regional and national organizations. Like the mutual-aid societies, many 
were connected with and relied on churches (Ali 2003, 70). Th e fi rst Negro 
alliance was organized in Arkansas in 1882 (76n3). Members of local chapters 
shared agricultural techniques and innovations and coordinated cooperative 
eff orts for planting and harvesting (77). Similarly, in Macon, Georgia, at a 
meeting of 350 African Americans, a Reverend Love off ered a resolution to 
form “cooperative associations, cooperative farms, and storehouses.”4

Offi  cially founded by J. J. Shuff er, H. L. Spencer, and R. M. Humphrey in 
1886 in Houston County, Texas, the CFNACU spread to establish chapters in 
every state in the South (Curl 2009, 111; Holmes n.d.). In March 1888, the alli-
ance held its fi rst national meeting in Lovelady, Texas (Humphrey 1891; Miller 
1972; Spriggs 1979; Ali 2003). Th e CFNACU consolidated several Black-
focused agrarian organizations in the South—the Colored Agricultural 
Wheels, the Knights of Labor, the Cooperative Workers of America, and the 
Florida Farmers Union5—into a regional coalition. “Th e focus of these early 
groups was on relief through collectivizing resources, and collective bar-
gaining through boycotts and strikes” (Ali 2005, 5). By 1891 the CFNACU 
boasted a membership of more than one million (Ali 2003), though, accord-
ing to Curl, the alliance “had one and a quarter million members, making it 
the largest-ever organization of black Americans, most of them sharecrop-
pers and tenant farmers” (2009, 111). Most accounts, however, suggest that 
the total was closer to four or fi ve hundred thousand members (Holmes 
1973). In any case, the CFNACU was indisputably the largest African Amer-
ican organization of its time. While its local leaders were Black, the state 
and regional organizers were largely White, headed by the White founder 
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Reverend Humphrey, who was general superintendent. Whites were able to 
organize openly in places where Blacks would be physically attacked (Curl 
2009, 112).

Th e CFNACU was a self-help organization that encouraged members to 
work hard and sacrifi ce to uplift themselves. Some state chapters raised 
money to keep Black public schools open for longer terms, founded acade-
mies, and solicited funds to help the sick and disabled. In many ways, the 
CFNACU was another mutual-aid society. But it was also formed to increase 
Black political participation, and it advocated a political agenda. It often mir-
rored its White counterpart, the Southern Farmers’ Alliance (a branch of the 
National Farmers Alliance and Industrial Union, referred to as the Southern 
Alliance), in terms of philosophy and program, supporting most of the same 
policies (Holmes 1973). For example, in 1890 the CFNACU supported the 
Southern Alliance’s subtreasury plan, hoping that it would provide low-
interest loans for farmers and high prices for agricultural produce (Holmes 
1973, 269; Reynolds 2002; Ali 2003). Th e CFNACU also supported policies 
that the Southern Alliance did not, such as the Lodge election bill to provide 
federal protection to safeguard voting rights in the South, and the 1891 cotton 
pickers’ strike.

While some Black members owned small farms, many were sharecroppers 
and fi eld hands on White plantations. Th e CFNACU urged members to 
improve their farming methods and learn new techniques, purchase their own 
land and homes, and improve their education (Holmes 1973, 268). It pro-
moted collectivizing resources (Ali 2005). “Before being violently suppressed, 
the Colored Farmers’ Alliance advocated the expansion of land ownership and 
the creation of cooperative stores designed to pool African American resources 
while boycotting stores owned by planters or allied merchants and commis-
saries” (Woods 1998, 8). Branches established exchanges (cooperative stores/
warehouses and credit outlets) in the ports of Norfolk, Charleston, Mobile, 
New Orleans, and Houston where members could buy goods at reduced prices 
and borrow money from the organization to buy land and equipment or pay 
off  a loan (Ali 2003, 89; Holmes 1973 and n.d.). In some areas, the CFNACU 
shared an exchange with the Southern Alliance, although these were tenuous 
collaborations and often short-lived. Th e CFNACU communicated through 
branch newspapers to provide information about discriminatory legislation, 
monopolies and their eff ects on African Americans, and the latest initiatives of 
the organization, such as cooperative exchange projects, lobbying eff orts, 
credit programs, and cost-saving measures (Ali 2003, 80–81). Th e organiza-
tion sustained almost continuous opposition to its very existence from the 
White plantation bloc and even from Southern Alliance members.

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   56 2/27/14   2:41 PM



from economic independence to political advocacy   57

Th e Lefl ore Massacre

“Th e troubles in Lefl ore County sprang largely from the attempts by blacks 
to improve themselves fi nancially” (Holmes 1973, 268). In Lefl ore County, 
Mississippi, the CFNACU shared an exchange with the White Southern 
Alliance. One Oliver Cromwell began organizing chapters of the CFNACU 
in Lefl ore County in 1889. Holmes credits Cromwell with persuading Blacks 
to stop trading with local merchants and use the Farmers’ Alliance coop-
erative store in the nearby town of Durant. White Lefl ore County mer-
chants were losing Black business (and debt) and began to try to undermine 
Cromwell and the CFNACU. Th ey defamed Cromwell, threatened him, and 
started rumors that he had embezzled CFNACU funds. Th e CFNACU men 
rallied to defend him. Th e White citizens were fearful of a rebellion and 
requested that the governor send troops to protect them. While the rest of 
the account is confused and contradictory, the governor did send three 
companies of troops, and local armed Whites patrolled the county. It 
appears that local militias or posses massacred at least twenty-fi ve Blacks. 
Accounts, including Black newspaper accounts, reported as many as a 
hundred African Americans murdered. While CFNACU men rallied, most 
accounts agree that they had little ammunition; no Whites were killed. Th e 
incident was not actually well publicized at the time. Neither state nor 
county offi  cials took any action in response to the mass killings. “Th e kill-
ings in Lafl ore County illustrate a condition then widespread in the South” 
(Holmes 1973, 274).

Th e episode helps to explain “why the Colored Alliance was such a short-
lived movement” (Holmes 1973; see also Holmes 1975 and n.d.). After the 
massacre, White planters held a meeting declaring that the CFNACU had 
overstepped its bounds. Th ey notifi ed the editor of the Colored Farmers’ 
Alliance Advocate that distribution of the newspaper to its subscribers in the 
county would be halted and that and any attempt to distribute the newspaper 
in Lefl ore County would be dealt with harshly. Th e plantation bloc leaders 
also ordered the cooperative store, the Durant Commercial Company, to 
“desist from selling goods or loaning money to the Colored Alliance or to any 
of its members” (Holmes 1973, 274), although it was still allowed to serve the 
White members of the Southern Alliance. Many of the CFNACU leaders had 
fl ed by this time if they hadn’t been killed, and the Colored Farmers’ National 
Alliance and Co-operative Union in Lefl ore County collapsed.

By 1896, all branches of the CFNACU nationwide had dissolved, although 
other organizations, including the Knights of Labor, continued their work 
(Reynolds 2002; Ali 2003).
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Shift in Focus to Politics

Th e White and Black populist movements had similar purposes but often 
used diff erent strategies. African American populists supported White pro-
grams when it served their interest, such as patronizing Southern Alliance 
cooperative stores and lobbying for the same legislation (Ali 2003, 120; 
Holmes 1973), but they pursued their own policies and actions when it did 
not. White alliance members tolerated Black support but were intolerant of 
the organization when it diverged from White aims and control. As Holmes 
puts it, “As long as the Colored Alliance supported the programs of the 
Southern Alliance, many whites tolerated its existence. But when it tried to 
solve problems that contributed directly to the plight of Southern blacks 
[bettering their economic conditions and lessening their dependence on 
whites], it confl icted with the economic and racial policies of the white South” 
(1973, 274).

Many of the CFNACU’s economic eff orts were failures, and so members 
turned to politics. Increasing debt, lack of capital, declining crop prices, 
and poor wages hurt their members in particular. Also, as with earlier 
co-op eff orts, members of these organizations usually engaged in economic 
activities, particularly the cooperatives, while on strike, unemployed, or 
experiencing economic diffi  culties. Resources were therefore scarce. Run-
ning businesses of any kind under these conditions was diffi  cult. In addi-
tion, Ali notes that tactical failures, the inability to sustain cooperative 
stores, and limits to lobbying for agrarian reforms “convinced increasing 
numbers of black Populist leaders of the need to enter the political arena 
directly” (2003, 117). While the CFNACU “began as a strictly ‘non-partisan’ 
mutual benefi t association focused on economic cooperation, it developed 
into one of the most radical organizations of the era, carrying out boycotts 
and strikes and ultimately helping to create an independent political party, 
the People’s Party” (81). When eff orts to make economic change were 
thwarted, the CFNACU changed strategies, applying pressure on political 
candidates. Between 1890 and 1892 there was talk of forming a third 
national political party. Black and White southerners affi  liated with the 
alliances held a series of meetings with other activists from labor, agrarian, 
and reform organizations (“including the northern-established Knights of 
Labor, which de facto became a black organization as it spread into the 
South”) to discuss the issue (Ali 2005, 6). By 1892 they had formed the 
national People’s Party, with state-based independent parties in coalition 
with White independents.
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Th warted Dreams

Like the Knights of Labor, the Cooperative Workers of America, and other 
farmers’ alliances, whose vision of establishing cooperatives and exchanges 
was not realized, the CFNACU and its cooperative ventures were short-lived.6

At its height, the CFNACU, learning in part from the mutual-aid movement 
as well as the various Black populist and organized labor movements, used 
collective action, cooperative economics, economic solidarity, and political 
action to strengthen the position of Black farmers and farmworkers, form 
strategies for sustainable farming, and advocate for economic and political 
rights. All of the Black populist eff orts (like the White ones) were targeted by 
White employers, banks, and railway owners, who sanctioned White vigilan-
tes. Early Black cooperators suff ered physical violence—even death—as well 
as economic sabotage. At the same time, even the unsuccessful campaigns 
provided invaluable lessons about economic and political organizing at the 
grassroots level. Both the frustrations and the small victories associated with 
these eff orts would be remembered, and the vision of a cooperative society 
would continue to surround the Black civil rights and liberation movements.
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Even rural communities that lacked the almost total isolation of the Sea Islands pos-
sessed a strong commitment to corporatism and a concomitant scorn for the hoarding 
of private possessions. . . . It is clear that these patterns of behavior were determined 
as much by economic necessity as by cultural “choice.” If black household members 
pooled their energies to make a good crop, and if communities collectively provided 
for their own welfare, then poverty and oppression ruled out most of the alternative 
strategies. Individualism was a luxury that sharecroppers simply could not aff ord.
—jones (1985, 101–2)

More importantly, the Commission [the 1961 Civil Rights Commission] failed to rec-
ognize the degree to which community cooperation during the early years of the 
twentieth century helped move local farmers away from economic dependence on 
whites. Actuated by a strong sense of community, residents of Charles City County 
developed a diverse agricultural economy that included very few tenant farmers. With 
little need or desire to depend on white factory and landowners, between 1900 and 
1930 black farmers achieved a level of economic independence that later aided in the 
struggle for political rights and racial justice.
—craig (1987, 133–34)

Cooperative businesses among African Americans developed slowly—often 
evolving from mutual-aid societies to mutual insurance companies and from 
joint-stock companies to Rochdale cooperatives—as African Americans be-
came more sophisticated and experienced in cooperative ownership. W. E. B. 
Du Bois’s 1907 study in some ways lumps all eff orts at economic cooperation 
together. In this chapter, I examine these businesses from the 1880s to the 
early 1900s for elements of cooperative economic principles and practices 
and as examples of the evolution into formal cooperative businesses. During 
this era, most of these businesses were urban enterprises engaged more in 
off ering services and retail sales than in the production of goods. In addition, 
in the nineteenth century, the concept of Black capitalism was a strategy of 

Th is chapter incorporates heavy revisions of Gordon Nembhard 2004a and 2006a.

3
expanding the tradition

Early African American–Owned “Cooperative” Businesses
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racial economic solidarity and cooperation, as was Negro joint-stock owner-
ship (for example, the Chesapeake Marine Railway shipyard in Baltimore, the 
Coleman Manufacturing Company in Concord, North Carolina, and the Uni-
versal Negro Improvement Association’s Black Star Line and Negro Factories 
Corporation). Mutual insurance companies were the earliest formal coopera-
tive businesses among Blacks and Whites in the United States. As noted ear-
lier, starting in the late nineteenth century, African Americans also organized 
offi  cial cooperative businesses that followed the European “Rochdale Prin-
ciples of Cooperation.”1 Other early offi  cial cooperatives were farm coopera-
tives and cooperative marketing boards, consumer cooperative grocery stores, 
cooperative schools, and credit unions.

Mutual Insurance Companies

Some of the successful mutual-aid societies developed into insurance com-
panies when they formalized as businesses. As some societies became more 
sophisticated and substituted a board of directors for general member con-
trol, they became insurance companies (Du Bois 1898, 18). In the 1880s, 
many Blacks had joined White insurance companies but discovered that they 
received fewer monetary benefi ts for the same service, even though they paid 
the same premium (or higher). Th is inspired Blacks to establish their own 
insurance companies that would not defraud or discriminate against African 
American clients (Du Bois 1907, 98). Many southern states then passed laws 
protecting White insurance companies.

One of the largest Black mutual insurance companies was the Grand 
United Order of the True Reformers, which grew to have branches through-
out the South and East. It owned “considerable real estate and conduct[ed] a 
banking and annual premium insurance business at Richmond,” according 
to Du Bois (1898, 20). Organized in Richmond, Virginia, in 1881, it began with 
one hundred members and capital of $150. By 1901, with more than fi fty 
thousand members, the society paid out $606,000 in death claims and 
$1,500,000 in sick claims. Th e True Reformers held more than $223,500 in 
assets. In addition, the organization boasted of having 2,678 lodges (totaling 
a hundred thousand members) and had paid out $979,440.55 in claims; and 
the Rosebud children’s department served more than thirty thousand chil-
dren (Du Bois 1907, 101–2). Woodson also highlights the fact that the True 
Reformers added death insurance to burial insurance so that families would 
have something to live on after the death of a family member, especially a 
breadwinner (1929, 209–10).
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Th e organization also supported a savings bank founded in 1887, the 
Reformers Mercantile and Industrial Association (a chain of stores with annual 
business of more than $100,000), a weekly newspaper, a 150-room hotel, a 
home for the elderly, a building-and-loan association, and a real estate 
department (Du Bois 1907, 103). Th e True Reformers bank enhanced its repu-
tation in 1893, during the fi nancial panic, by paying all claims made on it 
(Woodson 1929, 210). Other banks in Richmond did not.

Th e Independent Order of Saint Luke (discussed in chapter 1) developed 
along similar lines. It rapidly became more than a mutual-aid society and 
included a successful insurance company and bank. Under Maggie Lena 
Walker’s direction, “this order with more experience and better trained work-
ers than those of others overcame the diffi  culties which worked the undoing of 
the True Reformers. Th e Independent Order of St. Luke still carries on its 
insurance work, operates a printing plant, publishes a newspaper, and con-
ducts a bank” (Woodson 1929, 211; for more details on the Order of Saint Luke, 
see Barkley Brown 1989).

Th e North Carolina Mutual Insurance Company was the largest of the 
state-based, locally owned insurance companies until World War I. It was 
established in 1903 out of the mutual-aid movement. At its fi rst annual meet-
ing in 1904, at the Colored State Fair in Raleigh, the company’s agents “testi-
fi ed to the powers of racial cooperation” and off ered resolutions at sessions 
open to the public to promote the message of racial solidarity (Weare 1993, 
86). It became the largest Negro insurance company in the world (118). Th e 
company’s standing was so strong that it qualifi ed as a legal reserve company 
in 1912–13 with loans from Fidelity Bank in Duke (a White bank that must 
have believed in its solvency and reliability in order to back those loans) (94). 
North Carolina Mutual was very involved in the Black community and 
“formed the heart of a black political economy in Durham” and beyond (182–
83; see also Woodson 1929). In 1927, North Carolina Mutual’s president, 
Charles Clinton Spaulding, worked with the federal government on what 
would become President Hoover’s “black capitalism” initiative (Weare 1993, 
147–48). Th at same year, Spaulding started the “Durham stock taking and 
fact fi nding” conferences. Th e fi rst conference was attended by well-known 
African American scholars and leaders, among them W. E. B. Du Bois; R. R. 
Moton, the president of Tuskegee University; Mordecai Johnson, the presi-
dent of Howard University; and Asa Philip Randolph, editor of the Messenger
and founder of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. Weare notes that 
“Randolph, like Du Bois, recognized that the Mutual spirit stood for race 
cooperation at least as much as individual entrepreneurship” (152). Spauld-
ing was also infl uential in the National Negro Business League and took over 
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its leadership after the death of Booker T. Washington, its founder and fi rst 
president (for more about the NNBL, see chapter 4).

Weare assesses the signifi cance of the North Carolina Mutual Insurance 
Company. Every success it had was seen as a racial success: buying a policy 
meant “double protection”—life insurance and Negro employment (96). 
White rejection actually brought more customers (98), so that, in a way, the 
company thrived on Black economic marginalization. North Carolina Mutual 
“stood as an expression of Afro-American thought centering on the doc-
trine of self-help and racial solidarity” (95). Th ese are some of the same 
attitudes held by members of African American cooperatives in the twentieth 
century.

Du Bois’s critique of the insurance company model suggests that some of 
the businesses were conducted in an “unscientifi c” way, using “speculation 
and dishonesty” and depending on lapsed policies for profi ts (1907, 108–9). 
On the other hand, they yielded one of the strongest business models (and 
models of mutual economic cooperation) of Black economic development.2

In addition, Weare notes that Negro banks “sprang almost involuntarily from 
Negro insurance companies” (119), continuing the progress of economic 
development started by mutual-aid societies.

Early African American–Owned “Cooperative” 
(or Joint-Stock) Businesses

Th e Chesapeake Marine Railway and Dry Dock Company, the Coleman Man-
ufacturing Company, and the Lexington Savings Bank were early joint-stock 
companies that may have been cooperatives; they were defi nitely collectively 
owned. Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Improvement Association 
also made use of the joint-stock ownership model to develop Black businesses.

Th e Chesapeake Marine Railway and Dry Dock Company

Between 1865 and 1883, African American caulkers and stevedores owned 
their own company with the help of prominent African Americans in Balti-
more, Maryland. According to Du Bois, the Chesapeake Marine Railway and 
Dry Dock Company was organized in part to combat the growing demand 
among White laborers in Maryland that all free Blacks be fi red from the ship-
yards and leave the state or “get a master.” Baltimore had become famous for 
its caulking, but it was the Black caulkers who “were the most profi cient in 
the state” (Du Bois 1907, 152–53). Shipyard owners were not willing to reduce 
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their Black workforce until White mobs attacked Black caulkers and stevedores 
on their way home, and White carpenters boycotted shipyards that hired Afri-
can American caulkers. At that point, a group of Black men decided that they 
needed to own their own shipyard, to protect and secure jobs for Blacks.

Th e jointly owned business, which Du Bois (1907) called a cooperative, was 
quite successful. Th e Chesapeake Marine Railway Company bought a ship-
yard—encompassing the property that included the spot where Frederick 
Douglass describes sitting on a cellar door studying a stolen spelling book to 
teach himself how to read. According to Du Bois, the founders of the com-
pany raised $40,000 by selling eight thousand shares at $5 per share. Th ey 
paid off  their $30,000 mortgage in fi ve years and employed between one and 
two hundred Black and White caulkers and stevedores per year. In the sixth 
year of operation, the company paid stock dividends to members totaling 
$14,000. In the seventh year, it paid dividends of 10 percent, and for four 
years after that paid dividends of between 4 and 10 percent per year. Th ere-
fore, we know that for at least six years the company was profi table enough to 
pay dividends. Th e company went out of business in its eighteenth year, in 
part because of repair problems, changes in the industry, and management 
issues, but also because of “the refusal of the owners of the ground to release 
the yard to the colored company except at an enormous rate of increase” (Du 
Bois 1907, 153). Th e ground rent was doubled. Th e cooperative went out of 
business soon after.3

Th e signifi cance of this joint-stock company is manifold. Th e success of 
the Chesapeake Marine Railway and Dry Dock Company showed that African 
Americans could successfully use joint ownership in the face of racial oppres-
sion and ostracism, particularly to save jobs, create jobs, and accumulate 
wealth. It showed that African Americans could run a substantial industrial 
enterprise at a profi t. Th e company also changed the nature of industrial 
relations in the state of Maryland. Du Bois observes that even after Chesa-
peake’s demise, “the organization of the ship company saved the colored 
caulkers, for they are now members of the white caulker’s union. Th e failure 
of the whites in driving out the colored caulkers put an end to their eff orts to 
drive colored labor out of other fi elds. And although the company failed, it 
must surely have been an object lesson to the whites as well as to the blacks 
of the power and capability of the colored people in their industrial develop-
ment” (1907, 153). Du Bois reminds us that even if the shipyard went out of 
business after eighteen years, much was accomplished, particularly in terms 
of job creation, profi t distribution, civil rights, unionization, and the overall 
security of the livelihoods and reputation of Black stevedores and caulkers in 
Maryland.
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Coleman Manufacturing Company

Th e Coleman Manufacturing Company of Concord, North Carolina, was 
incorporated in 1897 with $50,000 of capital stock. According to a letter from 
W. C. Coleman published by Du Bois (1898, 26), Coleman Manufacturing was 
“a co-operative stock company of colored men who propose to build and 
operate a cotton mill in the interest of the race.” Many of the stockholders 
were infl uential Black businessmen and White citizens around Concord, 
North Carolina. After raising the fi rst $50,000, they off ered the second $50,000 
at $100 per share (payable in installments of 10 percent). Th e company pro-
duced between forty and fi fty thousand bricks a day and planned to begin 
bricklaying for the mill that would employ three to four hundred people. It 
planned ultimately to establish (on its own or with others) a boardinghouse, 
truck farm, livery stable, and dairy, according to Coleman’s letter. Th e White-
owned Concord Times enthusiastically reported on March 10, 1898, that

the [Coleman cotton] mill is to have from 7,000 to 10,000 spindles and 
from 100 to 250 looms, and, by their charter, will be allowed to spin, 
weave, manufacture, fi nish and sell warps, yarns, cloth, prints or other 
fabrics made of cotton, wool or other material. Th ey own at present, in 
connection with the plant, about 100 acres of land on the main line of 
the Southern Railway and near the site of the mill. Th e mill and machin-
ery with all the fi xtures complete will represent an outlay of nearly 
$66,000, and will give employment to a number of hands. (Du Bois 
1898, 26–27)

Th e newspaper projected that the cotton mill would be a successful Negro 
business. Calling the new board of directors “some of the highest lights of the 
Negro race,” the Concord Times also noted that it was “the only cotton mill in 
the world owned, conducted and operated by the Negro race” (27). In the 
twentieth century, a few cooperative sewing factories owned by African Amer-
ican women in North Carolina would also be successful and important busi-
nesses in their communities. Coleman foreshadows these later developments.

Th e Lexington Savings Bank

Th e Lexington Savings Bank, in Baltimore, was incorporated in 1895 with 
$10,000 of capital stock raised by Black leaders in Baltimore (Maryland State 
Archives 1998). Th e bank’s president, Everett Waring, was a graduate of 
Howard University School of Law and reportedly admired Capital Savings 
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Bank in Washington, D.C. According to the Maryland Archives summary, 
Waring planned to gain as much of the Black savings in Baltimore as possible. 
Prominent African Americans in Baltimore—businessmen, lawyers, minis-
ters, elected offi  cials—were charter members and stockholders. Depositors 
came mostly from the Black working class: the bank “was supported entirely 
by colored people . . . and catered entirely to the poorer classes” (Baltimore 
Morning Herald, news clipping, ibid.). Several hundred people held deposits 
in the bank by 1896, and all celebrated the success of its fi rst year.

In the second year there was a major scandal, from which the bank did not 
recover. Th is is another example of an attempt to pool Black resources and 
jointly own a business that would provide needed services to the Black com-
munity. It is also an example of mismanagement and apparent lack of trans-
parency and adequate oversight. Th ere are many examples of both throughout 
the history of African Americans. Th e failures, especially of Black banks, also 
feed the collective Black memory of distrust of and aversion to business own-
ership, which in the twentieth century has limited the willingness of many 
African Americans to become involved in Black-owned business ventures. 
Th e devastating failure, after the Panic of 1873, of the Freedman’s Savings 
and Trust Company (signed into law along with the Freedmen’s Bureau at the 
beginning of Reconstruction) in 1874 (Hine, Hine, and Harrold 2010),4 and 
the failure of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association 
business ventures in the early 1900s (see below), also contributed to Black 
ambivalence and often aversion to business ownership and investment in 
Black-owned banks. However, there remain many other examples of suc-
cessful ventures and of people willing to give joint ownership a chance, as we 
will see in chapter 4.

Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association

Shipp (1996) and Martin (1976) report that Marcus Garvey and the Universal 
Negro Improvement Association had a model of cooperative economic devel-
opment. Shipp writes, “Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement 
Association (UNIA) produced an alternative cooperative model for Black 
community development that has also been utilized by other groups includ-
ing the Nation of Islam and many Black religious denominations. It shares 
many characteristics with the Mondragon. Although never fully realized, 
Garvey’s strategy envisioned the collective economic advancement of African 
peoples throughout the world” (1996, 86).5 Similarly, Martin contends that 
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Garvey had a “grand design” to link all the UNIA businesses into a “world-
wide system of Pan-African economic cooperation.”

Garvey’s attempts to establish economic self-reliance went beyond 
cooperative business enterprises, for UNIA branches acted as mutual 
aid friendly societies for the payment of death and other minor benefi ts 
to members. In rural areas among poor communities, this aspect of the 
organization’s operations assumed greater importance. Local divisions 
also were required to maintain a charitable fund “for the purpose of 
assisting distressed members or needy individuals of the race,” a fund 
for “loans of honor” to active members, and an employment bureau to 
assist members seeking work. (1976, 35–36)

Martin also lists the ways in which the UNIA businesses operated coopera-
tively. He observes that one manager engaged in cooperative buying for all 
the stores and restaurants of the Negro Factories Corporation (34). In Colón, 
Panama, the UNIA ran a cooperative bakery, and in Kingston, Jamaica, the 
African Communities League Peoples Co-operative Bank sold shares only to 
UNIA members (35). For Garvey, economic self-reliance was primary, 
according to Martin. Successful political action required an independent 
economic base. Blacks needed to be independent producers, not just con-
sumers. Many businesses and assets should be jointly owned by all UNIA 
members. In the case of the Black Star Line Steamship Corporation, Garvey 
claimed that “the ships that are owned by this corporation are the property of 
the Negro race.”6 Everyone was an owner.

Th e Universal Negro Improvement Association was originally organized in 
Jamaica in 1914 as a mutual-benefi t society—a “Universal Confraternity 
among the race”—with a mission to establish educational institutions and 
improve conditions for Blacks everywhere (Martin 1976, 6). It was incorpo-
rated in New York in 1918. At its height, the UNIA was the largest African 
American political organization in the early twentieth century (Hine, Hine, 
and Harrold 2010, 452). Interestingly, the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance 
and Co-operative Union was the largest Black organization a decade or two 
earlier. Here again, while at fi rst the Black cooperative movement seems to 
have been small and inconsequential as well as little acknowledged, it has 
actually played a part in many of the major movements for Black liberation in 
the United States. Th e UNIA’s Negro Factories Corporation was a joint-stock 
holding company for two uniform assembly factories, a laundry, a printing 
plant, three restaurants, and three grocery stores (Shipp 1996).7 Th e Black 
Star Line was a joint-stock company that handled international shipping; it 
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purchased three ships altogether in the early 1920s but could not maintain 
them enough to use them for transport (Hine, Hine, and Harrold 2010, 454; 
Martin 1976). Garvey was indicted for mail fraud for soliciting (selling shares 
and asking for contributions) through the mail, and the businesses went 
bankrupt.8 Between 1920 and 1924, however, UNIA businesses employed as 
many as a thousand employees. Stock certifi cates for both the Black Star Line 
and the Negro Factories Corporation sold for $5 per share. Individual mem-
ber investors could buy up to two hundred shares in the Black Star Line. Th e 
UNIA newspaper, the Negro World, posted advertisements for stock in these 
businesses and published articles describing the progress of the businesses. 
In promotional documents such as Garvey’s article in the issue of May 24, 
1924, Garvey pushed for all members to invest in the Black Cross Navigation 
Company (Black Star’s parent company) at levels of $100 to $1,000, in order 
to raise the necessary capital. Th e headline read, “Negroes Cooperating for 
Black Steamship Company’s Success” (Garvey 1924). During this time, the 
Black press, specifi cally the Negro World, appears to have used the word 
“cooperation” a lot. On the other hand, Floyd-Th omas notes that “despite 
Garvey’s endorsement of racial unity and pride as well as collective economic 
development for African peoples, his social philosophy made quite a stir 
within the already volatile climate in 1920s Harlem” (2008, 137). Garvey was 
extremely controversial, and while he used the language of cooperation, it is 
not clear how fully he embraced cooperative economics.

Another interesting historical note to Garvey’s failed economic attempts, 
particularly with the Black Star Line, and connections with other economic 
visions at the time, is Du Bois’s attempt to resurrect the idea of a U.S.-Africa 
commercial shipping line. Perhaps ironically, Du Bois, basically a critic of 
Garvey’s economic projects, had a plan to resurrect the Black Star Line in 
some fashion in 1923. He wrote to the secretary of state, Charles Hughes, 
about the failure of the U.S. Congress to confi rm a Liberian loan in January 
1923 (Du Bois 1923). By this time the Black Star Line was bankrupt, but accord-
ing to Du Bois there was still interest in commerce between the United States 
and Liberia. He summarized the aftermath of the Black Star Line “fi asco”:

Th e diffi  culty with this [the bankruptcy of the Black Star Line] was that 
its leader, Marcus Garvey, was not a business man and turned out to be 
a thoroughly impractical visionary, if not a criminal, with grandiose 
schemes of conquest. Th e result was that he wasted some eight or nine 
hundred thousand dollars of the hard-earned pennies of Negro labor-
ers. However, two things are clear; nearly a million dollars of Black Star 
Line stock of the Garvey movement is now distributed among colored 
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people and is absolutely without value. On the other hand, the United 
States owns thousands of vessels, any one or two of which might be 
used to initiate the plan I have spoken of. (261)

Du Bois wanted the U.S. government to provide two ships to begin a com-
mercial trade venture between Liberia and the United States. Moreover, he 
asked the secretary of state if such a venture could legally be connected to the 
worthless Black Star stock in “an attempt to restore the confi dence of the 
mass of American Negroes in commercial enterprise with Africa, possibly by 
having a private company headed by men of highest integrity, both white and 
colored, to take up and hold in trust, the Black Star Line certifi cates” (261). 
Th ere is no record of a reply to that letter. However, this is more evidence of 
Du Bois’s interest not just in Pan-African commerce but also in redeeming 
the concept of joint ownership.

Marcus Garvey, much like Booker T. Washington (and like Du Bois, though 
most of the time they thought they had very diff erent ideas from each other), 
urged African Americans to fi nd separate economic solutions to their plight 
and to control their own economic enterprises. Shipp contends that Garvey 
wanted these businesses to be managed by their members—the stockhold-
ers—and operate democratically. Advertisements in Black newspapers con-
nected participation and investment in these enterprises with the uplift of the 
race, a strategy for Black liberation, and a way to make a profi t by supporting 
Black endeavors (Briggs 2003 provides copies of some of these ads). Shipp 
maintains that “the cooperative or collective, as implemented by Garvey, 
would be a part of an expansive market area, beginning with each UNIA 
chapter and spreading outward to create a Pan-African trading network 
based on economic cooperation” (1996, 88).

Th e Negro World did cover cooperative activity in the African American 
community, reporting on co-op housing, buying clubs, credit unions, and 
the Colored Merchants Association (see chapter 6). In addition, the Decem-
ber 27, 1924, edition of the Negro World provides in-depth coverage of a new 
report from the Russell Sage Foundation called “Sharing Management with 
the Workers” (Negro World 1924). Th e subhead includes the phrase “Negroes 
also benefi t,” though it is not obvious from reading the article that any of the 
employees of the Dutchess Bleachery in Wappingers Falls, New York, who 
benefi tted from the partnership plan were Black. Th e article does suggest that 
the UNIA considered this kind of information about workplace democracy 
important to its readers and members.

Shipp contends that Du Bois based his promotion of cooperative eco-
nomic development for African Americans on Garvey’s philosophy in the 
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1930s. However, my research and analysis of Du Bois’s theory of economic 
cooperation (supported by Haynes 1993 and 1999; DeMarco 1974; and Rud-
wick 1968) fi nd that Du Bois was already discussing economic cooperation 
and cooperative businesses in 1898. He wrote a book and called a conference 
on the subject in 1907, and read and was in contact with the major coopera-
tive thinkers in the United States and United Kingdom by the early 1900s. He 
established the Negro Cooperative Guild in 1918. Du Bois, therefore, devel-
oped his cooperative economics philosophy separately from Garvey, and 
probably before Garvey, although it is not surprising that great minds would 
light on similar strategies. Indeed, one of the fi ndings of this study is that 
many African American leaders and scholars supported the concept of coop-
erative economic development at some point (often early on) in their careers, 
if not throughout.

Du Bois did recognize the potential that Garvey and the UNIA had amassed. 
He wrote that Garvey had proved that “American Negroes can, by accumulat-
ing and ministering their own capital, organize industry, join the black centers 
of the south Atlantic by commercial enterprise and in this way ultimately 
redeem Africa as a fi t and free home for black men” (1921, 977; see also Taylor 
2002, 47). Also, Du Bois’s letter to the secretary of state in 1923 suggests that 
he did not consider a venture like the Black Star Line a bad idea, just poorly 
executed (see also Du Bois 1921). It is also clear that he was very interested in 
restoring Black people’s faith in joint ownership.

Marcus Garvey may have written and spoken about pooling resources, 
been philosophically in favor of cooperative economics, and been interested 
in promoting cooperative ownership in some of his projects, but the eco-
nomic organizations started by the UNIA were joint-stock companies rather 
than cooperative businesses as defi ned by the Rochdale principles, and the 
majority of stock was owned by the UNIA. Moreover, Garvey rarely practiced 
fi nancial transparency, a cooperative principle (Du Bois complained of this; 
see Du Bois 1921), and was known to be authoritative. Like many of the exam-
ples from Du Bois’s 1898 and 1907 studies, the UNIA businesses are examples 
of economic cooperation among Negroes, but they were not cooperative 
business enterprises. Th e UNIA businesses had serious management prob-
lems, and none of them operated very successfully, even though they may 
have solved the capitalization problem by amassing so many small contribu-
tions from UNIA members. Th ey also were sabotaged by the U.S. government 
and others who did not want such grand eff orts to succeed. Th is was another 
example of serious physical, fi nancial, and political challenges to collective 
African American economic action. Nonetheless, we see here deliberate actions 
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by African Americans to work with others, to pool resources, to own their own 
businesses, to provide services to their community, and to earn a decent liv-
ing—even in the face of both poverty and outside threats.

Th ese eff orts were short-lived, but they were gestures grand enough to 
remain in the African American collective memory—whether as an example 
of how the U.S. government will retaliate if you try to do too much econom-
ically for Black people, or as a lesson that collective projects end in embez-
zlement and fi nancial mismanagement. While the fi rst has much basis in 
fact—the Ex-Slave Pension Association was hounded by the federal govern-
ment, as was the Federation of Southern Cooperatives in the 1970s—the 
second is a misconception that has hindered some in the Black community 
from becoming more involved in joint ownership and cooperative econom-
ics. For some reason, there is not as strong a collective memory about the 
cooperative eff orts that succeeded.

It is worth noting that in addition to economic advancement—or attempts 
at economic advancement—Garvey’s UNIA supported women’s leadership. 
Taylor (2002, 45, 87) and others point out the ways in which women, particu-
larly Garvey’s wife, Amy Jacques Garvey, found their place in the organization 
and practiced “community feminism,” a term that describes the Combahee 
River Colony and some of the other mutual-benefi t societies run by women, 
which were successful eff orts at collective economics.

Early African American Rochdale Cooperatives

In 1898, Du Bois’s assessment of Black business development and coopera-
tive businesses in general was not optimistic: “From such enterprises sprang 
the benefi cial societies, and to-day slowly and with diffi  culty is arising real 
co-operative business enterprise detached from religious activity or insur-
ance. On the other hand, private business enterprise has made some begin-
ning, and in a few cases united into joint stock enterprises. It will be years, 
however, before this kind of business is very successful” (1898, 21–22). Du 
Bois counted about fi fteen emerging cooperative businesses in 1898, and 
several cemetery associations. He remained pessimistic in 1907: “To some 
[cooperative business] is simply a record of failure, just as similar attempts 
were for so long a time among whites in France, England, and America. Just 
as in the case of these latter groups, however, failure was but education for 
growing success in certain limited directions, so among Negroes we can 
already see the education of failure beginning to tell” (1907, 149). Du Bois 
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identifi ed several challenges to cooperative business development, including 
the lack of capital and the nature of poor people who will not invest because 
they are afraid of losing their hard-earned money. He also emphasized the 
lack of trained managers and workers, particularly in democratic business 
participation. He noted that in some early attempts at cooperation, poor 
judgments were made. In some cases, a company did not wait until at least 25 
percent of the capital stock had been raised, which often resulted in failure. 
Th is increased the perception that “promoters of cooperative enterprises 
were unscrupulous” (1907, 150). Despite his pessimism, Du Bois held a con-
ference in 1907 (the twelfth Atlanta conference at Atlanta University; see 
chapter 4) titled “Negro Business Development and Cooperatives,” promot-
ing cooperatives and economic cooperation. Th e conference also launched 
his latest academic report on African Americans, Economic Co-operation 
Among Negro Americans.

Du Bois documented the existence of 154 African American–owned 
cooperatives: 14 “producer cooperatives”; 3 “transportation cooperatives”; 
103 “distribution or consumer cooperatives,” and 34 “real estate and credit 
cooperatives,” in addition to hundreds of mutual-aid societies and coop-
erative projects through religious and benevolent institutions, benefi cial 
and insurance societies, secret societies, schools, and fi nancial institutions 
in 1907. While most of the cooperative businesses were joint-stock compa-
nies or collectively owned enterprises rather than Rochdale cooperatives, 
he made a case for how often it occurred, how necessary joint ownership 
was, and how diffi  cult it was for African Americans. He attributed diffi  cul-
ties to poor management, lack of know-how, low levels of capitalization, 
and racial discrimination. He used the case study of Baltimore to illustrate 
the kinds of businesses that African Americans engaged in collectively, in 
some sense of the term. Th e “successful cooperative businesses” he studied 
include the Douglass Institute (a social entertainment house), the Chesa-
peake Marine Railway and Dry Dock Company, Samaritan Temple, the 
Afro-American Ledger newspaper, and the North Baltimore Permanent 
Building and Loan Association (1907, 151–78). By the early 1900s, African 
Americans were forming cooperative businesses based on the international 
principles of cooperation; these businesses are the subject of the following 
seven chapters.

Four early African American cooperative businesses that followed the 
Rochdale principles were the Mercantile Cooperative Company in Ruthville, 
Virginia, Citizens’ Co-operative Stores in Memphis, Tennessee, the Pioneer 
Cooperative Society in Harlem, New York City, and the Cooperative Society 
of Bluefi eld Colored Institute of West Virginia.
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Th e Mercantile Cooperative Company

Th e Mercantile Cooperative Company, the earliest urban Rochdale coopera-
tive my research has uncovered (after the nineteenth-century unions and 
farmers’ alliance co-ops, and the ones mentioned by Du Bois in 1907), was 
established in Ruthville, Virginia, in 1901. Charles City County, where Ruth-
ville is located, is a relatively prosperous county for African Americans. 
Until John Craig’s account, however, most historians “ignored the role of the 
area’s free black population” and “the degree to which community coopera-
tion during the early years of the twentieth century helped move local farm-
ers away from economic dependence on whites” (1987, 133–34). Craig 
highlights collective eff orts in Ruthville and observes that Black farmers’ 
cooperative activity in the early twentieth century through the Mercantile 
Cooperative enabled them to “achieve a level of economic independence” 
that contributed to their later success in achieving voting rights and other 
civil rights (134).

In the fi rst quarter of the twentieth century, according to Craig’s research, 
90 percent of residents in Charles City County owned their own homes and 
the land they farmed, and fewer than 6 percent of local farms had a mortgage. 
Th ese statistics stand out during a time when the number of Whites in the 
county was decreasing; between 1900 and 1930, the Black population of the 
county rose by 2 percent, while the White population declined by 20 percent 
(139). Ruthville, a predominantly Black town, had a history of fraternal orga-
nizations. In 1901 the Odd Fellows Lodge helped to establish the Mercantile 
Cooperative Company. According to Craig, this was a Black-run cooperative 
store chartered by the state. Shares were sold at $5 each, and no one member 
could hold more than twenty shares. Shares could be bought in installments. 
Members bought a store outside Ruthville and moved it to the main cross-
roads opposite the County Training School. Th ey raised $1,300 to buy sup-
plies in Richmond. Th ey decided not to take credit, so that they would not 
have to rely on outsiders. Th e cooperative coexisted on cordial terms with a 
White-owned store across the street (135). By 1923, the Mercantile Coopera-
tive had twenty-eight shareholders. Th e cooperative then bought trucks and 
was able to hire three employees. Th e new United Sorghum Growers Club 
met regularly above the store (136). Th e community also founded the Intel-
lectual and Industrial Union, which raised money to build a new school (137–
38). Craig remarks on the “strength of community solidarity” in the town and 
the way the Black community “banded together to overcome common prob-
lems.” Th e cooperative store was an important example of this and a mainstay 
of the community.
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Citizens’ Co-operative Stores

Citizens’ Co-operative Stores of Memphis was established in direct response 
to a Negro Cooperative Guild meeting in August 1919 (see chapter 4).9 From 
the details in a Crisis article, we know that the citizens of Memphis eagerly 
joined the project, as evidenced by the large number of participants and the 
resounding success of the equity drive. According to the Crisis, the coopera-
tive raised more equity than expected, selling double the amount of shares 
initially off ered. Members were able to buy shares in installments, and no one 
could own more than ten shares. By August 1919, fi ve stores were in opera-
tion in Memphis, serving about seventy-fi ve thousand people. Th e members 
of the local guilds associated with each store met monthly to study coopera-
tives and discuss issues. Th e cooperative planned to own its own buildings 
and a cooperative warehouse ([Du Bois] 1919).

Th e Crisis article, written by “the editor” (presumably Du Bois himself), 
read in part:

Th e good results of co-operation among colored people do not lie alone 
in the return of savings. Th ey show, also, new opportunities for the 
earning of a livelihood and in the chance off ered our colored youth to 
become acquainted with business methods. . . . [Th ey hire members of 
the community.] Th us, in a larger and diff erent sense, we have another 
form of co-operation. Colored people are furnishing their own with 
work and money for services received and the recipients are handing 
the money back for re-distribution to the original colored sources. 
([Du Bois] 1919, 50)

Th e Citizens’ Co-operative Stores illustrate how advocacy, public educa-
tion, and self-education can promote cooperative development in the Black 
community. Th is story also shows how cooperatives in low-income commu-
nities can be made aff ordable (shares can be bought in installments), and how 
cooperative businesses can improve community life by hiring local residents 
and allowing money to recirculate among all the participants. However, Du 
Bois also noted that the cooperative was later converted into a conventional 
stock company and went out of business (1940, 759). It was more prosperous 
and provided greater benefi ts to the community under cooperative owner-
ship, but under pressure it ceased being a cooperative and became a conven-
tional business.
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Th e Pioneer Cooperative Society

According to Mr. Moore, the manager of the Pioneer Cooperative Society in 
Harlem, he founded the co-op because it was diffi  cult for Blacks to buy 
food at aff ordable prices in Harlem. Moore was “interested in bringing 
down the high cost of living for our colored people” and was inspired by a 
newspaper article about cooperatives. He pulled together a group of inter-
ested people who started meeting once a week “to study and plan coopera-
tion.” Th e co-op started a small grocery store on September 6, 1919, with 
120 members, mostly of West Indian descent. Shares cost $5 each, and 
every member was required to buy at least two shares—although each 
member had only one vote.10 Th e co-op charged members the same prices 
as other retail stores, but at the end of the year profi ts were divided “in 
 proportion to the amount of their purchases.” Th e co-op kept records of 
members’ purchases with stamp books. One of the ways that the Pioneer 
Cooperative Society recruited members and advertised the co-op was to 
hold a large ball. By 1920, membership had increased to two hundred, and 
capital accumulation stood at $4,000. Moore attributed the co-op’s success 
in “large part due to the loyalty of [its] members” (New York Dept. of Farms 
and Markets 1920, 10).

Th e Cooperative Society of Bluefi eld Colored Institute

Th e commercial department of the Bluefi eld Colored Institute in Bluefi eld, 
West Virginia, formed a student cooperative store in or around 1925.11 Th e 
store’s mission was to sell needed supplies to students and others at the 
school, to teach cooperative economics to the students, and to be a “com-
mercial laboratory for the application of business theory and practice” (Sims 
1925, 93). A share of stock sold for less than $1. After two years in business, 
the cooperative had paid all its debts and owned its own equipment and 
inventories (Matney 1927). Th e store began to pay dividends of 10 percent on 
purchases made. Th e student members voted to use profi ts to pay for schol-
arships to Bluefi eld’s secondary school and junior college. Nine scholar-
ships had been awarded by July 1927. According to the co-op’s manager, W. 
C. Matney, members of this cooperative were the fi rst African Americans to 
attend the National Cooperative Congress.12 Th ey became members of the 
Cooperative League of the USA (CLUSA) in 1925. After several years of suc-
cessful operation, however, “the state of West Virginia eventually forbade its 
continuance,” according to Du Bois (1940, 759).
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Th e cooperative appears to have gotten some national attention. Du Bois 
quotes a comment made by a member of the Harvard University Graduate 
School of Education to the Bluefi eld Cooperative Society’s manager about its 
promise as a model: “I am convinced that you are doing a splendid piece of 
work with this enterprise” (1940, 759). In this cooperative, as in the Citizens’ 
Co-operative Stores in Memphis, education and training were integral aspects 
of cooperative development, both initially and throughout its existence. Not 
only did the Bluefi eld cooperative educate members about cooperative own-
ership and business development; profi ts from the business were also used to 
send members for advanced educational degrees. Aff ordable membership 
was also a goal of this co-op—the price of shares was low. In addition, the 
importance and documentation of profi tability and solvency were apparent. 
Finally, the success of the Bluefi eld cooperative provides insight into how 
African American cooperatives inserted themselves into the wider national 
cooperative movement by joining the national (White) association and attend-
ing national conferences.

Economic Segregation and the “Group Economy”

Th ese examples of early African American cooperatives demonstrate how 
African Americans have used racial solidarity and economic cooperation in 
the face of discrimination and marginalization to pool their resources and 
create their own mutually benefi cial and often democratic companies. Jac-
queline Jones notes that African Americans’ “ethos of mutuality” has been 
shaped as much by “racial prejudice as by black solidarity” (1985, 102).

In rural and urban settings, community was important, and families worked 
together and shared resources. Jones notes the importance of kinship net-
works and extended households. “Despite the undeniable economic pressures 
on the family, few households were thrown entirely upon their own resources” 
(1985, 126). In addition, “cooperative work eff orts inevitably possessed a strong 
emotional component, for they refl ected feelings of loyalty and mutual aff ec-
tion as well as great material need” (231).

Du Bois researched and wrote about economic cooperation among African 
Americans, advocating economic segregation as the path to successful “group 
economy” in the Black community. In a 1934 letter to NAACP executive direc-
tor Walter White, Du Bois clarifi ed what he meant by this: “I am using segre-
gation in the broader sense of separate racial eff ort caused by outer social 
repulsions, whether those repulsions are a matter of law or custom or mere 
desire. You are using the word segregation simply as applying to compulsory 

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   76 2/27/14   2:41 PM



expanding the tradition   77

separations” (1934c, 476). Du Bois distinguished what he meant by “group 
economy” from the strategies of “black capitalism” and “buying black.” His 
notion encompassed economic activity based on solidarity among Blacks and 
free from discrimination. Black group economy, he wrote in his autobiogra-
phy, “consists of such a co-operative arrangement of industries and services 
within the Negro group that the group tends to become a closed economic 
circle largely independent of the surrounding white world” (1940, 711). Jones 
observes that such a philosophy of separation and self-determination insu-
lated Blacks from Whites “and from the disappointment that often accompa-
nied individual self-seeking” (1985, 100), and provided the “mixed blessings 
of semiautonomy” (101).

Booker T. Washington also advocated economic separation as part of his 
promotion of Black self-help and Black business development, or Black cap-
italism. Washington, known for his conservatism, did promote economic 
independence and the dignity of work, which had a profound eff ect on Black 
entrepreneurship and Black nationalist ideology. Washington was also a 
founder of the National Negro Business League (see chapter 6). Marcus Gar-
vey promoted Black capitalism and joint business ownership as strategies for 
economic independence, and to support the emigration of Blacks to pre-
dominantly Black Caribbean countries and the African continent—strategies 
that were also part of Black nationalist ideology. Garvey’s political impact 
through the UNIA was signifi cant as well as legendary, even though his eco-
nomic philosophy was much less known and relatively unsuccessful.

Du Bois suggested that voluntary racial economic segregation, in which 
the “colored group” serves itself in what “approaches a complete system” 
(1940, 709), explains why the large number of Black businesses and profes-
sionals in the early twentieth century were little known and documented. It 
was a closed system that needed little if anything from the outside (White) 
world and operated under the radar. White society was unaware of most of 
these businesses and their interlocking associations, because racial segrega-
tion was increasing in the early decades of the twentieth century. Th erefore, 
this was a hidden, almost invisible strategy, and yet in many cases it was quite 
successful.
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When the invincible force of cooperation met the immovable mountain of prejudice, 
fear, ignorance, and lack of self-confi dence, the mountain melted into thin air. Th e 
invincible force forged ahead and is growing by leaps and bounds, and the Red Circle 
Cooperative idea of two years ago is a reality today.
—rosenberg (1940, 118)

Almost hourly the National Offi  ce of the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League is 
receiving the Macedonian Call from those who are convinced that the Negro’s eco-
nomic future is largely in his own hands. Today, it is a letter from Mississippi or West 
Virginia; tomorrow, it is one from Arizona or California. But whether it is from North, 
South, East or West the substance is the same—the Young Negroes’ Co-operative 
League and its program is being looked upon as “the way out” for the Negro.
—baker (n.d.)

In his 1903 book Th e Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. Du Bois predicted that race 
would haunt the twentieth century; he also predicted that the pursuit of indi-
vidual economic advancement would hinder African American growth and 
development (Du Bois 1907). At his twelfth Atlanta conference, Du Bois pro-
posed that African Americans would do better to engage in cooperative eco-
nomics. Th at one of the research conferences of Du Bois’s famous Atlanta 
conferences at the dawn of the twentieth century was devoted to discussing 
cooperative businesses among African Americans is a testament both to Du 
Bois’s recognition of the importance of cooperatives to the Black urban com-
munity and to the existence of signifi cant cooperative activity in the Black 
community on which to report.

Part II of this book focuses on organizational promotion and development 
of cooperatives in African American communities through Black co-op fed-
erations and agency-driven action, particularly in the early twentieth century. 
Th is section chronicles eff orts by Black organizations to promote, educate 

Part Two

deliberative cooperative 
economic development
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about, and create cooperative businesses. Here we take note that there have 
been many serious eff orts at Black cooperative development, especially during 
the Great Depression years. Chapters in this section document and analyze the 
development and accomplishments of early African American cooperatives 
and federations such as the Negro Cooperative Guild, the Young Negroes’ Co-
operative League, and the Eastern Carolina Council (a federation of North 
Carolinian cooperatives). Chapters also include eff orts by organizations such 
as the National Negro Business League and the International Ladies’ Auxiliary 
to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters to promote and establish coopera-
tives and provide co-op education among their members. I explore the pur-
poses and actions of these organizations, their accomplishments, and the 
strengths and weaknesses of the cooperative businesses that they established. 
Chapter 4 discusses the various kinds of education that Black cooperatives 
and their advocates engaged in. Chapter 5 focuses on the Young Negroes’ Co-
operative League and its grand visions. Chapter 6 highlights the many other 
cooperative activities that took place among Blacks during the 1930s, particu-
larly those sponsored by important Black organizations. In chapter 7, I focus 
on Black women’s cooperative activities, particularly in the 1930s but also in 
the 1950s and 1970s. Th e last chapter in this section returns us to rural coop-
erative eff orts among Blacks.

Th ere are many lessons learned from this history of what I call the federa-
tion strategy for strengthening the Black cooperative movement. Th is section 
explores specifi c programs of some of the leading Black organizations of their 
time, from the perspective of their position on cooperative development and 
their actual economic activities. All of these organizations advocated and/or 
practiced some form of economic cooperation, many actually establishing 
cooperative businesses among the members or supporting cooperative busi-
nesses in Black communities.

A Note About Cooperative Development in the 1930s

Th ere was some cooperative economic activity among African Americans in 
the early 1900s, but the Great Depression saw the most active cooperative 
development among Blacks. Th e Colored Merchants Association was estab-
lished in 1927 by the National Negro Business League. Th e Young Negroes’ 
Co-operative League, founded in December 1930 by twenty-fi ve to thirty 
African American youths in response to a call by George Schuyler, was strong 
in fi ve cities by the early 1930s. Th e International Ladies’ Auxiliary to the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters also organized cooperatives during this 
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time, and their eff orts continued into the 1940s (Chateauvert 1998; Cohen 
2003). In every case, study groups were formed to discuss economic problems 
and learn cooperative economics before starting a business. Th e nineteenth-
century co-op attempts by the Knights of Labor and other labor unions, and 
by the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Co-operative Union and the 
populist movement, especially in rural areas, were resurrected in signifi cant 
numbers in the 1920s, ’30s, and even the ’40s. In urban areas, the Universal 
Negro Improvement Association made halfhearted attempts to promote joint-
stock ownership, eff orts that were taken up more seriously by diff erent groups 
in the 1930s. Major co-op development and offi  cial Rochdale cooperatives 
among Negroes were evident by the 1930s.

Th e major national organizations to develop Black-owned Rochdale coop-
eratives were (in chronological order) the Negro Cooperative Guild, the Col-
ored Merchants Association of the National Negro Business League, the Young 
Negroes’ Co-operative League, the International Brotherhood of Sleeping 
Car Porters and its Ladies’ Auxiliary, and a major regional cooperative devel-
opment organization, the North Carolina Council.

By the 1950s the cooperative movement had petered out a bit, with the few 
remaining eff orts mostly clustered around small Black colleges in the South 
(Brooks and Lynch 1944), or in established Black communities in major cities.

Benefi ts and Lessons Learned

Th e members of this early Black cooperative movement understood that 
cooperatives needed quality co-op education, alternative fi nancing, and 
comprehensive support from stable institutions. Organizers and members 
believed in education and training, in relation to both their economic ven-
tures and their organizational needs. Th ey provided additional services to 
their communities and often stabilized them. All of these benefi ts, though 
important in any era, were particularly important during the Great Depres-
sion. Black cooperatives proliferated during that era both out of necessity 
and because of the values of mutual support and cooperation that so many 
African Americans maintained throughout their experience in the diaspora. 
Th ere have also been failures—often for lack of resources (capitalization), 
lack of enough specifi c management experience and training, and poor busi-
ness planning. Th ere are also many examples of sabotage—rents increased to 
exorbitant rates, insurance coverage or other support services or capital with-
drawn or made unaff ordable, unfair competition, and other deliberate sub-
versions, as well as physical harassment to persons and property.
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Lessons learned from these early twentieth-century experiences include the 
following:

• Th ese eff orts were based on values as much as on need. Especially for the 
cooperatives started during the Great Depression, while addressing press-
ing needs was often the fi rst reason to start the cooperative, almost all of 
the cooperatives were also started because members understood that they 
could make more progress by working together and helping one another—
and they exhibited strong racial solidarity as they witnessed ways in which 
they were all weak if one was weak. African American cooperatives grew 
out of the mutual-aid tradition, particularly of religious and fraternal 
organizations of Black independent educational institutions. Values such 
as solidarity, concern for community, helping thy neighbor, and lifting as 
you climb were commonly espoused and practiced by all of the coopera-
tives studied here, as well as by their supporting organizations.

• Education is necessary and in some cases essential—particularly coopera-
tive education and training in democratic organization. All of the coop-
eratives stressed the need to study consumers and cooperative economics, 
and all started with a study group of some kind.

• Success was often easier with members who had stable income and what 
we now call a “living wage”—enough salary to raise a family. Cooperatives 
whose members were mostly poor and low-income had a more diffi  cult 
time raising capital, maintaining stable equity, and remaining independent 
of creditors. Many of the cooperatives accepted equity payments in install-
ments, which allowed members to aff ord membership but left the co-op 
undercapitalized. Some still were able to be successful, even if dependent 
on debt equity; but those co-ops with members whose economic status was 
more stable, who had decent jobs, and who could contribute in full sooner 
rather than later expanded faster and often lasted longer. Often, groups of 
civil servants were seen as a stable pool from which to draw membership, 
or at least to initiate the cooperative and stabilize it.

• Strong organization both at the local level and at the national level con-
tributed to success. Regional and national organizations that raised aware-
ness and funds and provided state and federal advocacy were extremely 
helpful. National and regional organizations also provided educational 
materials, brought diff erent groups of people and expertise together, and 
held conferences for all to attend. With the backing of the North Carolina 
Council, for example, a signifi cant number of Black cooperatives and 
credit unions were formed in the 1930s and ’40s in that state. Th e national 
Black cooperative organizations also had relationships with the White 
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regional and national cooperative organizations and connected the Black 
groups with the White groups. In addition, the national Black organiza-
tions had some relationship to one another, and often held meetings and 
conferences that brought diff erent groups and leaders together, which 
allowed the cooperators to network with others and promote the coopera-
tive movement.

• Strong organization among members at the local level was equally impor-
tant. Cooperatives that were able to establish trust and a team mentality 
early on usually succeeded, and often lasted longest. While many of the 
co-ops depended on strong charismatic leaders (teachers, religious lead-
ers, and leaders of mutual and fraternal societies), they depended equally 
on strong organizational structures. Since cooperatives operate by demo-
cratic participation, these strong organizational structures, though per-
haps started in a church or other organizational atmosphere, evolved into 
strong team and committee structures with shared leadership, multiple 
leaders, and mutual responsibility among the members.

• Th ose cooperatives with strong and eff ective committee structures lasted 
longer, as did those whose members started with a sense of solidarity and 
trust in one another (or quickly built that sense of trust and community). 
Strong connections and loyalty among members was important, especially 
to keep joint ownership in place, but also in order to face the outside hos-
tility of competitors, conservatives, and racists.

• Violence, sabotage, the hostility of competitors, and structural class and 
racial discrimination often made it diffi  cult to survive and eventually 
defeated these cooperative eff orts.

• In most cases, even when they failed, co-op members were better off  when 
the co-op ended than they had been at the outset. In addition to providing 
the goods and services members needed, the cooperatives provided expe-
riences and training that members might not get anywhere else. In addi-
tion, members were often able to establish credit, buy or develop an asset 
(land, machinery, etc.), and earn a fi nancial return on their equity (inter-
est) or on their activity (dividend or patronage refund) in the cooperative. 
Some of the cooperatives were also able to return each member’s original 
equity contribution when the cooperative dissolved.

• All of the cooperatives had grand long-term plans that they did not always 
achieve, although many of the initial and intermediate goals were realized, 
some quite successfully.

Th ese lessons suggest that sound economic strategies can bring African 
Americans and other marginalized communities some measure of control 
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over their economic lives and contribute to their own and their communities’ 
economic prosperity. In addition, even if short-lived, these cooperative exper-
iments had far-reaching consequences for the members and their communi-
ties, which were usually better off  because of these eff orts. Th ere were many 
obstacles to overcome. Deliberative cooperative economic development often 
addressed those obstacles.
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We believe that the most important single factor in our progress in Gary so far has 
been our educational program. We realized from the beginning that if a cooperative 
business was going to help our people in a large way, . . . they must study its funda-
mental philosophy, ideals and history.
—j. l. reddix (quoted in hope 1940, 40)

It is our conviction that we must be trained before trying to lead people.
—schuyler (1932, 456)

Every African American-owned cooperative of the past that I have researched, 
and almost every contemporary cooperative I have studied, began as the result 
of a study group or depended on purposive training and orientation of mem-
bers. Th e Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company is one of the best exam-
ples in the United States of the importance of education and training and the 
use of study circles—but is not unique. Education was and continues to be an 
essential element of the development and success of the cooperatives that form 
the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation (MCC) in Spain, for example. Th e 
very fi rst activity related to the founding of the Mondragon cooperatives was 
the establishment of a community-based polytechnic high school in the early 
1950s, organized by MCC founder Father José María Arizmendiarrieta. Th e 
school taught cooperative business principles along with the technical curricu-
lum and graduated the founders of the fi rst cooperative to form the MCC. 
Today, several educational institutions are members of the MCC, among them 
the university Mondragon Unibertsitatea. According to the Mondragon web-
site, “Training, both academic and that linked to professional refresher courses, 
has always played a key role in the development of our Corporation and consti-
tutes one of our identifying characteristics. Today, MCC has a wide-reaching 
educational network which includes a number of Vocational Training Centers 
as well as its own University” (http://www.mondragon-corporation.com/ENG/

Th is chapter incorporates heavy revisions of Gordon Nembhard 2008a and 2008d.

4
strategy, advocacy, and practice

Black Study Circles and Co-op Education on the Front Lines
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Knowledge/Training/Training-in-MONDRAGON.aspx; see also Jakobsen 2000; 
Meek and Woodworth 1990).

Du Bois’s concepts of “intelligent cooperation” and “intelligent demo-
cratic control” in economic leaders and institutions depend heavily on public 
information and member education and training. In Dusk of Dawn he 
describes his eff orts to educate the public through the NAACP’s magazine the
Crisis, which he edited for twenty-four years, and through meetings and 
conferences to discuss and train people about consumer cooperation and 
cooperative economics (Du Bois 1940). He also explains how important edu-
cation has been to the advancement of African Americans in general, writing, 
“the advance of the Negro people since emancipation has been the extraor-
dinary success in education, technique and character” (713). Du Bois believed 
that education and planning were essential in the development of a coopera-
tive commonwealth.

Continuous education is one of the international principles of cooperation 
and an important strategy for cooperative economic development and busi-
ness success.1 Th e success and growth of many cooperatives appear to depend 
on education strategies—orientation and training about both what it means 
to be a good co-op member and how to operate in and manage a particular 
business. Future co-op business development also depends on reaching 
young people with knowledge about alternative economic structures and 
cooperative economics, as well as experiences with entrepreneurship.

In this chapter, I explore education as a cooperative resource, particularly 
in worker-owned cooperatives, and delineate a variety of education strate-
gies used. We then begin the story of African American cooperation in the 
twentieth century with Du Bois’s attempt to organize a cooperative education 
and development program through the Negro Cooperative Guild, in addition 
to his eff orts to promote cooperative development in the pages of the Crisis.

Models of Cooperative Business Education

Human capital is traditionally viewed as a factor of labor in terms of measur-
ing and representing labor’s credentials and skills. It is usually what labor 
brings with it. Th e study of working conditions in cooperatives suggests that 
cooperatives also develop and generate human and social capital—it is not 
just what is brought to the job. “On-the-job” training in specifi c industry 
skills, business planning and accounting, strategic planning, and skills of 
democratic participation are developed within the cooperative business. 
Teamwork, meeting facilitation, leadership, and networking are also both 
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factors of production and outcomes of the association—i.e., they become 
endogenous, and social capital is developed in the process of operating a 
cooperative. Cooperatives require trust and solidarity, and at the same time 
create trust and solidarity in the process of developing and maintaining the 
co-op. Trust and solidarity, while often necessary to make the association 
work, also become products or outputs of a cooperative enterprise. Th ere is 
anecdotal information about this.2 In addition, Haynes (1993 and 1994) coins 
the term “social energy” to capture the nontraditional collective eff orts, 
expertise, and time put in by co-op members to make the business work, and 
to connect it to the profi tability of the cooperative. He observes that Du Bois 
had a similar notion that social engagement is an economic resource in coop-
erative economic endeavors—both an input and an output. More research 
and documentation of these processes and outcomes are needed.

Cooperatives use multiple levels of educational practices: study circles, 
curriculum development, pretraining and orientation, committee-level in-
service training (self-management and leadership development), network-
ing and conference development and participation, and public education for 
customers and nonmembers (see table 4.1). Below, I describe briefl y each 
educational strategy and provide an example of an African American coop-
erative that has used it.

Study Circles

Study groups were formed to discuss economic problems and learn coopera-
tive economics. Th e philosophy behind study groups for cooperative busi-
ness development is best articulated in a summary of the philosophy of the 
Antigonish cooperative movement by Miles W. Connor, who was principal of 
the Coppin Normal School in Baltimore, Maryland (now Coppin State Uni-
versity). According to Connor, Dr. Moses M. Coady, the director of the exten-
sion department of St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish, Nova Scotia, 
declared that the cooperative movement was “an adult education project in 
which the people are made aware of their problems and through study and 
discussion enabled to reach a possible solution of the same.” According to 
Connor, Coady further explained that all cooperative enterprises were “an 
outgrowth of months and sometimes years of study of a vital problem. . . . 
People, through their study clubs, become intelligent in each phase of the 
new enterprise and are thus able to operate with a degree of ease and under-
standing that practically assures success” (Connor 1939, 109). Studying how 
cooperative business enterprises work—how they solve economic problems 
in unconventional ways—is essential to their development and success, 
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refl ects Connor, an African American educator who learned this philosophy 
on the co-op study tour in Antigonish. He wrote his report to share this 
information and understanding with other African Americans. Th is “study-
learn-implement” model was followed again and again by African Americans 
(and others around the world) throughout the twentieth century.3

As early as 1918, Black activist groups in urban areas were forming study 
circles to discuss economic problems and learn about cooperative econom-
ics. Remember that there was cooperative activity among African Americans 
in rural areas in the 1800s. Th e twentieth century saw co-ops develop in cities 
as well, and ushered in a strong cooperative education movement. As we saw 

table 4.1  Educational practices used by cooperative enterprises

Type Description

Study circles Informal or formal; weekly group meetings 
  with readings and discussion.
Curriculum development Formal adult education (night school and 
  weekend courses), community workshops 
  and training programs, study tours (travel), 
  reading lists, college courses.
Pretraining and orientation Formal; week- or month-long; various 
  degrees of intensity; industry specifi c as well 
  as cooperative economics and democracy 
  education.
In-service training  Formal; ongoing; industry specifi c and 
 (committee level, board)  organizational skills; may use buddy system; 
  may rotate specifi c jobs and expertise; board 
  training; self-management training.
Networking and conference  Formal or informal; cooperation 
  development  among cooperatives and with other like-
  minded organizations; representation at local,
   regional, national, and international forums; 
  conference participation and development for 
  networking and increased skill development 
  and skill sharing.
Leadership development Formal and informal; requires member 
  responsibilities and information sharing; 
  rotates leadership responsibilities; involves 
  certain members in networking and/or 
  management.
Public education  Formal and informal; uses fl yers, 
  (customers and community)  brochures, newsletters, packaging, websites, 
  etc. to educate customers and community 
  about the co-op model and principles, as well 
  as about the co-op services and products; 
  off ers workshops, school visits, community 
  groups and community activities; uses 
  community service and donations to inform 
  public about the business and the model.
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in the previous chapter, for example, Citizens’ Co-operative Stores in Mem-
phis started with a study group in 1918, after its leader attended W. E. B. Du 
Bois’s meeting of the Negro Cooperative Guild. Th e intent of the meeting was 
“to induce individuals and groups to study consumers’ co-operation” and to 
promote that cooperation among African Americans (Du Bois 1940, 759). 
Th ere is almost no documentation about how many study groups were formed 
after this initial meeting, but we know that at least two cooperatives (Citizens’ 
Co-operative Stores in Memphis and the Cooperative Society of Bluefi eld 
Colored Institute in West Virginia) grew out of that meeting. And there is 
evidence that most cooperatives developed from study circles or initial infor-
mational meetings.

Th e fi rst year of the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League, 1930, was 
devoted to “the study of history, principles and methods of Rochdale con-
sumers’ cooperation” (Schuyler 1932, 456). Th e YNCL believed that leaders 
must be well educated and informed, and in this case the subject was eco-
nomics and consumer cooperation. Th e YNCL provided reading lists for 
members, sent out newsletters, held conferences, and promoted a fi ve-year 
plan that included study and discussion of cooperative economics. In addi-
tion, the YNCL planned a national tour where executive director Ella Baker 
would spend two days in each community, study its economic problems, 
introduce the concept of consumers’ cooperation, provide examples of com-
munities that had developed co-ops, and organize new YNCL councils. Part 
of the purpose of the tour, in addition to educating people about coopera-
tives, advertising the YNCL, and establishing councils, was to “act as an anti-
dote to some of that hopelessness” that the Black community felt in the 1930s 
(Grant 1998, 34; Baker n.d., 1). Any city that had a YNCL council was also to 
establish a weekly forum “for the discussion of the economic problems of the 
Negro and especially the study of consumers’ cooperation” (Schuyler n.d., 
6). To develop eff ective cooperatives, Baker counseled members to “concen-
trate upon the intensive study and circulation of the facts of consumer’s 
co-operation. Encourage the writing of papers and holding of debates upon 
diff erent phases of it. Acquaint yourselves thoroughly with the subject so that 
you can convince others of the value of the Y.N.C.L.” (1931d, 2).

Th e Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company in Gary, Indiana, also pro-
vides an example of how study circles served many purposes. Th ese purposes 
include initial economic analysis and business planning, better understand-
ing of cooperative economics and the cooperative movement, networking 
among cooperatives, energizing and activating members to become more 
involved and to increase membership, industry-specifi c training, and research 
and development for expansion. In this example, as in the early history of the 
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Mondragon cooperatives in Spain, formalizing education also became impor-
tant, i.e., the development of a course in the high school in the former exam-
ple, and the establishment of a formal high school, and later a university, in 
the latter example.

Consumers’ Cooperative Association of Kansas City formed a study group, 
initially of thirty people, in 1933. Th e group studied the history and philoso-
phy of the cooperative movement. A local principal (H. O. Cook) and his wife 
went further and “personally observed and studied the operation and man-
agement of several cooperatives including ones in Pittsburgh, Columbus, 
Gary, Minneapolis, and Chicago” (Hope 1940, 42).

People’s Consumer Cooperative, Inc. of Chicago started out with a boycott 
of an exploitive store in September 1936. Members of this group then inves-
tigated alternative sources of the products they needed. Th ey also found lit-
erature about cooperatives. Th ey met Jacob L. Reddix of Gary, who suggested 
a study club (Hope 1940, 44). Th e study group started in October 1936, and 
the group started a buying club a few months after that, and eventually estab-
lished a store.

Study circles continue to be used today as an early step in the process of 
establishing a cooperative business. Th e Federation of Southern Coopera-
tives/Land Assistance Fund engaged in study groups at its beginning in the 
1960s (McKnight 1992; Zippert 2005) and continues to provide its members 
with workshops on cooperative economics and training programs in coopera-
tive business development and sustainable agriculture (see Gordon Nemb-
hard 2002b and chapter 9 in this volume). In a 2007 interview by the author, 
Linda Leaks, a co-founder of the Ella Jo Baker Intentional Community Coop-
erative in Washington, D.C., said that she has found study circles very eff ective 
in every stage of the development and maintenance of cooperative housing in 
the 1990s and early 2000s. Moreover, because of the importance of establish-
ing trust among members and an understanding of the mission of the coop-
erative, Leaks has focused more of her recent attention on the development of 
intentional cooperative communities—where members join the cooperative 
not only for the housing opportunity but also because of its philosophy, mis-
sion, and activist intentions. Continuous education and the building of trust 
are essential.

Another example of the growing use of study circles is their increased 
importance as a mechanism in the fi eld of microlending. Loans are often 
awarded to members of a “lending circle” who study microentrepreneurship 
together, support one another, and make sure that each individual member 
pays back the loan (often, one loan must be repaid before another is given).4
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Study circles are also becoming more widely used in the deliberative democ-
racy movement and to strengthen civic participation.

Co-op Courses and Curricula Among African Americans

Th e early involvement of school principals and teachers is also important in 
the establishment of cooperatives, as well as in the provision of reading lists, 
cooperative economics, and curricula for members. Examples of school 
principals involved in cooperative education include Mr. and Mrs. H. O. Cook 
and the Consumers’ Cooperative Association of Kansas City, J. L. Reddix and 
the Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company (Gary, Indiana), and various 
principals at the Bricks Rural Life School, Tyrrell County Training School, 
and Bluefi eld Colored Institute. Th e Bricks Rural Life School in Bricks, North 
Carolina, run by the American Missionary Association, developed a program 
of adult education in 1934 for African American cooperative development. 
Families took up residence on the school’s farm to learn new farming tech-
niques and cooperative economics. Cooperative economics courses and 
training workshops were provided for the community. Also in North Caro-
lina, another charismatic principal began organizing cooperatives in the late 
1930s. Th e principal of the Tyrrell County Training School, and members of 
his staff , conducted study groups on cooperative economics. Th is principal 
was familiar with the cooperatives at Bricks and had learned about coopera-
tives in a class on rural education at Columbia University, according to Pitts 
(1950).5 Th ey then established the Light of Tyrrell Cooperative. More coop-
erative activity took place in North Carolina around that time, as the Bricks 
and Tyrrell County co-ops joined together to organize the Eastern Carolina 
Council, a federation of North Carolinian cooperatives (see chapter 8).

In the 1930s, Ella Baker won a scholarship to the Cooperative Institute of 
CLUSA held at the Brookwood Labor College in 1931—she was the fi rst 
African American to win the award (Grant 1998, 33; Cohen 2003, 50). She 
studied consumer problems and community building at Columbia Univer-
sity, the New School for Social Research (now New School University), and 
New York University, and served as director of the Consumer Education 
Division of the Works Progress Administration (Cohen 2003, 50; see also 
Grant 1998; Ransby 2003). Ella Baker also was chair of education and pub-
licity for Harlem’s Own Cooperative from the late 1930s until 1941 (for more 
on Harlem’s Own, see chapter 6). Th is example demonstrates the various 
ways in which people could learn about cooperatives in the 1930s in New 
York City.
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Th e Journal of Negro Education began publishing information about 
cooperatives, cooperative economics, and consumers’ cooperation in 1935 
(Washington 1939a). Th e January 1939 issue included a list of sixteen articles 
and books on cooperatives in the United States and Europe and among 
Negroes. Th e April 1939 issue included a list of eight public lectures at the 
University of Michigan’s extension services on contemporary problems and 
the cooperative movement. Washington writes, “For those readers who have 
not kept track of the movement we wish at this time, not so much to give them 
a detailed account of what is going on, as to induce them to read and study 
concerning the issues, principles, and activities of this project for human 
betterment. Hence we present quotations, excerpts, references, newspaper 
clippings and personal experiences—all with the hope of awakening new 
interest in the subject, or feeding that which already exists” (1939a, 104–5).

Th e April 1939 issue of the JNE also included a short article by Anne Wil-
liamson promoting co-op education and advocating a regional “unifi ed sys-
tem of Negro Colleges” to develop an extensive curriculum on the cooperative 
movement and cooperative business development for Negroes, focusing par-
ticularly on self-help and local cooperative economic development. Th e 
Negro colleges would:

• Off er courses on the philosophy, nature, and growth of the cooperative 
movement

• Conduct extension courses in the organization, administration, and tech-
niques of cooperative enterprises

• Act as a clearinghouse for problems in co-op development
• Become an experimental center for “launching Cooperative projects of 

individual and group nature”
• Collect data on cooperative enterprises
• Disseminate Cooperative Literature (Williamson 1939, 242)

Williamson saw the goal of this cooperative curriculum in Negro colleges as 
stimulating “the economic rehabilitation of the suppressed, oppressed and 
depressed people of the Rural South, through a program of education seeking 
not only better material conditions, but an awakening of the people to their 
innate power to solve their own problems” (242). Th e JNE reported on the 
study tour in 1938 of the Antigonish cooperative movement in Nova Scotia 
that nineteen Blacks went on with thirty-fi ve Whites (Washington 1939a, 108). 
As early as 1938, in the “Bulletin of Instruction on Decisions and Orders of the 
First Convention of Ladies Auxiliary and International Executive Board,” the 
Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters dictated that “as 
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soon as convenient,” local auxiliaries should subscribe to “Consumers Union” 
and “Consumers Guide” publications. Th ey were also directed to “informa-
tion about the history and conduct of consumers’ cooperatives” and “advised 
to study credit unions” (Wilson and Randolph 1938, 1–2). A workers’ educa-
tion bureau was established, and local auxiliaries were urged to develop local 
libraries. In 1940 the Workers Education Bureau of the Ladies’ Auxiliary cir-
culated a reading list of publications on current events, child welfare and child 
labor, women workers, and consumer information, including cooperative 
economics (Workers Education Bureau 1940, 2). Works cited included CLUSA 
president James Warbasse’s “What Is Consumer’ [sic] Cooperation,” Beatrice 
Potter Webb’s “Th e Discovery of the Consumer,” and J. L. Reddix’s article 
about the Gary cooperative, “Th e Negro Finds a Way to Economic Equality” 
(Reddix 1935).

One year later, the Ladies’ Auxiliary continued to emphasize consumer 
education, cooperatives, and credit unions, along with issues about child 
labor and women’s labor and how to support organized labor (Wilson 1941b). 
By this time, Halena Wilson, the president of the Ladies’ Auxiliary, had writ-
ten a series of bulletins about consumerism and cooperatives for the mem-
bers (Wilson n.d.). One communication to the members provided a brief 
history of the consumer movement and the Rochdale Society of Equitable 
Pioneers in England and explained consumer cooperation, the benefi ts from 
consumer cooperatives, and how to conduct a consumer business (Wilson 
1941a). Wilson wrote to the Ladies’ Auxiliary chapter presidents and sug-
gested that they arrange a program about consumer education, the high cost 
of living, and cooperatives for their members—that the times dictated this 
need (1941c). She outlined a set of topics to cover and directed them to CLUSA 
for more information. She later told the chapter presidents that she thought 
it was important to start members on the condensed pamphlets she had writ-
ten and gradually build their knowledge of and interest in consumer coop-
eration “a little at a time,” i.e., through sustained study: “In this graduate[d] 
manner an interesting Consumer Program can be established” (1941d).

In the February 1942 issue of the Black Worker, Wilson wrote a column 
called “Consumers Cooperative Movement,” in which she explained clearly 
the importance of study groups in the cooperative movement:

Since the Cooperative Movement is a group movement, the members 
are joint owners of the various enterprises. Th erefore it is essential that 
the members become thoroughly acquainted with the principles and 
policies which govern their business. Th is is the reason for the study 
clubs and the discussion groups which extend over a period of many 
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months. During that period of study the members learn of the many 
advantages common to the Cooperative Movement. Th ey learn how to 
get quality and value for the money being spent. Th ey learn how to put 
an end to ruthless exploitation, how to lower prices and how to shorten 
the distance between the middle man and the ultimate consumer who 
happens to be themselves. Th ey learn that the future well being of 
themselves and their off spring, that the success of the enterprise 
depends upon the consolidated eff orts of the entire group. (1942a, 2)

At the January 7, 1943, meeting of the Chicago Ladies’ Auxiliary, it was 
announced that the co-op study club had established two branches, “so 
members being nearest these districts may easily attend these meetings.” All 
members were asked to join the co-op study club to help “make this move-
ment a bigger and better one” (Williamson 1943, 2).

In addition, A. Philip Randolph was accustomed to talking to crowds and 
attending meetings about cooperative development among Negroes at least 
between 1943 and 1947. Correspondence between Randolph and Wilson 
documents several occasions when Randolph off ered to speak about coop-
eratives at meetings or agreed to speak at or attend a cooperative meeting. In 
December 1945 he wrote to Wilson, “I hope you may be able to plan a meet-
ing that will have wide educational value among Negroes on the importance 
of the cooperative movement.” Before launching a cooperative store, a speech 
by Randolph was often part of the publicity. He is credited with stating at the 
Brotherhood’s Consumers Cooperative Buying Club rally in 1944, for exam-
ple, that cooperatives are “the best mechanism yet devised to bring about 
economic democracy” (Cohen 2003, 49). Randolph also wrote columns about 
cooperatives in the Messenger, the Black Worker, and other African Ameri-
can newspapers and magazines (1918 and 1944, for example).

In its more than forty-seven-year history, the Federation of Southern 
Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund (FSC/LAF) has engaged in and contrib-
uted to cooperative education through series of workshops, trainings, and 
technical assistance off erings, often creating its own materials (see Gordon 
Nembhard 2002b, for example; also Zippert 2005). It is clear that many coop-
eratives used established curricula on cooperative economics and consum-
ers’ cooperation, and created their own materials as needed—and urged their 
members to read these materials. Education and group learning were encour-
aged and enabled. In addition, the founders and early staff  of the FSC studied 
the Antigonish movement (see Prejean 1992; McKnight 1992), like their 
counterparts who attended the 1938 tour. Southern Consumers Cooperative 
(Lafayette, Louisiana) actually sent three staff ers to an eight-week summer 
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institute at the International School of Cooperatives and Credit Unions at St. 
Francis Xavier University, Antigonish, Nova Scotia—one each in the sum-
mers of 1962, 1963, and 1964—one of whom (Carol Zippert) became a founder 
of the FSC. Charles Prejean, the FSC’s fi rst executive director, studied coop-
erative management training in New England in the mid-1960s. Some mem-
bers of the FSC also toured the Mondragon cooperatives in Spain in the 1970s 
(Zippert 2005).

Pretraining and Orientation

Many cooperatives, particularly those initiated by agencies or other organiza-
tions, begin with an extensive pretraining program and member orientation. 
Cooperative Economics for Women (CEW) in Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts, 
off ered potential members an innovative, rigorous, and comprehensive six-
month to one-year training program. CEW’s transformative program in the 
late 1990s combined literacy, organizational skills, the technical know-how to 
run a business and a co-op, and employment experience with building trust 
and a sense of community among members (Gordon Nembhard 2000a).

Emma’s Eco-Clean housecleaning cooperative is a project of Women’s 
Action to Gain Economic Security (WAGES) in Redwood City, California. 
Five founding members, predominantly Latinas, went through a one-year 
business training program off ered by WAGES and seventy-fi ve hours of 
industrial training in ecological cleaning. Once they established their coop-
erative, the members formed their own internal training program. Emma’s 
won a 1999 Silicon Valley Environmental Business Award with WAGES, and 
was nominated for a 2001 San Mateo County Sustainability Award (WAGES 
2004). WAGES has developed and supported several other ecological clean-
ing cooperatives using the same model, and generally helps immigrant 
women jointly own their own businesses, receive the needed training, and 
gain control over their income (Morris 1998).

Cooperative Home Care Associates (CHCA), a home-care agency com-
posed of women of color, blends pretraining and in-service training to 
develop and maintain quality of service. It developed its own not-for-profi t 
training subsidiary to ensure comprehensive, high-quality training as well as 
advancement possibilities for its member-owners. Glasser and Brecher note 
that “since the original training was out of the hands of CHCA, it did not 
refl ect the ethics of respect and support with which the company wished to 
deal with its workers” (2002, 24). As a model of how a service company can 
provide quality care by creating high-quality jobs, CHCA found it necessary 
to control job training, create its own curricula, and hire its own trainers; it 
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then formed its own not-for-profi t training subsidiary. Mondragon, simi-
larly, has multiple education and training facilities and promotes research 
and development among and for its members.

Early in the process, CHCA learned to use its own workers to enhance the 
training and increase job opportunities and advancement. Glasser and Brecher 
observe that “the training program was both an opportunity to upgrade a few 
bright and ambitious HHAs [home health aides] and to provide trainees with 
instructors who were their cultural and vocational peers. Th is arrangement 
allowed trainees to communicate more honestly to the staff  through the 
assistant instructors, and for these former HHAs to communicate their ideas 
to senior staff  within a less threatening, more equal context” (2002, 26–27). 
Components of CHCA’s training program include free tuition, guaranteed 
employment to those who pass the course, and “smooth transition from 
training to work” (Inserra, Conway, and Rodat 2002, 60). Th ere is a rigorous 
applicant-screening process, a four- to six-week intake process that includes 
individual interviews and a full-day information session, a four- to fi ve-
week training course (four weeks and 160 hours in English or fi ve weeks and 
200 hours in Spanish), followed by eight hours of supervised clinical work 
(58–69). CHCA’s training-certifi cation program in home health care is 
licensed by the state of New York and surpasses federal requirements (64). 
CHCA’s program emphasizes “process as well as content, social skills as well 
as technical mastery” (Glasser and Brecher 2002, 27). Th e training method is 
a learner-centered approach “designed to try to bolster individuals’ confi -
dence and self-esteem through the use of participatory techniques and 
emphasis on mutual respect among trainees” (Inserra, Conway, and Rodat 
2002, 65). Quality of service is essential to the cooperative’s success, and 
high-quality training and working conditions are essential to the members’ 
provision of high-quality service. Th is is one of CHCA’s great successes. 
Training also includes understanding how to participate in a democratic 
organization, and board training for members (worker-owners) who are 
elected to the board of directors of the co-op. Th eir high-ranking training 
program has also positioned them for direct replication in other places. 
Th rough all the successes, the training program continues to be challenged 
by increasing regulations and requirements in the fi eld, balancing content 
with process, and fi nding and retaining appropriate instructors. In conjunc-
tion with its comprehensive training programs, CHCA also develops leader-
ship from within, provides owner-members with opportunities to increase 
their skills, move up the professional ladder (from unskilled home-care pro-
vider to registered nurse or home-care instructor), and assume board and 
management positions. Th is encourages members to grow as the organiza-
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tion grows, and it allows the organization both to hire from within at the 
upper levels and to bring in new unskilled employees/potential members at 
the entry level.

Management by Committee, In-Service Training, and 
Leadership Development

Th e Rainbow Grocery Cooperative in San Francisco is a nonhierarchical, 
self-managed, interracial worker-owned cooperative that operates by a com-
mittee system. Each committee or department is semiautonomous and sends 
a representative to a governing committee. Members rotate among depart-
ments and learn most aspects of the business. Self-managed cooperatives in 
particular learn the importance of good communication, meeting facilitation, 
and consensus building, and make sure to train themselves in these areas in 
addition to the content areas related to their industry. Self-managing coop-
eratives such as Rainbow also engage in participatory budgeting and open-
book accounting. Many such cooperatives also off er upward job mobility, 
horizontal promotion, and board training for their members, providing lead-
ership development and a variety of opportunities for advancement. Mem-
bers gain experience in decision making, develop leadership in context, and 
share their skills.6

Du Bois noted as early as 1907 that continuous education, especially the 
proper training of managers, was essential to the success of Black coopera-
tives (1907, 151; 1940). He also discussed the importance of selecting and 
developing leaders “for the discovery of ability to manage, of character, of 
absolute honesty, of inspirational push not toward power but toward effi  -
ciency, of expert knowledge in the technique of production and distribu-
tion and of scholarship in the past and present of economic development,” 
leaders who would be accountable to “intelligent democratic control” 
(1940, 709–10). He argued, in addition, that the only way to maintain good 
leadership was through the deliberate and sustained education of both 
co-op leaders and members. “Th ey must be taught in long and lingering 
conference, in careful marshaling of facts, in the willingness to come to 
decision slowly and the determination not to tyrannize over minorities. . . . 
Th eir real character must be so brought out and exhibited until the over-
whelming mass of people who own the co-operative movement and whose 
votes guide and control it will be able to see just exactly the principles and 
persons for which they are voting” (710). Du Bois’s articulation of a coop-
erative vision for African Americans also explains why this education is so 
important:

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   97 2/27/14   2:41 PM



98   deliberative cooperative economic development

All this would be a realization of democracy in industry led by consum-
ers’ organizations and extending to planned production. Is there any 
reason to believe that such democracy among American Negroes could 
evolve the necessary leadership in technique and the necessary social 
institutions in which would so guide and organize the masses that a 
new economic foundation could be laid for a group with is today threat-
ened with poverty and social subordination? (709)

Similarly, Ralph Paige, executive director of the FSC/LAF, suggests not 
only that leadership development is essential to the success of cooperatives 
but also that leadership training has been an important and successful by-
product of the support for cooperative economic development given by the 
FSC/LAF. Th e FSC has trained members of co-ops for leadership in the 
cooperative movement, but this training and leadership experience also 
translates into other areas of civic society and the political arena (Paige 2001; 
see also Gordon Nembhard and Blasingame 2002, Gordon Nembhard 2004b).

Networking Conferences

Many cooperatives have also formed local networks where they share product 
and service information, put out a joint newsletter, and organize meetings. 
Some of the networks organize educational and networking conferences and 
join with other networks into regional and national organizations. At the 
conferences, members share best practices, exchange information, and pro-
vide in-service training. In addition to the exchange of information and 
training, attendees also engage in movement-building strategies and meet 
with funders and potential funders.7

In addition to establishing the Negro Cooperative Guild in 1918, Du Bois 
integrated discussion of cooperative economics into most of the economic 
conferences and summits that he organized or spoke to, including the twelfth 
Atlanta conference in 1907, the Amenia conferences in 1916 and 1933, and 
even the Rosenwald economic conferences. In addition, for many years Du 
Bois was in correspondence with CLUSA president James P. Warbasse, and 
with many other Black and White scholars and leaders of cooperative eco-
nomics. Th e Young Negroes’ Co-operative League organized annual confer-
ences in diff erent locations around the country to exchange information, 
support fl edgling cooperatives, and educate the public.

Many of the Black cooperatives of the early twentieth century also made 
sure to maintain their membership in the White cooperative national and 
regional organizations and attend their conferences and annual meetings. 
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Th e Cooperative Society of Bluefi eld Colored Institute, for example, prided 
itself on joining CLUSA in 1925 and being the fi rst African Americans to 
attend the National Cooperative Congress in Minneapolis in 1926 (Matney 
1927). In the 1930s, the YNCL not only worked with the Colored Merchants 
Association but also belonged to CLUSA, attending its conferences and cor-
responding with its leadership (Pittsburgh Courier 1931).

In 1969, the National Black Economic Conference included support for 
cooperatives in its platform. Th e “Black Manifesto” (written mostly by James 
Forman, executive secretary of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Com-
mittee, or SNCC), delivered at the conference, called for reparations in order 
to fund an “international Black appeal” that would produce capital for “the 
establishment of cooperative businesses in the United States and Africa,” in 
addition to a southern land bank, a national Black labor strike and defense 
fund, a national welfare rights organization, Black-owned publishing houses 
and audio-visual networks, and research and training centers (National Black 
Economic Conference 1969).

the twelfth atlanta conference—negro business 
development and cooperatives

Du Bois held a conference in 1907 titled “Negro Business Development and 
Cooperatives,” promoting cooperatives and economic cooperation. Th e 
twelfth Atlanta conference, held at Atlanta University on May 28, 1907, was a 
daylong program, beginning at 10:00 a.m. and ending at 10:00 p.m., and 
included presentations on such topics as business as a career, health and 
business, children’s cooperation (which included songs and games presented 
by four kindergarten classes), and cooperative business development. Among 
the presentations at the fi nal session on cooperative business were Du Bois’s 
address “Th e Meaning of Co-operation” and G. Crawford’s “Co-operation 
and Immigration” (the conference program and resolutions were published 
in Du Bois 1907). Th e conference resolution concluded that the “present ten-
dencies among Negroes toward co-operative eff ort and . . . wide ownership of 
small capital and small accumulations among many rather than great riches 
among a few” should be fostered and emphasized (Du Bois 1907, 4). Confer-
ence presentations highlighted these eff orts and promoted economic coop-
eration. Th e fi nal resolution also declared that African Americans were in a 
crisis because “they unwittingly stand . . . at the cross roads” between the “old 
trodden ways of” individualistic competition (and gaining “wealth at the 
expense of the general well being”) and “co-operation in capital and labor” 
(which fosters a “wide distribution of capital and a more general equality of 
wealth and comfort”) (4). Th e resolution emphasized that this crisis was not 
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the result of “idleness” or “lack of skill” but rather lack of recognition of the 
importance of cooperative economic development and the gains made for the 
race from cooperative economic endeavors.

It is signifi cant that the topic of the twelfth conference, economic coopera-
tion and business development, was one of the major topics Du Bois pursued 
and intended to revisit each decade. His extensive study of African American 
cooperatives and economic cooperation was the fi rst of its kind (1898 and 
1907). Currently, more than 107 years later, the 1907 monograph remains the 
only full-length national study of African American–owned cooperatives and 
collective economic activity until now.

Perhaps also signifi cant, the fi rst report and conference in the Atlanta 
series specifi cally studying business cooperatives among African Americans 
was actually one of the last to be produced before the Atlanta social study 
reports and conferences were terminated (in large part because of lack of 
fi nancial backing). Th ere was certainly conversation about cooperative eco-
nomic action, and some examples in practice, in the years before and after 
that conference, but no national academic conference dedicated to Black 
business cooperatives and urban cooperative economic development has 
taken place since.8 It is telling, therefore, that the twelfth Atlanta conference 
was the fi rst and only academic conference and national study to focus on 
African American cooperative economics in business.

Th e Atlanta conferences were part of a research project that Du Bois pur-
sued at Atlanta University with the support of its president, Horace Bum-
stead, from 1895 to 1908. Part of a comprehensive plan to study many aspects 
of the social and economic conditions of African Americans—“the complete 
Negro problem in the United States” (Du Bois 1940, 597)—each annual con-
ference coincided with the release of a research report and covered one 
aspect of African American life. Du Bois envisioned that these annual con-
ferences would be held in Atlanta in the succeeding decade as well—in fact, 
he envisioned “a hundred year program of study.” Du Bois’s goal was to 
transform Bumstead’s idea of annual conferences at Atlanta University 
focused on city problems (to rival Tuskegee University’s annual conferences 
on rural problems) into a national undertaking and a major research venture; 
in this, he anticipated the fi elds of urban studies and urban sociology later in 
the century. Du Bois explained the signifi cance of the reports and confer-
ences: “At the time of their publication Atlanta University was the only insti-
tution in the world carrying on a systematic study of the Negro and his 
development, and putting the result in a form available for the scholars of the 
world. In addition to the publications, we did something toward bringing 
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together annually at Atlanta University persons and authorities interested in 
the problems of the South” (1940, 601–2).

Twenty-eight years later, one of Du Bois’s biographers wrote, “Du Bois’ 
Atlanta studies represent his eff orts to introduce systematic induction into the 
fi eld of race relations when other men were speculating about Negroes” (Rud-
wick 1968, 49). While noting many of the shortcomings and scholarly weak-
nesses of the annual research reports, Rudwick commended the eff ort: “Du 
Bois’ monument was his attempt to traverse the society, observing and count-
ing what he saw, using the schedule, questionnaire, and interview. His method 
of case-counting was naive and elemental, and his questions were sometimes 
unsophisticated. . . . But his decennial program was unique, even though none 
of the large universities contributed to it, as he had so much hoped” (49). Rud-
wick also pointed out that Du Bois’s research helped to dispel many of the 
myths and “common sense generalizations held by many people of the period,” 
including the misconceptions that Black men were lynched for sexual assault 
(in fact, this was the case in only one-third of lynchings); that Negro education 
was equal to White (it was inferior in every way); and that Negro education 
was paid for by the benefi cence of Whites (Negroes paid a signifi cant propor-
tion of the taxes that paid for education) (49–50). Rudwick credited Du Bois’s 
reports with improving Black morale and group pride, and with alerting 
Whites not only to the plight of African Americans but also to the fact that 
Black educational institutions were engaged in serious intellectual activity (52).

Public Education

Many cooperatives also realize the importance of public education—educat-
ing their customers, potential customers, and surrounding communities 
about cooperative economics and the mission of their enterprise. Th is may 
consist simply of providing informational brochures and bulletin boards 
about the cooperative or more extensively with forums and workshops for 
customers. Many cooperatives or cooperative trade associations produce 
newsletters, brochures, and websites to educate the public about what they 
do and to introduce the concept of cooperative economics. In the 1930s, the 
North Carolina Council for Credit Unions and Associates provided pamphlets 
on how to start a credit union and cooperative economics as well as work-
shops. Th ese were quite eff ective because the number of new African Ameri-
can credit unions and cooperatives increased signifi cantly during that period 
(see chapter 8). Prejean (1992, 17) notes that the North Carolina group had 
brochures and pamphlets and extensive education starting in the 1920s.
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Du Bois and George S. Schuyler separately discussed cooperative eff orts 
and principles in their newspaper columns and magazine articles, particu-
larly in the early 1930s, and encouraged others to do so. Moreover, coopera-
tives were mentioned fairly regularly in newspapers and magazines by Black 
leaders from about 1910 to 1942. From 1910 to 1934 and again in the early 
1940s, the Crisis, under Du Bois’s leadership, published several articles and 
editorials on cooperative economics by both White and Black authors and 
sometimes highlighted a particular cooperative business (see DeMarco 1974; 
also Warbasse 1918; Frazier 1923; Sims 1925; Matney 1927, 1930; Rosenberg 
1940a; Crump 1941). In 1918, as prelude to the establishment of the Negro 
Cooperative Guild, for example, Du Bois wrote a “series of editorials and 
explanations in the Crisis, advocating consumers’ co-operation for Negroes” 
(Du Bois 1940, 759). In April 1933, one of his last editorials, “Th e Right to 
Work,” proposed consumer and producer cooperation as the solution to 
African Americans’ economic distress (Du Bois 1933b).

In 1930, Schuyler issued a call to “young Negroes” to save the race through 
cooperative economics (Schuyler n.d.; Calvin 1931; Ransby 2003, 82). He sum-
marized his four-page open letter in his regular column in the Pittsburgh 
Courier (see chapter 5 for more detail). In a letter to the members of the Young 
Negroes’ Co-operative League, Schuyler encouraged them to publicize coop-
eratives: “Each member must make it a point to talk up consumer’ co-operation 
with all of his or her friends. It is necessary to prepare yourself with answers 
to all possible questions that might be asked. Th at is your ammunition—and 
you know you can’t win a battle without ammunition” (1931, 1).

Also during the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s, A. Philip Randolph’s Messenger and 
Black Worker periodically carried articles and columns discussing coopera-
tive ownership strategy, the consumers’ cooperative movement and its rela-
tionship to the labor movement, and the development of and support for 
Black-owned consumer cooperatives, particularly those established by the 
Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (see Chateau-
vert 1998; see also Randolph 1918; Wilson 1942a, 1942d, 1947a, 1948a). Even 
Marcus Garvey’s more nationalistic and economically conservative Negro 
World occasionally published an article on a Black cooperative business or 
housing venture in the early decades of the twentieth century (see NNBL 
1929; Gothard 1931; Negro World 1930a, 1930c, 1931, 1932).

More recently, beginning in the 1990s, the APR Educational Fund of the 
A. Philip Randolph Institute, headquartered in Washington, D.C., and dedi-
cated to Black labor and community development, has introduced worker 
ownership and supports the development of worker cooperatives among its 
members.
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Th e strategy of using community support has helped many African Ameri-
can–owned cooperatives, such as the Freedom Quilting Bee in Alberta, Ala-
bama, and the SSC Employment Agency in Baltimore. Public information and 
dialogue about mission and goals help to secure a client base and maintain 
interest in the business and its success. Part of the mission of Equal Exchange, 
for example (though not a predominantly African American cooperative), is to 
inform consumers about “honest and fair trade relationships and cooperative 
principles” (http://equalexchange.coop/). Because its business connects small 
cooperative coff ee farmers in Latin America, Africa, and Asia with North Amer-
ican buyers, it is important that Equal Exchange customers know as much about 
the principles, processes, and challenges involved as possible. Th is increases the 
appeal of the product, establishes a niche market, and explains the prices.

Agency-Driven Cooperative Education Among 
African Americans

From these examples, we see how important cooperative economics education 
is for all stakeholders and at all stages of cooperative development. Th rough-
out history, African American cooperatives, like all cooperatives, have in-
vested time and money in self-education and training in order to strengthen 
their own enterprises and spread the word about this model. Th ree examples 
are the Negro Cooperative Guild, the Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Com-
pany, and historically Black colleges.

Th e Negro Cooperative Guild

As we have seen, W. E. B. Du Bois was an early proponent of consumer coop-
eration and discussed its merits in his editorial columns, articles, and books. 
He made several attempts to interest the NAACP’s board of directors in pro-
moting cooperatives (Du Bois 1940; Rudwick 1968, 196). Du Bois asked the 
NAACP in 1917, for example, to support a program to teach the value of form-
ing buyers’ clubs operating on the principles of economic cooperation. 
According to Rudwick, at that time there seemed to be some tolerance but no 
particular interest on the part of the NAACP board (“the board minutes fail to 
note any overt antagonism either to” the editorials or to Du Bois’s proposal to 
convene a meeting to promote cooperatives) (1968, 196).

In 1918, Du Bois held the fi rst and only meeting of the Negro Cooperative 
Guild in the Crisis magazine offi  ces—but apparently unoffi  cially. Sixteen 
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years later, Du Bois would leave the Crisis and the NAACP, in part because of 
diff erences of opinion over his advocacy of a racial group economy based on 
African American cooperative ownership (“the segregated economy the-
ory”—see Rudwick 1968, 273; DeMarco 1974). Du Bois described his dilemma: 
“I could seek through my editorship of the Crisis slowly but certainly to 
change the ideology of the NAACP and of the Negro race into a racial pro-
gram for economic salvation along the paths of peace and organization”—
“advocating new, deliberate and purposeful segregation for economic 
defense in precisely the lines of business and industry” (1940, 783). To do 
that, however, he would need to either change the makeup of the NAACP 
board or leave the association. He explained the diffi  culty of fi nding directors 
sympathetic to this strategy, and the resistance to cooperative ownership 
based on racial solidarity:

Th e Association seemed to me not only unwilling to move toward the 
left in its program but even stepped decidedly toward the right. And 
what astonished me most was that this economic reaction was voiced 
even more by the colored members of the Board of Directors than the 
white. One could realize why a rich white liberal should suspect funda-
mental economic change, but it was most diffi  cult for me to understand 
that the younger and more prosperous Negro professional men, mer-
chants, and investors were clinging to the older ideas of property, own-
ership and profi ts even more fi rmly than the whites. Th e liberal white 
world saw the change that was coming despite their wish. Th e upper 
class colored world did not anticipate nor understand it. (782–83)

In 1930, George Schuyler (n.d.) demonstrated a similar frustration with 
middle-class conservative African Americans, but he felt that salvation would 
be found in the younger crowd’s embrace of cooperative economics.

On August 26, 1918, after publishing a series of editorials in the Crisis
“advocating consumer’s cooperation for Negroes,” Du Bois went ahead and 
invited twelve “colored men from seven diff erent states” to establish the Negro 
Cooperative Guild (Du Bois 1940, 759; see also Bunche n.d.). Th e meeting 
took place at the Crisis offi  ces in New York City. Th e idea behind the guild was 
to encourage groups and individuals to study consumer cooperation, its 
extent and methods; to hold an annual meeting to support the establishment 
of cooperative stores; and to form a central committee to provide technical 
assistance. As Rudwick put it, “Th e organization wished to convince various 
clubs to study economic co-operation and hoped to encourage converts to 
open co-operative stores under its direction” (1968, 196).
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After attending this meeting, a “Mr. Ruddy” returned home to Memphis, 
Tennessee, and organized a study group (Du Bois 1919).9 In February 1919, 
the Memphis group incorporated as Citizen’s Cooperative Stores to operate 
cooperative meat markets.

Th ese are the known details about the formation and fi rst (and only) meet-
ing of the Negro Cooperative Guild in August 1918. I have found no list of 
names of those who attended the meeting, although from Du Bois we know 
that Mr. Ruddy and W. C. Matney were in attendance.10 According to Ralph 
Bunche (n.d.), the meeting was a two-day conference held August 26–27, 
1938, for “those interested in establishing cooperative enterprises among 
Negroes throughout the country.” Because Bunche’s description (from a one-
page description of the guild among his archived papers) matches Du Bois’s 
and Rudwick’s in every respect but the year, I assume that 1938 is a typo and 
that he meant 1918. If there was a second meeting in 1938, I have found no 
other mention of it by Du Bois, Rudwick, or any other historical account.

Nor have I found any records indicating that there were any more meet-
ings after the fi rst, as noted above. “Th ere is no evidence,” Bunche wrote, 
“that the Guild ever advanced very far beyond this fi rst conference, though 
Dr. Du Bois is still a staunch advocate of cooperative enterprise for Negroes” 
(n.d.). Du Bois admits to being distracted by a trip to Europe, his growing 
involvement in the Pan-African movement, “the disasters of the year 1919,” 
and the Depression (1940, 759).

Du Bois mused in his autobiography, Dusk of Dawn, that the Negro Coop-
erative Guild and his other eff orts to establish cooperatives may have been 
the most promising of all his endeavors—and he urged that they be revived. 
But he also noted that “the whole movement needed more careful prelimi-
nary spade work, with popular education both of consumers and managers; 
and for lack of this, it temporarily failed” (1940, 759). It is curious, however, 
that, writing in 1940, he did not mention the Young Negroes’ Co-operative 
League or the eff orts of George Schuyler and Ella Jo Baker to organize just 
such education and groundwork in the early 1930s.

As in his 1898 and 1907 writings on Black businesses, Du Bois ended his 
discussion of cooperatives in Dusk of Dawn on a pessimistic note—this time 
writing that he had not pursued it diligently enough and that cooperatives 
were a diffi  cult model to implement without suffi  cient education and train-
ing. He may have had encouragement in this perspective from the Black 
economist and Howard University professor Abram L. Harris (even though 
Harris was one of the Howard professors who supported the YNCL’s second 
national conference at Howard University in 1932). In a 1934 letter to Du Bois, 
Harris wrote:
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I contend, however, that no program of economic welfare that is 
planned for the Negro is going to succeed until his so-called intelli-
gentsia is emancipated so that it can furnish guidance. . . . Even if you 
would start a fool proof program of Negro economic advancement I am 
sure that it would soon collapse for want of determined intellectual 
guidance and support. . . . I do not see how very much can be done 
behind the back of present social changes. Th ese changes are taking 
place rapidly in our industrial life and I feel that if they continue in the 
direction they are now going we are going to have industry perma-
nently cartelised [sic] [i.e., under the control of a monopoly of a few 
large cartels]. If this takes place small industry whether individualistic 
or based on racial self-help is going to have hard sledding. If therefore 
we decided to launch a co-operative movement among the Negro as a 
means of economic self-help we must be prepared to see it wiped out 
of existence by these changes. On the other hand, [American consum-
ers might rise up and insist on greater control]. . . . Given suffi  cient 
provocation this control might lead into the establishment of guilds 
through which the present ownership and management of industry 
will be eliminated. . . . Th is of course would amount to guild socialism 
which I am beginning to believe is the only kind we are going to see 
established in our life time, if at all, in this country. If present tenden-
cies culminate into guild socialism I can see that a cooperative move-
ment among Negroes might prove very valuable. [Whatever happens, 
we need independent Negro intellectuals to provide the guidance.] . . . 
It is my conviction, however, that nothing is going to be done with the 
Negro and about his special problems until we are willing to throw 
over board certain political and social values that govern our thinking. 
. . . Th e Negro intellectual [must] think of the race problem in terms of 
general economic and social changes. . . . [Otherwise,] he will eff ect no 
permanent or fundamental change in the conditions of the Negro 
masses. (1934, 471–72)

Harris was a leading African American economist and a leading radical 
economist of his time, and clearly one of the people Du Bois consulted about 
his ideas for cooperative economic development among Blacks. Harris’s eco-
nomic pessimism, as well as his strong contention that without African 
American intellectual support there could be no Black cooperative move-
ment, would have been persuasive to Du Bois and fed Du Bois’s own pessi-
mism, although by 1934 Du Bois was focused more on the need to promote 
“economic action” than on the intellectual exchange about it. He wrote to 
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Harris that “the chief object of this in my mind would not be the information 
which they [a group of Negro scholars] can impart, but the action toward 
economic salvation that they can induce” (1934b, 471).11 Although Du Bois 
wrote in 1940 that African American cooperative economic development was 
perhaps his most important project, he ended up giving it little attention, and 
it therefore received little publicity or serious attention from anyone else.

Manning Marable describes the period 1918–19, when Du Bois was estab-
lishing the Negro Cooperative Guild, as probably the height of Du Bois’s 
career. He was fi fty years old, the NAACP had grown signifi cantly and had 
gained more grassroots supporters (many of whom had once been Booker T. 
Washington supporters), and monthly sales of the Crisis had increased to 
seventy thousand (Marable 1986, 97). As editor of the Crisis, Du Bois’s 
national infl uence was at its height—seventy thousand people were reading 
his editorials and articles.12 He wrote about cooperatives and about using the 
racial group economic strategy from the early 1900s through the 1930s, and 
yet by his own admission Du Bois did not put enough energy into it, and 
much more education was needed for the strategy to be more widely prac-
ticed. As the history of the challenges and successes of African American 
cooperatives unfolds in the pages of this book, perhaps we can better under-
stand why at the height of his infl uence Du Bois did not seriously pursue the 
Negro Cooperative Guild, and why he was not able to inspire more coopera-
tive business development among his followers.

On the other hand, Du Bois, as well as the writers of accounts for a couple 
of the co-op stores, credit that August 1918 meeting of the Negro Cooperative 
Guild with the founding of a few cooperatives. Th e Co-operative League of 
America (CLUSA) started in 1916.13 It is clear that Du Bois and other African 
American leaders knew about the league by the early 1920s and had some 
relationship with the cooperative movement.14 Du Bois wanted Blacks to 
organize separate cooperative organizations of their own, but to use CLUSA 
information and services.15

I am certain that two cooperatives are directly attributable to the August 
1918 meeting. According to Du Bois (1940, 759), the meeting of the twelve 
members of the Negro Cooperative Guild produced six or seven cooperative 
eff orts around the country. I found information about two of these: Citizens’ 
Co-operative Stores in Memphis and the Cooperative Society of Bluefi eld 
Colored Institute in West Virginia. I do not know what other Black coopera-
tives from 1918 to 1928 were established as a result of that meeting, but pre-
sumably there were more than just these two. What we know of these two is 
basically positive. In addition, about a decade later, there began a period of 
many attempts and many successes with cooperative enterprise development 

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   107 2/27/14   2:41 PM



108   deliberative cooperative economic development

among African Americans—even if not all of them can be attributed directly 
to Du Bois’s advocacy or the Negro Cooperative Guild.

Th e Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company 
and Cooperative Education

As noted above, the Negro Cooperative Stores Association/Consumers’ 
Cooperative Trading Company in Gary, Indiana, began with a study circle. 
Twenty African American families, whose annual incomes ranged from $500 
to $1,000 (Hope 1940, 42), joined a study group in early 1932 to address eco-
nomic problems arising from the closing of the steel mills and the ensuing 
economic depression in that city. Th e members of the study group docu-
mented and discussed economic conditions in their neighborhood, and soon 
focused on strategies to help alleviate the economic distress the Black com-
munity was experiencing. Th eir education program centered on consumer 
cooperation as a viable strategy. Th e study group held weekly educational 
meetings for eighteen months before opening any business. One prominent 
member, Jacob L. Reddix, a teacher at the local high school, attended the 
District Congress of the Central States Cooperative League in Cleveland, 
Ohio, and returned with information about consumer cooperation. He 
worked with the group to set up a buying club to reduce their grocery 
expenses and provide quality food. Th ey raised $24 initially, which was used 
for publicity and the fi rst inventory of the buying club. Th e study group 
members continued to study the history and philosophy of cooperative eco-
nomics at the same time that it launched the buying club. Th ey soon found 
the need to organize an offi  cial grocery store because the co-op distributor 
that supplied their goods could contract only with a store. In December 1932 
the fi rst store, a cooperative grocery and meat market, opened.

Th e study group, chaired by Reddix, continued as the education committee 
of the cooperative. In the fall of 1933 its members concluded that formal coop-
erative economics training was essential to their progress. Th ey sponsored a 
class in the adult education night school of Roosevelt High School, the prin-
cipal and many teachers of which belonged to the study group and buying 
club. Th e course was taught by Reddix and continued to be taught through 
1935. With the largest attendance of any academic class in the evening schools 
at that time, two major classes were taught: the history and philosophy of 
cooperation, for beginners, and the organization and management of coop-
eratives (Hope 1940, 41). Women members of the fi rst class organized a wom-
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en’s guild, and their activities inspired interest in the fl edgling cooperative 
movement among Blacks in Gary and increased membership in the co-op 
(Reddix 1935). A men’s council and a youth league were also established.

With increased interest in consumer cooperation, the education commit-
tee published “A Five Year Plan of Cooperative Action for Lifting the Eco-
nomic Status of the Negro in Gary.” Th e plan called for a larger, more modern 
grocery store and meat market, fi ve more stores in the region, a credit union, 
a “motor service” station, a bakery, a dairy, and a “farm-resort.” Th e fi rst 
small store, chartered as the Negro Cooperative Stores Association in Decem-
ber 1932, closed after about a year of operation. It was replaced in August 
1934 by a larger grocery story with a new name, the Consumers’ Cooperative 
Trading Company. By 1935 membership had increased to four hundred. 
Sales in the fi rst year amounted to $35,000, and the grocery store employed 
seven full-time staff ers. Th e fi rst dividend, of 2 percent on shares of stock 
owned, was paid to members in December 1935 (Hope 1940, 41). In 1936 
sales reached $160,000, and the company was considered “the largest gro-
cery business operated by Negroes in the United States” (Reddix 1974, 119). 
Th e Cooperative Trading Company also sponsored a young people’s branch 
that operated its own ice-cream parlor and candy store. Th e credit union 
was established ahead of schedule, in November 1934, and had more than 
one hundred members in its fi rst year. Th e cooperative became affi  liated 
with the Central States Cooperative League and Cooperative Wholesale, 
Inc. of Chicago, and received advice from two White-owned cooperatives 
in the region. Although all of its businesses were closed by 1938, as the 
economy went from bad to worse, this African American cooperative soci-
ety met many of its goals and infl uenced social and economic activity in 
Gary in the 1930s.16

Teaching Consumer Cooperation at Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities

During the 1940s, some Black colleges were teaching about cooperatives. 
Brooks and Lynch reported on coverage of the “cooperative movement” and 
“consumer problems” in courses in “southern Negro colleges.” Th ey sur-
veyed seventy-fi ve universities, colleges, and junior colleges for Negroes in 
the southern states in the fall of 1943. Of the fi fty-seven institutions that 
responded, about thirty-seven indicated that study of the cooperative move-
ment was included in their curriculum. While there was some overlap with 
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respondents who considered discussion of consumer problems similar to 
teaching about cooperatives, in subsequent questions it became clear that at 
least twenty-fi ve or so diff erent institutions did teach about cooperatives, 
with eight indicating that they taught an entire course on the cooperative 
movement. Most of these courses (on both consumer education and coopera-
tives) had been taught since 1938 in the economics, home economics, and 
sociology departments of the Black universities and colleges (Black studies 
was not acknowledged as a discipline at this time). In addition, about twice as 
many of the accredited colleges as nonaccredited devoted “the equivalent of 
half a course or more to each of these subjects” (Brooks and Lynch 1944, 
435). Faculty members were very conscious that this subject matter helped 
students to be more economically literate and to address problems in their 
communities, while developing leadership and agency. Twenty-three 
responded that there was a cooperative organization now functioning on 
their campus. Th e authors concluded that “the Cooperative Movement is 
looked upon as a way of further ‘emancipation’ for the Negro but with weighty 
qualifi cations which range from pessimism stemming from a realization of 
the basic ills of society to optimistic agreement that the Movement does off er 
possibilities for the up-building of the Negro” (436).

It is not clear that this tradition has continued, particularly in terms of 
cooperative education. A cursory recent study did not fi nd cooperative eco-
nomics taught in either economics or African studies departments in histori-
cally Black colleges and universities.17 Nor do such courses appear signifi cantly 
in the curricula of other colleges and universities, although agricultural eco-
nomics departments include sections or courses on cooperative economics, 
and a few U.S. business schools now off er a course or partial course in coop-
erative economics.18 In addition, the participation of African American stu-
dents in the few courses that are available is paltry (see Gordon Nembhard 
2008a). Consumer education and consumer economics, by contrast, have 
become a strong movement nationwide.

Of interest, in the 1944 study, sixteen respondents were able to provide 
examples of cooperative enterprises not connected with their college but in 
the immediate area. Th e proximity of a cooperative suggests that some of the 
impetus for the inclusion of the cooperative movement in the curriculum 
may have arisen from the existence of Black-owned cooperatives nearby and 
the relative prominence of the movement among African Americans during 
that period. Today, with attention to consumer rights and alternative com-
munity-level economic development increasing, we might expect to see more 
courses taught.19
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Education as a Resource

It is impossible to trace the history of African American cooperative develop-
ment without discussing the role of education and the importance of the var-
ious ways in which African Americans have disseminated information about 
cooperatives and the cooperative movement in the United States and inter-
nationally. Nearly every cooperative started with a study group or some kind 
of organized study. Many cooperatives shared information with one another 
and with the public, using newsletters, newspaper and journal articles and 
columns, and public lectures and conferences. Many cooperatives sent their 
members to cooperative conferences or created their own conferences. Some 
groups visited other cooperatives. It is remarkable that one-third of the par-
ticipants in the 1938 study tour of cooperatives in Nova Scotia were Black 
(Washington 1939a, 109). At a time when money was tight and much of the 
country was deeply racially segregated, nineteen Blacks and thirty-fi ve Whites 
toured Nova Scotia together in order to learn more about cooperative educa-
tion and cooperative economic development. Th is is a relatively obscure, lit-
tle-known fact that illustrates how important learning about cooperatives was 
to a segment of the African American community.

In some ways, the history of African American cooperative development is 
more about the African American promotion of cooperatives and eff orts 
toward cooperative economic education than about the creation and success 
of cooperative businesses. While a signifi cant number of cooperatives were 
established, and while there have been many successful co-op businesses in 
the Black community throughout U.S. history, as much eff ort and activity, if 
not more, have been put into the promotion of cooperatives among African 
Americans.

Sometimes there was more talk than action. Th is is probably because of the 
diffi  culties of capitalizing cooperative businesses, but it was also because of 
sabotage by White businesses and White supremacists who did not want these 
eff orts to succeed—and because of the prevailing ideology in the United States 
that cooperative economics was socialist, which was then and remains today a 
dirty word. Despite the diffi  culties they faced, African Americans did establish 
cooperative businesses. Th e Great Depression witnessed the largest prolifera-
tion of Black-owned cooperatives in U.S. history. Th e next three chapters 
focus on that period.
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Young Negroes! It is you who must now take up the burden of leadership. You must 
succeed where the oldsters have failed. . . . Young Negroes! Turn your backs on the old 
programs and prescriptions and formulate others more in accord with the social and 
economic trends. Forget your petty individual interests and join in co-operative eff ort 
for the betterment of all. . . . Young Negroes! Th rough co-operative eff ort as consum-
ers you can fi nd your way out of the present dilemma. Collectively through demo-
cratic management of your own economic enterprises, you can supply yourselves with 
everything you consume, your own amusement and recreation, your own education 
and culture.
—schuyler (n.d., 3–5)

We seek to bring women into the League on [an] equal basis with men; that where 
necessary Housewives’ Leagues be formed and that where they are already formed 
the closest co-operation possible be established and maintained between them and 
the Y.N.C.L.
—baker (1931c, 1)

Th e Young Negroes’ Co-operative League was established in December 1930. 
Th e YNCL is not usually mentioned among Black leaders, in Black history 
texts, or in African American scholarship in general, except in the compre-
hensive biographies of Ella Jo Baker (Grant 1998; Ransby 2003), who was its 
executive director. Its founder, George Schuyler, a journalist and satirist, was 
known as a Black radical in his youth and had become a Black conservative by 
the 1940s, but he always challenged White racism, according to Randall Ken-
nedy (2003, 355). Schuyler was known in Black (and probably also in White) 
circles as a columnist for the Pittsburgh Courier and the author of Black No 
More (1931), and sometimes for his work with A. Philip Randolph on the Mes-
senger in the 1920s. Much of his early radical activity is overlooked, and 
except in studies of Ella Baker and the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League, 
there is no mention of his involvement in and founding of the YNCL.1 Th e 
YNCL is another short-lived but important example of eff orts toward coop-
erative economic development among African Americans. Th e YNCL had big 

5
the young negroes’ co-operative league
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plans, accomplished much in a short time, and, I argue, aff ected the think-
ing, learning, actions, and later career of at least its executive director, Ella 
Baker, if not others in the organization.

Call to Young Negroes

In the early 1930s, Schuyler declared an interest in working with a “new gen-
eration” and in running his own radical organization. In his column in the 
Pittsburgh Courier (Schuyler 1930b) and in the YNCL brochure “An Appeal 
to Young Negroes” (Schuyler n.d.), Schuyler admonished Black youths for 
following the traditional strategies (“the old ways”) for Black advancement, 
which had not helped the Negro. Th e future, he contended, lay in the hands 
of the young, and he advocated a diff erent path for them. Young Blacks 
needed to embrace and engage in cooperative economics—the only way, in 
Schuyler’s view, to provide economic power and security for African Ameri-
cans. “Th e Young Negroes Co-Operative League off ers an immediate way out 
of our economic and social dilemma, not ten, twenty, thirty or fi fty years from 
now, but right now.” He called on “those who are energetic, intelligent and 
believe in the power of their own organized eff ort” to join the YNCL (n.d., 5). 
Schuyler’s column reiterated this call and the YNCL’s fi ve-year plan.

Th e Young Negroes’ Co-operative League was a cooperative federation. It 
was founded in December 1930 by twenty-fi ve to thirty African American 
youths in response to Schuyler’s call (see Schuyler 1930b, 1931, and 1932; 
Calvin 1931). Its goal was to form a coalition of local cooperatives and buying 
clubs loosely affi  liated in a network of councils (Ransby 2003). According to 
its letterhead, its mission was “to gain economic power thru consumers’ co-
operation.” Th e YNCL held its fi rst national conference in Pittsburgh on 
October 18, 1931. Th irty offi  cial delegates from member organizations and six 
hundred participants attended (Pittsburgh Courier 1931, 1).2 George Schuy-
ler was elected president and Ella J. Baker, national director. Both Schuyler 
and Baker addressed the audience. Schuyler reiterated his call and the need 
and potential for economic cooperation in the Black community. Baker 
closed the meeting with a discussion of the importance of cooperatives to 
Black women.

Th e YNCL pamphlet distributed by Schuyler outlined the goals of the 
organization:

• fi ve thousand charter members, paying a $1 initiation fee, by March 15, 
1931
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• a council in each community where there are fi ve or more members, that 
then establishes a weekly forum to discuss economic problems of the Negro 
and study consumers’ cooperation

• a cooperative enterprise where each council exists, by March 15, 1932
• a cooperative wholesale establishment in each state by March 15, 1933
• a cooperative bank in each community where there is a council by March 

15, 1934
• factories to produce such necessities as clothing, food, and shelter by 

March 15, 1935 (Schuyler n.d., 6; Calvin 1931, 1)

Th e pamphlet summarized the cooperative principles and statistics on coop-
erative organizations and distributive societies around the world (Schuyler 
n.d., 7, 15). It also provided the bylaws of the organization, a bibliography on 
the cooperative movement, and a page on how to begin. It provided “a partial 
list” of YNCL organizers in Nashville, Tennessee; Santa Barbara and Los 
Angeles, California; Mobile, Alabama; Wilmington, Delaware; Buff alo and 
Albany, New York; Belvernon and Homestead, Pennsylvania; Covington and 
Ellerson, Virginia; Cincinnati and Middletown, Ohio; Washington, D.C.; 
Worchester, Massachusetts; Louisville, Kentucky; Topeka, Kansas; and Dal-
las, Texas (13–14). Offi  cers were from New York City; Columbus, Cleveland, 
and Pitsburg, Ohio; New Orleans, Louisiana; Lansdowne and Monessen, 
Pennsylvania; Detroit, Michigan; Columbia, South Carolina; and Phoenix, 
Arizona. Th e pamphlet also included a membership form with a request for 
$1 as an “entrance fee”—and the group was still accepting charter members.

Th e YNCL contended that education was essential to good business prac-
tice and to the maintenance of cooperation. Th e fi rst year was devoted to “the 
study of history, principles and methods of Rochdale consumers’ coopera-
tion. . . . It is our conviction that we must be trained before trying to lead 
people” (Schuyler 1932, 456). At its fi rst conference, YNCL delegates resolved 
to “follow a well planned educational program,” to develop a media strategy, 
and to aggressively recruit new members (Baker 1931c).

In addition to its educational mission, the YNCL sought to keep control of 
the organization in the hands of young people, and “to bring women into the 
League on [an] equal basis with men.” At the fi rst conference, delegates also 
agreed to adopt a defense program to protect “the Negro masses” (Baker 
1931c). With Baker’s leadership, women’s issues were kept at the forefront, 
and the organization was committed to grassroots participatory democracy 
(Ransby 2003). Members also pledged to involve children and create chil-
dren’s guilds and boys’ and girls’ clubs. Th e group also resolved to remain 
separate from the Cooperative League of the USA (CLUSA) but to be associ-
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ated with it, and to support the National Negro Business League’s Colored 
Merchants Association stores until their own were established (Baker 1931c). 
However, by 1933, according to Ransby (89), the CMA and the NNBL were 
criticizing the YNCL, and Schuyler criticized back—thus ending any offi  cial 
relationship between the groups.

Connection to Other Black Organizations

Without a list of the twelve people who attended the Negro Cooperative 
Guild’s founding meeting in August 1918, it is diffi  cult to know whether there 
were any direct connections between the guild and the YNCL. While none of 
the documents suggests that the YNCL was in any way related or indebted to 
the Negro Cooperative Guild or to Du Bois’s writings and urgings, it is diffi  -
cult to believe that there was not some cross-fertilization, since throughout 
this period most of the Black political and economic leaders moved in and out 
of the Black business movement, the socialist and communist movements, 
the organized labor movement, and the cooperative movement. Th ere is evi-
dence of some early direct relationships between the Colored Merchants 
Association and the YNCL, and some of the grocery stores mentioned or sup-
ported by the YNCL were members of the CMA.3 We also know that George 
Schuyler had earlier worked with A. Philip Randolph on the Messenger, a 
radical Black socialist newspaper in Harlem that sometimes promoted coop-
erative economics. In 1930, Randolph was deep into his ten-year commit-
ment to organize the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, an independent 
labor union. Although there is no evidence that Randolph joined the Young 
Negroes’ Co-operative League, he did promote cooperative economics and 
consumer cooperation, starting in 1918, within the Black labor movement, 
including the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. Ella Jo Baker, the YNCL’s 
fi rst executive director, was a close friend of Schuyler’s in the late 1920s and 
into the 1930s. Schuyler, Baker, and Randolph had interactions with Du Bois 
in Harlem (where they all lived), but apparently not through the YNCL. A 
 letter to Baker from acting YNCL fi eld secretary Noah C. A. Walter Jr. of the 
United Consumers’ Co-operative Association in Philadelphia, however, 
mentions that Du Bois “had always expressed interest in our work, true?” 
(Walter 1933). Walter recommended using this contact as a way to gain access 
to the NAACP membership, and suggested that the YNCL needed access to 
the National Urban League membership as well. In fact, Walter reported that 
he had joined the NAACP for this purpose and had contacted as many Black 
organizations as possible, in order to promote the YNCL nationally. Th e New 
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York offi  ce of the YNCL used the facilities of the New York Urban League to 
hold meetings, and a decade later Ella Baker became the NAACP’s fi eld direc-
tor. However, in the YNCL papers from the 1930s, there is little evidence of 
direct contact between the diff erent organizations.

Th ere is some evidence that many of the Black leaders of the era attended 
labor and political meetings together, even when they did not agree on ideol-
ogy or strategy (see Marable 1986). In addition, we know that Du Bois was a 
judge for the awarding of the CMA logo in 1930 (even though he was not sup-
posed to be a supporter of Black capitalism and was at odds with Booker T. 
Washington, the founder of the National Negro Business League). In spite of 
all of this contact and potential contact among Black leaders and Black orga-
nizations in the early twentieth century, there is no evidence connecting any 
of these leaders or organizations more closely, and no other renowned Black 
leaders are listed as members of the YNCL. On the other hand, in founding 
the YNCL, Schuyler deliberately targeted Black people between the ages of 
sixteen and thirty-six—not the old guard and not the regulars. Th e lack of 
close connections, therefore, may be mostly generational. Du Bois, for exam-
ple, though still active, was over age sixty, and A. Philip Randolph was in his 
forties.

Consolidation in 1932

By 1932 the YNCL had formed councils in New York, Philadelphia, Mones-
sen, Pittsburgh, Columbus, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Phoenix, New Orleans, 
Columbia, Portsmouth (Virginia), and Washington, D.C., with a total mem-
bership of four hundred (Schuyler 1932). Th e YNCL’s second national con-
ference took place in Washington, D.C., on April 3, 1932. According to the 
program, the major issue discussed was the payment of dues—and the diffi  -
culty of getting members to pay regularly. Th e Great Depression had caused 
high unemployment and plunging income, especially for African Americans, 
which helps to explain why it was diffi  cult for the organization to raise money, 
even member dues. YNCL members discussed the pros and cons of allowing 
members to pay dues in installments. Another discussion was about ideology 
and how to change people from the “private profi t ideal” to cooperation. Th e 
conference ended with a mass meeting open to the public. Schuyler gave a 
talk titled “Why a Cooperative Movement Among Negroes?”; Th omas Dab-
ney, “Taking Consumers’ Cooperation to the Rural South”; and Ella J. Baker, 
“Consumers’ Cooperation and the ‘Race-Loyalty’ Appeal.” Visiting speakers 
included J. A. Jackson of the U.S. Department of Commerce, historian Carter 
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G. Woodson, and professors Benjamin G. Brawley and Abram L. Harris of 
Howard University (YNCL 1932). Th e second conference was not as well 
attended as the fi rst but was still considered a success (Baker ca. 1932a). A 
third conference was considered for New York City or Cleveland, but there is 
no evidence that it took place.

YNCL offi  cers intended that the local councils would support cooperative 
businesses—this was part of the organization’s mission. But the organization 
had fi nancial diffi  culties early on and did not meet most of its goals; however, 
it did grow steadily in the fi rst few years (Ransby 2003) and was responsible 
for launching many buying clubs and cooperatives (Grant 1998, 35). Baker 
suggested a plan to raise money from members that would require only a 
small amount of money from each person—“to establish a more permanent 
economic program” for the cooperative movement among Negroes (Baker ca. 
1932b). Her “penny-a-day plan” was a short-term national self-help scheme 
to raise money from among the members and affi  liate organizations using 
“consumer power,” a strategy similar to the one behind the “double-duty 
dollar” and “don’t-buy-where-you-can’t-work” campaigns. Baker deliber-
ately suggested that the campaign run for only three months out of every year, 
from January through March, to encompass the celebration of the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation, Lincoln’s birthday, and Negro History Week. Baker’s idea 
was that during this period members would pledge a penny a day, which 
would add up to $1 from each person. Th e focus would be on twenty major cit-
ies with large Black populations. In addition, organizations sympathetic to the 
cooperative movement, such as the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ 
in America, the NAACP, the National Urban League, Black fraternal organiza-
tions, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and so on, would charge a 
penny admission to any of their activities during that time and donate some or 
all of the money to the YNCL. Baker hoped to raise about $5,000 from fi ve to 
ten thousand people. In addition to fund-raising, the appeal would also be an 
awareness-raising eff ort to advertise consumer cooperation and educate the 
general public about cooperatives.

For the fi rst two years, Baker and Schuyler maintained communication 
with members of the YNCL through newsletters, updates, conference reports, 
press releases, and monographs about cooperative economics. Members were 
kept informed about the latest accomplishments and endeavors of the league, 
news and statistics about the cooperative movement in the United States and 
Europe, and opportunities for collaboration with other Black organizations 
around the country. In addition, both offi  cers continued to write to members 
about how to strengthen the organization. Probably in 1931, Baker released 
a long report titled “On Promoting Consumers’ Clubs” through the YNCL’s 
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press service. In this report she suggested that with unemployment so high, 
“Consumers’ Cooperation can take the lead” in organizing churches, lodges, 
and clubs to form a buying club. If the average family spent $3 on food per 
week, they could spend $1 through the buying club; with two hundred fami-
lies, that would be enough to buy in bulk at discounted prices, and everyone’s 
money would go much further. Baker outlined how to promote consumers’ 
clubs:

• Organize members of the local YNCL council by their talents and delegate 
tasks accordingly.

• Contact leaders of all organized groups in the community; start with a letter 
that is respectful of their time, and follow up with a face-to-face meeting.

• Leave literature at that fi rst meeting and make a follow-up appointment 
with anyone diffi  cult to convince (also fi nd out who else that diffi  cult per-
son interacts with and approach them through their friends).

• Ask to convene a meeting with their group, specifi cally on the topic of 
organizing a buying club.

• Prepare for the meeting by outlining a short address that includes a brief 
history of consumer cooperation; anticipate questions and concerns.

• Allow for discussion after the presentation, but “take care that the meeting 
does not exhaust itself in discussion alone. Focus attention upon the 
necessity for immediate action”; and suggest or get someone to suggest 
the formation of a committee.

• At that meeting or a follow-up meeting, have members leave a cash deposit 
for the fi rst weekly order and explain that this business cannot be con-
ducted with credit.

• From the fi rst, stress the virtues of a central buying committee for all 
the clubs, organizing this as fast as clubs are formed. Set in action an 
education committee in each group, and assign some member of the 
YNCL council to act as counselor to every club that is formed. (Baker ca. 
1931b, 2)

Baker also reminded people that with experience they could modify and 
strengthen these tasks, and she laid out very practical things to advance the 
movement, encouraging people to pass this strategy on. She also reiterated 
the strengths of starting with a buying club among existing organizations: “It 
avoids the skepticism which most people have developed towards stock-selling 
ventures, it touches upon the very pressing problem of unemployment, and 
it shows the consumer how he might spend the money that he must spend 
anyway, to his own best advantage” (2). Th is kind of careful, detailed infor-
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mation and open exchange characterizes most of the correspondence from 
Baker to YNCL members.

Ella Baker and Women’s and Youth Leadership

Th e YNCL endeavored to put young people in control and to treat women as 
equal to men. Ella Jo Baker was a pioneer of grassroots, community-based 
social activism and democratic leadership development, as well as youth 
development and women’s equality. In a speech she made in 1969 (“Th e 
Black Woman in the Civil Rights Struggle”), she said, “I don’t think you 
could go through the Freedom Movement without fi nding that the backbone 
of the support of the Movement were women” (Grant 1998, 230). She argued 
similarly about the role of women in the cooperative movement, and worked 
closely with housewives’ leagues and other women’s groups. She ended that 
speech by arguing that “one of the guiding principles has to be that we cannot 
lead a struggle that involves masses of people without getting the people to 
understand what their potentials are, what their strengths are” (231). In the 
1960s, as a co-founder and advisor to the Student Non-Violent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC), Baker encouraged the young people to struggle against 
“tendencies toward elitism and male domination” (Ransby 2003, 297). Baker 
believed that radical democratic practice at both the personal and organiza-
tion levels was essential to social transformation. Her biographer, Barbara 
Ransby, notes that “the strategy of racial uplift in the early and mid-twentieth 
century was rooted in the notion that the educated elite would skillfully guide 
the race toward progress, on the one hand lobbying and litigating for 
reforms and on the other grooming and socializing the ‘lower-class’ ele-
ments to prepare themselves for integration. Restrictive norms of mascu-
linity and femininity were part and parcel of the mainstream, middle-class 
approach to social change and to leadership roles” (297). Ransby points out 
that Baker developed and promoted an alternative strategy: “Black leader-
ship had to be emphasized and poor people’s voices amplifi ed because in 
absolutely every other facet of social life the opposite pressures and privi-
leges were in force” (369).

Baker’s early years at the YNCL contributed greatly to her later eff orts and 
successes in promoting this strategy. In a handwritten note in her papers at 
the Schomburg Center in New York, for example, she wrote, “Forgetting 
ordinary Negro and centering it around a few elite.—Consumers coop guar-
antees against that through education of masses.” She used this model of 
grassroots organizing and popular education to recruit members of the 
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YNCL, and to empower women and young people to fi ght for their rights—
and especially to fashion their own economic alternatives. Ransby notes that 
the YNCL was “crucial in shaping Baker’s own political thinking” (91). “Th e 
process of setting up co-ops,” she writes, “establishing common priorities 
for those involved, solidifying democratic methods of decision making, and 
building communications networks encouraged people at the grassroots to 
engage in social change and transformation, changing themselves, each 
other and the world around them simultaneously” (90). According to Ransby, 
the “YNCL experiment foreshadowed” Baker’s philosophy and strategy in 
forming and advising SNCC thirty years later. Both organizations were inde-
pendent of the moderate mainstream Black organizations of their times and 
focused on grassroots leadership, education, democratic decision making, 
and a “step-by-step, transformative process of working toward long term 
goals” (90–91).

Cohen, too, contends that “cooperativism provided a fertile training ground 
for civil rights activist Baker” (2003, 50). I fi nd that Baker developed many of 
her ideas about grassroots participation and leadership development not just 
through her work with the WPA’s adult education program and the NAACP’s 
fi eld offi  ce, but also through her involvement in the cooperative movement. 
As executive director of the YNCL, she studied democratic governance and 
democratic economic participation, promoted youth leadership and Black 
women’s leadership, and observed those ideals in practice in YNCL branches 
throughout the country. Her trips to YNCL affi  liates, her eff orts with starting 
and maintaining cooperative businesses, and her work with activists around 
the country gave her organizing experience. Her work with the YNCL also 
introduced her to people with whom she would work later in the civil rights 
movement (Grant 1998, 34).

It is diffi  cult to understand Baker’s pioneering of African American grass-
roots and women-led social change without recognizing the importance of 
her early training in the Black cooperative movement. Both the tenets of 
cooperative economics and the experience she gained as a leader in that 
movement contributed to her philosophy and practices, as well as her own 
capacity as a social and political thinker and civil rights leader. It is interest-
ing (and frustrating) that while Ransby, one of Baker’s primary biographers, 
recognizes this, she does not remind the reader of this in the conclusion of 
her study—she only discusses it in the chapter about the YNCL. In addition, 
while Baker is increasingly becoming recognized for her infl uence on our 
notion of grassroots democratic leadership, she still is rarely recognized as an 
early leader in consumers’ cooperation—the White cooperative movement 
does not claim her, and only some elements of the Black movement recognize 

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   120 2/27/14   2:41 PM



the young negroes’ co-operative league   121

her contribution. Th is is another example of how the African American coop-
erative movement has had a strong but hidden infl uence on the theory and 
practice, as well as the personal development, of many African Americans 
and their organizations. Even many who know some of the history are under-
whelmed by its signifi cance for some reason.

Legacy

Th ere are few examples of African American cooperative federations in the 
United States. Th e Young Negroes’ Co-operative League was one of the fi rst. It 
was a highly ambitious eff ort and succeeded in many endeavors, even though 
its grand vision was not realized in its short existence. Ransby observes that the 
league was a “short-lived experiment in collective Black self-determination”; 
“like many economic cooperatives; it was unable to survive the concrete pres-
sures of a dominant social and economic system antithetical to its aims or to 
sustain a mass base of committed supporters” (89). Financing was the most 
critical unresolved problem. By September 1932 the organization had had to 
give up its offi  ce, stop paying the executive director, and start holding its 
meetings at the New York Urban League offi  ces.4 Baker, however, continued to 
act as the YNCL’s unpaid executive director and continued correspondence, 
activities, and leadership of the organization from her home.

According to the Negro World, in December 1931 the Harlem Council of the 
YNCL announced its decision to establish a community house (Negro World
1931). Th e community house was to have a dance hall, meeting space, banquet 
rooms, and a dining hall, and would house the national offi  ce. Rooms on the 
upper fl oors would be rented to members. According to the article, the YNCL 
had already begun to sell $10 shares to capitalize the project (payable in install-
ments of $2 per week), and had appointed a committee to select the building 
by January 1, 1932. Th e article describes the YNCL meeting as having taken 
place at the offi  ce of the New York Urban League. Since we know that by Sep-
tember 1932 the national YNCL could no longer aff ord its offi  ces, it appears 
that this project to establish a community house was not successful.

Th ough short-lived, the YNCL appears to have created a ripple eff ect, as 
cooperatives continued to develop from models related to, promoted by, or 
started through the YNCL, or by the same people who were part of or infl u-
enced by the YNCL. Recurrent themes that emerge are the importance of inter-
nal education, public education, and publicity; attendance at and affi  liation 
with national conferences and associations; and the problem of resources and 
fi nancing. Th e YNCL understood that organizing at all levels was an important 
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activity, and it had a strong organizational structure, with offi  cers in every 
jurisdiction and fi eld organizers where it could. Th e example of the YNCL also 
highlights the larger strategy of networking and of building federations of 
small local units (often buying clubs) into bigger, citywide and regional orga-
nizations (the councils) that feed into a national organization. Th e commitment 
to women’s rights and empowering young people and children as potential 
leaders in the Black cooperative movement are relatively new themes that 
emerge with this organization as well. Baker continued that commitment 
throughout her career. Leaders and members of the YNCL clearly understood 
that cooperative economics was a strategy in pursuit of a larger goal—the elim-
ination of economic exploitation and the transition to a new social order 
(Ransby 2003, 86–87). Baker and Schuyler in particular theorized and wrote 
about the need for and logic of such a movement, outlined economic strategies, 
and practiced what they preached in the years that they headed the YNCL.

Th e YNCL chapter in Buff alo, New York, was the fi rst to launch a store. 
According to an article in the Pittsburgh Courier, this cooperative grocery 
and meat market was doing $3,000 worth of business a month by October 
1931 (Pittsburgh Courier 1931, 1). Philadelphia had started a cooperative 
newsstand and stationery store by 1932. Th e Cincinnati Citizens’ Cooperative 
Society affi  liate established a buying club. Pittsburgh and Cleveland chapters 
established newspaper-distribution agencies. Columbia, South Carolina, 
considered opening a full grocery store. Washington, D.C., was exploring a 
shoeshine and cleaning and pressing establishment. New York City started a 
fresh egg club.5

Cooperative Eff orts in Buff alo

Th e Citizens Cooperative Society of Buff alo, New York, was established in 
1928 to “aff ord blacks of Buff alo an opportunity to help themselves and 
improve their standard of living through collective work and responsibility.” 
Its founder, Dr. E. E. Nelson, was infl uenced by both Booker T. Washington 
and Marcus Garvey, as well as by George Schuyler, was an avid reader of the 
Pittsburgh Courier (according to Fordham [ca. 1976]), and worked as a dining 
car waiter until he could make his living from his private medical practice. In 
1929 the Citizens Cooperative Society of Buff alo started an education and 
membership campaign. Membership cost $5 per share, and most members 
owned fewer than fi ve shares (Fordham ca. 1976, 5–7). Its most ambitious 
project, the Citizens Cooperative Grocery market, was launched in the fall of 
1931. Th at October, Nelson had been a founding delegate to the fi rst confer-
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ence of the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League, according to YNCL letter-
head. Th ereafter, one R. S. Freeman was listed on the letterhead as the Buff alo 
representative and a charter member of the YNCL. In January 1932 Schuyler 
featured a picture of the storefront showing the name “Citizens Cooperative 
Society Meats and Groceries” in his article on the YNCL in the Crisis (Schuy-
ler 1932, 456).

Th e co-op grocery had fi nancial problems from the beginning, particu-
larly since it was started during the Great Depression and unemployment was 
high in Buff alo. Members also had little experience running a business. Th e 
Citizens Cooperative Society disbanded around 1933. By 1934 Nelson and 
others had reorganized the society and were holding regular meetings. In 
1935 they launched an education campaign, using the name the Buff alo Con-
sumers Economic Society, which began operating using the international 
Rochdale principles. Convinced that community support was essential to the 
co-op’s success, Nelson planned a four-year campaign, from 1935 to 1939, to 
attract community members and educate them about cooperative economics 
through weekly educational classes. He also organized the children into a 
“junior co-op” where they could learn the principles of business and coop-
erative economics. Th e society also operated a speakers bureau, sending 
members to talk at club meetings and to churches and other community 
groups. By 1940, almost a hundred new families had joined.

In March 1939 the society replaced the word “Consumers” in its name with 
the word “Cooperative,” and the Buff alo Cooperative Economic Society 
became a legal corporation in June. Th e society opened a new grocery market 
the same month. It became an affi  liate of the (predominantly White) Eastern 
Cooperative League. In the fi rst year, sales brought in $21,000, with three 
full-time employees and several part-time workers. Th e society purchased a 
truck in order to make deliveries (Fordham ca. 1976, 6–10). By the end of 
1943, the fi rst dividend was paid to stockholders. By the end of 1944, sales 
had risen to about $120,000, with a net profi t of more than $2,400.

Th e society also operated a credit union, which was not quite as success-
ful, but stable. In 1944 the society purchased its own building. By the late 
1940s, sales had begun to slip, and the cooperative store was not as success-
ful. Stalwart members (about ten families) put their own personal money into 
keeping the store and society solvent. However, this was not enough, and 
defi cits increased. Th e society fi nally disbanded in 1961 (Fordham ca. 1976, 
10–13), closing the store and ceasing all activity after almost thirty years—
making it one of the longest-running African American cooperatives in U.S. 
history. Th e archives include a handwritten note containing Mrs. Nelson’s 
observations about why the store failed: because Black businesses did not 
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patronize or support the co-op market. Th e neighborhood (in the Ellicott 
district) suff ered disinvestment. Recessions in the 1950s reduced the pur-
chasing power of members. Th e rising costs of overhead and an increasing 
number of supermarkets in the immediate area were the fi nal elements to 
which Mrs. Nelson attributed the decline of the store and thus the coopera-
tive society in Buff alo. On the other hand, for more than twenty-fi ve years the 
society provided healthy food and accessible products, as well as a business 
education program, for the African American community in Buff alo.

Fordham’s account does not mention the Young Negroes’ Co-operative 
League, but it does mention E. E. Nelson’s relationship with Schuyler. Th e 
YNCL documents mention the Buff alo cooperative’s activities and highlight 
its accomplishments and progress. Again, the successes were tempered by the 
challenges of adequate capitalization and education and the need for serious, 
long-term community support. While the society successfully operated a 
store for decades, it also off ered a number of workshops and educational pro-
grams that were as important as the goods supplied by the co-op store.

YNCL Activity in New York City

Ella Baker was chair of the local New York chapter of the YNCL. In 1933, 
according to a fl yer and program in the Ella Baker Papers at the Schomburg 
Center in New York, the local chapter held an all-day conference. Baker gave 
an address titled “Consumers’ Co-operation Plus ‘the Race Loyalty’ Appeal,” 
and George Schuyler closed the meeting with his address “Why a Co-operative 
Movement Among Negroes” (presumably the same speeches they gave at 
the YNCL’s second national conference). Th e fl yer for the Harlem Economic 
Forum listed three free lectures on Sunday evenings in April 1933. D. A. Coo-
per, of the Brooklyn Cooperative Association, gave a speech titled “Th e 
Negro’s Economic Independence—Is It a Hope or a Dream?” Baker’s address 
was titled “Are Harlem Consumers Th rowing Away Th eir Money?”

In September 1933, what was called “Harlem’s fi rst economic conference” 
was sponsored by the Problem’s Cooperative Association, Inc. on West 129th 
Street in Harlem. Th e aims of the organization were to establish Rochdale 
cooperatives—fi rst a market and then cooperative housing—as well as a free 
employment agency and, eventually, cooperative factories. Th e September 
1933 program ran from 2:30 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. Baker gave the welcome address 
and Schuyler gave a speech titled “Our Community Th rough My Economic 
Lens—A Practical and Immediate Approach.” Th e conference was opened by 
A. E. Lyons, the president of Problem’s Cooperative Association, and S. V. L. 
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Campbell, the secretary and organizer of the association, reviewed the aims of 
the organization and the conference. Albon L. Holsey, president of the Colored 
Merchants Association National Stores, presented fi ndings from an economic 
survey of Negroes in America. Th e only ad in the program was for the Harlem 
Mutual Exchange, one of several barter exchanges operated by the Emergency 
Exchange Association, Inc. Th e self-help barter exchange announced that it 
manufactured dresses for barter and also collected clothing, shoes, and furni-
ture for barter. Th is shows a continued connection between cooperative eco-
nomic strategies and self-help and mutual-aid practices in the 1940s.

Ella Baker wrote a memo to a Mr. Wilkins titled “Consumers’ Cooperation 
Among Negroes” (Baker 1941), which described eleven active Black coopera-
tives around the country and ten African American credit unions (nine in 
New York City) that had been started in the 1930s (see chapter 6).

Short But Productive Life

Th e Young Negroes’ Co-operative League lasted offi  cially for only about 
three years, but it seems to have had a long-lasting eff ect on the continued 
development of African American–owned cooperatives during the Great 
Depression and immediately afterward, as well as on the development of 
Black leadership. YNCL chapters were established in many U.S. cities with 
major Black populations and Black activity. Th e portions of Baker’s papers 
devoted to the YNCL are not comprehensive enough for us to trace all of its 
connections and accomplishments, but the archives do provide a snapshot of 
many of the activities, and her biographers fi lled in some blanks.

Baker’s YNCL papers give us great insight into Baker’s communications 
with the YNCL membership and her thinking on cooperative economics, 
Black co-op development, and fund-raising issues. Th ey also give us a glimpse 
into her development as a leader, an organizer, and a thinker. Ella Jo Baker 
certainly cut her teeth with the YNCL, and she continued her involvement in 
cooperatives for most of the rest of her life, though much more quietly. Most 
impressive is how her leadership and experience with the YNCL helped to 
develop her unique style of community organizing and leadership develop-
ment. I assume that being a member of the Young Negroes’ Co-operative 
League had a similar eff ect on many other members, and thus may have been 
more infl uential than we have been able to gauge thus far.
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I still believe that black people in the United States could lift the burden of economic 
exploitation from their backs by organizing a nationwide system of cooperative busi-
nesses through which they could produce and distribute to themselves and others, 
such consumer needs as food, clothing, household goods and credit. Such a system 
would include . . . credit unions, . . . consumer cooperative retail stores, . . . producer 
cooperatives.
—reddix (1974, 119)

We are certain that many Journal [Journal of Negro Education] readers are interested 
in the Cooperative Movement. It is likely that a number are participating in consum-
ers’ cooperative projects and credit unions. Th ey will therefore grant the advisability 
and timeliness of an article in this section of the Journal which takes note of a move-
ment that is making steady strides across the American continent and that has taken 
fi rm roots in several European countries.
—washington (1939a, 104)

Th e African American cooperative movement in the 1930s was an especially 
active time for the discussion and creation of Black cooperative businesses. 
Scholars and activists alike were advocating the cooperative way and experi-
menting with co-op development. Interest in cooperative economics was so 
strong that the NAACP’s Crisis magazine, the UNIA’s Negro World, and the 
Pittsburgh Courier periodically covered the cooperative movement in Black 
communities. In addition, the Journal of Negro Education included articles 
on cooperatives and cooperative economics in more than six separate articles 
and columns starting in 1935 and added consumer cooperation to their regu-
lar section on rural education for two issues in 1939 (Washington 1939a, 
1939b). Th ese articles and columns in the JNE included an extensive list of 
readings about cooperative economics and consumer cooperation as well as 
fi rsthand accounts of co-op businesses and conferences—“all with the hope 
of awakening new interest in the subject, or feeding that which already exists” 
(Washington 1939a). Alethea Washington began her “Consumers Coopera-

6
out of necessity

Th e Great Depression and “Consumers’ 
Cooperation Among Negroes”
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tion” column with the second epigraph to this chapter, which sums up the 
interest and involvement of Blacks in cooperatives during the 1930s.

In this chapter I continue to explore this unique period of time in African 
American co-op history, and evaluate the strategy and the accomplishments 
of African American cooperative development during the Great Depression, 
particularly in urban areas. Th is part of the narrative starts with the Colored 
Merchants Association of the National Negro Business League in 1927 and 
moves through the variety of cooperatives infl uenced by the Young Negroes’ 
Co-operative League, the Committee on the Church and Cooperatives of the 
Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America, and other Black com-
munity organizations. Th e story of this prolifi c period of African American 
cooperative development continues in chapter 7 with a discussion of the 
cooperatives developed by the Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleep-
ing Car Porters and other co-op initiatives by African American women. As 
we have seen, a variety of cooperatives sprang up in the 1930s and ’40s. Th e 
best documentation we have comes from an article by John Hope II, materials 
found in the Ella Baker Papers at the Schomburg Center for Research in 
Black Culture at the New York Public Library, and the two columns by Ale-
thea H. Washington.

Overview

Examples of African American co-ops during this period include the Con-
sumers’ Cooperative Trading Company (Gary, Indiana), the Red Circle Coop-
erative (Richmond, Virginia), the Aberdeen Gardens Association (Hampton, 
Virginia), the People’s Consumer Cooperative, Inc. (Chicago), and Coopera-
tive Industries of Washington, D.C. (discussed in chapter 7). Of the brief 
information provided by Washington (1939a), the list of Negro consumers’ 
cooperatives was obtained from correspondence with Mrs. Hugh O. Cook 
(Kansas City, Missouri) and Nannie H. Burroughs (Washington, D.C.). None 
of the co-ops is named, but some information, particularly about where they 
were located, is provided. Th e “successful” fi ve-year-old co-op grocery and 
meat market in Gary, Indiana (presumably Consumers’ Cooperative Trading 
Company) is fi rst on the list. Th e Rosenwald Gardens Cooperative in Chicago 
is listed next (probably the same as the People’s Consumer Cooperative, Inc., 
although unnamed in Washington’s account). Th e report noted that the 
co-op was two years old, had 450 members and gross sales of $3,000, and 
was large and well equipped. Th ere were smaller cooperatives in Toledo and 
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Cincinnati, Ohio. In addition, the list includes three co-ops in Pennsylva-
nia—two in Pittsburgh and one in Philadelphia—and a beginning coopera-
tive in Minneapolis, all unnamed. Washington’s report also mentions a 
cooperative farm in Tuskegee, Alabama, and a farmers’ cooperative in Fayette 
County, Texas, which operated the fi rst cooperative sawmill in the state of 
Texas, according to the U.S. Forest Service. Th is sawmill was portable and 
could be moved from one locality to another, and was shared by White and 
Black farmers (Washington 1939a, 108). Th is list also includes Nannie Bur-
roughs’s co-op (presumably Cooperative Industries of Washington, D.C.), 
which operated out of her National Training School for Women and Girls and 
included a group of industries in the city and a farming project in Maryland.

As we saw in the previous chapter, Baker’s “Consumers’ Cooperation 
Among Negroes” (1941) described eleven active Black cooperatives around 
the country and ten Black credit unions (nine in New York City) that had been 
started in the 1930s. Th e New York cooperatives included Harlem’s Own 
Cooperative, the Harlem Consumers’ Cooperative, the Modern Cooperative 
Association, the 137th Street Housing Corporation in Harlem, the Active Cit-
izen’s Cooperative Association, and the Lackawanna Consumers’ Coopera-
tive in Buff alo. Th e cooperatives elsewhere in the country included the 
Capital View Cooperative Association, the New Deal Cooperative, Inc., and 
the Langston-Kingman Park Cooperative, all in Washington, D.C.; the Con-
sumers’ Cooperative Trading Association, in Gary, Indiana; and the Red Cir-
cle Stores, Association, in Richmond, Virginia. Th e credit unions Baker listed 
are the Tuscan Lodge Federal Credit Union, the Abyssinian Baptist Church 
Federal Credit Union, the Hampton Alumni Federal Credit Union, the Postal 
Alliance Federal Credit Union, the St. Martin’s Episcopal Church Federal 
Credit Union, the YMCA Federal Credit Union, the YWCA Federal Credit 
Union, the Mount Olivet Baptist Church Federal Credit Union, and the UMBA 
Federal Credit Union, all in New York City; and, in Cleveland, Ohio, a “Credit 
Union (Housing Project Residents)” with an address and director’s name but 
no other title or information.

“Consumers’ Cooperation Among Negroes” begins by observing that the 
development of African American cooperatives has been similar to the early 
history of the cooperative movement in the United States. Sporadic eff orts 
were made before the 1930s; there was a great deal of activity in the 1930s; 
and in the 1940s—as a result of the eff orts of the ’30s—a variety of groups 
(churches, labor unions, housewives’ leagues, fraternal orders) sponsored 
buying clubs, grocery stores, gasoline stations, producer cooperatives, and 
credit unions. Th is document attributes much of the activity in the 1930s to 
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“the educational infl uence of the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League” 
(Baker 1941, 1).

In addition, the document discusses the promotion of cooperatives by the 
Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America. Th is is the second 
infl uence that Baker attributes to the increase in Black interest in coopera-
tives. Th e Federal Council hosted Japanese cooperative leader Toyohiko 
Kagawa in 1935, and then began to discuss cooperatives with religious leaders 
and church groups. Th e Federal Council’s secretary of race relations, Dr. 
George E. Haynes, organized several conferences on cooperatives among 
Negro churchmen. Washington notes that the Federal Council’s Committee 
on the Church and Cooperatives held eight special conferences on coopera-
tives and the church in 1938. In addition, the committee “disseminated lit-
erature, cooperated in study tours, contacted foreign missions, developed 
church summer conferences, encouraged Negro cooperatives, and stimu-
lated friendly relationships between organized labor and consumer coopera-
tives” (Washington 1939b, 242). Th e Edward A. Filene Goodwill Fund of 
Boston supplied a grant to fund a full-time promotional secretary in Harlem 
to continue education about cooperatives. Dorothy Height (2003), social 
activist and president of the National Council of Negro Women, remembers 
that during her teenage years the New York youth group of the Greater New 
York Federation of Churches met at a cooperative restaurant. Height’s note is 
another reference to the Federation of Churches’ support for and involve-
ment in the co-op movement. Th e role of the Federal Council of Churches, 
therefore, is signifi cant to our story.

Washington (1939b) also mentions that the Congregational and Christian 
Churches’ Congregational Council for Social Action held an economic plebi-
scite in 1938. Th irty-two thousand members from more than seven hundred 
churches around the country voted three to one to encourage the growth of 
consumers’ cooperatives. We also know that two interfaith conferences on 
consumer cooperation were held in 1938 and included tours of local coop-
eratives—one in Washington, D.C., on February 14–15, and the other in Bos-
ton, February 20–22 (Washington 1939a). Th e Black Unitarian Church, 
through Reverend Ethelred Brown, also supported cooperative economic 
development. Floyd-Th omas notes that “Brown steadfastly advocated the 
promotion of cooperative rather than profi t-making enterprises for the eco-
nomic empowerment of Harlem.” Th is was “integral to the overall social out-
look of Harlem Unitarian Church” in the fi rst half of the twentieth century 
(2008, 123). Th erefore, the legacy of Black church involvement in mutual-aid 
societies and self-help projects continued in the twentieth century, as 
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churches supported or promoted co-op and credit union development for 
African Americans.

Baker’s “Consumers’ Cooperation” memorandum concludes that although 
the “mortality rate” of Black co-ops “is still rather high,” “enough projects 
have survived to prove that the technique of consumers’ cooperation can be 
successfully employed by Negro groups” (Baker, 1941, 1). Baker suggests that 
the high mortality rate was caused in part by the low wages earned by the 
majority of African Americans. Even though low-wage earners were one of 
the groups that had readily embraced consumer cooperation, they had limited 
capital to invest in co-op shares. “Because of a combination of pressure for 
action and a lack of patience to wait and save slowly over an extended period 
of time, many cooperatives were launched with insuffi  cient capital and/or 
insuffi  cient business experience” (1). Th e success rate was improving with the 
increase in co-op members with more stable income, however. Th is continues 
to be an issue, particularly for low-income and low-wealth cooperatives. 
Cooperatives tend to be more successful when well capitalized; however, they 
can be as helpful and as eff ective for low-income as for middle-income mem-
bers if the fi nancing is worked out. Capital may need to come from nonmem-
bers (in the form of a grant, for example, or patient capital with nonvoting 
rights), and multiple forms of equity may need to be employed.

Th e National Negro Business League and the 
Colored Merchants Association

Th e Colored Merchants Association (CMA) was founded by the National 
Negro Business League (NNBL), in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1927. Th e CMA 
was an association of independent grocers organized into a buying and 
advertising cooperative. Th e creation of the CMA was a way to support inde-
pendent African American grocery stores with mutual support and collective 
marketing in a harsh market during diffi  cult times. Th e early 1900s witnessed 
the consolidation of racial segregation in business (and the height of White 
supremacist terrorism against Black businesses), in addition to the advent 
and domination of chain stores. Local grocery stores were the most common 
African American small businesses, along with insurance companies. Segre-
gationist policies and franchising of large White grocery stores seriously 
threatened the existence of Black grocery stores. Th e purpose of the CMA 
was “to pool money for buying products and advertising, and to educate 
African American merchants about modern business practices. Goals 
included increasing stores’ profi ts by improving accounting methods; mod-
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ernizing store interiors to provide a better shopping experience; and creating 
greater awareness of the buying power of African Americans” (Tolbert 2007, 
2). According to the Negro World, the CMA was “the fi rst serious attempt to 
organize the purchasing power of the Negro” (1930b).

Chapters were organized in cities with ten or more stores. Dues were $5 
per month per store (Time 1930). Th e National Negro Business League 
reported in the Negro World in July 1929 that “cooperative merchandising is 
rapidly spreading among Negro retailers” and receiving strong support from 
Black newspapers (NNBL 1929, 8). Th e article noted the recent opening of a 
CMA in Tulsa, Oklahoma, in addition to the associations already in existence 
in Montgomery, Alabama, and Winston-Salem, North Carolina. According 
to Tolbert (2007), Winston-Salem played an important role in the develop-
ment of the CMA, as the fi rst major city to which the organization spread 
outside Alabama in 1929. Representatives of the NNBL came to Winston-
Salem to organize the chapter. Th e Winston-Salem Teachers College (now 
Winston-Salem State University) provided resources and publicized the 
CMA. Th is was a model of development followed in many cities across the 
country. By 1930, 253 stores were part of the CMA network, including 32 
stores in Tulsa, 25 in Dallas, 25 in Manhattan (Harlem), and 10 in Omaha 
(Time 1930). By 1932, the CMA had opened a warehouse of products using 
the CMA label to sell to their New York stores (Cohen 2003, 49).

As noted earlier, the NNBL was started by Booker T. Washington in 1900 at 
Tuskegee University in Alabama. Th e NNBL supported Washington’s notion 
of Black self-help and the development of Black capitalism. Tolbert points 
out that merchants, educators, and housewives used grocery stores as a tool 
to teach improved business methods and show consumers new products, in 
addition to raising awareness about African American buying power. NNBL 
leaders “promoted the grocers’ eff orts as a national model for African Amer-
ican businessmen working in an increasingly competitive marketplace” (Tol-
bert 2007, 1). By 1930, the CMA was getting increasing attention, with a 
front-page news article in the Negro World and a Time magazine article later 
in the year. Th e Negro World reported in March 1930 that the NNBL had 
announced the winner of a contest for the “emblem and color scheme” for 
the CMA stores. Th is had been a national contest using prominent business 
leaders as judges.1 Th ere were tensions, however, between the cooperative 
network of grocery stores and the parent business league, and so the interest 
in separation grew over the years. Time magazine reported in May 1930 that 
“at last week’s meeting the C. M. A. planned organization of its own person-
nel, apart from the N. N. B. L., and the appointment of six fi eld men who will 
go to all stores, provide advice on budgets, auditing, displays” (Time 1930). 
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By 1936, the CMA was bankrupt, as chain stores and supermarkets increas-
ingly replaced small grocery stores (Tolbert 2007).

A Note on CMA Credit Union Activity

In February 1932 the Negro World reported on the progress of People’s Credit 
Union at 203 West 138th Street, New York. Th e credit union was a member of 
the NNBL. Its president, C. Benjamin Curley, was also a vice president of the 
CMA stores. At the time, the People’s Credit Union was the only Black-owned 
fi nancial institution in New York City with a state charter (Negro World 1932, 
2).2 In 1931, People’s Credit Union paid dividends of 6 percent to its more 
than 250 members. It is noteworthy not only that the credit union paid divi-
dends in 1931 but that the amount paid had increased since the previous year. 
Th is means that People’s Credit Union was profi table in the early years of the 
Great Depression and continued to pay dividends during this period.

Black Cooperatives in New York City 
in the Late 1930s and Early 1940s

My research suggests that there were a signifi cant number of cooperatives in 
New York City, and especially in Harlem, in the mid-1930s to early 1940s; 
several of these have been mentioned in earlier chapters. While it is not clear 
exactly which ones were created as a direct result of YNCL activities, infor-
mation about many of them is found in the Ella Baker Papers. It also appears 
that many of the Black organizations in Harlem were involved in sponsoring 
or supporting the various cooperatives. Ella Baker had invited the NAACP 
and National Urban League to support the Young Negroes’ Co-operative 
League, although there is no evidence that they did more than rent space to 
the YNCL, in the case of the New York Urban League, starting in 1932. Th e 
Harlem Consumers’ Cooperative buying club operated in the basement of 
the New York Urban League in the late 1930s. Th e Dunbar Housewives’ 
League sponsored Harlem’s Own Cooperative. Th e president of the New York 
branch of the NAACP, James Egert Allen, was one of the guests invited to the 
Problem’s Cooperative Association conference in 1932. All of this points to 
ways in which the Black progressive community and the Black middle class in 
Harlem were connected to the Black cooperative movement and knew about 
one another’s activities.

Several cooperative stores and organizations in New York City appear in 
the Baker Papers. Ralph Gothard, the executive director of the Consumers 
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and Craftsmen’s Guild of Harlem, Inc., invited Baker to a meeting in May 
1937 with “heads of several cooperative groups to discuss our common prob-
lem and describe the approach they are making towards the solution of it” 
(Gothard 1937). Its letterhead describes the guild as “a voluntary, self-help, 
cooperative, non-profi t, membership fraternity.” Archival letters show that 
Baker was the captain of Pure Food Co-operative Grocery Stores, Inc. on 
Lenox Ave. She also became the chair of education and publicity for Har-
lem’s Own Cooperative (Cohen 2003, 50; Library of Congress 2012).

Harlem’s Own Cooperative

Harlem’s Own started out as a buying club affi  liated with the YNCL. It was 
established under the auspices of the Dunbar Housewives’ League in 1935, 
mostly as a distributor of milk (Grant 1998, 35). Th e “Consumers’ Coopera-
tion Among Negroes” document describes Harlem’s Own Cooperative as a 
milk route that was six years old in 1941. In box 2, folder 3 of the Ella Baker 
Papers at the Schomburg Center, there is a note card with information about 
a “very important meeting” in the clubroom of the Paul Laurence Dunbar 
Apartments, organized by the Dunbar Housewives’ League and the Citizens’ 
League for Fair Play. Interested parties were urged to attend to “decide on the 
incorporating of a profi t-sharing Consumers’ Co-operative for the distribu-
tion of milk.”

Th e cooperative started with a capital investment of $300 and grew into a 
$15,000 business, heavily supported by the Dunbar Housewives’ League. 
Baker describes Harlem’s Own as being “largely responsible for keeping the 
consumer movement alive in Harlem.” Th e same folder in Ella Baker’s papers 
also includes the fi rst page of a letter to the board of directors of Harlem’s 
Own Cooperative about the co-op’s defi cits. Baker reiterated the importance 
of good business practices and suggested that the method of milk delivery 
and bill collection be made much more effi  cient. Baker was chair of the co-
op’s education and publicity committee for a time, and remained connected 
with Harlem’s Own until 1941, when her job with the NAACP required her to 
travel a great deal (Grant 1998). She notes that Harlem’s Own merged with 
Harlem Consumers’ Cooperative Council in 1941 (Baker 1941).

a note on the paul laurence dunbar apartments

Th e Paul Laurence Dunbar Apartments in Harlem, a cooperative in its early 
years (from 1928 to 1936), was “Manhattan’s earliest large garden apartment 
complex” and “the fi rst large [housing] cooperative built for blacks” (Land-
marks Preservation Commission 1970, 1). Th is apartment complex is also well 
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known because it has housed many famous African Americans, including 
W. E. B. Du Bois, A. Philip Randolph, Bill “Bojangles” Robinson (tap dancer 
and actor), Countee Cullen (poet), Matthew Henson (explorer), and Paul 
Robeson (activist and singer/actor) (Dodson, Moore, and Yancy 2000, 1928). 
Floyd-Th omas describes the Dunbar Apartments as a response to the “black 
bourgeoisie’s cry for public housing”—a cooperative for middle-class Black 
Harlemites (2008, 120). Extending from 149th to 150th Streets between Seventh 
and Eighth Avenues, the Dunbar Apartment complex was designated a land-
mark site in 1970. Financed by John D. Rockefeller (who later became its pri-
vate owner)3 and designed by architect Andrew J. Th omas, apartments 
initially were available only to tenant stockholders in the Paul Laurence 
Dunbar Apartments Corporation (the cooperative). A minimum down pay-
ment of $150 was required (plus an additional $50 for a large apartment). Th e 
average monthly cost was $14.50, depending on the size of the apartment—
55 percent of monthly “rent” covered interest and principal, and 45 percent 
covered all maintenance costs. Although the monthly cost was a bit higher 
than originally projected and was high for the neighborhood, the apartments 
all sold within seven months, between October 1927 and May 1928. A board 
was elected by the tenants.

Th e complex included six U-shaped buildings clustered around a large 
interior garden court with eight arched entryways. In addition to being well 
designed, light, and airy, the complex included a nursery and kindergarten, 
a club room for older children, a central playground, an athletic fi eld, a men’s 
club, and a women’s club (the housewives’ league). Considered a model 
housing development, the Dunbar complex was awarded fi rst prize in archi-
tectural excellence for walk-up apartments in 1927 by the New York chapter 
of the American Institute for Architects. Th e complex also originally housed 
vocational guidance and placement services, a legal aid bureau, stores, and a 
branch of the Black-owned and managed Dunbar National Bank, Harlem’s 
fi rst bank. “Th us a real community was created” (Landmarks Preservation 
Commission 1970, 1–2).

In a 1931 article in the Negro World, Gothard described the Dunbar Apart-
ments as “Harlem’s outstanding success in collective ownership and endeavor” 
(Gothard 1931, 1). Floyd-Th omas, however, mentions the paternalistic atti-
tudes of privately funded housing reforms, and observes that the “residential 
management operated with a severe condescension” (2008, 120). As the 
Depression continued in the later 1930s, many of the tenants could not keep 
up with the mortgage payments (folded into the monthly costs). Rockefeller 
granted a one-year moratorium on mortgage payments in 1933 and then 
bought the complex himself in 1936. Th e cooperative was converted to a 
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rental property, and tenant-owners’ original equity was returned to them 
(Landmarks Preservation Commission 1970, 2). In 1937 Rockefeller sold the 
apartment complex to another private owner. Th e Dunbar remained an 
anchor in the neighborhood, and the housewives’ league remained active 
throughout the 1930s and ’40s.4

Harlem’s Pure Food Co-operative Grocery Stores

Gothard’s 1931 article discussed the development of a cooperative that may 
have become Harlem’s Pure Food Co-operative Grocery Stores, or the Prob-
lem’s Cooperative Association’s store. After mentioning that the Dunbar 
Apartments were not the only cooperative eff ort in Harlem, Gothard reported 
that plans had been completed for a “large co-operative food and vegetable 
market in Harlem.” Th e cooperative was to be owned by Blacks and mostly 
“sold to housewives in small units.” Employees were to be stockholders 
(members). As noted above, in 1937 Gothard was executive director of the 
Consumers and Craftsmen’s Guild of Harlem. It is not clear from his 1931 
article which cooperative he was heralding at that time—perhaps one not 
mentioned in this chapter. From the date, it was probably Harlem’s Pure 
Food Co-operative Grocery Stores, but I lack enough specifi c information 
about that co-op (or Problem’s Cooperative Association) to be defi nitive.

Harlem Consumers’ Cooperative Council

In the early 1940s, Baker was affi  liated with the Harlem Consumers’ Coop-
erative Council (HCCC), which also distributed milk.5 It was a buying club 
that operated out of the basement of the New York Urban League. In 1941, the 
cooperative conducted a membership drive to establish a cooperative store 
in the community. Baker (1941), calling it Harlem Consumers’ Cooperative, 
notes that it was established by “low-salaried workers” who were paying for 
their shares mostly in installments of twenty-fi ve cents per week. Weekly 
turnover was about $130. Growth was “healthy,” and the co-op conducted 
“consistent educational activities.” According to Baker, the co-op was founded 
around 1939 and was in its second year when it merged with Harlem’s Own 
Cooperative. According to the HCCC’s letterhead, the same George E. Haynes 
from the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America was the 
HCCC’s secretary, so this must have been a cooperative started or supported 
by the Federal Council of the Churches.

Th e minutes from three board meetings of the HCCC, also located in box 
2, folder 3 of the Ella Baker Papers, discuss milk distribution, net losses, and 
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the costs of “breakage and pilferage.” Th e milk distribution had been operat-
ing at a loss for more than three months, and labor costs were considered too 
high. Th e HCCC board decided to reduce labor costs. Board members also 
discussed whether to move toward milk in cartons but acknowledged that 
bottled milk was still popular. Th e offi  cers took seriously their charge to keep 
the organization running and to cut costs as best they could. Th is is another 
characteristic of many of the small, inadequately resourced cooperatives—
their offi  cers use all kinds of measures to try to stay in business, particularly 
resorting to volunteer labor.

Modern Cooperative Association, Harlem

Th e Modern Co-op (as it was called) in Harlem boasted that it was the fi rst 
“Negro cooperative grocery store operated according to the Rochdale prin-
ciples in the northeastern area” (Crump 1941, 319). Given the other informa-
tion I have, it does not seem likely that Modern was the fi rst African American 
Rochdale cooperative in the Northeast, let alone in Harlem, though it is pos-
sible. According to Baker, Modern Cooperative Association started in Sep-
tember 1940 as a buying club whose members were civil service employees. 
She remarked that Modern Co-op had members with “more stable income,” 
with one-third of its 110 members holding three $10 shares, and that the goal 
for the entire membership was ownership of three shares per member. It 
realized a substantial profi t, which allowed the buying club to open a co-op 
grocery store. Baker contended that “the store bids fair to become an out-
standing example of cooperative eff ort in the community” (1941, 2).

According to Crump’s description of the Modern Co-op, twenty “mostly 
middle class” African Americans came together to increase the quality and 
decrease the cost of their groceries. Th ey researched the business and learned 
how to become a distributor of the co-op label through Eastern Cooperative 
Wholesale. Th ey started with a buying club. Each member put in $5. Th ey 
operated out of a member’s basement. Crump emphasizes that the president 
of the board of directors was a “housewife”—in fact, Crump identifi es her as 
Mrs. Th urgood Marshall, almost certainly the fi rst wife (Vivien Burey) of the 
man who went on to become chief counsel for the NAACP, head the winning 
legal team in Brown v. Board of Education (overturning the “separate but 
equal” doctrine as applied to public schools), and in 1967 become a U.S. 
Supreme Court justice (330). Th at Mrs. Marshall was the president of the 
board suggests that women were assuming leadership roles.

In April 1941, the Modern Co-op began to raise capital for a retail store. 
Th e minimum investment per family was set at $15, with about a hundred 

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   136 2/27/14   2:41 PM



out of necessity   137

members. Th e store opened on May 31, 1941. By summer, average weekly rev-
enues were about $300, and the enterprise was capitalized at $50,000. Mem-
bers received a patronage rebate rather than a dividend (though it was 
suspended in the fi rst years until profi ts were regularized). Between 30 and 
40 percent of the co-op’s customers were nonmembers, which means that 
the store supplied the community, not just its membership base.

Education was important to the members of the Modern Co-op, and it 
maintained “weekly study classes and functioning committees” (Baker 1941, 
2). Th is is another example of the importance of education, particularly self-
education about cooperative economics in the development and maintenance 
of a cooperative. How to make cooperatives a more widely used strategy was 
also a goal of the co-op. Th e Modern Co-op is also an example of building 
from small to large, starting with a buying club and then becoming a coopera-
tive grocery store. Other African American cooperatives (and cooperatives in 
general) follow a similar model of growth. One fact repeated in the reports is 
that many of the members were Black civil servants with an almost middle-
class income and steady work. Th is helped the co-op to stay in business.

Th e Harlem River Consumers Cooperative

Th e Harlem River Consumers Cooperative opened in June 1968 in Harlem, at 
Seventh Avenue and West 147th Street by the Esplanade Gardens coopera-
tive. Th e fi rst $10,000 for the co-op was sold in shares of $5 each by teenagers 
going door to door in Harlem (Asbury 1967). Time magazine praised the 
eff ort as an example of people willing to help themselves (Time 1968). A pop-
ular venture, income from sales of stock was $161,000 when the store opened 
and grew to $209,000 after the fi rst two months it was open (Johnson 1968), 
and sales in the fi rst year reached $1.7 million (Lissner 1969). According to 
founder Cora Walker, Harlem River Cooperative was founded in order to 
combat “high prices and inferior products” in other stores in the neighbor-
hood and to provide ethnic foods and more food choices. Th e co-op received 
a lot of press coverage (I found six articles, mostly from the New York Times), 
mostly about its success, but a couple about its labor dispute.

By 1971 the co-op boasted four thousand members (who had bought $5 
and $10 shares) and announced plans to set up co-ops in twenty-six low-
income areas around the city with a $20,000 contract from the New York 
Community Training Institute (New York Times 1971). Th e parent company 
of all the new stores would be called Headstart Food Cooperative. Members 
were celebratory also because they had just put a scandal and labor problems 
behind them. In mid-1969 there was a labor strike and suppliers refused to 
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deliver food. In addition, there was a quarrel among some of the shareholders. 
Th e dispute was with the employee’s union (Local 338 of the Retail, Whole-
sale, and Chain Store Food Employees Union) about store management 
belonging to the union and how to handle layoff s when sales were slow (Liss-
ner 1969). Th e co-op argued that the manager and assistant managers of the 
store should do the buying since the co-op was not a chain store and was 
exempt from union rules. Th e union argued that the department managers 
who were union members should do the buying. Cooperative stores do not 
always have unions, and those cooperatives that do were often started by the 
union or union members, so that labor disputes are rare. Th is one was pro-
longed, and it almost destroyed the cooperative. Th e board tried to fi re 
Walker, the co-op’s founder, coordinator, and counsel, because she accused 
some of the board members of “betraying our cooperative community proj-
ect” by supporting the union contract (Kihss 1969). She argued not only that 
control over buying should remain in the hands of the consumer-owners, 
not the union, but also that the union had too much control over who could 
be hired. Walker argued that if the co-op was going to help the community, 
it should be able to hire members of the community and train them, but this 
was not part of the proposed union contract. Th e two White board members 
from a supermarket chain resigned so as not to be in the middle of the dis-
pute. Several months later, these issues were settled, the labor dispute was 
resolved, and the board and Walker were reconciled (New York Times 1971).

Th e last evidence of Ella Baker’s involvement in cooperatives in Harlem 
comes in 1975 with this same Harlem River Consumers Cooperative. Th ere is 
a copy in box 2, folder 6 of her papers at the Schomburg Center, dated Sep-
tember 28, 1975, of the minutes of the “committee meeting of concerned 
stockholders held after the annual meeting of Harlem River Co-op.” Baker is 
listed as a stockholder, along with twenty-three others who attended the 
committee meeting. It appears that the co-op was involved in a new lawsuit 
that went to trial. Concerned stockholders were worried that the trial had 
created negative public opinion about the co-op. Th ey discussed strategies at 
this meeting to educate the public about the co-op and its connections to the 
community, and to garner more support, both ideological and fi nancial. 
Strategies included picketing chain stores, mounting a telephone campaign, 
and contacting foundations about supporting the co-op. A letter from Walker 
to Baker dated November 20, 1976, two months after that meeting, provided 
a “pro forma” of what the cash fl ow could be at Harlem Co-op Supermarket 
if the “rebirth” eff ort was successful. Th e meeting minutes refer to raffl  e sales 
and to a monthly pledge campaign to revive the store. Th e “pro forma” esti-
mates suggest that the store had brought in about $650,000 in revenue over 

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   138 2/27/14   2:41 PM



out of necessity   139

thirteen weeks, with a potential net income of $51,000 after costs and paying 
debts. Th e store, though in trouble, was no small enterprise, but it suff ered 
harsh competition from traditional chain stores in the area. I have not been 
able to fi nd out what that dispute was about, but it appears that the store con-
tinued to operate, although with lower revenues, at least through 1975.

More on Black Housing Cooperatives in Harlem

Baker (1941) noted that the 137th Street Housing Corporation, like the origi-
nal Dunbar Apartments, was cooperatively owned. It had twenty member-
families who “rented” rooms for $8 per room per month. For several years in 
the 1930s, the housing cooperative gave members a rebate of a month’s free 
rent. In addition, the Garrison House, at 149th Street and Convent Avenue, 
became a cooperative in 1929 (Perez 2011). Also in the 1930s, the United Har-
lem Tenants and Consumer Organization formed a cooperative at 211 West 
111th Street after failing to get multiple violations in their apartment house 
addressed (Floyd-Th omas 2008, 121).

Summing up Harlem Cooperatives

Th is discussion of African American–owned cooperatives in New York City, 
particularly in Harlem, shows that there was signifi cant cooperative activity 
among African Americans in New York from the late 1920s through the 1940s 
and beyond (and as early as 1915 or 1919 in the case of the Harlem Pioneer 
Cooperative Society—see Floyd-Th omas 2008, 112; New York Dept. of Farms 
and Markets 1920). While many of them struggled to survive, all served a 
purpose, pooled members’ resources, provided needed goods to their mem-
bers at reasonable prices, and often had an impact in their communities. 
Some lasted for decades in one form or another, while others were more 
short-lived but laid the groundwork for other community-based and coop-
erative activity. While not always specifi cally connected to the Young Negroes’ 
Co-operative League, all had some connection to the Black cooperative 
movement.

Cooperatives Outside New York

Baker (1941) mentions two cooperatives—the Consumers’ Cooperative Trad-
ing Company in Gary, Indiana, and the Red Circle Cooperative Association in 
Richmond, Virginia—that were related to each other. Th e Aberdeen Gardens 
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Association of Hampton, Virginia, had a relationship to the Red Circle Coop-
erative. Th is suggests that, in addition to the cooperative economic develop-
ment in distinct African American communities during the 1930s and ’40s, 
there was also some communication between founders and members of the 
various co-ops, and some eff ort to learn from one another’s successes and 
failures.

Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company

In the fall of 1932, Gary, Indiana, was ravaged by the Depression. Its steel 
mills closed, and only one bank remained, though it also closed eventually. 
As noted in chapter 4, Jacob Reddix held a meeting in Roosevelt High School, 
which led to the formation of Gary’s Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Com-
pany.6 Starting with a buying club, the Trading Company went on to operate 
a main grocery store, a branch store, a fi lling station, and a credit union. By 
1934, the Trading Company had more than four hundred members and 
employed seven full-time workers in the grocery store. Th e credit union was 
organized in November 1934. By February 1936, it had more than a hundred 
members and several hundred dollars on deposit. Th e fi rst dividend, of 2 
percent on shares of stock owned, was paid to members in December 1935 
(Hope 1940, 41). In 1936, sales for the organization stood at $160,000, and the 
company was considered “the largest grocery business operated by Negroes 
in the United States” (Reddix 1974, 119). Th e Cooperative Trading Company 
had a women’s guild that developed out of the early study group organized by 
the founders, and supported a young people’s branch that operated its own 
ice-cream parlor and candy store.

In addition to his remarks about the important role of women in invigo-
rating the co-op, Reddix is quoted as saying that the “most important single 
factor” in the co-op’s progress “has been our education program” (Hope 
1940, 40). As discussed in chapter 4, the co-op held weekly educational 
meetings for eighteen months before opening any of the businesses. In 1933 
it instituted a cooperative economic course in Roosevelt High School’s eve-
ning school, which by 1936 was the largest academic class in the school (41). 
In 1934 the education committee published a fi ve-year plan titled “Uplifting 
the Social and Economic Status of the Negro in Gary.”

Again, many of the same themes, missions, and goals are mirrored in this 
example. Every organization found education to be one of the most impor-
tant elements in the endeavor. Th e Gary cooperative actually integrated 
cooperative education into the high school’s night school curriculum. Th is 
cooperative society was responding to a need in the community, particularly 
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an economic need. Th e Gary cooperative also went further than most by 
establishing a gas station and a credit union–—both to provide fi nancial ser-
vices and to help members save money—and institutionalizing its education 
program. Like the others, this cooperative also saw the equal inclusion of 
youth as important, and had strong women’s leadership.

Th e Red Circle Cooperative Association

Th e Red Circle Cooperative was also mentioned in Baker’s 1941 memo. 
Rosenberg (1940a, 1940b) provides more details about the cooperative and its 
origins. A Mr. E. R. Storres had the idea to form a consumers’ cooperative in 
1927, but the idea did not take until the executive secretary of the Richmond 
Urban League spoke in 1937 about the cooperative movement and used the 
Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company in Gary as an example (Rosen-
berg 1940a, 282). After a call for potential co-op members, thirty-fi ve men, 
out of one hundred contacted, responded and met on June 17, 1937. Th e 
group discussed the cooperative movement and then agreed to start the Red 
Circle Cooperative Association, Inc. Th e membership fee was $1 per member 
(Rosenberg 1940b). Th e cooperative launched a campaign for more members 
and stock subscriptions, as well as an education drive with monthly meetings. 
By the end of 1937, Red Circle had 125 members and had collected $1,200 
(Rosenberg 1940a, 283). Executives went to Washington, D.C., Baltimore, 
and Greenbelt, Maryland, “inspecting cooperative stores and getting ideas 
and plans of organization and operation” (Rosenberg 1940b, 118). Th ey 
reported back to the board. Th e decision was made for the cooperative to 
open a grocery store that would sell meat. Th e store opened its doors on 
October 11, 1938, in the “heart of the old Jackson Ward, directly across the 
street from a unit of the largest chain store in the United States,” which had 
refused to hire Negro clerks (Rosenberg 1940a, 283). Sales that fi rst day were 
$350. One result of the grocery store’s success was that three months after it 
opened, the chain store across the street hired its fi rst Black employee and 
started a price war. Red Circle was able to obtain goods from a wholesaler 
whose prices were low enough that the co-op could compete with the chain 
store. Th e chain store actually ended up reducing its staff  by two, keeping 
only the manager. Red Circle had four regular employees.

By 1940, the Red Circle Cooperative had four hundred members and 
weekly business of $700, and employed a manager, two clerks, and a delivery 
boy (Rosenberg 1940b). In 1939, one hundred thousand customers were 
served, and a 1 percent dividend was paid on purchases. Th e total capital 
invested was $2,000, and the store earned a profi t of $600, or net earnings of 
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30 percent (Rosenberg 1940a, 283). A committee looked into organizing a 
credit union, service station, and second grocery store. Despite low expecta-
tions, the cooperative association was a huge success, proving that a Black-
managed store could succeed. As Rosenberg observed, “when the invincible 
force of cooperation met the immovable mountain of prejudice, fear, igno-
rance, and lack of self-confi dence, the mountain melted into thin air. Th e 
invincible force forged ahead and is growing by leaps and bounds, and the 
Red Circle Cooperative idea of two years ago is a reality today” (1940b, 118). 
Rosenberg attributed its success to the hard work of members, shareholders, 
and workers, as well as to the store’s effi  cient service and management. He 
also noted that “the organization was built from the bottom up and not from 
the top down,” another reason for its success (1940a, 283). In addition, mem-
bers “did their homework” in terms of studying co-op models, even traveling 
to several places around the country to see other co-ops. Th ey never stopped 
studying and organizing to increase effi  ciency. Certainly, it was a tremendous 
feat to stare down a local chain grocer and prevail. Rosenberg went so far as 
to predict that its success might “revolutionize the South” (1940a, 283).

Th e Aberdeen Gardens Association

Rosenberg documented a second African American–owned cooperative 
store in Virginia. Th e Aberdeen Gardens Association was a consumers’ coop-
erative organized in a government housing project, Aberdeen Gardens, in 
Hampton, Virginia. As the housing complex was being built, a small group 
of potential residents started meeting weekly to organize a co-op store. 
Th e federal government provided a $2,000 loan. Stock sold to members for 
$5 a share, payable in $1 installments over the course of a year (Rosenberg 
1940a, 283).

Th e co-op store opened on November 17, 1938, with only fi fty families liv-
ing in the housing complex. Th e co-op operated at loss for the fi rst six months 
because of low volume of sales. Once more residents moved into Aberdeen 
Gardens, the store started to make a profi t. Th e co-op had two regular 
employees. In 1939, sales amounted to $16,988.29 and earned the co-op a net 
profi t of $761.37. A 5 percent patronage dividend was approved and distrib-
uted. Rosenberg estimates that Aberdeen Gardens residents spent about 75 
percent of their food budget at the cooperative. Although there were some 
complaints about “government interference or red tape,” the co-op made 
good use of the government loan, according to Rosenberg (1940a, 283). Th e 
co-op planned to open a permanent store building and to increase its busi-
ness in the community.
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Unlike the Red Circle Cooperative, the Aberdeen Gardens co-op did not 
pay rent. Red Circle raised capital from its members, whereas Aberdeen’s 
capital came mostly from a government grant; only $55 came from members. 
Both co-ops operated with cash transactions and sold goods to nonmembers 
as well as members. Both stores also cooperated with each other. Rosenberg 
concludes that Red Circle had a “sounder foundation” because members had 
a greater stake in their cooperative. Red Circle also started with an education 
campaign, and members met monthly to study cooperation; Aberdeen Gar-
dens had not started an education campaign when Rosenberg wrote his 
report in September 1940. Rosenberg emphasized that continuous education 
and a sense of ownership were important to success, although both coopera-
tives were doing well. He also considered both co-ops examples of economic 
freedom, and argued that “the way out of our economic chaos is coopera-
tives” (1940a, 283).

Th e Consumers’ Cooperative Association of Kansas City

Two other cooperatives had connections with the Consumers’ Cooperative 
Trading Company in Gary, Indiana: the Consumers’ Cooperative Association 
in Kansas City, Missouri, and the People’s Consumer Cooperative in Chicago. 
Th e fi rst started, as most Black cooperatives did, with a study group. Hugh 
Cook, the principal of Lincoln High School, his wife, and about twenty-eight 
others studied the cooperative movement together, and the Cooks traveled to 
Pittsburgh, Columbus, Gary, Minneapolis, and Chicago to study coopera-
tives there. In 1934, the group opened its fi rst cooperative, a service station 
that was “supplied by a cooperative wholesale gas and oil company in the 
adjoining state” of Kansas. Th e service station had 162 members and sold 
between one hundred and fi ve hundred gallons of gas per week, with total 
assets of about $2,000. Th e co-op had a paid manager and a nine-member 
board of directors. Th e station closed in 1938. According to a letter from Mr. 
Cook to John Hope II, the closure had to do with the “location, membership, 
lack of education, and an insidious eff ort by the merchant association and the 
School Board to prevent teachers from joining the organization” (Hope 1940, 
42). When the number of members more than tripled, there was no corre-
sponding increase in education about cooperative ownership. But, as hap-
pened in the case of other Black co-ops, hostility from the surrounding White 
community was severe. “Th is organization,” according to Hope, “seems dis-
tinctive in that the opposition resorted to political pressure upon municipal 
employees to destroy the organization as well as to economic retaliatory mea-
sures much as were used later in Chicago” (43). But this kind of response was 
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not as rare as Hope seemed to think. On the bright side, the co-op’s board 
told Hope that they continued to reopen, perhaps also with a grocery store, 
and did not intend to give up (42–43).

People’s Consumer Cooperative, Inc., of Chicago

While Hope ended his description of the Consumers’ Cooperative Associa-
tion in Kansas City on a pessimistic note, the People’s Consumer Cooperative 
of Chicago began with several elements in its favor. Members of the coopera-
tive were all tenants of the Rosenwald Apartments in Chicago and thus had 
easy access to the co-op store. Th ey were a “closely knit group” of stable pro-
fessionals and civil servants (mostly postal employees) who used teamwork 
eff ectively. In addition, J. L. Reddix, one of the founders of the Gary coop-
erative, advised the Chicago group early on to start a study group (Hope 1940, 
43–44). A small group did just that in October 1936.

Th e group then organized a buying club, starting quite small with just one 
product, bacon. Membership shares were sold at $3 each. For $3 per month 
each, two of the women agreed to work for half a day. At this early stage, the 
group also established several “very active committees” on buying, auditing 
and bookkeeping, membership, education, and store location, and made 
“unusually rapid and sound progress.” With the high cost of food becoming 
a challenge and the local food store chain charging “exorbitant prices for an 
inferior quality of merchandise,” the group was motivated to be proactive. It 
began a boycott of the chain store and learned about cooperatives. After 
forming the study group and then the buying club, the group opened a coop-
erative retail grocery store in July 1937 (Hope 1940, 43–45).

Th e cooperative faced a major obstacle at the outset, because no White 
real estate owners in the neighborhood would rent to it, even though there 
were seven vacant stores in the immediate neighborhood. Th e co-op pre-
vailed and did open the store. Two months later, in September 1937, it also 
opened a credit union, which by February 1939 had 191 members, with out-
standing loans of $1,050. During the month of February, members added 
$1,172.88 of new capital. Members were not allowed to invest more than $250 
in the credit union (presumably as a precaution, so that no one member had 
so much money invested as to expect special treatment or infl uence on co-op 
decisions). By the end of February, sixteen members had already reached the 
maximum amount of savings. In March 1938, the co-op store added a meat 
market, doubling the size of the store and increasing sales from $1,749 to 
$4,267. At the end of 1938, the cooperative store voted to distribute a divi-
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dend of 1 percent of the value of sales per member. Th e remainder of the 
store’s surplus was divided between an education fund and an expansion and 
protection fund. Th is cooperative also maintained a policy to pay interest of 
4 percent on fully paid share capital. Th is suggests that members could pay 
for their shares in installments, so that the cost would not be prohibitive. By 
1940, its total membership was more than 450, with 139 paid in full (Hope 
1940, 45).

Hope noted that one of the elements of a strong cooperative is the willing-
ness to donate time, or what he called “volunteer gratuitous labor service by 
the members.” Th e active committee structure was also a “pillar of strength.” 
He quotes one of the co-op’s leaders, Charles A. Beckett, on the functioning 
of the committees and the importance of shared leadership: “What little suc-
cess we might claim has been due in a very large degree to the strong com-
mittee activity in our buying club stage. Th ere was no need for a leader. We 
were strong believers in the principle of division of labor. Mutual confi dence 
and respect for our group techniques had been the life of our society. I don’t 
think any person interested in cooperatives can possibly overemphasize this 
point” (Hope 1940, 44).

Hope also praised “the prudence exercised and the economic soundness 
of the distribution of income” practiced by the cooperative (1940, 45). Just 
like a commercial bank or business, the cooperative set aside funds for emer-
gencies and for education, and did not “confuse interest and profi ts” (46). 
Fiscal soundness in combination with enthusiastic participation, democratic 
practice, eff ective shared leadership, and ongoing education are important 
elements for success—and are not always found in combination in any busi-
ness, let alone in many of the African American cooperatives studied here. 
Th e People’s Consumer Cooperative of Chicago was a model of success on 
every score.

Th e Cooperative Business Council of New Haven

Hope discusses one fi nal urban cooperative established during the Depres-
sion to help ease the cost of healthy food. New Haven’s Cooperative Business 
Council was established in February 1937 by postal clerks. Th ey too began by 
studying cooperative economics and began to teach others about “mutual 
self-help.” After a phase of intense study, they launched a promotion cam-
paign with the support of some local ministers. Th e study group met for a 
year, and in December 1937 opened a co-op grocery store staff ed by the vol-
unteer labor of members. In the summer of 1938, monthly sales amounted to 
between $200 and $300, with a membership of about fi fty people. Hope’s 
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article mentions that the cooperative was also organizing a federal credit 
union, according to an article in the New Haven Register, which suggests 
that this cooperative eff ort did receive some local publicity (1940, 48).

An Era of Growth—Summary of African American 
Cooperatives During the Great Depression

Most of the co-ops from this period started with study groups, and from 
small amounts of money pooled from members—with working-class mem-
bers paying their share in installments. African American cooperative devel-
opment was supported and promoted by Black educational institutions and 
educators, churches, community organizations, and housewives. Most Black 
co-ops were grocery stores, gas stations, or credit unions. Some were hous-
ing co-ops. All provided quality aff ordable food or services. Most employed 
one or two people from the community. Many were able to off er dividends or 
patronage refunds as they became profi table. Many struggled to raise capital 
and to compete with White-owned establishments. By the 1950s, the coop-
erative movement had petered out a bit, with the few remaining eff orts mostly 
clustered around small Black colleges in the South (Brooks and Lynch 1944), 
or in established Black communities in major cities.

During this period, African American women were often integral to the 
Black co-op movement, as they had been integral to the Black mutual-aid 
and self-help movement. Th e Young Negroes’ Co-operative League, the 
Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company, and other co-ops had women’s 
guilds, women leaders, or in other ways highlighted women’s roles. One sig-
nifi cant force representing Black women’s eff orts in the cooperative move-
ment was the Ladies’ Auxiliary to the International Brotherhood of Sleeping 
Car Porters and its president, Halena Wilson. Th e auxiliary promoted coop-
erative education and the development of several cooperatives, particularly 
in the 1940s. Th e following chapter focuses on the auxiliary’s philosophy and 
activities around cooperative economics, and highlights Black women’s roles 
in the cooperative movement. Nannie Helen Burroughs, through her National 
Training School for Women and Girls in Washington, D.C., was also a force 
in favor of cooperatives and one of the founders of Cooperative Industries of 
Washington, D.C.

Th e Great Depression probably saw the rise of more African American–
owned cooperatives than any other period in U.S. history. Th e Black co-op 
movement developed from the same philosophy and spirit that inspired most 
cooperative movements, particularly those among the poor and working 
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classes. It focused on the needs of people who were left out of the market, 
who experienced market failure, and who were discriminated against in the 
market, and enabled them to join together and create their own markets and 
enterprises. Many Blacks (like many Whites during the Great Depression) 
were destitute, jobless, and without access to aff ordable, quality food, gas, 
housing, and fi nancial services. Cooperative enterprises helped them gain 
access to these goods, to help one another, and to provide for their families. 
Cooperation appealed to their collective spirit and sometimes created a sense 
of optimism. Alethea Washington’s description of the cooperative movement 
conveys the philosophy and spirit of African American cooperation, particu-
larly during the 1930s. “Th e cooperative movement off ers a means whereby 
we can work together to solve economic problems,” she wrote in 1939. “Th e 
cooperative movement is based on the deep and abiding religious principles 
of honesty, justice, equality, brotherhood, and love. Th e cooperative move-
ment is inter-faith, inter-class, and inter-race. Th erefore it gives us that com-
mon meeting ground which produces the best setting for working together” 
(1939a, 105).
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You start with those who make up the majority of those living in poor communities—
women—and respond to their self-defi ned problems. Th e major problem for poor 
women is control of income, that is, gaining access to income in ways that give women 
ultimate freedom in how it gets used.
—johnson (1997, 3)

Addressing the status of women in cooperatives does not result in just identifying a set 
of “women’s issues,” but rather, ways of thinking about a range of issues vital to 
cooperatives and their placement in the economy and the community. In other words, 
thinking about equity for women in democratic and management structures is one of 
a number of “ways in” to thinking about the relevance and eff ectiveness of coopera-
tives in general. It is also a way to begin considering barriers that aff ect all under-
represented groups.
—hammond ketilson (1998, 33)

“Women are members and men are full-time directors” (Japanese Consum-
ers’ Co-operative Union 1999, 192). Th is belief has been the norm in the 
cooperative movement throughout the world. Many observers have noted 
that women belong to, use, and participate in cooperative enterprises for 
their own and their families’ benefi t, but tend not to be in control. Th e United 
Nations, the International Labour Organisation, and the International Co-
operative Alliance, among others, all address this issue in research and in 
conferences on women’s roles in cooperatives in industrialized countries as 
well as underdeveloped countries (see, for example, ICA 1993; ILO-ICA 
1995; ICA Women’s Committee 1983; Centre for the Study of Co-operatives 
1998). Topics addressed have ranged from the relationship between women’s 
roles in the economy and society in general and in cooperatives, women’s 
occupational status and economic insecurity and cooperative economic 
development, as well as women’s access to capital (or lack thereof), women’s 
management capacity, and women’s leadership in cooperatives.

My research on African American–owned cooperatives fi nds that Black 
women have been an integral part of the Black cooperative movement—

7
continuing the legacy

Nannie Helen Burroughs, Halena Wilson, 
and the Role of Black Women
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playing roles similar to those they have played in the Black church, mutual-
aid societies, and the civil rights movement. Th ey have often been the ones 
organizing and managing in the background, doing much of the scut work, 
without the glory or formal recognition bestowed by a title or a paid or board 
position. At the same time, African American women in some cases were not 
just members but also the founders, managers, and directors of cooperative 
enterprises and cooperative activity in the United States. Early mutual-aid 
associations and collective activity in African American communities were 
arranged and strengthened by women’s work (Jones 1985). Women like Mag-
gie Lena Walker, Ella Jo Baker, and Fannie Lou Hamer founded, organized, 
and directed important economic projects and businesses along with men—
sometimes playing a prominent role as president or executive director, and 
often doing whatever needed to be done to make the project or business 
work. Halena Wilson, the president of the International Ladies’ Auxiliary to 
the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and education director of the Con-
sumers’ Cooperative Buying Club in Chicago, heavily promoted the study 
and practice of consumer cooperation in all the auxiliaries and in the Black 
trade union movement (as well as the broader U.S. trade union movement) 
from the 1930s to the 1950s. Others, like Nannie Helen Burroughs, Estelle 
Witherspoon, Rebecca Johnson, Linda Leaks, and Ajowa Nzinga Ifateyo, 
developed enterprises owned and managed by Black women for women’s 
betterment (see table 7.1). In this chapter, I investigate Black women’s coop-
erative accomplishments in more detail, focusing on the projects of the 
Ladies’ Auxiliary to the BSCP, Cooperative Industries of Washington, D.C., 
Freedom Quilting Bee, and Freedom Farm.

Many Black women have participated in cooperatives and co-op develop-
ment as members and supporters. We have already seen examples of their 
activity, such as the Independent Order of Saint Luke and the Saint Luke 
Penny Savings Bank (see chapter 1), and the Women’s Guild of what was to 
become the Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company in Gary, Indiana 
(chapters 4 and 6). Th e Women’s Guild was responsible for reinvigorating 
the co-op movement in Gary, and helped to increase membership in the 
Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company. Th e Women’s Guild was formed 
by many of the women who attended the fi rst evening class on cooperative 
economics and management taught at Roosevelt High School in 1933 by 
Jacob Reddix (Hope 1940). Several of the cooperatives of the 1930s and ’40s 
had women’s guilds or women’s empowerment as part of their mission. Th e 
Young Negroes’ Co-operative League is another important example, with its 
focus on youth leadership and women’s equality, and Ella Jo Baker’s pivotal 
role. Some were organized by women, and some, in addition, were owned 
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solely by women. Cooperative Industries of Washington, D.C., was one such 
enterprise.

Cooperative Industries of Washington, D.C.

An important endeavor during the Great Depression was an industrial co-op, 
Cooperative Industries of Washington, D.C., which was based on a women’s 
cottage industry and self-help project that began with public money targeted 
to help put women to work in Lincoln Heights, Washington, D.C. In the sum-
mer of 1934, a joint committee representing the citizens’ associations of 
northeast Washington organized the Northeast Self-Help Cooperative to 
“prevent pauperism,” provide “industrial education and the opportunity to 
work,” and “train the unemployed and handicapped in self-supporting 
occupations” (Northeast Self-Help Cooperative 1934, 1936). On July 16, 1934, 
Nannie Helen Burroughs was elected president, and H. D. Woodson, fi rst 
vice president. Scholar-activist and local resident Chancellor Williams wrote 
immediately to Burroughs in July 1934 of his interest in the self-help move-

table 7.1  Black women leaders in the U.S. cooperative movement

Date Black women’s cooperative involvement

1700s–1800s Women leaders and organizers in mutual-aid and benefi cial 
   societies
1900–1930s Maggie Lena Walker and the Independent Order of Saint Luke; 
   Saint Luke Penny Savings Bank; Consolidated Bank and 
   Trust Company, Richmond, Virginia
1930s Ella Jo Baker and the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League; 
   Nannie Helen Burroughs and Cooperative Industries of 
   Washington, D.C.
1940s Halena Wilson and the International Ladies’ Auxiliary to the 
   Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters
1960s–1970s Estelle Witherspoon and Freedom Quilting Bee; Fannie Lou 
   Hamer and Freedom Farm
1980s–2000s Peggy Armstrong and Cooperative Home Care Associates; 
   women organizers in Workers’ Owned Sewing Company and 
   Dawson’s Textile Workers in North Carolina; Avis Ransom 
   and SSC Employment Agency, Baltimore; Shirley Sherrard 
   (New Communities), Shirley Blakely, Alice Paris, Carol P. 
   Zippert, and Melbah Smith with the Federation of Southern 
   Cooperatives; emerging women leaders in new women’s 
   worker cooperatives through WAGES, Oakland, Calif.; 
   Rebecca Johnson and Cooperative Economics for Women, 
   Boston; Linda Leaks, Ajowa Nzinga Ifateyo, and Ella Jo Baker 
   Intentional Community cooperative, Washington, D.C.; 
   Ujamaa Collective, Pittsburgh
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ment and in working with the cooperative. He noted that the creation of the 
cooperative “is a timely and most important attack upon the most pressing 
social problem of our time,” adding, “I off ered a comprehensive plan to the 
churches of Deanwood [D.C.] to unite in an eff ort to do something ourselves, 
for ourselves, instead of waiting and depending forever and eternally upon 
the leadership of the white man” (Williams 1934, 1). Williams would become 
president of the cooperative’s board of directors (the position Burroughs fi rst 
held) by the end of 1934.1

Th e North East Self-Help Cooperative used the resources and physical 
space of the National Training School for Women and Girls (see Washington 
1939a; Burroughs 1934c), of which Burroughs was founder and president.2

Th e cooperative used four classrooms for the sewing unit, a room for the 
clinic, the kitchen for canning, as well as the dining room and chapel. From 
the beginning, the group targeted federal funds from the Federal Emergency 
Relief Administration’s Division of Self-Help Cooperatives, and spent two 
years submitting letters of intent and proposals and meeting and corre-
sponding with staff  from the FERA (Northeast Self-Help Cooperative 1934; 
Burroughs 1934c; Burroughs and the Board of Directors n.d.). In its fi rst six 
months, the cooperative was successful. Th e sewing unit was the largest in 
the District of Columbia, with fi fty women members, and the cooperative 
boasted that it had done more canning than any other Black cooperative in 
the city (Burroughs 1934c).

In 1936, the North East Self-Help Cooperative fi nally received a FERA 
grant of $19,633, changed its name to Cooperative Industries of Washington, 
D.C., and was chartered as a self-help cooperative in Lincoln Heights. Hope 
(1940) records that Cooperative Industries was founded by Nannie Helen Bur-
roughs and Sadie Morse Bethel. Although Alice Dunbar Nelson did not spe-
cifi cally mention this cooperative, she highlighted Burroughs’s work in one of 
her columns in the Messenger in 1927. According to Nelson, Burroughs “con-
ceived the idea of a Domestic Servants Organization (DSO), with rules, regu-
lations and projects similar to the unions among men laborers or skilled 
workmen.” A building was bought and operated for the girls in the heart of 
northwest Washington. Th e DSO operated a social center with classes, lodging 
rooms, recreation rooms, dining rooms, “and all the rest of it.” Nelson com-
mented that the girls needed more safe opportunities for factory work and 
other work outside domestic service (Nelson 1927). Th e DSO tried to provide 
this, as did other Burroughs projects. Nelson noted that Burroughs did not 
have the time or money to make the DSO national and was already running 
her own school, the National Training School for Women and Girls, started 
in 1909. Th e school curriculum uniquely combined vocational training and 
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liberal arts education, including Bible study—and one required course in 
Black history. Burroughs aimed to educate all young women regardless of 
their position in life, and to off er women “professional training that might 
help them earn a higher salary and aff ord better living conditions” (Library of 
Congress 2003).

Presumably, the Northeast Self-Help Cooperative and Cooperative Indus-
tries grew out of the kind of need that Nelson described as a concern of Bur-
roughs’s almost ten years earlier, and refl ected the philosophy that drove 
Burroughs’s National Training School, which provided support for the coop-
erative. Washington, after talking with Burroughs, described the co-op as a 
cooperative project “embracing the people of the community in a group of 
industries and in a farming project located in Maryland” (Washington 1939a, 
108). In a letter soliciting members for Cooperative Industries, Burroughs 
and the board of directors outlined an ambitious list of projects: a roadside 
market, cannery, laundry, shoe repair shop, barrel chair handicrafts produc-
tion, training in beauty culture, a thrift service, and a farm (Marshall Farm 
near Forestville, Maryland). Potential members were invited to a cooperative 
study class and an introductory session about the cooperative at the training 
school (Burroughs and the Board of Directors n.d.). Membership dues were 
$5 per year. According to Hope, the cooperative consisted of unemployed 
workers and homemakers who were unskilled and had incomes between 
$500 and $1,000 per year. Th e co-op began as a producer cooperative for “the 
relief of the unemployed by allowing them to produce useful goods and gain 
their own livelihood by bartering their products for those of other producers” 
(Hope 1940, 47). Hope does not mention that this cooperative was wholly or 
predominantly owned by women, but I have assumed this because of the fi fty 
women named in the sewing unit and other cooperatives projects, and 
because of the population with which Burroughs is known to have worked, 
the mission of the co-op, and the fact that the two founders were women.

From Nannie Helen Burroughs’s papers at the Library of Congress, we 
learn that the co-op got advice from Tuskegee Institute, had a thriving 
chicken farm, sold its chairs and brooms as far away as Virginia and Balti-
more, bought products for its retail store from Eastern Cooperative Whole-
sale in New York, and was represented on the Committee of Sponsors for the 
District of Columbia Cooperative League. Unlike most of the other coopera-
tives of the 1930s and ’40s, Cooperative Industries was what would now be 
called a hybrid cooperative because it evolved into a consumers’ cooperative, 
along with an agricultural marketing cooperative, in addition to the produc-
er’s cooperative. Th is way, more of the clients’ needs would be met. Th e store 
carried groceries, fresh fruit and vegetables, meat, poultry, eggs, and butter. 
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Hope explains that this eff ort was diff erent from the English co-op model, 
which starts with consumers’ cooperatives that build demand. Th e demand 
built by a consumers’ co-op provides an infrastructure that was believed to 
be necessary to sustain a producer’s cooperative. Hope remarks that most of 
the Negro cooperatives followed the English model (establishing a consum-
ers’ cooperative fi rst), but that it was “both interesting and gratifying to see” 
how Cooperative Industries had “taken advantage of the temporary help of 
the government [grant] to create a permanent cooperative society which has 
so charted its course as to be able to continue its independent existence by 
fi lling permanent and lasting needs of its members after government aid was 
withdrawn and other relief methods were substituted for the self-help coop-
eratives” (1940, 47). Cooperative Industries started as a producer coopera-
tive—organizing and operating “industrial manufacturing plants [that] will 
aid in the educational, social and industrial welfare of the unfortunate and 
sell the products of such plants”—and expanded into consumer cooperative 
activities as well (Northeast Self-Help Cooperative 1936). It is apparent in the 
cooperative’s constitution and by-laws that the term “consumer members” 
was added later. Hope also notes that while the producer cooperative started 
with four hundred members in 1936, it was down to eighty-seven by 1938. 
However, rather than a sign of failure, the smaller number of members was 
the result of a change of model or focus that actually strengthened the co-op. 
Th e members were more committed and more productive. Total sales were 
$11,380 in December 1937 with the larger program ($28.45 per capita), and 
$10,280.83 in December 1938 with fewer members ($118.17 per capita). Since 
fewer members were much more productive, the co-op continued to be 
 successful, even though the loss of members was substantial. Burroughs 
explained that the main reason for establishing the cooperative was to pro-
mote “production for use” and that it was based on “a fi rm belief that coop-
eratives furnish one of the best ways for the Negro to develop initiative and 
self-help.” Th e cooperative also had a unique way of handling dividends, 
since half of its sales were to nonmembers. Th e surplus that was not distrib-
uted to members was saved and divided into two funds, one reserved for con-
tingencies and the other for education (Hope 1940, 46).

Hope’s 1940 article gives us some insight into the co-op’s purpose and 
goals, and also into Burroughs’s thinking. Combining this information with 
knowledge of Burroughs’s philosophy and accomplishments, and with doc-
uments and letters from Burroughs and the organization itself, helps us to 
see Cooperative Industries of D.C. as an extension of Burroughs’s commit-
ment to women’s education and training and women’s economic rights and 
well-being. It is also interesting that the two accounts of this co-op outside 
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Burroughs’s papers are both based on interviews with Burroughs. Th is indi-
cates that Burroughs talked about this co-op and was forthcoming with 
information—even eager for people to learn about this co-op.3 Th e preamble 
of the co-op’s constitution uses terms such as “providing means of mutual 
helpfulness, to promote the general welfare, to obtain the necessities of life, 
to advance our moral and material welfare as citizens, and to secure in a fuller 
degree the fruits of our labor, and a more equal distribution of wealth and 
opportunity for employment” (Northeast Self-Help Cooperative 1936). Th e 
membership recruitment document refers to “enlarging the cooperative 
movement in the District” and building “a permanent, city-wide cooperative 
organization” (Burroughs and the Board of Directors n.d.). Clearly, this was 
a grand plan that achieved some successes and was viewed favorably in 
Washington, D.C., and nationally.

Th e International Ladies’ Auxiliary to the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters

Black involvement with the trade union movement in the 1930s, ’40s, and 
’50s also included support for and establishment of consumer cooperatives. 
Du Bois was still advocating racial cooperative development, Baker and 
Schuyler were creating and promoting cooperatives across the nation, and 
Burroughs and others were developing co-ops in their local communities. In 
addition, A. Philip Randolph, in the pages of the Black Worker and through 
the organization he helped to found, the International Brotherhood of Sleep-
ing Car Porters (BSCP), was promoting consumers’ cooperation. Halena Wil-
son, president of the BSCP’s Ladies’ Auxiliary, was the BSCP’s strongest, 
most vocal proponent of cooperatives.4

Th e activities of the Ladies’ Auxiliary to the International Brotherhood of 
Sleeping Car Porters concerning consumer education and cooperative busi-
ness education and development can be pieced together from the archives of 
the BSCP and the Chicago chapter of the Ladies’ Auxiliary (of which Wilson 
was also president), and from Melinda Chateauvert’s 1998 study of the women 
of the BSCP.5 Analysis of the activities and strategies of the Chicago auxiliary 
and the International Ladies’ Auxiliary (operated out of the Chicago offi  ce), 
particularly as they interfaced with the larger labor movement, both Black 
and White, shows how the co-op strategy was developed among Black activ-
ists between 1935 and 1952, and sheds light on African American women’s 
roles in advancing and implementing that strategy.
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Chateauvert explains how the women of the Ladies’ Auxiliary, predomi-
nantly “union wives,” used their position as African American homemakers 
and heads of the household budget to “expand the power of the trade union 
movement” (1998, 138) and promote the value of organized labor at every 
opportunity. “Indeed, it was in the commodity market that the Auxiliary 
addressed the needs of both wage-earning and unwaged women. By operat-
ing consumer cooperatives and providing advice on ‘better buymanship’ and 
other consumer issues, the Auxiliary politicized the spending habits of all 
union women and raised members’ living standards” (139). Part of the phi-
losophy was that this kind of cooperative buying kept money in the hands of 
workers and kept hard-earned money circulating in the labor movement 
instead of leaking out in purchases from non-labor-supporting producers 
and sellers.

Halena Wilson was elected the fi rst president of the Chicago Ladies’ Aux-
iliary in October 1930 and served until 1953. She also served as the fi rst pres-
ident of the International Ladies’ Auxiliary from September 1938 until 1965, 
and had substantial infl uence on the organization over the course of more 
than twenty-fi ve years. According to a short, anonymous biography written 
in 1956 (“Th e Life Work of Mrs. Halena Wilson,” now housed in the BSCP 
Collection at the Chicago History Museum), Wilson became interested in the 
cooperative movement after she become president of the Chicago chapter of 
the Ladies’ Auxiliary. She was “instrumental in organizing a Consumer 
Cooperative Buying Club” in Chicago and was one of the few Black women (if 
not the only one) elected to serve on the national Consumer Cooperative 
Council. She also led the Chicago branch of the auxiliary in becoming a char-
ter member of the Cooperative Union Eye Care Center (with the Coalition of 
Trade Unions and Consumer Cooperation in Chicago) in the 1950s. Th e 
anonymously written biography notes that “the Chicago Auxiliary is the only 
affi  liated organization [of the eye center] composed exclusively of women.” 
Like many Black women leaders and movers in the co-op movement who 
began their civic engagement doing charity and community work and honed 
their leadership skills in churches and benevolent societies, Wilson had been 
active in the social and civic movement and fraternal organizations (such as 
Worthy Matron of the Order of the Eastern Star) before joining the Ladies’ 
Auxiliary.

Th e Ladies’ Auxiliary was interested in economic justice from the begin-
ning. Included in the “Declaration of the Object, Principles, and Aims of the 
Ladies Auxiliary” was the goal of providing “a common meeting ground for 
women who endorse the principles of democracy and who wish to see them 
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applied to the basic fi eld of industry” (Wilson 1942b). In addition, the “Bul-
letin of Instruction on Decisions and Orders” of the auxiliary, beginning in 
1938, included subscribing to journals and newsletters about consumer eco-
nomics and cooperatives, as well as studying credit unions and consumer 
cooperation (Wilson and Randolph 1938; see also chapter 4). Wilson spear-
headed the auxiliary’s interest in consumer education and cooperatives, working 
closely with Randolph. Auxiliary chapters started study groups on consumers’ 
cooperatives in Chicago, Denver, St. Louis, Minneapolis–St. Paul, Detroit, India-
napolis, Washington, D.C., New Orleans, Omaha, Oklahoma City, Los Angeles, 
Seattle, Montgomery, Pittsburgh, Montreal, Buff alo, and Jersey City (Chateau-
vert 1998, 143). White notes that the “Denver, Chicago, and District of Columbia 
Auxiliaries established buying clubs, and the Chicago and Portland Auxiliaries 
established their own consumer cooperatives” (1999, 165). Th e fi rst BSCP credit 
union was established by the Montreal chapter and was part of the Ladies’ 
Auxiliary project to create credit unions to help members adjust to economic 
crisis through savings plans and budgeting.

Th e Brotherhood Consumer Cooperative store was one of the projects of 
the Brotherhood Consumer Cooperative buying clubs started by women from 
the Chicago chapter of the Ladies’ Auxiliary, and it was the most ambitious of 
the auxiliary’s cooperative projects. Its initial leadership was made up entirely 
of women; as the co-op grew, more men became involved (Th ornton 1948). 
In 1941, a group of seven women from the Ladies’ Auxiliary and one man 
started a study group to talk about establishing a cooperative in Chicago. In 
1943 they opened a store that sold groceries on Saturday afternoons (Cha-
teauvert 1998). Th ey then moved the co-op store to the BSCP headquarters, 
where it was open on weekdays and Saturdays. Th e members served as the 
salespersons and clerks for the fi rst two years. In a report to the International 
Ladies’ Auxiliary, Wilson reminded the members that “the Chicago Auxiliary 
in so far as it is known is the fi rst group of Negro women connected with labor 
to initiate a consumer cooperative enterprise” (Wilson 1947b).6

Th e store did well through the beginning of 1947, having a balance of 
nearly $3,800 on its books in March. Later in 1947, however, investment was 
down, and many members thought they would have to close the store; it was 
not in a residential area close to where most people lived, and federal price 
controls were being eliminated. With encouragement from A. Philip Ran-
dolph and one Ernest Smith, the co-op held on, and by 1948 it had been reen-
ergized. Randolph addressed the co-op in 1948, which increased membership, 
including one new member who donated $500. Th e original board of the 
co-op consisted of four women and one man. By 1948 there were four women 
and fi ve men on the board, though executive leadership remained in the 
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hands of the women: Agnes Th ornton as president, Minnie A. Lee as secretary-
treasurer, and Halena Wilson as educational chair (Th ornton 1948).

Around the same time, the co-op undertook a membership drive (Wilson, 
Lee, and Th ornton 1947). Membership increased to 250, and BSCP men 
began to put their time and resources into the co-op. Th e co-op and its buy-
ing club began to look for a location for a store. Th e buying club was operat-
ing out of the Chicago BSCP headquarters. Th e co-op incorporated in the 
District of Columbia (which had co-op law) in 1948 and, according to Th orn-
ton, planned to issue share certifi cates to all members (1948, 2). In October 
1948 Wilson sent a special notice about the pledge drive, the goal of which 
was to increase the $4,000 they had in reserves by $1,500 to $2,000, and to 
urge members to buy more shares (Wilson 1948b).

One year later, the store was experiencing diffi  culties again. A special bul-
letin issued in July 1949 discussed the possibility of establishing a credit 
union “with a view towards diverting the club’s present activities in that 
direction” (Wilson 1949b). For two or three months, forty to fi fty members 
had been attending meetings about establishing a credit union, and Wilson 
encouraged more members to attend the meetings and learn about the ben-
efi ts of a credit union. In a letter to Randolph defending this move, Wilson 
explained that most of the members were in favor of converting to a credit 
union. She considered this a good way to maintain the co-op’s fi nancial sta-
bility and keep some aspect of cooperative ownership, even if the store could 
not sustain itself. She told Randolph that the membership had grown beyond 
the Ladies’ Auxiliary and the Chicago chapter of the BSCP, and that the co-op 
members thus thought that they were relatively autonomous. According to 
Wilson’s letter, the Chicago BSCP chapter did not approve of the conversion 
to a credit union. Pfeff er notes that Milton P. Webster, the BSCP’s fi rst inter-
national vice president, was actively opposed to the credit union idea and 
“resented all activities that took attention away from the BSCP” (1995, 570). 
Since the co-op was sponsored by the Chicago Ladies’ Auxiliary, Wilson told 
Randolph, she planned to withdraw the auxiliary from sponsorship and dis-
associate herself from the co-op. It could then go ahead and make its own 
decisions. She also informed Randolph that in addition to resigning her posi-
tions in the co-op, she would also resign from all positions she held “in other 
co-op organizations,” so that she would not be “placed in a position of talk-
ing for the Auxiliary when I am really not free to do so” (Wilson 1949a).

Wilson’s letter to Randolph suggests that the Ladies’ Auxiliary, and in 
particular the Chicago co-op, were not as autonomous as Wilson believed 
or wished. Other entities tried to control her projects. Interestingly, the let-
ter also says that Agnes Th ornton, the co-op’s president, and others on the 
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co-op board had vetoed her suggestion that they close the store and return 
everyone’s share. Members were divided about whether to continue the 
co-op in its present form, convert to a credit union, or dissolve the business 
altogether. Wilson was clearly torn between following the dictates of the 
BSCP and working with her fellow cooperators to fi nd a solution. It appears 
that she chose to remove herself from this awkward position rather than fi ght 
the BSCP or her colleagues in the co-op. “As for my part,” she told Ran-
dolph, “I am satisfi ed with the eff orts that were made to develop a co-op pro-
gram. It just happens that the opposition has been too strong and too 
powerful to surmount. I am content to bow out gracefully and forget the 
whole thing, since I am not the fi rst person who has tried and failed” (Wilson 
1949a). Th is must have been quite a blow, in that Wilson had spent the previ-
ous ten years working on what she called “the Co-op Program.” In addition, 
although she seemed to think that Th ornton was still optimistic about the co-
op’s prospects, and despite some members’ desire to continue it, the conclu-
sion of her letter is quite pessimistic. In a letter to the members signed by 
Wilson, Th ornton, and Lee on February 3, 1950, the dissolution of the Broth-
erhood Consumer Cooperative store was announced and members’ equity 
was returned by check, with a note of explanation (Wilson, Th ornton, and 
Lee 1950).

In his reply to Wilson’s letter, Randolph was full of encouragement, and 
acknowledged her accomplishments. “I hope that you are not discouraged 
about the outcome of your splendid eff orts in behalf of the development of a 
cooperative and credit union for the Auxiliary. Th ese unions are economic 
agencies that require a tremendous amount of time and work to set up and 
maintain. You can feel that your eff orts have been fruitful because you have 
planted the seed of cooperation among the women. Th is seed is bound to 
grow and eventually fl ower” (Randolph 1949). Others were also optimistic 
about the eff orts and accomplishments of the co-op, and about Wilson’s 
consumer cooperation program. Th ornton described the establishment of 
the cooperatives as “in keeping with the Auxiliary program of organization, 
legislation, and cooperation.” She contended that “it is signifi cant that this 
[the Brotherhood Consumer Cooperative store in Chicago] is the fi rst and 
only eff ort of this kind sponsored by a woman’s auxiliary within the labor 
movement, a movement of which we are proud of and feel sure that all Aux-
iliaries will wish to follow” (1948, 1).

Th e Brotherhood co-op was not the only cooperative project of which 
Wilson and the Ladies’ Auxiliary were a part. In 1947, several members of the 
Ladies’ Auxiliary attended a “Co-op Labor Conference” in Chicago spon-
sored by the Council for Cooperative Development. In a letter to Randolph in 
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July 1947, C. J. McLanahan, the education director of National Cooperatives, 
Inc. (a BSCP partner), mentioned that he had met several women from the 
Ladies’ Auxiliary at the Co-op and Labor Institute at the University of Wis-
consin, where he discussed “their interest in the development of a coopera-
tive program” (McLanahan 1947, 2). He also mentioned that Letitia Murray 
had done good work in education among the auxiliaries. Randolph replied, 
“Our Ladies Auxiliary is making headway in the development of an educa-
tional program in consumer cooperation. It is my hope that the Auxiliary will 
keep in contact with the cooperative movement which you represent, so that 
it will benefi t from the broad stream of knowledge and inspiration that your 
movement aff ords” (1947). It is clear that the Ladies’ Auxiliary had Ran-
dolph’s full support in pursuing a “cooperative program.”

One year later, in July 1948, McLanahan wrote to Halena Wilson about the 
project to “develop a type of cooperative well-fi tted to fi t the needs of organ-
ised [sic] labor today.” He reported that National Cooperatives, Inc. was well 
on the way to developing a demonstration project but needed more funding. 
In addition to asking the Ladies’ Auxiliary for funds (whether through mem-
bership fees or donations), McLanahan discussed the importance of the aux-
iliary’s input in helping to shape “the course of a total cooperative program 
for the labor communities,” developing “a strong cooperative that will meet 
the needs of union members” (McLanahan 1948). Th is also suggests that the 
larger cooperative movement understood the importance of enlisting sup-
port, input, and counsel from African American women in the labor move-
ment. We can infer from this that the BSCP’s Ladies’ Auxiliary was regarded 
highly by both the labor movement and the cooperative movement.

In the BSCP fi les at the Library of Congress, there is a proposed agenda for 
a similar co-op labor conference in Chicago called by the Council for Coop-
erative Development, dated December 9 but not specifying the year (Council 
for Cooperative Development n.d.). Th is conference presumably took place 
before the one mentioned in McLanahan’s July 1947 letter to Randolph, 
because it gives Chicago rather than Madison as the location. It is possible 
that the proposed agenda was a planning document for the Wisconsin con-
ference and that this conference ended up taking place in Madison, but it is 
more likely these were two separate conferences. Perhaps the undated agenda 
referred to McLanahan’s July 1948 letter to Wilson. It included a discussion 
of community cooperatives and their activities, cooperatives as “labor’s com-
munity base,” ownership of productive facilities (“How soon?”), and chal-
lenges to cooperative development. Wilson added a note in her own hand at 
the bottom of the proposed agenda for the co-op labor conference in Chi-
cago, presumably addressed to Randolph. Her note says that she thought that 
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the reader would be “interested in this new development between labor and 
the co-op movement” and explains that she was the only women who 
attended the meeting. She was placed on the by-laws committee, charged 
with drawing up the articles of consolidation between labor and the coopera-
tive movement, but suggested that her International Ladies’ Auxiliary could 
not aff ord the $1,000 membership fee. Wilson’s note also mentions other 
(White?) labor union representatives in attendance. Again, these documents 
suggest that, at least in co-op circles in the Midwest, and among those seek-
ing relationships with labor, the Black women of the Ladies’ Auxiliary were 
involved and that their leadership was important.

Finally, in 1952, Wilson was instrumental in the establishment of the 
Cooperative Union Eye Care Center, of which the Chicago chapter of the 
Ladies’ Auxiliary was a charter member (Wilson 1953). Th e “Special Letter” 
in which Wilson delineated the auxiliary’s relationship to the eye-care co-op, 
as well as the mention of Wilson’s role in the founding of that co-op in her 
biographical sketch of 1956, confi rms that after the demise of the Brother-
hood Consumer Cooperative store, Wilson did not actually withdraw from all 
of her cooperative projects or relinquish her dreams for cooperative develop-
ment between African Americans and organized labor.

Th is more than twenty-year history of cooperative education and devel-
opment promoted and sponsored by the BSCP and its Ladies’ Auxiliary con-
stitutes another important chapter in the African American co-op movement 
in the United States and Canada. It is also a story of connections between the 
Black labor movement and the Black cooperative movement, the Black and 
White labor movements, and the Black women’s labor movement and the 
White labor and cooperative movements. While A. Philip Randolph is quite 
well known, Halena Wilson is virtually unknown—nor have Randolph and 
Wilson been remembered for their support for consumer cooperation. Nev-
ertheless, together they had tremendous infl uence on the U.S. cooperative 
movement, and Wilson in particular was instrumental in keeping the idea of 
consumer cooperation alive and in practice in the Black community for more 
than twenty years.

Women of Color and Craft and Worker Cooperatives

In the late twentieth and early twenty-fi rst centuries, women of color, par-
ticularly immigrant women, in the United States have used cooperative eco-
nomic development strategies to create good jobs in industries known for 
low-paying contingent work, and to own their own companies. Below are 
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several examples of craft or worker cooperatives owned by Black women and 
other women of color.

Th e Freedom Quilting Bee

Th e Freedom Quilting Bee was established in 1967 in Alberta, Alabama, to 
help sharecropping families earn independent income. Some of the women 
in Alberta and Gee’s Bend, Alabama, came together to produce and sell 
quilts. In a few years they had made enough money to buy land and build a 
sewing factory. Th ey also provided day care and after-school services for 
members’ children and others. Th e cooperative was a founding member of 
the Federation of Southern Cooperatives (see chapter 9) and is an example of 
women’s leadership and control over their own work conditions and of com-
munity solidarity, in terms of the ways in which this cooperative supported 
and helped its community.

Th is handicraft cooperative was founded by women in sharecropping 
families who needed to increase and stabilize their meager incomes. Th e 
women began selling quilts to supplement their families’ farm incomes. Th e 
seed money for the cooperative came from an initial sale of one hundred 
quilts, sold for them in New York by an Episcopalian minister named Francis 
Walters who wanted to support the eff ort. Co-founder Estelle Witherspoon 
was FQB’s fi rst president. Witherspoon offi  cially retired at the age of seventy-
fi ve, and Lucy Pettway became CEO (FSC/LAF 1992).7

In 1968, the cooperative bought twenty-three acres of land on which to 
build the sewing plant and increase Black land ownership. It sold eight lots to 
families who had been evicted from their homes and land and needed to start 
over (Freedom Quilting Bee n.d.). Economic independence and control over 
land were particularly important to members of the cooperative because 
many families lost the land that they had been sharecropping because of their 
civil rights activities. Some were evicted from their farms for registering to 
vote, and others were evicted on their return from hearing Dr. Martin Luther 
King speak in a nearby town in the mid-1960s (FSC/LAF 1992). Having the 
cooperative own land gave members independence and an alternative source 
of land to farm. Th e twenty-three acres were thus important not only to the 
co-op’s own survival and growth but also to that of their families and the 
larger community.

Th e quilters also began using other entrepreneurial strategies to increase 
the economic activity under their control. In the early years, FQB was a 
member of the Artisans Cooperative. Artisans helped FQB members diversify 
their products to include placemats, aprons, potholders, and napkins, and to 
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sell their products in fi ve stores in the Northeast (Freedom Quilting Bee n.d.). 
By the mid-1990s, the co-op members had diversifi ed their products to 
include conference bags as well. One of their largest contracts was with the 
United Methodist Women’s Conference, which ordered thirteen thousand 
silk-screened canvas bags in 1994. Th is contract alone allowed for the full-
time employment of seven to twelve women that year (FSC/LAF 1992). FQB 
quilts have been displayed at the Smithsonian Institution and sold in such 
stores as Sears and Bloomingdale’s. Th e Bear’s Paw in Fayetteville, Georgia, 
sold FQB quilts and opened a store in Syracuse, New York, specifi cally to sell 
FQB products (Freedom Quilting Bee n.d.). A couple of the members’ quilts 
became well known as part of the Smithsonian’s Gee’s Bend Quilt Exhibit, 
which toured the United States in the early 2000s.

By 1992 the Freedom Quilting Bee cooperative owned the sewing factory 
and the twenty-three acres of land, and owned or leased a day-care center. It 
also operated an after-school tutoring program and a summer reading pro-
gram. At its height (around 1992), the cooperative had 150 members and was 
the largest employer in the town (Freedom Quilting Bee n.d.). At a time when 
the political climate had severely reduced economic options for African 
Americans in the South, women were able through this cooperative to aug-
ment their families’ income, create alternative sustainable economic activity, 
save and own their farms or use some of the co-op’s land for farming, and 
provide services to their community. Th ey also took care of their own child 
care and the after-school needs of their children and provided services that 
the entire community could use. Th e increased income and control over their 
own business allowed them to identify needs, such as land ownership and day 
care, and accomplish their goals. As a women-owned cooperative, the Free-
dom Quilting Bee also addressed the needs of its families and their commu-
nity—all under women’s leadership. After a hiatus of several years, the FQB 
reopened in 2007, but it has had diffi  culty maintaining enough members to 
be profi table, according to an interview with Alice Paris, FSC staff  member 
and technical assistant to the FQB, by the author.

Th e Workers’ Owned Sewing Company

Th e Workers’ Owned Sewing Company (WOSCO) was founded by fi ve seam-
stresses and a farmer in August 1979 in Windsor, North Carolina. Th e com-
pany consists primarily of women machine operators who head households. 
Th e women sewing machine operators wanted to provide themselves and 
other industrial seamstresses with steady jobs. Th e farmer, Tim Bazemore, 
“was determined to prove that poor Americans, especially African-Americans, 
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could run a profi table business” (Adams and Shirey 1993, 2). Previously, 
White seamstresses had secured the best jobs in sewing factories. A Black-
owned sewing factory, Bertie Industries, had been attempted in the 1970s 
under President Nixon’s Black capitalism program, using Small Business 
Administration loans and minority set-aside contracts. Th e company declared 
bankruptcy in August 1979. Bazemore met with many of the unemployed 
seamstresses to discuss their options and how to start a new company. Th ey 
had learned about the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation at a community 
education center nearby, and followed a similar model to own and operate 
their own for-profi t sewing factory.

Th e seamstresses worked with the ICA Group in Boston to learn how to 
write fi nancing and marketing plans and by-laws and to learn pricing and 
self-governance. Th e fi ve women founders were Carolyn Beecham, Celia 
Cherry, Lila Dudley, Helen White, and Louise White. Because many poten-
tial recruiters and employees did not understand their company’s structure, 
and because the Employment Security Administration charged that they 
were a “communist business,” they had to devise their own informal recruit-
ing network through churches and civic groups (Adams and Shirey 1993, 5). 
Th e seamstresses began working as subcontractors but were often short of 
business. Th ey secured start-up funds from the Catholic Church’s Campaign 
for Human Development and from the Presbyterian Church, as well as pri-
vate funds from Bazemore. In August 1983 they began submitting their own 
bids for direct contracts. Sales almost doubled in the fi rst year (9).

Starting in 1982, the cooperative was able to provide its owner-workers 
with uninterrupted full-time work. Its rate of employee turnover was also 
uncharacteristically low, compared with average turnover rates for the indus-
try. WOSCO instituted an innovative compensation policy based on the 
cooperative’s profi tability. Th e wage ratio was three to one; no worker was 
paid more than three times the amount earned by the least-skilled worker. 
Members earned more if they “made production” daily for a full week and the 
company was profi table. Th ey earned an additional cash bonus if their work 
met or exceeded goals of productivity with quality, regular attendance, and 
extra eff ort. If this level of productivity continued every week, workers were 
also given an annual bonus (Adams and Shirey 1993, 15–18).

In 1986, WOSCO joined the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers 
Union, primarily for purposes of health insurance (Adams and Shirey 1993, 
19). WOSCO began paying union dues for members who were ineligible for 
Medicare or Medicaid. By 1992, three of the founders were still directors, and 
two of them had become supervisors. WOSCO’s bookkeeper had started 
working for the company in 1980 in the least-skilled position (bagging and 
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tagging fi nished garments) and moved gradually up to the bookkeeping 
 position (5). Th e average number of employees in 1992 was forty-three, forty 
of whom were owners. At one time, the cooperative employed as many as 
eighty-fi ve women (10).

Until it closed in 2000, WOSCO provided stable employment, above-aver-
age wages, and workplace democracy for its members (employee-owners). As 
a cooperative, the worker-owners had input into company policy on hours, 
wages, bonuses, and conditions on the shop fl oor—this in an industry charac-
terized by low pay, low job security, high turnover, and rigidly hierarchical, 
often paternalistic management. Th e WOSCO women proved that sewing 
work can be profi table and can provide a safe work environment with oppor-
tunities for advancement. Th ey also proved that women, including African 
American women in the American South, can own and run a for-profi t busi-
ness successfully.

Cooperative Home Care Associates

Cooperative Home Care Associates (CHCA), in the South Bronx borough of 
New York City, employs more than sixteen hundred Latina and African Amer-
ican women as home-care paraprofessionals in three affi  liated worker-owned 
companies. With more than seven hundred (and counting) of these employees 
being worker-owners of the cooperative, it is the largest worker cooperative in 
the United States.8 Since 1987, CHCA’s worker-owners have earned annual 
dividends of between 25 and 50 percent on their initial investment. Th e co-op 
maximizes wages and benefi ts for members, providing paid vacations and 
health insurance (unprecedented in this sector) in an environment of trust 
and collaboration. Th e cooperative’s workers are also unionized. CHCA off ers 
training and career-advancement programs for its members. Average 
employee turnover is well below the industry average (Shipp 2000).

CHCA was started in 1985 by a “social service agency to create decent jobs 
and provide needed services in an impoverished community” (Glasser and 
Brecher 2002, vii).9 It employs and provides ownership to African American 
and Latina women, three-quarters of whom had previously been dependent 
on public assistance. CHCA does careful screening of potential employees, 
off ers training and career-advancement programs, and promotes manage-
ment training among the worker-owners. Th e worker cooperative has spun 
off  a training and development institute, the Paraprofessional Healthcare 
Institute, that provides the kind of training the co-op wants all its employees 
to have and benefi ts the industry citywide. Early on, it helped develop similar 
cooperatives across the United States. CHCA creates opportunities for advance-
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ment within the co-op and its associated enterprises. Aides can become 
licensed practical nurses, assistant instructors, job counselors, supervisors, 
or midlevel managers. A new initiative will allow many workers to be pro-
moted as “specialized aides.” In 2000, the cooperative established a third 
entity to deliver specialized services to the disabled. Th is initiative won spe-
cial Medicaid funds to be allocated for home health aides for the disabled in 
New York and created a nonprofi t organization, Independence Care System, 
to facilitate such aid and manage the caseloads of disabled clients. Th is added 
fi ve hundred employees, many of whom will soon become eligible for owner-
ship (Schneider 2009).

Cooperative Home Care Associates provides several asset-building oppor-
tunities for its member-owners. It pays annual dividends in profi table years 
averaging 25 percent of the initial equity investment, or $250. Th e coopera-
tive leads the industry in above-average wages, benefi ts, career advance-
ment, leadership training, advocacy, and low turnover (Gordon Nembhard 
2004b, 2008b; Shipp 2000; Glasser and Brecher 2002; Inserra, Conway, and 
Rodat 2002). CHCA’s worker-owners also receive a $10,000 life insurance 
benefi t, and most owners contribute to a 401(k) plan (to which the co-op also 
contributes an average of $100 per employee in profi table years). As of Octo-
ber 2008, the value of its 401(k) plan exceeded $2.5 million, and 234 worker-
owners had accumulated more than $4,000 in their accounts. CHCA also aids 
its employee-owners in establishing checking and savings accounts. Seventy 
percent of CHCA’s employees use direct deposit into savings or checking 
accounts; before joining the company, 73 percent had not had a checking 
account and 79 percent did not have a savings account. Th e cooperative also 
provides small interest-free loans and allows cashing out vacation days to 
help members with cash-fl ow problems. In addition, CHCA helps about 30 
percent of its worker-owners receive the Earned Income Tax Credit and 
Child Tax Credit and promotes free income tax preparation services (CHCA 
2008). Th ese benefi ts are almost unheard of in the home-care industry and 
rare for any low-skilled job. However, because of the company’s social mis-
sion and because it is owned by its workers, these benefi ts are a priority for 
worker-owners, and the company made them possible.

CHCA promotes women’s leadership in several ways. Peggy Powell (co-
founder and director of education when she was interviewed by Weiss and 
Clamp in 1992) observes that because the Black and Latina workforce gained 
control of the board of directors and, through the assembly of worker-owners, 
infl uenced decisions about pay and benefi ts, “the women feel that they 
have real input and control in this company. Th at clearly is going to develop 
their ability to speak and assert [themselves]” (Weiss and Clamp 1992, 226). 
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Many of the original members have moved up the ranks into midlevel man-
agement positions. Economic stability, economic mobility, and leadership 
development for low-income women of color are some of the major accom-
plishments of the cooperative.

Cooperative Home Care Associates is a company that achieves economic 
empowerment for low-income women of color, most of whom previously 
relied on public assistance, in a sector known for its inadequacies. CHCA sets 
the standard for wages, benefi ts, training, and workplace democracy in its 
industry. It creates a signifi cant number of meaningful jobs in the commu-
nity and generates income and wealth for members. Th e cooperative is active 
in sector development in New York City and has seen the incorporation of 
training, leadership development, and advocacy as essential. In addition, 
CHCA is at the forefront of modeling involvement in policy advocacy, and in 
modeling strategic and eff ective partnerships between a worker-owned com-
pany and its union.

Cooperative Economics for Women

Cooperative Economics for Women (CEW), in Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts 
(a neighborhood of Boston), organized low-income women in the 1990s to 
create cooperative approaches to generating income while organizing for 
community development. Th e clientele were mostly women of color, immi-
grant and refugee women, and women survivors of domestic violence. CEW 
successfully helped women develop several women’s cooperative businesses 
in sewing, housecleaning, catering, and child care. CEW used a model that 
gave voice, skills, and full-time employment with benefi ts to the poorest 
women. CEW began in 1994 as an eff ort to provide access to income through 
cooperatives to women who received some public assistance. It provided 
tutoring in English as a second language, legal services, and welfare advocacy 
services. Participants gained employment experience and a cooperative per-
spective through a rigorous and comprehensive innovative training program. 
Clients learned to identify their formal and informal skills and learned busi-
ness skills, fi nancial literacy, and how to work in teams to create democratic 
management. CEW was funded through grants from foundations and indi-
viduals, and accepted no government funding.

CEW strove to make “creative ideas work in times of cutthroat capitalism” 
through a transformative training program that combined literacy, organiza-
tional skills, and the technical know-how to run a business and build trust 
and sense of community. Rebecca Johnson, the organization’s director, 
explained, “you start with those who make up the majority of those living in 
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poor communities—women—and respond to their self-defi ned problems.” 
Johnson fi nds that the cooperative process helps women gain “access to in-
come in ways that give women ultimate freedom in how it gets used” (1997, 3). 
In the years it operated, CEW tended to work only with groups of women 
because it found that with the addition of men in the training program, the 
dynamics changed, and the training could not focus as clearly on building 
leadership qualities, empowerment, and trust among women.10 According to 
a 1997 CEW brochure, the “CEW model off ers a viable, powerful model for 
the poorest women to attain—over time—confi dence, voice, skills, a commu-
nity network and full-time employment with a livable wage and benefi ts.”

Dawson Workers-Owned Cooperative

When the owners of Almark Mills, a fabric-cutting and sewing plant in Daw-
son, Georgia, abandoned the mill in late 1997 after thirty-one years in busi-
ness, two hundred employees (down from a high of nine hundred in the 
1980s) were left jobless. Th e property went into foreclosure and the bank 
locked and chained the building. Within two months, however, a plan to 
reopen the factory as a worker cooperative was hatched and executed. Marcus 
Lemacks, the president and general manager of Almark Mills, worked with 
the mayor of Dawson and former employees of the mill. He heard about “a 
small but successful textile operation in North Carolina that had restructured 
itself as a co-op several years before” (probably Workers’ Owned Sewing 
Company in Windsor) (Merlo 1998b, 2; Sewell 1998). With help from a local 
business developer, the co-op was formed on October 6, 1997. Dianne Wil-
liams, a former employee who was elected chair of the board of the new 
cooperative, explained, “We had a meeting and all the employees decided 
this co-op was something that could work” (Merlo 1998b).

In December 1997, seventy members, all former employees of Almark 
Mills, started work at the old plant, now as worker-owners in a new coopera-
tive. Th e majority (76 percent) of the mill’s workforce was female; a third of 
them were single mothers; and most were Black (Merlo 1998b). Almark Mills 
had been the largest employer of women in Terrell County, and there were no 
other textile jobs within fi fty miles. Reopening the plant, especially so quickly, 
was a signifi cant accomplishment (see Sewell 1998).

Th e worker-owners used their union fund (which held decades’ worth of 
union dues, now available because the union had been dissolved with the 
closing of Almark Mills) as their equity investment in the new cooperative. 
Because Terrell County had been identifi ed as one of the eleven counties that 
suff ered job losses from the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), 

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   167 2/27/14   2:41 PM



168   deliberative cooperative economic development

the cooperative was able to get a sizable federal loan package of $1.4 million 
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Th e Clinton administration’s Com-
munity Adjustment and Investment Program authorized the USDA to make 
loans to businesses in up to fi fty rural communities adversely aff ected by 
NAFTA, through the business and industry loan-guarantee program oper-
ated by the Rural Business Cooperative Service of the USDA. Th is enabled 
the workers to pay off  the bank debts, expand, and hire one hundred more 
employee-owners, for a total of 169. Th e cooperative’s sales in 1998 reached 
almost $5 million. Ownership shares could be paid in installments of weekly 
payroll deductions of $7.16 over four years (Merlo 1998b).

Th e mayor of Dawson, Robert Albritten, stated, “Persons in this commu-
nity doubted that women and minorities could make this work where it 
hadn’t succeeded before, but we’ve made believers out of them” (Merlo 1998, 
1). Board chair Williams remarked that the cooperative had changed the 
workers’ lives, made them more optimistic and hopeful, and had changed the 
way business was done in the factory—jobs were now more secure and com-
munication was more open and transparent. Th e USDA cooperative services 
coordinator, Gregg White, noted, “Saving jobs for the people of Dawson is a 
key issue. If we’re going to reform welfare, cooperative development is one of 
the key instruments we need to use. Th is cooperative is giving people invest-
ment and ownership where they have their destiny in their own hands” 
(Merlo 1998b, 1, 5).

Th e Ella Jo Baker Intentional Community Cooperative

Th e Ella Jo Baker Intentional Community Cooperative is a fi fteen-unit 
 limited-equity housing cooperative and urban intentional community in 
the Columbia Heights neighborhood of Washington, D.C. It was founded 
by fi ve African American women, including Linda Leaks and Ajowa Nzinga 
Ifateyo, who wanted to create a women-led intentional community and 
housing co-op where social and political activists, especially Black women, 
could live with like-minded people in aff ordable and safe housing.11 Mem-
bers started organizing in 1999 in response to gentrifi cation and in an 
attempt to save aff ordable housing in Columbia Heights (Ifateyo 2010). 
Th eir goal was to become a model for other groups engaged in similar proj-
ects to save aff ordable housing in a city that was quickly losing it. Part of the 
strategy was to initiate legislation to allow limited-equity co-ops to pay less 
in taxes. Th e group was able to partner with a nonprofi t developer and 
bought six row houses for one dollar. Th e cooperative received a mortgage 
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to develop the fi fteen units, and its members moved into the apartments in 
2003. After some challenges, they fi nally closed on the sale of the renovated 
units in 2010.

Th e Ujamaa Collective

Th e Ujamaa Collective is a cooperative of African American craftswomen 
founded in 2007 to establish a year-round open-air artists’ marketplace in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. “Th e market is designed to provide booths and 
tables to entrepreneurs in the early stages of their development, so that 
they can showcase their handmade wares, foods and goods. It is also 
designed to bring shoppers and visitors to the Centre Avenue business cor-
ridor” in the historic African American Hill District (Rayworth 2010). Th e 
market opened on select weekends in July 2010. Th e members had been 
“nomadic venders” (Raftis 2010) who wanted a regular place at which to sell 
their wares and showcase Black women’s artistic talents and entrepreneur-
ship. Th ey began by sponsoring two successful holiday bazaars—one on the 
day after Th anksgiving in 2009 and the other during the Kwanzaa holiday 
in December 2009.

Th e fi fteen members of the collective produce sustainable, homemade, 
and organic products such as jewelry, hair products, natural soaps, gift bas-
kets, hand-painted tote bags, photographs, games, music and entertainment, 
and vegan, vegetarian, and West Indian food (Ifateyo 2010). Th e collective’s 
mission is to “use non-traditional approaches to overcoming the long-
standing economic and racial disparities in Pittsburgh’s small business 
economy” (Rayworth 2010). Founder Celeta Hickman wanted to show that 
women can make their own money and help develop their communities at 
the same time. She wanted to connect with the Hill District’s history of wom-
en’s entrepreneurship and women’s collaboration. Another goal was to 
increase Black women’s wealth. Th e collective uses socially conscious entre-
preneurship that connects African American and womanist traditions to 
develop women’s and family-supporting, community-based businesses. 
Th e collective promotes cooperative business innovation and green entre-
preneurship, teaching entrepreneurship courses and cooperative econom-
ics. Th e name comes from the fourth Kwanzaa principle, Ujamaa, and is the 
Swahili word for cooperative economics.12 Th e Ujamaa Collective is sup-
ported by several local organizations, such as Sankofa Community Empow-
erment and the Pittsburgh Central Keystone Innovation Zone (Ifateyo 2010), 
and received a grant of $180,000 from McAuley Ministries (Raftis 2010).
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Signifi cance of Black Women’s Involvement 
in the Cooperative Movement

Women face many economic challenges: gendered occupational segregation, 
even after major gains in the 1980s; the highest poverty levels (women and 
children); a gender income gap still wide in many areas; and a huge gender 
wealth gap. Most women-owned businesses are small and are in the service 
or retail sectors; revenues are disproportionately low. Explorations of the 
ways in which economic development infl uences women’s development, 
particularly labor force participation and income generation, tend not to 
analyze the ways in which cooperative economic development infl uences 
women’s status, income, or wealth, and vice versa. While the focus has been 
on traditional capitalist development (and, for a while, state-sponsored com-
munist development) and women’s labor force participation, women have 
made progress through a variety of strategies and across an expanded list of 
indicators. Women’s participation in cooperative enterprises, for example, is 
touted for giving women more control over economic resources; developing 
their leadership, managerial, and business skills; and increasing self-esteem, 
education, income, and wealth (see, for example, Weiss and Clamp 1992; 
Conover, Molina, and Morris 1993; Nippierd 1999). Because of their demo-
cratic structure and values, economic cooperatives allow women equal access 
to productive assets and an equal voice in governance. At the same time, 
women’s participation in cooperatives brings diversity and innovation to 
cooperative enterprises and enhances the cooperative movement in general. 
Conn (2001), for example, notes that “co-ops present a potential solution for 
individual women as well as a broader strategy to improve the community 
economy,” and are an “irresistible opportunity for women” to control their 
workplace and modify it to meet their family needs.

Women were important to the Black co-op movement, as they were to the 
mutual-aid movement and civil rights movement. Many of the Black women 
involved in the cooperative movement actually began as leaders in a mutual-
aid society. Th ese women used the cooperative movement to increase gains 
for their families and communities—to keep control over income in the hands 
of their communities, stabilize income, increase wealth, and control their 
workplaces. Th ey saw their eff orts as part of the larger Black liberation and 
economic justice movements.

African American women have in some ways played unique roles in the 
development of cooperatives in the United States. African American women 
in the International Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 
Porters, for example, engaged in consumer and cooperative economic edu-
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cation, founded cooperatives, and worked with the Black and White labor 
movements to promote cooperatives and consumer education. Th at Black 
women had so much infl uence was unusual—but not unlikely. Th e growing 
use of worker cooperatives in recent years as an employment and asset-
building strategy among women of color in the United States provides exam-
ples of the ways in which women of color are taking business development 
into their own hands, and it refl ects a modern approach to using cooperatives 
as an economic development strategy for economically marginalized, 
exploited, and underserved populations.
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In 1969 Hamer laid the groundwork for an elaborate project to make poor folks eco-
nomically self-suffi  cient. Th at project became the Freedom Farm Corporation. 
Th rough her work with the farm, Hamer broadened the meaning of civil rights activ-
ism to include addressing the economic needs of Black poor folks. . . . She was 
obsessed with ending human suff ering around her, and this included suff ering caused 
by decades of racism and poverty.
—lee (2000, 147)

Co-ops are the best people development institutions you can have. . . . I have always 
been interested in rural development in the South. It’s not well understood outside of 
the South that there’s a connection between economic independence and political 
independence—that people didn’t have economic independence if when they voted 
they lost their jobs or got kicked off  the plantation. Th e whole reason for forming 
cooperatives is to give people economic independence so that they could have inde-
pendence in political and other matters.
—ray marshall (quoted in fsc/laf 1992, 25)

Black rural cooperative development in the early twentieth century contin-
ued the eff orts of the nineteenth century. According to Curl (1980), during 
the Depression many small farmers, particularly Farmers’ Union members, 
turned to radical action. Frazier (1923) reports on cooperative marketing 
among Black farmers, particularly peanut growers in Texas. Th e activities of 
the National Federation of Colored Farmers, Inc. are chronicled in this chap-
ter. In addition, cooperative activity took place in North Carolina in the 1930s 
and ’40s, anchored by the Bricks Rural Life School and Tyrrell County Train-
ing School. Th ese schools promoted cooperative economics education and 
co-op development, and together organized the Eastern Carolina Council, a 
federation of North Carolinian cooperatives. More recently, the Federation of 
Southern Cooperatives, the only existing organization of African American 
cooperatives, was founded in 1967 (see chapter 9). I end this chapter with a 
discussion of the philosophy and eff orts of Fannie Lou Hamer, the founder of 
Freedom Farm Corporation, and Freedom Farm’s accomplishments.

8
black rural cooperative activity in the 

early to mid-twentieth century
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Highlights of Rural Cooperative Activity in the 
Early Twentieth Century

African American rural cooperative development in the early twentieth cen-
tury continued to be a struggle, yet had some successes. In 1923, E. Franklin 
Frazier expressed a relatively common sentiment among African Americans 
exposed to cooperatives: that cooperatives were a step toward economic 
emancipation—especially in small rural communities where Blacks had no 
choice but to use the White landlord’s commissary (1923, 228). Frazier sug-
gested that marketing cooperatives could be successful, especially if resources 
were combined and business conducted in cash. He also suggested that credit 
unions (cooperative banks) were a better alternative than the farm loan banks 
that discriminated against Black farmers.1 Th e National Negro Business 
League similarly noted in a weekly news summary in a July 1929 issue of the 
Negro World that Black farmers would not share in the $500 million revolv-
ing fund recently approved by Congress. Th e NNBL attributed this exclusion 
of Black farmers to the lack of Black cooperative agricultural organizations 
(according to “a Negro statistician at the Census Bureau”) and to the fact that 
so few Blacks owned their own farms and were thus unable to take advantage 
of the 1916 Federal Farm Loan Act (NNBL 1929). Th e NNBL was apparently 
not aware of the rich Black cooperative agricultural movements of the nine-
teenth century (see chapter 3).

Frazier concluded that “if the colored people, especially the farmers, are 
to avail themselves of the economic and social advantages of cooperation, in 
spite of the large percentage of illiteracy,” then they needed to read the lit-
erature on the principles of cooperative enterprises, their leaders needed to 
organize consumers and farmers, and the sharecropping system had to be 
ended (1923, 229). Frazier concluded by remarking that a recent farmers’ 
conference at Tuskegee Institute missed the opportunity to disseminate 
information about economic cooperation and discuss the challenges of coop-
erative marketing in which, he pointed out, some farmers were already 
engaged. By the late 1930s Tuskegee University would have its own coopera-
tive (Washington 1939a, 107), perhaps in part as a response to Frazier’s 
admonishment.

Th e National Federation of Colored Farmers, Inc.

Several prominent Black men—among them James P. Davis, Gilchrist Stew-
art, Cornelius R. Richardson, and Leon R. Harris—formed the National Fed-
eration of Colored Farmers (NFCF) in 1922.2 By 1929, the NFCF was large 
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enough to need full-time leadership, and in 1930 the offi  cers incorporated it 
in Chicago. Th e NFCF’s purpose was to attract Blacks and stabilize Black farm 
ownership and better farm living, using “cooperative buying, production and 
marketing” (Hope 1940, 48). Th e NFCF helped members purchase farms or 
secure better legal sharecropping contracts, and then assisted them in mak-
ing a good, stable living from their farms. At the NFCF’s height, its member-
ship spanned twelve states.

Th e fi rst local unit of the organization began in Howard, Mississippi, in 
1929. A group of about thirty tenants and sharecroppers pooled their money 
to purchase goods wholesale in Memphis, Tennessee. Because wholesale 
prices were so much lower than what White landowners charged, more ten-
ants and sharecroppers joined the organization, and it grew rapidly. Th e 
White planters and merchants attempted to run the purchasing cooperative 
out of the county. Th e NFCF, however, registered with the state as a legal 
organization, and its rights were upheld by the state’s attorney general. Th e 
planters then stopped issuing tenants and sharecroppers the “limited money” 
or small cash advances they traditionally lent until the harvest. Th is reduced 
the amount of money that members could put into the cooperative, but it did 
not stop their momentum. One White planter, the exception to the rule, 
acknowledged that the Black tenants could get better prices through the pur-
chasing cooperative and wanted to join them, asking only that they let him 
sell his commissary inventory fi rst. So even the competition saw joint pur-
chasing as a good idea, and White farmers often used cooperative purchasing 
and marketing themselves.

An October 1930 article in the Negro World reported that a White county 
agent from Lexington, Mississippi, accused the NFCF of swindling “thou-
sands of Mississippi Negro farmers” out of $6 (a $5 membership fee and $1 
publicity fee) on the promise of reduced food prices and better market prices 
for cotton. An NFCF spokesperson (identifi ed as “Mr. Davis,” perhaps one of 
the organizers, James P. Davis) denied the charges and countered that White 
merchants and moneylenders had encouraged the county agent to make the 
false accusation in an attempt to undermine the NFCF. Th e article noted that 
Black farmers had been forced to start their own cooperative after being 
refused membership in White farmers’ cooperatives; and it quoted Davis’s 
calculation that the NFCF would save its members twenty-fi ve to forty cents 
on the dollar for every truckload of goods the Black farmers bought together 
(Negro World 1930a). In addition, NFCF members had access to credit on 
better terms because of their livestock securities. Th is saved them from 20 to 
25 percent in interest. Th e article noted that the savings from collective buy-
ing and lower interest took money out of the pockets of the local Whites who 
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had had a monopoly on these services—so naturally the Whites were angry. 
Historian J. H. Harmon Jr.’s research in 1929 confi rms that White business-
men thwarted Black business development in a variety of ways and profi ted 
from discriminating against African Americans (1929, 131).

Th e Negro World’s favorable coverage of the NFCF demonstrates that not 
only did word of such endeavors and their challenges get out, at least in the 
African American media, but also that at least some of the Black media were 
quite sympathetic to cooperative eff orts among Blacks. In 1923 the Negro 
World reported on an agreement between Black and White farmers in Aiken 
County, Georgia, to “co-operate and pool their interests for the general good 
of the local farmers” in the farmers’ exchange (Associated Negro Press 1923).

Th e members of the Howard, Mississippi, chapter of the NFCF continued 
to purchase cooperatively for another three or four years, even expanding the 
number and kinds of items bought wholesale. Th ey then expanded into 
cooperative hog and cow production and marketing, selling livestock on the 
Memphis market. Th ey bought a truck and in their fi fth year earned more 
than $3,000 from livestock sales alone—extra money above their regular 
activities. Th ey were always able to fi nd markets for their goods, which they 
sold in Chicago, New York, and Baltimore, although they preferred local 
markets when they could conduct business without racial discrimination.

Over the ten years of the cooperative’s existence, most of the members, 
who had started out as tenants and sharecroppers, were able to buy their 
own farms, and thus became less dependent on government relief or loans. 
Similarly, Black farmers in Fayette County, Texas, operated a cooperative 
sawmill in the late 1930s that reduced the price of lumber and shingles and 
was used by both Black and White farmers. According to Alethea Wash-
ington, “Th e Forest Service believes that such cooperatives will increase the 
value of farm woodlands and greatly facilitate the use of home-grown 
forest products” (1939a, 108). These accomplishments are even more 
remarkable given that they occurred in the Jim Crow South during the 
Great Depression.

a note about the southern tenant farmers’ union

In 1934, Blacks and Whites in the Arkansas cotton belt, which was dominated 
by huge plantations, formed the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union (STFU) in 
semisecrecy. Th is union championed cooperatives, organized buying clubs, 
and ran a large cooperative farm. As White growers began switching over to 
wage labor and evicted tenants from the land in large numbers, the STFU 
responded with a strike, which the growers in turn answered with a reign of 
terror assisted by the National Guard (Curl 1980, 43).
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Th e North Carolina Council and Eastern Carolina Council

Th ere was also extensive cooperative activity among African Americans in 
rural areas of North Carolina, notably through the Bricks Rural Life School 
and Tyrrell County Training School in the 1930s and ’40s. Th ese schools pro-
moted co-op development and joined together to organize the Eastern Caro-
lina Council, a federation of North Carolinian cooperatives. As interest in 
cooperatives increased among African Americans in North Carolina, mem-
bers of the Bricks and Tyrrell co-ops were asked to speak to Black audiences 
throughout the state. In 1939, groups were called together to organize an 
African American federation for the development of cooperatives, and the 
Eastern Carolina Council was born. Th e organization was helped by the more 
established credit union division of North Carolina’s Department of Agricul-
ture and the extension service of the state’s vocational program. Because of 
wartime restrictions during World War II, the group became inactive after 
1942, but in 1945 Tyrrell County School held a workshop on cooperative liv-
ing, sponsored by the Fellowship of Southern Churchmen. Organizations 
that participated in the workshop were the credit union division of North 
Carolina’s Department of Agriculture, North Carolina’s Department of Pub-
lic Instruction, the University of North Carolina, North Carolina State Col-
lege, and two “Negro colleges,” as well as representatives of religious and 
community groups. Sixty-four people participated in the workshop over a 
ten-day period (Pitts 1950, 31–32).

One outcome of this workshop was a fi ve-year plan and budget, and the 
creation of an advisory and administrative agency to support the develop-
ment of credit unions and cooperatives—hence the North Carolina Council 
for Credit Unions and Associates (shortened to the North Carolina Council). 
Th e council’s mission was to design a cooperative economic educational cur-
riculum. Rosenberg described it as “an organization of credit unions and co-
operatives operated by Negroes to promote new credit unions and other 
co-operatives throughout North Carolina and to aid existing credit unions 
and co-operatives” (1950, 182). Another outcome of the workshop was the 
creation of a primer for schools and credit union treasurers on credit union 
accounting (Pitts 1950, 32).

As a result of this activity to promote credit unions and other cooperatives 
among African Americans in North Carolina, the number of Black credit 
unions and other cooperatives in the state increased dramatically. According 
to Pitts, in 1936 there were 3 Black credit unions in North Carolina; by 1948 
there were 98, along with 48 additional cooperative enterprises: 9 consumer 
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stores, 32 machinery co-ops, 4 curb markets, 2 health associations, and 1 
housing project (1950, 35).

Bricks Rural Life School

In 1934, the Bricks Rural Life School in Bricks, North Carolina, run by the 
American Missionary Association, developed a program of adult education 
for African American cooperative development. Two years later, the school 
organized a credit union. Members pooled their resources and borrowed 
from the credit union to jointly buy a tractor. In 1938, the school opened a 
cooperative store, and in 1939 it developed a health program. Th e members 
of these ventures raised half the cost of a full-time nurse and persuaded the 
state’s Health Department to fund the other half. Small purchasing and ser-
vice groups were established in the surrounding communities. By the late 
1940s, more than three-quarters of the families in Bricks had at least one 
member connected with one of the co-ops (Pitts 1950, 24–26).

Tyrrell County Training School

As mentioned in chapter 4, the principal of the Tyrrell County Training 
School, and members of his staff , conducted study groups on cooperative 
economics and then developed several cooperatives. By 1939, twenty-fi ve 
neighbors had established a credit union. In the fi rst year, membership 
increased to 187. Th e credit union started a savings account program for stu-
dents. Members of the Tyrrell group started a store in 1940, and in 1941 
established a cooperative health insurance program that guaranteed mem-
bers up to $100 for hospitalization for a membership fee of $1, monthly 
assessments of ten cents, and a twenty-fi ve-cent co-payment for each hospi-
tal visit. A plan to raise money to hire a doctor was never realized. Th e credit 
union helped several families save their farms from foreclosure and enabled 
others to purchase a farm. It fi nanced group purchases of farm equipment. 
Buying clubs and machinery-purchasing cooperatives were established 
through 1945 (Pitts 1950, 27–30).

Black Credit Unions in North Carolina

Writing in 1950, Rosenberg suggested that North Carolina had had the greatest 
credit union activity among Blacks, particularly between 1944 and 1946. Be-
tween 1944 and 1946, the number increased from thirty-two to seventy-two, 
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mostly in rural areas of the state, capturing the market in installment loans to 
Blacks (1950, 188–89). Rosenberg attributes this growth both to economic 
necessity and to African Americans’ growing interest in and enthusiasm for 
economic cooperation: “Public spirited and co-operative minded people 
were enlisted to support the credit-union program” (189). Black credit unions 
were successful, according to Rosenberg, “if organized by interested and 
capable people” (189). Also, Pitts’s 1950 study documented ninety-eight 
credit unions in North Carolina in 1948. Pitts attributed most of the growth to 
the North Carolina Council. Th e largest Black credit union in the state was 
the Excelsior Credit Union of Gastonia. Th e Victory Credit Union of Winston-
Salem and the Chowan Credit Union of Edenton were the only ones to employ 
paid staff .

Pig Banking and the Freedom Farm Corporation

Fannie Lou Hamer, a co-founder of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic 
Party well known for her work in voting rights direct action, argued that 
political victories were only the fi rst step toward sustainability and social jus-
tice. Economic independence through cooperative forms of ownership, she 
believed, was necessary to reach the “ultimate goal of total freedom.” “Th e 
concept of total individual ownership of huge acreages of land by individuals 
is at the base of our struggle for survival,” she told an audience in her home 
town of Ruleville, Mississippi. “Cooperative ownership of land opens the 
door to many opportunities for group development of economic enterprises 
which develop the total community rather than create monopolies that 
monopolize the resources of a community” (Hamer 1971b, 5). Echoing Chan-
cellor Williams’s (1961) notions of economic sustainability, cooperation, and 
community, and W. E. B. Du Bois’s notion of Black economic progress (1907),3

Hamer spoke about focusing on what was best for the survival of the total 
community, as opposed to an individualistic notion of economic develop-
ment, freedom, or progress. Woods characterizes Hamer as “a key fi gure in 
rejuvenating the historic African American land, labor, and cultural reform 
agenda” (1998, 12). Hamer co-founded the Mississippi Freedom Democratic 
Party (MFDP) in 1964, was one of the leaders of the right-to-vote campaign, 
and served as a member of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Commit-
tee in Mississippi. While much of her activism in the 1960s addressed voting 
rights and civil rights in general, the MFDP from the beginning attempted to 
address poverty, not just civil rights. Th e MFDP was founded on a platform of 
free land (grants of the land that White plantation families were being subsi-
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dized not to plant), “government advice, and long term, low-interest loans 
for farm cooperatives,” as well as “a guaranteed annual income, fair repre-
sentation for the black and the poor on all state agencies receiving federal 
funds, expanded day care, free and complete medical care for every person 
from birth to death, expanded federal food programs, and free higher educa-
tion” (Mills 2007, 230). Woods observes that “most of this agenda came 
directly out of the blues development tradition and its emphasis upon par-
ticipatory democracy and global social justice” (1998, 218).

Th e new institutions, communities and leaders that emerged out of the 
Delta freedom movement were not the creation of the . . . [traditional 
civil rights organizations]. Th ey were not the creation of innovative 
public offi  cials in Washington, DC, or important social theorists in 
New York. Th ey emerged from the daily lives and the collective history 
of the people of the Delta. . . . For example, long after Delta confl icts 
had faded from the national headlines, Fannie Lou Hamer was still 
driven by her mission to give fl esh and bone to her historic dreams of 
an ideal community. In 1970, she formed the Freedom Farm Coopera-
tive for the purpose of helping displaced farm workers become self-
reliant. (217)

By the 1970s, Hamer was focusing almost exclusively on food security and 
land ownership. She was a proponent of the self-help ideology that had 
resurfaced among Black nationalists in the mid- to late twentieth century and 
that built on the blues development tradition of the Mississippi Delta and the 
cooperative eff orts of Black farmers since the 1800s. She advocated self- 
initiative and local control instead of reliance on government: “Instead of 
federal government intervention, many activists of the black nationalist per-
suasion espoused self-determination and community control” (Lee 2000, 
123). Hunger was an increasingly pressing issue, and Hamer used her north-
ern contacts and fund-raising to address hunger in her community (Mills 
2007, 255). She also continued to pursue a dual strategy of keeping issues in 
the national public eye through speeches, hearings, conferences, and national 
television and documentaries, while also providing food directly to her com-
munity and providing her neighbors with the means to sustain themselves. 
In 1968, Hamer told the potential funder Measure for Measure, of Madison, 
Wisconsin, that since the state of Mississippi wanted Black people out and 
the federal government considered them “surplus,” “blacks’ only hope lay in 
acquiring land for cooperative farming and housing” (254–56). According to 
Lee, the purpose of Hamer’s Freedom Farm project was to address economic 
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need, human suff ering, and racial discrimination by creating economic self-
suffi  ciency for poor Blacks through co-op ownership (2000, 147).

In the 1960s, Dorothy Height, the president of the National Council of 
Negro Women, worked with Hamer through the Sunfl ower County, Missis-
sippi, branch of the council. Height discussed with Hamer the diffi  culty of 
making political or economic progress in Mississippi. Even when registered 
to vote, if Blacks took time off  from working in the fi elds in order to vote, they 
were fi red; and Black candidates for political offi  ce still were not winning. 
Th is was an issue of great importance to Hamer. In her autobiography, Height 
quotes Hamer as saying, “food is used as a political weapon.” “But if you 
have a pig in your backyard, if you have some vegetables in your garden, you 
can feed yourself and your family, and nobody can push you around. . . . 
even if we have no jobs, we can eat and we can look after our families” 
(Height 2003, 188).

Height suggested that they set up a “pig bank” in Mississippi, modeled 
after the Heifer Project’s international programs (2003, 188). Biographies of 
Hamer (Lee 2000; Mills 2007) and Freedom Farm documents maintain that 
Hamer had the idea and approached Height.4 According to a document in the 
Fannie Lou Hamer Papers called “Brief Historical Background of Freedom 
Farm Corporation,” Hamer is said to have remarked, “Th ese families cannot 
live on vegetables alone. Th ere must be meat on their tables also.” In any 
case, in 1967 the National Council of Negro Women purchased fi fty-fi ve pigs 
and donated them to start the pig bank in Ruleville, Mississippi. According to 
Height, they consulted with a farmer from Iowa and the Prentiss Institute. 
“Participating families were trained to care for pigs, to establish cooperatives, 
and to work together to improve the community’s nutrition and health” 
(2003, 188). Participants were assigned a pregnant sow and signed a “pig 
agreement” stating that they would not sell the pigs but would donate two 
piglets from each litter to the bank, so that more pigs could be shared and 
help more families feed themselves. In 1975, when Hamer took Height to visit 
the pig bank, two thousand pigs had been raised from the initial fi fty-fi ve 
(237), feeding hundreds of families.

Th e pig bank was part of the NCNW’s program of women’s self-help—
“helping people meet their own needs, on their own terms,” and helping 
“themselves by helping others” (Height 2003, 199). While the project fi t the 
mission of the NCNW, it was also consistent with the Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party’s platform, and with Hamer’s long-term scheme for Black 
rural survival (see Hamer 1970, 1971a; Freedom Farm Corporation n.d.; Lee 
2000; Mills 2007). In addition, the pig farm was part of Hamer’s grand plan 
to establish a large agricultural cooperative, Freedom Farm, which would 
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buy up land owned by Whites, put it in the hands of African Americans, 
and use cooperative agriculture to keep the farm sustainable. White writes 
that the NCNW helped establish the Freedom Farm Corporation in 1968 
(actually 1969, according to Freedom Farm documents) under Hamer’s 
guidance, purchasing the fi rst forty acres for the farm. Th e pig bank was 
part of this larger eff ort. White notes that the NCNW “initiated the fi rst 
program in the country aimed at ending hunger” using public and private 
money (1999, 196).

Th e Freedom Farm Corporation was offi  cially constituted in June 1970 as a 
nonprofi t agricultural and charitable corporation under state charter in Mis-
sissippi (it was apparently never chartered federally as a 501[c]3 not-for-
profi t). Th e incorporators were Fannie Lou Hamer, Myles Foster, Joseph 
Harris, and George Jordan (Freedom Farm Corporation 1970). Th e offi  cial 
purposes of the corporation were

 1. Benevolent, for the accumulation of funds and production of food for the 
relief of the destitute;

 2. Social, to “cultivate social intercourse among the members and assist in 
improving moral and social conditions”;

 3. Property ownership, to “receive donations and to receive manage, take, 
and hold real and personal property by gift, grant, devise or bequest”; and

 4. Other charitable and business purposes; to obtain funds or income for 
charitable purposes; and “purchase, receive, manage, hold and dispose of 
real, personal and mixed property . . . and may operate said properties or 
any part thereof, or any business it may acquire in any location, in the 
name of the corporation.”

An early fund-raising letter from Hamer (1970) describes the goals of 
Freedom Farm as “to capitalize on the manifest need for close study of disad-
vantaged communities and bring changes through development.” A 1973 
status report describes the farm’s purpose as “to develop a black controlled 
institution that would have its strengths in the land and would be able to sup-
port the indigent blacks and whites of the Sunfl ower County area that are 
being displaced by increased mechanization of agricultural production” 
(Freedom Farm Corporation 1973b, 1). Freedom Farm institutionalized a 
structure and process for low-income and destitute rural people (Black and 
White at fi rst, and then primarily women and Blacks) to feed themselves, own 
their own homes, farm cooperatively, and create small businesses together in 
order to support a sustainable food system, land ownership, and economic 
independence. Th is community prosperity developed through mutual aid 
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and joint ownership at the community level, connected to nationwide advo-
cacy and philanthropy.

In a May 1970 fund-raising letter, Hamer described the “Oink-Oink or Pig 
Project” as well as farming, housing, education, and business initiatives pro-
posed by Freedom Farm. Th e initial forty acres in Drew, Mississippi, were 
planted in cotton, soybeans, and vegetables. Th e profi ts from the sale of cotton 
and soybeans were to be used to make the land payments, and vegetables were 
to be gathered and given to needy families of both races. Freedom Farm 
planned to develop a vegetable bank as well; all who helped with the harvest 
would receive vegetables. Freedom Farm’s fi rst crop benefi tted an estimated 
250 families. In 1970, the farm donated some surplus vegetables to needy 
families in Chicago (Lee 2000, 149), making rural and urban connections and 
extending rural cooperative solutions to address urban poverty as well.

Th e fi rst housing initiative consisted of purchasing three houses and two 
lots in Ruleville. Th ese properties were then resold to tenants in a rent-to-
own plan whereby the tenants’ rent payments would be converted, in eff ect, 
into mortgage payments. Th e second initiative was the purchase of twenty-
seven lots and would help low-income families apply for Farmers Home 
Administration (FHA) loans to build houses on those lots.

Freedom Farm’s educational initiatives consisted mostly of a few grants to 
college students. Th e business initiatives included an African fashion shop in 
Drew, some small-business loans, and plans to establish a couple of sewing 
cooperatives. Freedom Farm Corporation made loans of up to $2,000 for 
Black business development. In 1969, it also bought a building in Doddsville 
for a sewing co-op, and had plans to open a clothing cooperative and com-
munity center in Ruleville (Lee 2000, 150). Th e sewing factory operated for 
about a year. Th e NCNW also helped to fi nance the Fannie Lou Hamer Day 
Care Center for women in the Doddsville garment factory (Mills 2007, 260).

A 1971 grant proposal to the Black Economic Research Council (Freedom 
Farm Corporation 1971) added more accomplishments to the list. In February 
1971 Freedom Farm made a down payment of $84,000 on 640 acres of land 
(see also Lee 2000, 148). Most of the acres would be for cash crops: 300 acres 
in cotton and 209 in soybeans, with the remainder in fresh vegetables to be 
distributed to “needy families.” On the housing front, Freedom Farm part-
nered with Delta Housing Development Corporation, “a self-help housing 
organization,” to build sixty-four houses in Sunfl ower County with funding 
from the FHA. Construction was to begin on July 1, 1972. In addition, options 
were paid on eighty-nine lots for low-income families who would then apply 
on their own for FHA loans; all but two families were already approved for 
the loans. According to Mills (2007, 264), Freedom Farm’s original investment 
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in housing resulted in more than $800,000 in FHA mortgage loans for 
Ruleville. Freedom Farm also expanded its social services to help people 
purchase food stamps, food, and clothing, and to provide disaster relief after 
a tornado. It engaged six Neighborhood Youth Corps workers to conduct a 
survey to help determine the level and type of needs in the county. Freedom 
Farm was successful in raising funds to purchase (or received donations of) 
$62,480 for the purchase of three tractors, a backhoe and loader, a special 
combine, fi ve cotton trailers, a plow, and some row markers, although the 
farm lacked adequate sheds or storage space for most of the equipment 
(Freedom Farm Corporation 1971; see also Lee 2000, 148).

In a 1975 funding proposal, according to Lee, Freedom Farm Corporation 
announced that it would target women, especially women heads of house-
hold and women farm laborers. “Hamer’s targeting of women may have been 
a function of her involvement in gender-based politics,” Lee writes, but it 
probably also refl ected the needs of her community; changing demographics 
meant that there were more female-headed households in Sunfl ower County 
than ever before (2000, 152).

Often referred to as the Freedom Farm Co-op (by Hamer herself and in 
some grant proposals), probably because several of its projects were intended 
to be cooperative businesses and because it was run as a cooperative, Free-
dom Farm was never chartered as a cooperative of any kind but was a private 
not-for-profi t organization. According to Lee, there was a $1 monthly mem-
bership fee, although an early document says that membership dues were $3 
for a share in providing low-income families an opportunity to produce food 
for themselves on land owned by the corporation and to build their own 
homes on land “owned by their friends and brothers” with access to good 
farmland (“Sunfl ower County Freedom Farm Co-op” n.d.). Mills reports that 
only thirty families could aff ord the $1 monthly dues, but another fi fteen 
hundred families belonged to or used the farm in some way (2007, 260). Th e 
farm’s policy was that anyone who needed fresh vegetables could help har-
vest the crop. However, “people often helped themselves to food but did no 
work to keep up the farm” (260). Th is became a serious problem.

In 1974, with the death of business manager Joseph Harris, most of Free-
dom Farm’s programs and activities ceased to function. Hamer was hospital-
ized in early 1974 and the farm lost 640 acres to creditors (Mills 2007, 269). 
In December 1976 Mrs. Hamer attempted to resurrect the corporation, and a 
new board was formed. Hamer died on March 14, 1977. Th e new board perse-
vered and hoped to begin operations again on September 1, 1977, but this 
attempt was unsuccessful. In March 1977 the manager of the North Bolivar 
County Farm Co-op, Ronald Th ornton, gave the Freedom Farm board an 
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accounting of the equipment. He had repaired and maintained the equip-
ment for a couple of years in exchange for using it at the North Bolivar Co-op 
and farming some of Freedom Farm’s abandoned lands through an agree-
ment with Hamer’s husband. In April 1977, Freedom Farm Corporation sold 
the City of Ruleville six lots within the city limits for $10, on the condition 
that the land would be used to benefi t the community, that part of two of the 
lots would be reserved for the burial of Fannie Lou Hamer, that the Freedom 
Farm Corporation would be permitted to construct a permanent memorial 
structure at the burial site, and that the city would maintain the site (Freedom 
Farm Corporation 1977).5

Th ere are many reasons why Freedom Farm lasted fewer than ten years 
and had only a few good years during that time. Several sources shed light on 
what happened (Mills 2007; Lee 2000; documents from the Fannie Lou 
Hamer Collection at the Mississippi Department of Archives and History in 
Jackson; and Hamer’s papers at the Amistad Research Center of Tulane Uni-
versity). Th e project needed a substantial amount of capital up front to buy 
land and sustain the eff ort through several years of drought and poor crop 
yields. Th is meant that although signifi cant amounts of money were raised 
for its various projects, Freedom Farm always carried substantial debt. Hamer 
used grants and loans to keep the farm going, but this required her to travel 
a lot and maintain a national presence—all while in poor health, raising a 
family, and trying to get Freedom Farm’s projects up and running. Hamer 
was thus not deeply involved in Freedom Farm’s day-to-day activities, nor 
was she a farm manager. She was the public face of Freedom Farm.

By all accounts, Freedom Farm was more of a service organization than a 
profi table enterprise, partly because of its ambitious goals and partly because it 
was trying to sustain a farming operation during a stretch of particularly poor 
weather—what Helena Wilkening described as “some of the worst weather in 
Mississippi history” (1973, 1). Most farms relied on government subsidies, espe-
cially during periods of alternating heavy rain and drought, but Hamer refused 
to accept farm subsidies, though she helped members get food stamps and fed-
eral housing assistance and loans. Hamer believed wholeheartedly in self-help 
and was probably trying to avoid the risk of any outside control in the form of 
state or federal oversight (Lee 2000, 162). She refl ected in November 1971, 
“Perhaps the major problem of Freedom Farm Corporation is simply that it is 
not [generating] its own capital” (158). Members who took the vegetables, ben-
efi tted from the social services, and so on, but did not give back in any way, not 
even with volunteer work, were also a drain on the farm.

Th e farm, and the organization more generally, also lacked good manage-
ment. Hamer was not an administrator (Mills 2007, 272). Freedom Farm Cor-
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poration lent money to people who could not pay it back. Some of the staff  
did not take the job seriously and sometimes were not paid on time. Funds for 
the various projects were not kept separate. Th ere was an eff ort to reorganize 
in 1972–73 (Lee 2000, 159–61), to separate social service projects from farm 
operations and “achieve more professional management” (Mills 2007, 265). 
Th e result of this reorganization was that the social service projects that did 
not generate enough income were discontinued. Th e farm’s original, very 
dedicated manager died in 1974, and Hamer’s ailing husband, Pap Hamer, 
had to manage Freedom Farm in addition to holding two other jobs. Hamer, 
too, was in poor health. While the farm did receive some aid and advice from 
the neighboring North Bolivar Cooperative, a very successful cooperative and 
a member of the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, this was not enough 
to sustain it.6 Ronald Th ornton, North Bolivar’s manager, suggested that the 
plantation mentality and sharecropping experiences of Black farmers robbed 
them of good economic decision-making skills (Mills 2007, 271). In addition, 
there were rivalries among Black groups in Mississippi, and the Delta Foun-
dation in particular was not supportive of Freedom Farm. According to 
another North Bolivar manager, L. C. Dorsey, the Farmers Home Adminis-
tration and the Federal Land Bank were not supportive of cooperatives (268).

Freedom Farm took on another huge challenge in attempting to reengage 
low-income farmers at a time when mechanized farming was replacing tra-
ditional farming methods and many Black farmers were losing interest in 
farming, according to Dorsey. In addition, local farmers apparently were 
skeptical about being involved in a cooperative and never fully embraced the 
project. Dorsey emphasized that not only did many poor Black farmers no 
longer want to farm, but that if they were going to farm, they wanted to own 
their own land, not share a huge farm with others. Th ornton and Dorsey 
managed a successful farm cooperative nearby, but they were frank about the 
challenges involved. Dorsey went so far as to say that cooperatives were a 
“foreign concept” to Blacks. “Co-ops had never been part of this society,” 
Mills quotes her as saying, “in the sense that black folks or poor whites could 
participate” (Mills 2007, 271–72).

While part of this analysis is faulty—as this book documents, African 
Americans in the rural South do have a strong tradition of self-help and 
cooperative ownership—in the case of Freedom Farm, the economic coop-
erative concept seems to have been imported rather than homegrown. It was 
not begun by existing landowners who were bringing resources to an enter-
prise; the land had to be bought. Displaced farmers and low-income labor-
ers, many of them destitute and weary of farming, were invited to participate 
but apparently were not truly engaged in the cooperative spirit of the project 
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or educated about what was involved in belonging to a co-op. Many had mul-
tiple challenges to overcome before they could fully engage. At the same 
time, there were successful cooperative models in the region. Lee notes that 
among the other southern cooperatives were the Haywood County Civic and 
Welfare League in Tennessee, the Poor People’s Land Corporation in Ala-
bama, and, of course, the North Bolivar County Farm Cooperative, next door 
to Sunfl ower County (2007, 161–62). Moreover, the Federation of Southern 
Cooperatives counted more than a hundred cooperatives in its membership 
by the early 1970s, and the Southern Cooperative Development Fund was 
providing co-op education and start-up funds (see chapter 9). Freedom 
Farm’s diffi  culties and ultimate demise were the result of a complex set of 
factors that include all the issues mentioned above, but probably were in 
great part a result of lack of coordination of resources and not enough edu-
cation and training about joint ownership.

Of all the Freedom Farm initiatives, the pig bank seems to have done the 
best, perhaps because it was the best capitalized, was relatively self-contained, 
was not capital- or labor-intensive, was run by women, and did not depend 
much on the weather. Mills delineates many of Freedom Farm’s accomplish-
ments by 1973: its members hired a manager, a secretary-bookkeeper, 4 full-
time laborers, and 35 part-time workers; helped 13 seasonal workers catch up 
with their mortgages; enabled more than 80 families to receive clothing; 
assisted 25 families in applying for food stamps; and helped 57 families apply 
for welfare and Social Security (2007, 267). Given all that it tried to achieve and 
all that it did accomplish, Freedom Farm should not be considered a failure. As 
Mills puts it, “Th e question is not so much why Freedom Farm failed but how it 
managed to operate as long as it did” (272). In November 1971, Hamer declared 
the farm a humanitarian success at feeding people, giving people a chance to 
heal, and giving voice to “the silent ones.” She admitted that while “the only 
thing Freedom Farm is generating is food—and lots of it,” it was “feeding peo-
ple who previously starved in one of the richest agricultural [areas] in the 
world. It is building pride, concern and all the other superlatives professionals 
use to describe hard-working folk” (Lee 2000, 158). White notes that, “although 
the only part of the program to survive was the Head Start Center, the initiative 
brought hope, and meat to the families in Sunfl ower County” (1999, 196).

Maintaining the Cooperative Legacy in the Rural South

Th is chapter has highlighted the ways in which the rural agricultural coopera-
tive movement continued among African Americans well into the twentieth 
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century. While there were many challenges—including drought, poverty, 
racial segregation, and lack of access to capital—there were also successes. 
People were fed, some Black farms stayed in business and sustained families, 
some land remained in African American hands, some aff ordable housing was 
created, credit unions provided needed credit, health care was supported 
collectively, and many cooperatives were formed and sustained. In addition, 
there was often good publicity about attempts to create and maintain Black 
cooperatives, and in the case of Fannie Lou Hamer’s national campaign to fund 
Freedom Farm, many northern foundations and progressive groups aided the 
Black co-op movement. Out of this legacy some impressive organizations were 
built, in particular the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, which started 
before Freedom Farm but after the other examples discussed in this chapter 
and which remains in existence today, almost half a century later.
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Th e origins of a new form of regional development in the Delta are to be found within 
the region itself among the scattered, misplaced, and often forgotten movements, 
projects, and agendas of its African American communities and of other marginalized 
groups. Generation after generation, ethnic and class alliances arose in the region with 
the aim of expanding social and economic democracy, only to be ignored, dismissed, 
and defeated. Th ese defeats were followed by arrogant attempts to purge such heroic 
movements from both historical texts and popular memory. Yet even in defeat these 
movements transformed the policies of the plantation bloc and informed daily life, 
community-building activities, and subsequent movements. Within the unrecon-
structed oral and written records of these arrested movements resides the knowledge 
upon which to construct new relationships and new regional structures of equality.
—woods (1998, 4)

Th e pooling of resources in one form or another has helped solve the problems of 
other groups almost since the beginning of time and it is only logical to conclude that 
the same principle can be made to help solve the problems of our own racial group.
—wilson (1942a, 2)

I propose as the next step which the American Negro can give to the world a new and 
unique gift. We have tried song and laughter and with rare good humor a bit conde-
scending the world has received it; we have given the world work, hard, backbreaking 
labor and the world has let black John Henry die breaking his heart to beat the 
machine.

It is now our business to give the world an example of intelligent cooperation so 
that when the new industrial commonwealth comes we can go into it as an experi-
enced people and not again be left on the outside as mere beggars. . . . If leading the 
way as intelligent cooperating consumers, we rid ourselves of the ideas of a price sys-
tem and become pioneer servants of the common good, we can enter the new city as 
men and not mules.
—du bois (1933c, 162–63)

Part Three

twentieth-century practices, 
twenty-first-century solutions
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In the transitions from enslavement to wage labor, from industrialization to 
the postindustrial information age, African American and other subaltern 
populations held little control over the economic processes of change, or the 
assets required for success.1 As a result, many subaltern communities are 
underdeveloped, marginalized, and underserved. Persuad and Lusane note 
that “benefi ts have gone disproportionately to those who strategically man-
age and control capital” (2000, 27), even in what is called the “new econ-
omy.” Economic inequality and discrimination at all levels of society are well 
documented (see, e.g., Darity and Mason 1998). At the same time, subaltern 
populations have been instrumental in contributing to the successes of each 
era—performing much of the hard labor, providing productive services, and 
inventing new technologies. Twenty-fi rst-century solutions to reducing 
poverty and increasing subaltern groups’ control of capital require creativity, 
fl exibility, and diversity—the solutions cannot aff ord to be exclusive or exploi-
tive. Th roughout history, members of subaltern populations have wanted to 
control resources, income, and assets. Rather than continue to be “beggars” 
and recipients of inappropriate and outmoded models of industrial and eco-
nomic development imposed by others, subaltern populations can and some-
times do use alternative economic models to fashion their own economy. Part 
III of this book explores the ways in which African Americans have used their 
own community-based democratic enterprises to create economic opportu-
nities and stabilize their communities.

Th e African American cooperative movement had started to revive by the 
1960s. Co-ops, sometimes quietly, became intricately connected to the eff orts 
of civil rights organizations and the Black power movement in the urban 
North, West, and South, and in Black struggles for economic independence 
in rural areas. Th e later twentieth-century urban projects used cooperatives 
as part of a larger strategy of Black empowerment, and while they were often 
deliberate about creating cooperatives, co-op development was a minor 
aspect of a larger strategy. Chapter 9 provides a brief history of the Federa-
tion of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund, a cooperative support 
and development organization focused on African American and low-income 
rural cooperative economic development and land ownership. Th e FSC/LAF 
is the only existing African American regional or national cooperative orga-
nization in the United States. Th is chapter also looks at some relatively recent 
eff orts of the FSC/LAF to develop and sustain cooperative economic activ-
ity in the South and to support Black farmers. Th e fi nal chapter, chapter 10, 
makes connections between the diff erent cooperatives and development 
models throughout African American history, identifi es common elements 
and themes, and attempts to evaluate their impact, particularly on youth. 
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Th is chapter pulls together the many ways in which cooperatives have used 
solidarity and group cohesion to benefi t African American communities.

Th e cooperative enterprises discussed in this book have many things in 
common. Th eir members came from marginalized communities and were not 
being served well, or at all, by prevailing market forces or government agen-
cies. Th ey needed to generate income and build assets, and they needed more 
control over their own economic lives and their community’s economic 
activities. Th ey came together (often with the help of a leader or community 
organization), studied their circumstances, studied the alternatives, and 
pooled their talents and capital. Th ey launched businesses that would address 
their needs and keep them in control. Many followed a charismatic leader. 
Many started through a church or school. Others were initiated by an agency 
or organization that recognized a need and pulled together a group of people 
who could work together.

Th ey were all stable enterprises anchored in their communities, with no 
desire or incentive to leave. Th ey usually provided permanent jobs with liv-
able wages and benefi ts for their workers/owners, often setting a high stan-
dard for the industry in their region. Many provided comprehensive services, 
or at least services that went beyond those specifi c to their industry. Because 
they were member-owned, they provided asset-building opportunities and 
increased both individual and community wealth. Th e benefi ts of these busi-
nesses spilled over into the broader community, often providing training and 
education for members and consumers in the community, buying from other 
local businesses, fostering business spinoff s, increasing civic participation, 
and advocating for industry or community change.

Th is study of African American economic history suggests that being mas-
ters of their own economic destiny and positioning themselves at the cutting 
edge of new economic formations has been helpful to African Americans. 
African American history has generally been a story of underdevelopment, 
discrimination, and lack of control, with pockets of economic independence 
continually challenged. I have endeavored to demonstrate the feasibility of 
fashioning fi nancial redevelopment, both urban and rural, around proactive, 
egalitarian strategies for democratic ownership and control of productive 
assets in African American communities. Th ese two fi nal chapters demon-
strate how community-controlled democratic enterprises can provide eco-
nomic stimulus, create wealth, and reduce exploitation and inequalities for 
African Americans.
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Since 1967, we at the Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund 
(Federation/LAF) have remained true to our founding purposes of helping people to 
help themselves through cooperatives. . . . We have developed family farmers, espe-
cially those of color, [and helped them to] remain and develop their landholdings as a 
key to rural community development. . . . We have accepted the challenge of working 
with the poorest, most neglected and isolated people in the rural Southeast to help 
them make a diff erence in their lives and livelihoods.
—paige (2012, 1)

Since the civil rights movement, cooperatives have played an important part in help-
ing black farmers to sustain or develop as independent operators. As a public issue, 
the objectives have been civil rights and fi ghting poverty, and not independent farm-
ing. . . . But to black farmers and community leaders, building and sustaining operat-
ing independence is a concomitant objective and cooperatives have a major role in 
achieving that end.
—reynolds (2002, 2)

Th e Federation of Southern Cooperatives was founded in 1967 to promote 
cooperative economic development as a strategy (and philosophy), to support 
and sustain Black farmer ownership and control over land, to support the eco-
nomic viability of family and independent farm businesses—especially small, 
sustainable, and organic farms—and to advance the stewardship of Black-
owned land and other natural resources in rural low-income communities in 
the southern United States. After merging with the Emergency Land Fund in 
1985, the organization became the Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land 
Assistance Fund (FSC/LAF), and the stewardship of land became as impor-
tant a goal as cooperative development. It has recently added creating “local 
food economies and systems that can sustain the communities in which our 
members live” as another objective (FSC/LAF 2013, 4). Th e FSC/LAF today is 
a network of rural cooperatives, credit unions, and state associations of coop-
eratives and cooperative development centers in the southern United States. 

Th is chapter contains material originally published in Gordon Nembhard 2004b.

9
the federation of southern cooperatives

Th e Legacy Lives On
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Th e FSC/LAF provides technical and legal assistance, fi nancial support, edu-
cation, and advocacy for its members and low-income populations in the 
South. In addition, the organization promotes and supports state and federal 
policy changes and legislation favorable to small farmers and low-income rural 
populations, as well as supporting cooperative development. Th e FSC/LAF is 
the heart and soul of the current African American cooperative movement.

In its fi rst twenty-fi ve years of existence, the FSC/LAF has helped to create 
or support more than two hundred cooperatives and credit unions, most of 
them in the seven states where it has offi  ces. Th e list of member organizations 
includes, in Alabama: the Freedom Quilting Bee, the Panola Land Buyers 
Association and PLBA Housing Development Corporation, SOGOCO Goat 
Producers Cooperatives, the Federation of Greene County Employees Fed-
eral Credit Union, and Women in Land Ownership; in Mississippi: the North 
Bolivar County Farm Cooperative, Beat 4 Farms Cooperative A.A.L., the 
Indian Springs Farmers Association, Inc., the Shreveport Federal Credit 
Union, the New Community Cooperative, and the Milestone Cooperative 
Association (previously the Middle Mississippi Farmers Cooperative); in 
South Carolina: the Carver Homes Worker’s Cooperative, the South Carolina 
Sea Island Farmers Cooperative, the Orangeburg Young Farmers Coopera-
tive, and the People’s Cooperative; in Georgia: the Southern Alternatives 
Cooperative and the Southwest Georgia Farmers Cooperatives; in Louisiana: 
the Southern Consumers’ Cooperative, the Grand Marie Sweet Potato Coop-
erative, the South Plaquemines United Fisheries Cooperative, and the Point 
Coupee Farmers Cooperative; and in Florida: the New North Florida Coop-
erative.1 Th e federation runs a Rural Training and Research Center that 
showcases sustainable forestry, provides co-op education, and helps to 
develop Black youth-run co-ops. Th e FSC/LAF also engages in cooperative 
development in Africa and the Caribbean. Th e organization has a wide reach 
throughout the South, is connected to the larger U.S. cooperative movement, 
and has successfully advocated for important measures in U.S. farm bills to 
support Black farmers, Black land ownership, and co-op development.

Th is chapter provides an analysis of the history and accomplishments of 
the FSC/LAF. Th e early story of the FSC is also the history of the Southwest 
Alabama Farmers’ Cooperative Association and the Southern Cooperative 
Development Fund.

Th e Southwest Alabama Farmers’ Cooperative Association

During the 1960s, some civil rights organizers sought to establish more for-
mal cooperative enterprises as a way to support African American rural com-
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mercial eff orts to address the many challenges of rural commerce, and to 
help reduce Black migration from rural areas by enabling Black farmers and 
their families to earn a sustainable living (Reynolds 2002, 11; de Jong 2005, 
399).2 Cooperatives were proposed as a mechanism to enable Black farmers 
to reduce costs, convert from cotton to vegetable crops, increase technical 
capacity, and improve their collective leverage by pooling resources, market-
ing their products together, and transporting products to distant markets. 
Cooperatives would thus help to decrease interaction with White mer-
chants and product brokers (Reynolds 2002, 10; de Jong 2005, 399). In a 
2005 interview by the author, John Zippert, a co-founder of the FSC and the 
current director of program operations at the FSC/LAF’s Rural Training 
and Research Center in Epes, Alabama, explained that the way cooperatives 
share benefi ts “based upon participation was a good way to work with people 
because it contained elements of equity, democracy, and sharing—and 
blended in with the movement philosophy.” Charles Prejean, the co-
founder and fi rst executive director of the FSC, noted in a 1992 interview 
that from 1954 through the 1960s, he worked with Father Al McKnight to 
promote adult literacy and educate people about cooperative economics, 
starting credit unions, and supporting cooperative development.3 McKnight 
and Prejean operated through the Southern Consumers’ Cooperative in 
Louisiana. Community economic development and cooperative business 
development eff orts were also pursued in Mississippi, North Carolina, South 
Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee, and Kentucky, according to Prejean (1992, 16; 
see also FSC/LAF 1992; Woods 1998; and Zippert 2005).4 Th e Southwest 
Alabama Farmers’ Cooperative Association (SWAFCA) and the FSC emerged 
out of these eff orts.

SWAFCA was formed in 1967 by a group of African American farmers 
whose families had farmed the same land for more than two centuries. Its 
goal was to keep Black farmers and former sharecroppers in the region and 
on their land (de Jong 2005, 399). SWAFCA developed out of Black farmers’ 
interest in diversifying and was followed by a campaign that included voter 
registration and other activities. Th e organizers of SWAFCA brought together 
eighteen hundred Black farmers through outreach, voter registration drives, 
and other mutual-assistance activities (Reynolds 2002, 12).

Th e federal Offi  ce of Economic Opportunity (OEO) provided SWAFCA 
with a grant of $399,967 as part of its new mandate in 1967 to fund rural pro-
grams that would counter the trend of migration out of the South. In 1968 the 
OEO granted the group another $595,751, and the Economic Development 
Administration gave them a planning grant of $87,000 to study the viability 
of expansion (de Jong 2005, 399–400). Th e project was to serve eight hundred 
families in ten Black Belt counties. SWAFCA became an example of “what 
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could be achieved through local initiative combined with federal assistance” 
(400). In the fi rst year, it saved its members an average of $2 per ton on fertil-
izer and enabled members to sell their crops for a total of $52,000. SWAFCA 
worked with the Farmers Home Administration to help members qualify for 
mortgages and loans—a strategy pursued by Freedom Farm in the 1970s, as 
we saw in the previous chapter. While SWAFCA achieved signifi cant market-
ing successes, despite White opposition, challenges arose with respect to its 
management, cooperative education program, and access to markets (Reyn-
olds 2002, 12). Overall, however, the cooperative increased members’ eco-
nomic security by working with them to reduce their operating costs, diversify 
their crops, and raise their incomes.

In 1968, the OEO awarded grants to four more southern cooperatives, 
and the USDA reported lending more than $13 million to eleven hundred 
low-income cooperatives in twenty-two states, among them the North Boli-
var County Farm Cooperative (NBCFC). USDA offi  cials pledged to intensify 
their eff orts to help poor people establish cooperatives. According to de 
Jong, “Federal interest and the examples set by projects like SWAFCA and 
the NBCFC encouraged a proliferation of rural cooperatives in the South in 
the late 1960s” (2005, 402). Where cooperative development was connected 
to Black political power, poverty was reduced, Black local populations 
increased, and out-migration decreased. Activists realized that political 
gains, not just economic resources, had to be secured: “black activists 
rejected migration as a solution to social problems and instead sought 
improved public services and economic development for their communi-
ties” (de Jong 2005, 404; see also FSC/LAF 1992; Hamer 1971b; Woods 1998, 
2007). Cooperatives proved to be an important economic support for that 
strategy. While there was opposition—both local Whites and southern 
Whites in Congress tended to oppose these programs (see Woods 1998)—
opponents could sometimes be persuaded by the self-help nature of coop-
erative development and the lessening of the fi nancial burden on southern 
state coff ers.

SWAFCA, like other emerging cooperatives across the South, had to 
address the usual challenges: lack of both adequate capital and organiza-
tional and technical expertise. In response to these challenges, organizers 
saw the need to create a regional entity that could “serve as a means of con-
necting and supporting all the diverse co-op eff orts struggling to get under 
way in the South” (Bethell 1982, 6). In February 1967, twenty-two coopera-
tives, including SWAFCA, came together and established the Federation of 
South Cooperatives (Reynolds 2002, 11).
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Th e Early Years of the FSC

Th e FSC was part of the eff ort on the part of African Americans to formalize 
their cooperative eff orts and obtain needed fi nancial and technical assistance 
(Reynolds 2002). Zippert (2012) credits support with helping to establish the 
FSC from a coalition of civil rights organizations—including the Congress of 
Racial Equality, the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, and the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference—whose purpose was to develop 
a regional economic development capacity in the South (see also de Jong 
2010, 80). Prejean refl ects that the FSC was “founded in [the] climate of 
raised expectations, determination, and hopefulness” created by the suc-
cesses of the civil rights movement, adding, “clothed in the garment of fi rst 
class citizenship rights, economic betterment seemed more achievable than 
ever” (1999, 12, 13).

Part of that activism and sense of possibility included fi nding resources to 
support the economic empowerment side of the movement. Several regional 
organizations in the South developed in the mid-1960s to engage not only in 
cooperative development but also in policy advocacy, in part to direct federal 
resources (in particular, the Southern Regional Council and the National 
Sharecroppers Fund) to this kind of development in the South (Prejean 
1992). Prejean mentions that the Southern Regional Council and the National 
Sharecroppers Fund helped to convene meetings of all the entities in the 
region involved in cooperative economic development, and from those meet-
ings the FSC developed (1992, 23). According to the FSC/LAF’s 1992 annual 
report (the twenty-fi fth-anniversary edition), one specifi c meeting convened 
by the Southern Regional Council in the spring of 1966 at the Mt. Beulah 
Center in Mississippi led a small group of leaders and representatives from 
several southern cooperatives and support groups to draft a proposal to the 
Ford Foundation for the establishment of what they called the Southern 
Cooperative Development Program. Th e Cooperative League of the USA 
(CLUSA) and the International Self-Help Housing Association also sup-
ported this eff ort. At the same time, groups from other southern states joined 
the meetings, and interest grew in forming a larger regional organization—a 
federation—that could do more (FSC/LAF 1992, 8). Th e groups identifi ed 
common needs and agreed that they could best be met by an eff ective regional 
federation. Th ese needs included management skills, capital for develop-
ment and expansion, and operational funds, board of directors’ training, 
member training, and management training, and technical assistance 
(Prejean 1992, 24). According to Bethell, the idea for the FSC arose from 
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questions about how to address the challenges of fi nding capital, and the 
“absence of organizational and technical expertise” for cooperative develop-
ment in the South (1982, 6). De Jong includes interest on the part of federal 
offi  cials in the “War on Poverty” to stop the Black out-migration and to 
reduce southern Black poverty as also contributing to the climate and context 
for the development of the FSC (early grants came from this source).

Th e Federation of Southern Cooperatives was chartered on August 4, 
1967, under the Cooperative Associations Act of the District of Columbia. Th e 
FSC was founded by twenty-two cooperatives who had met in February of 
that year at the Interdenominational Th eological Center in Atlanta, Georgia, 
agreed to form a federation, and elected a steering committee to develop the 
articles of incorporation and by-laws for the new organization (FSC/LAF 
1992, 8). Th e FSC was founded to put together a new umbrella organization 
intended to serve as a means of connecting and supporting all of the diverse 
co-op eff orts in the South at that time (Bethell 1982, 6), and to promote coop-
erative development among low-income and Black farmers and rural com-
munities.

Th e founding cooperatives and credit unions in seven southern states 
were primarily agricultural marketing and supply co-ops, although they 
included some fi shing, consumer, handicraft production, housing, and other 
co-ops. Th e FSC was organized with representation through state associa-
tions. Member organizations (the cooperatives and other community orga-
nizations) belonged to state associations and voted for representatives to the 
board of directors. Th e organization grew rapidly. By October 1968 member-
ship had increased to forty-fi ve cooperatives, with about 10,000 individual 
members. By August 1970, the FSC had 100 member cooperatives and 25,000 
individual members (Busby 1970, 1). Th e staff  increased from 5 to 62 during 
the same period. Reynolds notes that from its original 22 members, the Fed-
eration leaped to 130 cooperative members by the mid-1970s (2002, 12). Th e 
FSC spans fourteen states, but most of its members are from Alabama and 
Mississippi, with the largest FSC cooperative being the Southwest Alabama 
Farmers’ Cooperative Association.

Early assistance came to the FSC from CLUSA, which used part of an OEO 
grant to hire the FSC’s fi rst executive director, Charles Prejean. Th e FSC 
established its headquarters in Atlanta. At the same time that the FSC was 
forming, the Ford Foundation funded the Southern Cooperative Develop-
ment Program for three years, and the steering committee named Father 
Albert McKnight its director in Louisiana. In addition, among the 1968 OEO 
grants mentioned above was a grant of $592,870 to the Federation of Southern 
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Cooperatives “to provide research and technical support services to its thirty-
eight member organizations” (de Jong 2005, 402).

Th e FSC also had plans to start a rural training center, and began to search 
for appropriate land to purchase. Th e Panola Land Buyers Association, with 
the help of the FSC and some of its support organizations, purchased a 1,164-
acre tract of land near Epes, Alabama, in 1970.5 Th is was a diffi  cult transac-
tion because local White elites, led by the mayor of Livingston, sought to 
oppose their eff orts (Bethell 1982, 8; Zippert 2005). “Panola members [even-
tually] built homes on part of it, while FSC established a training center and 
demonstration farm on the remaining part” (Reynolds 2002, 12). Th e PLBA 
eventually established a housing cooperative, the Wendy Hills Co-op Com-
munity, in 1980 with forty units of housing (FSC/LAF 1992, 66). Th e PLBA 
then constructed two more subsidized multifamily housing units, the Griffi  n-
Mandela Apartments in Greensboro, Alabama, and the Sanders and Black 
Apartments in Eutaw, Alabama.

Th e FSC’s Rural Training and Research Center in Epes trains young peo-
ple in cooperative business development and sustainable farming and for-
estry, and supports a demonstration farm where the federation “raised pigs 
and vegetables, built greenhouses, and repaired farm equipment in its own 
welding shop” (Bethell 1982, 9). In addition, the training center maintains a 
small conference center with an eighty-bed dormitory. Th e center received 
new funding starting in 1972, with a grant from the Offi  ce of Minority Busi-
ness Enterprise. Th is allowed the FSC to open thirteen offi  ces in seven south-
ern states and provide technical assistance and loan packages for rural 
business ventures and cooperative development (FSC/LAF 1992, 66). Th e 
training center facilitated much of this early technical assistance. John Zip-
pert became the director of the training center and director of programs for 
the FSC/LAF, a position he continues to hold today.6

A Note About the Southern Cooperative Development Fund

In 1970, the staff s of the FSC and the Southern Cooperative Development 
Program were joined under the FSC. But Father McKnight soon separated 
permanently from the FSC. In 1969, the FSC worked with the Ford Founda-
tion on the feasibility of establishing a developmental loan/equity fund. 
According to the FSC/LAF, the feasibility study recommended the develop-
ment of a separate corporation, to be called the Southern Cooperative Devel-
opment Fund (SCDF), that would be a subsidiary of sorts of the FSC, with a 
partially overlapping board of directors. Th e initial funding went to the FSC, 

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   199 2/27/14   2:41 PM



200   practices and solutions

which established the SCDF and created its board of directors (including 
some board members selected by outside investors, as the study suggested). 
Since the Southern Cooperative Development Program was coming to an 
end, the FSC board designated Father McKnight as the director of the SCDF. 
Loans from the SCDF were originally restricted to member cooperatives of 
the FSC (FSC/LAF 1992, 26).

By 1971, the political climate in the federal government was changing. Th e 
Nixon administration was less than enthusiastic about the antipoverty pro-
grams put in place by the Johnson administration. According to the FSC/
LAF, the OEO started requiring external evaluations of the cooperative 
development programs it had funded as a way to reduce or defund them. Th e 
FSC board joined other OEO-funded cooperative development programs to 
oppose the evaluation. When it came time to renew OEO funding in 1972, an 
organization could not receive new funds without the external evaluation. 
Th e FSC refused the evaluation but submitted a proposal anyway. Th e OEO 
negotiated instead with Father McKnight separately, and funded the SCDF 
but not the FSC (FSC/LAF 1992, 27; see also Prejean 1992; Zippert 2005). Th e 
funders pushed for the separation. Th is split the SCDF board of directors, but 
the SCDF did vote to accept the money. At the same time, the Ford Founda-
tion changed the focus of the FSC’s new grant away from broad regional 
cooperative development and movement building to supporting a few eco-
nomically viable cooperatives. Ford also suggested a restructuring of the 
FSC’s board to include non-co-op representatives. Th e FSC’s board did not 
accept these conditions. Th e Ford Foundation then negotiated with Father 
McKnight and the SCDF board to establish a new not-for-profi t, the South-
ern Development Foundation, along with the SCDF. Th e Southern Develop-
ment Foundation was set up to promote the same kind of southern cooperative 
development in which the FSC was already engaged.

Th ere is a more complicated story here than I have space or inclination to 
cover. I will not attempt to provide any more details or analyze why this hap-
pened.7 Th e organizations severed ties in 1972. Th e Southern Development 
Foundation was short-lived, but the SCDF remains in existence. Th e FSC/
LAF eventually started its own revolving loan fund. Th ings appeared to have 
been reconciled by the time the FSC celebrated its twenty-fi fth anniversary 
in 1992. Th e annual report for that year includes a short refl ection by Father 
McKnight, who praised the FSC: “Unlike so many organizations that have 
gone out of existence, the fact that the Federation/LAF is still here shows its 
staying power. One of the things that I’ve always admired of the personel [sic] 
at the Federation is their commitment to the struggle.”
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I will comment that the forced separation of the SCDF from the FSC, and 
the creation of the rival Southern Development Foundation, caused a seri-
ous split in the Black cooperative movement in the South. Th e FSC/LAF’s 
1992 report concludes, “Many of us in the cooperative movement feel that 
the funding sources, for their own reasons and interests, conspired to drive 
a wedge into the growing unity and development of the cooperative move-
ment in the South. It is clear in retrospect that some ways should have been 
found to overcome these confl icts and outwit those who sought to diminish 
or possibly to destroy the power and infl uence of a united cooperative move-
ment” (27).

FSC Accomplishments

Th e 1960s and early 1970s were a time of signifi cant cooperative development 
among southern Blacks (and northern Blacks as well; see the time line at the 
end of the book). Th ey built upon the previous history of cooperative devel-
opment from the late 1800s and the 1930s and ’40s. Th e infusion of public 
money was important because many Black farmers were quite poor, and small 
family farms were being displaced by large corporate agriculture. Th e con-
solidation of education and other technical assistance to African American 
cooperatives was also important, and it allowed for the proliferation of coop-
eratives. While signifi cant public and private grants helped develop and sup-
port agricultural cooperatives in African American communities in the South, 
these grants came with strings attached and undermined the unity among 
Black cooperators. In this complicated and frustrating climate, African Amer-
icans joined together to form the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, which 
remains to this day a strong and viable support organization.

In 1985, the FSC and the Emergency Land Fund association merged so as 
to better protect Black landowners. Ralph Paige became executive director of 
the new FSC/LAF, and he continues to serve in this capacity.8

Th e FSC/LAF has held together a membership of what has sometimes 
been more than a hundred cooperatives, credit unions, and community-
based economic development organizations involving twenty-fi ve thousand 
mostly Black rural and low-income families, including some ten thousand 
family farmers who own half a million acres of land. Th e FSC/LAF’s budget 
grew from $547,473 in 1970, to $3,196,746 in 2001, to $3.5 million in 2010–11, 
with $3.5 million in total assets; its annual budget in the 2000s was roughly 
$3 million (FSC/LAF 2012). Over its forty-seven-year history, the FSC/LAF 
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and its state associations of cooperatives have developed and assisted 
 hundreds of cooperatives, credit unions, and community-based economic-
development projects in fourteen states. Currently, there are approximately 
seventy-fi ve active members of the FSC/LAF. In each of its fi scal years 2011–12 
and 2012–13, the organization helped start fi ve new cooperatives and held 
more than ninety workshops, conferences, and board trainings (FSC/LAF 
2012, 2013).

For most of its history, the FSC/LAF’s programs have pursued the follow-
ing six goals:

• to develop cooperatives and credit unions as a means for people to enhance 
the quality of their lives and improve their communities;

• to save, protect and expand the land holdings of black family farmers and 
landowners in the South;

• to develop a unique and eff ective Rural Training and Research Center to 
provide information, skills and awareness, in a cultural context to help our 
members and constituents to build strong rural communities;

• to promote and develop safe, sanitary and aff ordable housing opportuni-
ties for our members in rural communities;

• to develop and advocate and support public policies to benefi t our mem-
bership of black and other family farmers; and low-income people living 
in rural communities;

• to support and sustain the work of the Federation for the long term by 
developing a succession plan, capital campaign and fully funding the 
“Forty Acres and A Mule Endowment Fund.” (FSC/LAF 2007, 18)

Th e FSC/LAF also devotes some of its time to state and federal policy 
advocacy to support Black farmers, Black land retention, and cooperative 
development. It contributes to the development of agriculture policies and 
advocates for measures to be included in state and federal farm bills and 
other legislation, and provides legal advice to members and the community 
about land retention and their rights in land disputes and unfair treatment by 
government agencies. In this capacity, the FSC/LAF is a networking organi-
zation and coalition builder, working with rural coalitions, small farmers, 
organic farmers’ organizations, the sustainable agriculture movement, and 
the U.S. cooperative movement. Th e FSC/LAF also provides members with 
estate planning to help reduce their property disputes. Following the Hurri-
cane Katrina disaster in the Gulf Coast in 2005, the FSC/LAF developed an 
emergency relief capacity and replicated the “Farmers as First Responders 
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TM” program to provide hurricane survivors directly with fresh produce as 
soon after a disaster as possible.

I have worked with the FSC/LAF to help articulate and measure the fed-
eration’s and its affi  liate cooperatives’ and development centers’ impacts 
on their local communities. Th e FSC/LAF has provided numerous services 
and leadership experiences; saved family estates; reduced farmers’ costs; 
increased revenues and enhanced stability for members (through producer, 
marketing, consumer, and credit cooperatives); and taught techniques and 
skills to hundreds of people. We tried to calculate the worth of all these ser-
vices, but it was impossible because there were so many indirect and informal 
services and benefi ts attached to every service. In addition, other services 
and benefi ts were leveraged from the direct services, and many intangible 
benefi ts thus spilled over. A rough estimate of the monetary impact of the 
fi rst forty years of the FSC/LAF, beyond its direct calculable services, is more 
than $500 million. Over its fi rst forty years, the FSC/LAF leveraged resources 
worth fi ve times the amount of direct funding raised (more than $50 million). 
Th e FSC/LAF has facilitated savings of more than $34.7 million by 16,155 
people in member credit unions, and has made more than 79,000 loans to 
low-income people, totaling more than $239 million. Th e FSC/LAF has facil-
itated $80 million in sales through cooperative marketing, created $26 mil-
lion worth of housing units (constructed and rehabilitated), and saved more 
than $200 million worth of land (FSC/LAF 2007, 11). Th e FSC/LAF also 
assisted fi ve thousand Black farmers in saving more than 175,000 acres of 
land, and helped more than seven hundred families fi nd aff ordable housing 
(FSC/LAF 2002, 7–8). It has employed and trained more than fi ve hundred 
people, including VISTA volunteers, interns, and trainees. Its workshops 
and education programs have provided skills, knowledge, awareness, and 
sensitivity to working creatively on behalf of poor people, in addition to pro-
viding introductory cooperative business development courses and board 
training. Many former employees of the FSC/LAF have gone on to work in 
positions of signifi cance in the region, among them members of Congress, 
state legislators, county commissioners, school board members, program 
directors, bank managers, attorneys, social workers, college faculty, and 
foundation staff  (Paige 2001).

Th e FSC/LAF’s land-retention activities have allowed members not only 
to keep control over inherited property but to make a living from farming, 
engage in sustainable agriculture, branch into alternative crops, increase 
their farm income, and decrease their off -farm income. As noted above, the 
organization also provides training and legal services, all of which contribute 
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to income generation, wealth creation, and quality of life in rural southern 
communities.

Th rough the FSC/LAF, individuals and communities create opportunities 
for themselves and fi nd a safe haven and productive work that facilitate their 
economic well-being and stability and help them improve their lives and 
remain active in civil rights and the political arena. Cooperative ownership 
provides meaningful, steady, profi table work, access to fi nancial services, 
human capital development, and a panoply of increased opportunities. In 
addition, the FSC/LAF provides young people with skills, educational oppor-
tunities, and economic activities that contribute to their becoming produc-
tive adults, good citizens, and partners with adults in cooperative enterprises. 
Th e federation also publicizes its achievements in leadership development 
and highlights the signifi cant roles of women in the organization (Paige 2001).

Asset Building Th rough the FSC/LAF

Cooperative agricultural production and marketing help individuals maintain 
land ownership and make a living from farming. Cooperatively owned pro-
cessing plants help farmers earn more money from their produce, retain earn-
ings, and invest in more equipment, supplies, and land. African American land 
retention and sustainable co-op agriculture are major objectives of the FSC/
LAF. In its fi rst thirty-fi ve years, the federation helped save $87.5 million worth 
of land (175,000 acres at an average of $500 per acre) and construct or reha-
bilitate $26 million worth of aff ordable housing units (see table 9.1).

Th ere is more concrete fi nancial data about the community development 
credit unions (CDCUs) affi  liated with the FSC/LAF. Th ey all share the same 
mission—to provide fi nancial services and loans to mostly rural low-income 
African Americans and other people of color. Th ese credit unions provide 
fi nancial services, savings opportunities, and loans to their members, thus 

table 9.1  FSC/LAF land retention, 1995–2002

 Acres Value

Total land saved 4,054 $3,356,720
Total land purchased 1,633 $1,408,550
Five-year comparison 1995 2000
Number of farms 125 192
Alternative crops 54% 87% (2001)
Average gross income $40,665 $55,413
Off -farm income 64% 52%

Source: FSC/LAF 2002.

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   204 2/27/14   2:41 PM



the federation of southern cooperatives   205

helping low-income southern Black communities build assets. While keep-
ing these credit unions in business has continued to be a challenge, espe-
cially when the large employers that are sometimes a credit union’s base 
leave the area, some of the FSC/LAF-sponsored CDCUs have increased their 
assets and number of members (see table 9.2).

Th e number of CDCUs affi  liated with the FSC/LAF has fallen to six, down 
from a high of eighteen in 2000. Table 9.2 shows, however, that the CDCUs 
have been increasing in number of members and assets, particularly before 
the economic downturn in 2008. Total assets were growing until that year: to 
approximately $39.6 million, or about $2,449 per member for eleven credit 
unions. In 2009, the total assets of the FSC/LAF CDCUs dropped signifi -
cantly, but they recovered in 2010, only to drop again in 2011 and 2012 (partly 
because the number of CDCUs also dropped, although the reduction in assets 
continued even after the number of CDCUs stabilized). By 2012, the total 
assets of these credit unions had decreased to $21.8 million, and the average 
assets per member in the six CDCUs stood at $2,759, down from a high of 
$3,328 in 2010. At the beginning of the decade, the decline in the number of 
credit unions had only a small eff ect on the credit unions’ membership num-
bers, total assets, and value of shares as a whole. Each year since 2010, how-
ever, CDCU assets have been declining, as have the number of members and 
value of shares. Th e earlier trend of increasing fi nancial assets wavered and 
now is in decline. Loans have increased: in 2008, eleven CDCU’s made 79,286 
loans, the total value of which was $239.5 million. In 2012, the total number of 
loans made by the six remaining CDCUs, was 57,662—still a signifi cant num-
ber and an increase from 2011. Th e total value of those loans—$194.3 mil-
lion—was high, but outstanding loans had suff ered a huge decline by 2012. 
Shares (holdings or savings in share accounts) for the members of these credit 
unions have fl uctuated, reaching a high of $34.7 million in 2008, recovering a 
bit in 2010, and falling since then. Th e value of shares was down to $17.3 mil-
lion in 2012. Th e value of shares per member, however, increased from $2,152 
in 2008 to $2,715 in 2011, but then decreased in 2012. Th is is important because 
even the amount of $2,189 per member represents signifi cant average savings 
for low-income people, especially during a period of serious recession and 
high unemployment, when many people were losing assets, had no assets at 
all, and/or were in debt. It is also a signifi cant amount given that African 
Americans’ median net worth in 2009 was less than $6,000 (Kochhar, Fry, 
and Taylor 2011). Th at members of these credit unions can average almost 
$2,000 in savings accounts is impressive and hopeful. In addition, the credit 
unions provide personal loans, car loans, and home mortgages to some of 
their depositors, thus facilitating asset building in this population. Th e FSC/
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LAF notes that these “locally owned and operated fi nancial institutions help 
people to pool their savings and assets to work toward self-directed commu-
nity development from the ‘bottom-up’” (2012, 16).

A Note on the Decrease in the Number of Credit Unions 
Associated with the FSC/LAF

As of 2011, the number of credit unions associated with the FSC/LAF stood at 
an all-time low of six. Th ere was also a signifi cant decrease in FSC/LAF credit 
union members in 2007, which refl ects the smaller number of credit unions. 
Th e reason for this drop is that over the previous decade, some of the smaller 
credit unions were forced to merge with larger credit unions, not all of which 
were in the FSC/LAF. Th is happened around the country to small rural and 
urban credit unions alike, but this trend hit the CDCUs of the FSC/LAF par-
ticularly hard. During this period, the federal regulator, the National Credit 
Union Administration (NCUA) liquidated or consolidated more than half of 
the FSC/LAF’s CDCUs because of their small size. Th is explains the dramatic 
decrease in the number of CDCUs left in the FSC/LAF network, and why no 
new CDCUs have been chartered in the South in the past ten years. Th e FSC/
LAF explains that “the cautious regulatory policies of NCUA defeat a major 
organizing strategy of the Federation, which is helping low-income people 
and distressed communities in the rural Black Belt South to organize and 
develop their own fi nancial institutions” (2012, 16). Th e NCUA’s lack of 
understanding of the importance of these grassroots fi nancial institutions to 
the Black community limits the ability of the FSC/LAF to provide support 
and asset-building opportunities to its members.

Th e Federation Weathers Federal Investigation

For its entire existence, the FSC/LAF has operated in the racially challenging 
context of the rural South. Attempts to undermine its eff ectiveness are not 
unusual. Th e federation has been vulnerable because it supports not just the 
economic development of Black farmers in the South but also cooperative 
development and African American land ownership. In addition, the FSC was 
active in organizing farmers to press for civil rights and for “more favorable, 
equal access to public policies” (Reynolds 2002, 12). Such multiple roles, while 
necessary, have provoked deep hostilities in the racially segregated politics of 
the South (see Woods 1998; Reynolds 2002). Th e most diffi  cult challenges 
have arisen when local hostilities and federal policies combined to undermine 
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the federation and its programs. As we have seen, the FSC initially received 
signifi cant support from federal authorities, including grants from the OEO, 
USDA, and the Department of Labor. Yet, with the transition in federal lead-
ership during the Nixon era, national agencies began to harass and oppose 
African American economic experiments. For example, the USDA, which 
funds cooperative extension services at land-grant universities and supports 
outreach to farmers across the country, blocked initiatives for training about 
cooperatives for Black farmers in the late 1960s and 1970s (Reynolds 2002, 13). 
Th e collusion of federal and local authorities against Black cooperatives even 
led to a federal investigation of the FSC in the late 1970s.9

According to Bethell, local Whites strategized about how to undermine 
the FSC, which they considered a threat. In May 1979, a number of Whites, 
including representatives of Alabama’s U.S. senators, congressional repre-
sentative Richard Shelby, and others, came together to discuss the FSC. 
Eventually, Shelby requested an investigation by the GAO (at that time the 
General Accounting Offi  ce, now the Government Accountability Offi  ce, the 
investigative arm of Congress) into the FSC on charges of abuse of federal 
funds (Bethell 1982, 14). Th e GAO concluded in September of 1979 that an 
investigation was unwarranted.

In early December 1979, however, the FBI began an investigation of the 
FSC, requesting broad information about the organization, including mem-
bership lists, curricula used in training sessions, and funding proposals. On 
December 31, 1979, the FBI issued a subpoena to executive director Charles 
Prejean. Uncertain of the reasons for the investigation or the charges, the 
FSC responded that it would be willing to provide information into specifi c 
allegations of individual wrongdoing, but would not agree to turn over the 
information on a general request. A second subpoena was then provided, 
which detailed more specifi c items. Th e FSC complied and shipped twenty-
two fi le drawers of information to the FBI offi  ce in Birmingham. Th e FBI then 
began to visit FSC members and citizens broadly affi  liated with FSC activi-
ties. Th ese visits were not simple inquiries or fact-fi nding missions; instead, 
agents asked questions such as, “Did you know that the Federation was rip-
ping off  the government?” and “Who did you have to sleep with while you 
were [at the FSC dormitories]?” (Bethell 1982, 14–15). Moreover, grand jury 
proceedings investigating the charges against the FSC occurred regularly.

Th e grand jury investigation had a signifi cant impact on the FSC. Unlike 
the usual political attacks by political enemies, it had a legitimacy that fright-
ened community supporters and members alike. Prejean estimated a fund-
raising loss of close to $1 million, above and beyond the costs of staff  time and 
legal defense. Th e loss of federal funds at this time was particularly damaging 
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because the Carter administration had appointed offi  cials who were sympa-
thetic to the federation’s goals (Bethell 1982, 16, 2). Th e FSC at this point 
brought together a few foundations and organizations working on civil rights 
to publicize the FBI’s harassment and to attempt to get the Department of 
Justice to respond.

On May 20, 1981, the U.S. attorney for the northern district of Alabama 
announced that it would not prosecute the FSC. Moreover, neither the U.S. 
attorney’s offi  ce nor its superiors would provide information on the reason 
for the eighteen-month grand jury investigation or the reason for its termi-
nation (Bethell 1982, 2). Even with the eff ective termination of the grand jury 
inquiry and the lack of indictment, this case initiated the withdrawal of fed-
eral support from the FSC. Th is incident had a lasting impact on the FSC and 
its members, who have since been suspicious of certain kinds of support. 
Even more important, the incident increased the organization’s vulnerability 
and marginality. It is also another example of the kinds of harassment and 
sabotage that Black cooperative organizations have suff ered throughout their 
history.

Brief Highlights of Some FSC/LAF Member Cooperatives

Th e North Bolivar County Farm Cooperative

In 1973, Helena Wilkening described the North Bolivar County Farm Coop-
erative (NBCFC) to potential funders as a cooperative incorporated in Decem-
ber 1969 “for the purposes of economic development, education support and 
welfare assistance,” and noted that the cooperative supported “a community 
center in Rosedale, the Afro-American Book Store and Library in Mound 
Bayou [its headquarters], several sewing and clothing cooperatives in Rose-
dale and Shelby, and a low-income housing development covering 20 acres 
in Rosedale” (Wilkening 1973, 3). In 1973, the farm had 424 acres of land 
planted mostly in soybeans, with some in cotton and a few vegetables. 
According to Lefkowitz, the NBCFC was started by the North Bolivar County 
Health Council and the Tufts-Delta Health Center in Mound Bayou, Missis-
sippi, as “a more permanent response to the problem” of malnutrition that 
would treat health issues rather than just their symptoms. It was “born not 
only of hunger but also from the realization that growing crops was one thing 
the North Bolivar County residents could do well” (Lefkowitz 2007, 38–39). 
Similarly, de Jong describes the NBCFC as an outgrowth of the Tufts-Delta 
Health Center, started in April 1968 with initial funding from the Offi  ce of 
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Economic Opportunity and “an anonymous northern donor.”10 De Jong also 
reports that the NBCFC bought forty acres of land and rented another eighty 
acres from local Black farmers, and put 250 members to work for $4 in cash 
plus $6 in food credit per day. In addition, members could buy food from the 
co-op at minimal cost. In its fi rst season, the cooperative produced more 
than one million pounds of food, enough to “end hunger in the area served 
by the co-op” (de Jong 2005, 401). Th e NBCFC was a founding member of 
the FSC, and its managers were advisors to Fannie Lou Hamer and Free-
dom Farm in the early 1970s. It continues to be a successful farm cooperative 
today.

South Plaquemines United Fisheries Cooperative

Th e South Plaquemines United Fisheries Cooperative in Louisiana took 
shape after Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast in August 2005, when mem-
bers attended cooperative education workshops that were part of the FSC/
LAF hurricane-relief eff orts (Livingston 2007b, 20). For generations, the 
fi shers of Plaquemines Parish had access only to private commercial docks to 
buy essential services and to sell their catch. Most families lived below the 
poverty line.

When Hurricane Katrina hit, 80 percent of the parish’s commercial fl eet 
was destroyed and almost every dock was washed away, along with the equip-
ment and businesses of those who lived by the water. Th e “multicultural fi sh-
ing community,” surmounting “overwhelming obstacles,” came together to 
form a cooperative in the aftermath. Th is diverse community included Afri-
can Americans and Native Americans whose families have lived in the area 
for generations, as well as Vietnamese and other Southeast Asian newcomers 
looking for work and entrepreneurial opportunities. With the help of the 
FSC/LAF and the USDA’s rural development specialists, the group’s steering 
committee developed a feasibility study and business plan. Committee mem-
bers also surveyed potential members and found that the fi shers (men and 
women) in the area were very interested in forming a cooperative and in 
working together to “create a more robust community” (Livingston 2007, 
20–21). Th is would allow them to own their own boats and their own com-
pany. In all, fi fty families joined the new marketing cooperative, trading in 
shrimp, crab, and oysters. Th e South Plaquemines United Fisheries Coop-
erative has earned grants for boat repairs and co-op facilities, in addition to a 
large Community Development Block Grant from the state of Louisiana to 
develop a docking facility. Th e new dock gave co-op members better access 
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and ability to fi sh. Collective marketing has also helped them earn a good 
price for their catch and allowed them to connect with lucrative markets.11

Carver Homes Worker’s Cooperative

Th e Carver Homes Worker’s Cooperative started with a convenience store in 
the Carver Homes public housing community that operated from 1976 to 
1988 in Atlanta, Georgia. Th e housing project’s manager, Louise Watley, had 
been interested in starting such a store in the 1960s, but things did not come 
together until 1976. Th e co-op started with a grant from the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development. From there, money was raised to start a 
sewing cooperative to employ women-owners from Carver Homes. Grants 
from local churches as well as the FSC made this possible. Funding from a 
Community Development Block Grant enabled the co-op to renovate a 
school building for the sewing factory, which also houses a community cen-
ter with a wellness center and food and clothing banks (FSC/LAF 1992, 47).

Concluding Observations

As noted above, the FSC/LAF is the largest and most infl uential African 
American cooperative development organization in the United States. It is 
the only system of networked co-op development centers controlled by Afri-
can Americans in the country. Th at it has persisted for forty-seven years, in 
both good and bad fi nancial times, and has supported major cooperative 
endeavors throughout the South, even when the U.S. government and 
funders tried to undermine its eff ectiveness, attests to the fortitude of the 
member organizations and individuals, and to the persistence of its leader-
ship. Th is chapter is a brief case study of a complex organization with a long 
history. Much more needs to be documented and analyzed.12

Th e FSC understood from its inception in 1967 the necessity of Black con-
trol over land and African American economic self-suffi  ciency. Th e southern 
states were then, and remain today, some of the poorest in the country. In the 
1960s and ’70s, African American poverty was severe. Th e plantation bloc 
and remnants of Confederate rule made it diffi  cult to make reforms or insti-
tute meaningful antipoverty strategies for Blacks. African American share-
croppers were evicted from their farms, and laborers lost their jobs because 
they exercised their right to register to vote or even to listen to a civil rights 
speech. Agricultural and marketing cooperatives, credit unions, and legal 

18517-Gordon_CollectiveCourage.indd   211 2/27/14   2:41 PM



212   practices and solutions

services provided or supported by the FSC/LAF decreased the economic 
insecurity and exploitation imposed by the White plantation bloc, and helped 
to sustain Black communities on their own terms. Th e FSC/LAF has also 
helped to slow the loss of Black-owned land in the South.

Although economic cooperation has a long history in African American 
communities, the FSC/LAF’s eff orts are particularly noteworthy. Few orga-
nizations in the South can claim to have done as much in advancing the 
interests of African American farmers, protecting land ownership, and build-
ing cooperative enterprises, thus supporting rural development. As Paige put 
it in 1992, “being out there in the trenches has been a constant battle, but we 
are providing an alternative to the existing system. We’re empowering people 
to take control over their own lives, which often forces change on the entire 
community . . . changes that demand community institutions to be more just” 
(FSC/LAF 1992, 11). It is not just the organizational and economic accom-
plishments that are noteworthy, but also the development of the members. 
Th e leadership and skill development of the people associated with the FSC/
LAF has been one of the organization’s major successes. Th e history and 
growth of the federation not only demonstrates the African American pursuit 
of economic cooperation; it also provides insight into the nuances of devel-
opment strategy in the challenging context of the rural South. Issues of 
structure, strategy, and leadership within the organization must be seen in 
the context of the racial and political dynamics of the deep South.

In many ways, the story of the Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land 
Assistance Fund tells in microcosm the broader history of African American 
cooperatives. Th e reasons why it was started, its goals and aims, its challenges 
and threats, its focus on grassroots empowerment, economic independence, 
leadership development, and women’s development—all are elements of the 
entire experience of the Black cooperative movement.
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Th e economic basis of African life was originally cooperative. . . . Cooperation was one 
of nature’s more important schemes for survival.
—williams (1993, 151)

It is the opinion of the writer, based on several years of study of co-operation and 
having sat in two of the National Co-operative Congresses, that co-operation off ers 
great promise of being the solution for the economic riddle confronting the Negro, 
just as it has been a way out for other oppressed groups for over three-quarters of a 
century.
—matney (1930, 49)

Th e past three years show us why it is time to consider a diff erent approach to owner-
ship: cooperatives. If more assets and businesses were owned and controlled by the 
people who use them, our economy could be more stable.
—leigh (2011, 1)

Almost all African American leaders and major thinkers, from the most con-
servative to the most radical, have at some point promoted cooperative eco-
nomic development as a strategy for African American well-being and 
liberation. We have seen examples of how cooperative economic development 
provides economic stability, camaraderie, resource and profi t sharing, educa-
tion and training, high-quality goods and services, and community develop-
ment. W. E. B. Du Bois expressed the sentiments of many when he said that by 
using cooperative economic development, Blacks could change the paradigm, 
create African American leadership of a new industrial structure, and enter 
the “new city” as men and women, not chattel (1933a, 162–63). Th ese senti-
ments point to the need for African Americans to create their own eco-
nomic reality, to think outside the box economically, and to use cooperative 

Th is chapter incorporates, in heavily revised form, parts of Gordon Nembhard and 
Haynes 2002; Gordon Nembhard 2004b, 2006b, and 2008d; and Haynes and Gordon 
Nembhard 1999.

10
economic solidarity in the african american 

cooperative movement
Connections, Cohesiveness, and Leadership Development
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economics as a way to develop industrial leaders among the race. In many 
ways, the documentation provided in this book is a history of just that.

Th is chapter focuses on the ways in which the African American coopera-
tive movement has been built around an ideology of economic solidarity. Th e 
fi rst section explores the notion of solidarity as it relates to cooperative eco-
nomics, and especially to camaraderie, networking and clustering, collective 
fi nancing, and worker sovereignty among subaltern groups, as shown in the 
fi rst nine chapters of this book. In addition, this chapter reviews examples of 
youth involvement in cooperatives, past and present, particularly as youth 
development and engagement in cooperative business ownership point us 
toward the future. A brief section discussing the importance of leadership 
development in cooperatives, and ways in which leadership spills over into 
civic engagement more broadly, follows. Th e chapter ends with some refl ec-
tions on the signifi cance of African American cooperative development, par-
ticularly for Black communities.

Solidarity

From Gherardi and Masiero we learn that cooperation is a deliberate and 
necessary expansion of in-group solidarity and cohesion: “Solidarity regu-
lates cooperation on the basis of shared customs, values and norms. Or else 
it works through a process whereby actors identify themselves with a social 
group and create a collective identity. . . . [We defi ne] solidarity as a relational 
pattern, a form of collective behavior and a networking activity based on 
trust” (1990, 554). Shipp recognizes solidarity as important to the success of 
the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation, for example, where solidarity “was 
achieved through cultural cohesiveness.” “Th e importance of culture as a 
binding agent,” Shipp contends, “explains how disadvantaged groups come 
together to achieve a common purpose—e.g., to fi ght against oppression” 
(quoted in Feldman and Gordon Nembhard 2001, 28).1

Th e cooperative movement among African Americans has also been 
strongly infl uenced by feelings of racial and community solidarity. African 
Americans have come together to solve their economic problems using their 
racial and economic identity, religious affi  liations, and commonality of need. 
Th e ex-slave pension movement used a sense of solidarity and the experience 
of common exploitation to come together and form a mutual-aid society and 
launch a political advocacy movement for reparations. Th e members of the 
APR Masonry Arts Corporation came together to address marginalization in 
their union and economic discrimination (see below). Black farmers needed 
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collectively to combat land loss, discrimination in credit markets, and limited 
access to and fairness in product markets.

Many new urban cooperatives include in their mission improving the 
quality of life and community empowerment. Jobs are anchored in the com-
munity and local products are supported. Good, healthy, local food and 
green energy are provided. Many cooperatives also tend to use local suppliers 
and to share resources with other cooperatives and with community organi-
zations and residents. Th e pooling of resources is empowering because it 
reduces dependence on outsiders—on businesses hostile or indiff erent to the 
group or the cooperative structure—and increases self-reliance and locally 
controlled income generation. Many cooperatives take their commitment to 
the community seriously, and put aside funds for community development 
and community charities, in addition to depending on community support. 
Large corporations, franchises, and branch offi  ces, by contrast, tend to send 
dollars out of a community without circulating much within the community 
fi rst, and rarely have a local focus that would bring either tangible or intan-
gible benefi ts to the local community (see Fairbairn et al. 1991).

Cooperatives allow members to help one another—to reduce the cost of 
living and buy one another’s products, for example. Perhaps the most suc-
cessful economic outcome is that cooperatives provide African Americans 
with aff ordable, high-quality products, especially healthy food, and often 
environmentally friendly products and practices. Th ey promote local prod-
ucts, inspire the community with a vision of alternatives, and provide goods 
and services that neither the government nor the private sector provides, at 
least not adequately or aff ordably. Th is is particularly true in the areas of 
healthy food, organic food, alternative and green energy, child care, health 
care, home health care, utilities, and banking. Local agriculture and buying 
clubs, for example, help lessen food insecurity and are viewed as community-
building activities (Journal of Cooperative Development 1998a).Th e Federa-
tion of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund also addresses food 
insecurity and local control over healthy food systems.

African American cooperatives formed in the 1930s and ’40s provided 
aff ordable food, gasoline, and banking services. We saw this in the Consum-
ers’ Cooperative Trading Company of Gary, Indiana; the Red Circle Coop-
erative of Richmond, Virginia; Harlem’s Own Cooperative and the Modern 
Co-op in New York City; and the Walker Credit Union in Montreal (started by 
the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters). More recently, the Chester Com-
munity Grocery Co-op in Chester, Pennsylvania, was established in 2006, 
after Chester went without a supermarket for sixteen years, thanks to the city’s 
deindustrialization (Livingston 2007a, 22); the Mandela Foods Cooperative in 
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Oakland, California, similarly arose in response to a lack of supermarkets 
and fresh vegetables in the community. A chapter of the Nation of Islam 
started a food cooperative—the OST/MacGregor Food Cooperative—in 
Houston, Texas, on June 30, 2012, in an attempt to provide healthy, high-
quality food choices to a neighborhood suff ering from a lack of fruit, vegeta-
bles, and other healthy aff ordable food. Student minister Robert Muhammad 
worked with Muhammad Mosque no. 45 to research and design this co-op 
(Muhammad 2012).

Th e cooperative movement among Black trade unionists, led by the Knights 
of Labor and the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Co-operative Union 
in the late nineteenth century, for example, and the Ladies’ Auxiliary to the 
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in the mid-twentieth, also kept dollars in 
the hands of workers and helped them control what they made and what they 
consumed, strengthening Black workers’ positions and their families’ rights 
and well-being.

Worker Sovereignty

Worker sovereignty is also a form of economic solidarity. Worker sovereignty 
refers to privileging labor over capital, or balancing returns to labor and 
returns to capital. Many of the cooperatives studied in this book, especially 
the worker cooperatives, strove to create good, even great, jobs, with good 
working conditions and benefi ts, decent pay, fl exibility, dignity, and profi t 
sharing. Returns to capital are important, but solvency, employee benefi ts, 
and high-quality products are more important. While the focus of coopera-
tives in all communities is often on consumers, concern for workers and 
increasing the quality of both the work and the product have also been issues, 
especially for Black cooperators, and have become increasingly important.

Th e cooperatives started by or affi  liated with labor unions exemplify this. 
Chapter 1 of this book looked at eff orts by the Knights of Labor and other 
early Black trade unions. Chapter 4 explored the eff orts at cooperative edu-
cation and development by the International Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 
Porters. In the late twentieth century, Cooperative Home Care Associates 
unionized in order to focus on engaging members in improving workplace 
conditions and to off er aff ordable health insurance for the worker-owners. 
Th e APR Masonry Arts Corporation was a unionized, worker-owned African 
American masonry construction company organized in the late 1990s. 
Unionized African American bricklayers in Los Angeles were underemployed 
and felt discriminated against. Th e union was not successful in addressing 
their needs. Both the union and management agreed that helping the African 
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American bricklayers form their own company, particularly as a cooperative, 
would be the best solution. After seven years of organizing and fund-raising, 
with help from the A. Philip Randolph Educational Fund, a not-for-profi t in 
Washington, D.C., and from Ownership Associates in Boston, the coopera-
tive was launched in August 1998 (Hill and Mackin 2002). It worked mostly 
on jobs in the Black community and made sure that all members had work. 
Cash-fl ow diffi  culties contributed to the business’s shutting down in 2005.2

Th e Lusty Ladies Th eater, a peep show worker cooperative in San Fran-
cisco, was bought by the theater’s workers, bouncers, and janitors after win-
ning union representation, when the owner decided to sell rather than own a 
union ship. Th e worker co-op rotates management positions between the 
member-owners, gives all dancers access to the more lucrative windows, 
hires women of all races and body types, and provides women of color with 
the same conditions and opportunities as every other dancer.3 Th is is unprec-
edented in that industry.

In one case that I found in my research, there was tension between the 
cooperative and the union. For Harlem River Cooperative, a consumer co-op 
whose workers were members of a traditional union, the union did not 
understand the co-op model, and the co-op manager could not fi gure out 
how to combine the consumer co-op’s need for member and community 
control over some decisions with the union’s need to maintain control over 
certain workplace processes. Th ey eventually came to an agreement, but not 
without fi rst endangering the success of the co-op and polarizing the board 
and community around the issues. In general, however, the connection 
between labor unions and cooperative development is historic and continues 
relatively successfully in each era.

Solidarity in Late Twentieth-Century Black Cooperatives

Solidarity and cultural/racial loyalty have been important motivators for co-
operative development among African Americans, especially in the twentieth 
century, as we saw in the Universal Negro Improvement Association’s eco-
nomic projects and those of the Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleep-
ing Car Porters. According to Curl, the Poor People’s Corporation, organized 
in 1965 by a former SNCC fi eld worker in Jackson, Mississippi, provides 
another example. Within four years the PPC was running thirteen producer 
cooperatives and a marketing co-op, producing sewing, leather and wood 
crafts, and candles, and had more than eight hundred members, mostly for-
mer sharecroppers. Th e 1964–65 Black voter registration drives and the 
Selma-to-Montgomery “March for Freedom” contributed to the formation of 
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the Southwest Alabama Farmers’ Cooperative Association, discussed in chap-
ter 9. Within a few years, this co-op included eighteen hundred families, 
making it the largest agricultural co-op in the South. Originally, eight of the 
families were White. But harassment by racist politicians and businessmen 
followed, and banks and suppliers refused to deal with the co-op until the 
Whites withdrew (Curl 1980, 45).

John Lewis, former head of SNCC and a U.S. congressman from Georgia 
for the past twenty-seven years, describes the work he did with the Southern 
Regional Council’s Community Organizing Project, which began in the late 
1960s and refl ects the sense of solidarity behind Black cooperative develop-
ment. Lewis became director of the Community Organizing Project in 
October 1967. He explains that the project’s main focus was to establish 
“cooperatives, credit unions and community development groups” through-
out the deep South. Lewis describes participating in intensive grassroots 
organizing to help people obtain food, shelter, and jobs. In these places, “the 
civil rights movement was old news,” with press coverage moving north to 
cover the Black Panthers, riots, campus unrest, and Vietnam War protests, 
according to Lewis. People could vote, but they did not have enough to eat. “My 
job was about helping these people join together,” Lewis writes, “helping them 
help one another to fi ll those needs. It was about showing people how to pool 
what money they had to form a bank of their own, a credit union. Or how to 
band together to buy groceries, or feed, or seed, in bulk amounts at low prices—
how to form cooperatives” (Lewis 1998, 398–99). Lewis discusses helping 
farmers’ wives organize quilting cooperatives and using the money to buy 
a refrigerator, stove, or washing machine. He mentions working with Charles 
Prejean, the director of the Southern Regional Council and the fi rst executive 
director of the Federation of Southern Cooperatives. For Lewis, community 
organizing for cooperative development was important training in direct orga-
nizing and fi nding collective solutions. Similarly, Fannie Lou Hamer found in 
the 1970s that working for voting rights was not enough; Whites used eco-
nomic retaliation, and people needed to control their own food, housing, land, 
and work. She turned to cooperative economic development.

Curl summarizes activities by the Black Panthers in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s. Th e “inter-communalist” Black Panther Party, begun in 1966 in 
Oakland, organized a host of “survival programs pending political revolu-
tion.” Th ese included distribution of free shoes (from their own factory), 
clothing, food, health care, plumbing repair, pest control, and transportation 
for the aged. Communal houses provided shelter for BPP workers. Th e 
Panthers also promoted cooperative housing for the community and estab-
lished cooperative bakeries and free breakfast programs for children (see 
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also Joseph 2012). According to Jamal Joseph, one of the New York Panther 21, 
in addition to self-defense, the Panthers’ major objective was economic 
development and self-help in Black urban communities. Th eir free breakfast 
programs included collecting neighborhood food and fi nancial donations, 
and educating children about their African heritage and civil rights. Th eir 
community organizing and economic programs included selling newspapers 
and joint ownership and collective businesses to provide employment and 
needed products. In addition, the Black Panthers in Oakland successfully 
used long boycotts to pressure community businesses to invest in the com-
munity through the Panthers’ social projects (Curl 1980, 45, 49).

According to Ellison (1980), the most important organization promoting 
Black cooperatives was the Congress of African Peoples (CAP), led by the 
poet and playwright Amiri Baraka, a leader of the Black arts movement. Th e 
CAP later became the Revolutionary Communist League and then the U.S. 
League for Revolutionary Struggle, focusing on the struggle for liberation of 
the Black working class (Frazier 2006, 155). Ellison notes that CAP inspired 
community-action agencies to organize consumer cooperatives and low-
income credit unions, especially in Brooklyn in the 1970s, as well as in Cleve-
land, Pittsburgh, Detroit, Youngstown, Chicago, Houston, Milwaukee, San 
Francisco, and Los Angeles. In addition, the Black Media, Inc. Cooperative 
(BMI Cooperative) of Black newspapers provides advertising and other services 
for the more than one hundred papers that are members. BMI Cooperative also 
produces a monthly supplement, the National Black Monitor. Ellison also dis-
cusses community investment cooperatives established in several Black cities 
in the 1970s.

Th e Apex Taxi Cab Cooperative in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, began in Janu-
ary 1973 and closed in late 1974. Although it had a short history, it showed 
that cab ownership was viable for African Americans.4 (Washington, D.C., 
also had an African American–owned cooperative cab company for several 
years.) Th e company bought thirty new cabs at the outset. One of the com-
pany’s competitive advantages was that, unlike the White cab companies, its 
drivers were willing to take passengers to any part of the city. Here is where 
solidarity with the community gave Apex a market advantage. After eighteen 
months of relatively successful operation, however, the taxi cooperative could 
not aff ord the high insurance premiums and went out of business soon after 
dropping the exorbitant group insurance, even though some of the taxi driv-
ers paid their own insurance premiums. In this case, a viable concept was 
thwarted by a hostile insurance provider.

Th e SSC Employment Agency in Baltimore was a worker-owned coopera-
tive temp agency in the hospitality industry.5 Baltimore BUILD (Baltimoreans 
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United in Leadership Development), a community-organizing and advo-
cacy organization, wanted to support businesses that would hire “hard-to-
employ” local residents, develop their skills and career mobility, and provide 
good jobs with ownership possibilities. BUILD established SSC in 1997, at the 
height of the growth in the hospitality industry around the revitalized Balti-
more Harbor. Providing temporary workers in a fast-growing industry posi-
tioned SSC to succeed. BUILD hired a local Black-owned management 
company to run the business until the workers were trained to take over. 
After working for 160 hours, workers were eligible to apply to become mem-
bers, at an investment of $100 each. As more and more workers became eli-
gible to be owners, the agency became self-managing and truly worker-owned. 
As the company grew, it provided annual dividends to each owner in addition 
to job security within the cooperative, decent wages, and opportunities for 
advancement.

External Solidarity

Solidarity can extend past one’s own group or community. Melman (2002) 
uses the term “social cement” to describe what co-op members in Spain’s 
Mondragon Cooperative feel: both an internal sense of cultural and ethnic 
solidarity and loyalty to the group, and an external solidarity with other 
groups and movements in the world (see also MacLeod 1997). External soli-
darity is related to the principles of intercooperation and concern for com-
munity. Th e sense of cohesion, trust, and teamwork extends outward to others 
engaged in similar cooperative projects around the world. African Americans 
have supported cooperative eff orts in other countries, particularly in Africa; 
the FSC/LAF supports cooperative development programs in several African 
countries and the Caribbean.

Th e extension of solidarity beyond the immediate group is also exempli-
fi ed in national support for local eff orts. Fannie Lou Hamer depended on 
national support for Freedom Farm. Hamer worked with Measure for Mea-
sure out of Madison, Wisconsin, and accepted speaking engagements all over 
the country to raise money for Freedom Farm and its projects (Mills 2007; 
Lee 2000). In 1969, high school students from northern cities conducted a 
series of walks against hunger, raising $120,000 that Freedom Farm spent on 
farm equipment and the down payment on 620 acres of farmland. Th e singer 
and activist Harry Belafonte made several contributions to Freedom Farm. 
He also wrote a fund-raising letter in May 1969 in which he described Free-
dom Farm as an “example of initiative, racial cooperation and political mili-
tancy worthy of the support of all decent Americans” (Mills 2007, 258, 260). 
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Such contributions defi nitely extended the sense of solidarity to a broad 
community of support.

Th e FSC/LAF and its member cooperatives joined local credit unions and 
other cooperatives in responding after Hurricane Katrina devastated the Gulf 
Coast in August 2005. Th ese groups and their members helped with disaster 
relief and in revitalizing farmers’ markets, cooperative businesses, farms, 
and local economies in general with physical, fi nancial, and spiritual sup-
port. Similar aid was provided by the FSC/LAF in 2011, after fi erce tornados 
swept through western Alabama. Small worker cooperatives are helping to 
revitalize immigrant communities in Brooklyn (Bransburg 2011), communi-
ties of color in Oakland (Abell 2011; Mandela Foods Cooperative 2010), and 
Black women’s prospects in the Hill District of Pittsburgh (Raftis 2010).

Th ese projects and many others are not reinventing the wheel of coopera-
tive development among low-income and subaltern populations—they are 
continuing the legacy. Working together, sharing resources, developing 
workshops, creating jobs, providing goods and services, developing leaders, 
building economic solidarity to match their social cohesion—Black coop-
erators are showing the courage and fortitude of their ancestors, their past 
leaders, and their neighbors. Th is book has shown that there has been a con-
tinuous thread of cooperative activity and development in Black communi-
ties over the past two centuries. Th e few attempts at national federations, 
such as the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League, were only somewhat suc-
cessful, but they were nonetheless serious and signifi cant. Inadequate sup-
port and outside threats have been an ongoing challenge, but the overall 
accomplishment has been the planting and nurturing of the seeds of coop-
eration, the maturation of fl edgling eff orts, and the fl owering of viable coop-
erative businesses.

Networking and Regional Economic Development

Making connections with other cooperatives; sharing information, educa-
tion, and training; buying in bulk; advertising and marketing together—these 
are all ways in which cooperatives network and form necessary alliances. 
While all of these elements are important, networking is one of the most 
important, because often a local cooperative cannot meet all of its own needs, 
as we saw in the case of Freedom Farm. Networking, especially with other 
cooperatives, tends to be one of the most effi  cient ways to address these 
needs. Cooperatives that have strong networks tend to be more successful 
than those that do not.
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Th e Young Negroes’ Co-operative League, the Eastern Carolina Council, 
and the FSC/LAF are national or regional cooperative organizations dis-
cussed in detail in previous chapters. Th e FSC/LAF is the best present-day 
example of this networking strategy, but it by no means incorporates all the 
elements of cooperative networking. Th e YNCL attempted to create a net-
worked system in the early 1930s that would connect cooperative councils in 
major cities to a national infrastructure to develop and supply cooperatives 
throughout Black communities during the Great Depression. Th e YNCL’s 
goal was to supply all needs within the cooperative movement, especially the 
African American cooperative movement, and thus to create the products 
and employment African Americans needed and keep the wealth fl owing 
within the African American community.

Figure 10.1 provides the skeleton of a model of a networked local coopera-
tive system that reduces dependence on outside resources, links cooperatively 
owned businesses, and keeps exchanges recirculating among cooperatively 
owned enterprises. While such a model is still rare, in that most cooperatives 
are relatively isolated, the networked model graphically portrays potential 
linkages and shows how cooperative principles work together and how a 
cooperative commonwealth could work.

• Wages used to buy 
 goods in store; mortgage 
 from CU; dividends increase 
        residents’ assets; 
           anchored in community

• Mortgages to local
 businesses & residents;
 savings of residents
 donations to community

• Mortgage from CU;
 affordable local produce
 & supplies; anchored in
 community

Worker
Co-op

Credit
Union

Co-op
Store

Housing
Co-op

• Mortgage from CU;
 materials from store;
 more civically involved;
 more home ownership
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Another approach to networking, or building a cooperative commonwealth, 
refers to creating a system of interlocking cooperatives that supply one another 
and help to keep local money recirculating among grassroots and local busi-
nesses (see Fairbairn et al. 1991). Th e Mondragon Cooperative Corporation 
(MCC) is usually showcased as an example of interlocking cooperative systems 
within the greater Basque communities throughout northern Spain, because it 
started from a community high school and a worker-owned factory in 1956 and 
became a cooperative holding company that includes hundreds of worker 
cooperatives and a credit union that became the  seventh-largest fi nancial 
institution in Spain. Th e MCC boasts its own social security system, a univer-
sity, and a nationwide consumer retail store, and it galvanized worker coopera-
tive development in the region (see http://www.mondragon-corporation.com/
language/en-US/ENG.aspx; Melman 2002; Gordon Nembhard and Haynes 
2002). Th e MCC became a regional organization that then extended interna-
tionally. It is one of the most successful cooperative systems in the world. Th e 
recirculation of money within the network, the use of services, know-how, and 
surplus from one sector in aiding another sector, and the linkage of all the 
cooperatives through fi nancial services, a social security system, and research 
and development all contribute to Mondragon’s successes.

One development strategy for marginal, disadvantaged, underserved, and 
oppressed groups is to use economic cooperation and group solidarity to 
create businesses that will provide meaningful work and income, greater 
control for workers, and the possibility of wealth creation. Th e cooperative 
history documented in this book confi rms that cooperatives are an important 
community economic development tool in Black communities because of 
their economic and social benefi ts. Th ey recirculate local resources; support 
education and training; create jobs and meaningful work; address market 
failure and marginality; are economically and environmentally sustainable; 
facilitate joint ownership; build wealth; require democratic participation; 
develop leadership capacity; and promote civic participation. Th ey are a 
mechanism to provide most of the elements that we look for in economic 
development: effi  cient resource allocation, profi t or surplus, human capital 
development, social capital leveraging, and individual and community pros-
perity. Table 10.1 provides a summary of some of the ways in which coopera-
tive ownership addresses challenges in rural and urban development. Th e 
examples in this book have illustrated how a housing cooperative, for exam-
ple, provides aff ordable, dignifi ed housing, or how a credit union provides 
aff ordable fi nancial services, especially in areas abandoned by traditional 
banks or preyed upon by subprime and payday lenders.
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table 10.1  Urban and rural challenges and cooperative solutions

 Urban and rural challenges Cooperative solutions

Capital

Credit

Industry and 
employment

Education and 
training

Housing and 
property 
values

Elder services

Food suffi  ciency

Child care

Export of capital and indus-
try to foreign soil and to 
other areas of the United 
States

Inadequate wages 
Few employment benefi ts
Out-migration and loss of 

youth 

Credit crunch, redlining
Lack of banking services
Predatory lending and alter-

native fi nance  businesses 
(check cashing, title loans, 
payday loans, pawnshops)

Impaired credit
Lack of asset-building 

opportunities

Underdevelopment
Remnants of old industrial 

practices
Unoccupied sites and 

 businesses
Weak resource sectors
Unemployment, under-

employment

Poor quality of education
Lack of skills, inadequate or 

inappropriate labor force 
training and  participation

Skills mismatch
High rates of adult illiteracy

Skyrocketing property 
 values

Lack of aff ordable housing
Inadequate housing—poor 

quality, poor location

Increasing poor elderly 
 population

Lack of access to aff ordable 
and quality food

Poor dietary practices

Poor child-care services

Cooperative solutions
Worker-owned and managed businesses
Community-owned businesses
Geographic stability
One member, one vote: no tyranny of capital
Nontraditional assets developed, alternative resources 

 leveraged
Individual and community entrepreneurship nurtured

Community development credit unions (CDCUs)
Alternative and creative community fi nancing
Public/private partnerships and leveraging
Pooling capital and other resources (lending circles, 

 solidarity groups)
Use of nontraditional resources and alternative assets 

(social energy, “sweat equity,” etc.)

Democratic governance and ownership foster use of 
 eff ective, innovative, fl exible strategies and organiza-
tional forms that support competitive enterprises

Individual and community entrepreneurship given 
 formal structures and support

Social entrepreneurship and investing
Income-generating and wealth-producing enterprises 

developed
Marketing or producer cooperatives
Worker cooperatives

Educational mission; continual education is a priority
Learning by doing is rewarded
Commitment to training workers, managers, and new 

members
Self-management
Vertical and horizontal mobility
“Social energy,” nontraditional skills recognized

Aff ordable housing through cooperative housing and 
land trusts

Community land trusts
Increased quality of economic activity increases land use; 

ownership structure can keep properties aff ordable
Community-based revitalization of commercial areas

Cooperative housing and cooperative home health-care 
services, for example, are low-cost, high-quality 
 alternatives particularly suited to serve the elderly

Cooperative grocery stores
Food buying clubs
Community gardens in housing communities and schools

Worker co-op (quality employment creates quality 
 services)

Parent-run (consumer) co-op
Nonprofi t day-care operation

Source: Revised version of table 1 in Gordon Nembhard 2006a.
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Policy and Legislative Advocacy

Networking and regional collaboration also includes collaboration in policy 
advocacy. Cooperatives and their support organizations, such as Cooperative 
Home Care Associates in New York City, ChildSpace in Philadelphia, and the 
FSC/LAF in the South, are advocates in both the training and policy arenas. 
Th ey bring together coalitions, for example, to infl uence policy to improve 
working conditions, pay, and benefi ts in their industries. CHCA helped to 
form the New York City Home Care Work Group to promote restructuring of 
the industry, created the nonprofi t Paraprofessional Healthcare Institute to 
provide training in this area and to replicate the CHCA model, and then, in 
cooperation with other health-care and consumer organizations, started the 
nonprofi t Independence Care System, Inc. to serve people with disabilities 
who receive Medicaid (Glasser and Brecher 2002; see also http://www
.chcany.org). CHCA has strong connections with its union (SEIU 1099), and 
together they promote internal policies to support employees and strengthen 
employee-management relations. ChildSpace also collaborates with unions, 
child-care advocates, other practitioners, and the public sector to advocate for 
public policies to support increased quality of life for child-care workers 
(Clamp 2002).6

As we saw in chapter 9, the FSC/LAF has initiated and supported legisla-
tion that helps small farmers at the state and national levels, and engages in 
class-action suits, helping farmers fi le petitions and make legal claims (see 
the FSC/LAF annual reports for 2009 and 2010, available from the FSC/LAF; 
Paige 2001). Th ese examples of policy advocacy demonstrate the ways in 
which cooperatives are able to infl uence regulations and practices in their 
industries that not only help their businesses and aid their workers but also 
aid their clients and others in their industry.

Financial Support and Capitalization

Financial support, fi nancial services, reinvestment, and general capitaliza-
tion are crucial to the success of cooperatives. Networked cooperative enter-
prises often address the need for these goods by pooling resources in an 
institutionalized way and through joint ownership and profi t sharing. Here, 
credit union examples are the most relevant. Th e Mondragon Cooperative 
Corporation’s credit union, Caja Laboral, has played a crucial role in the 
development and maintenance of the Mondragon system (see Th omas 2000; 
Mathews 2002). Credit unions have provided access to credit and safe places 
to save money, and have used members’ savings to help other members own 
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a car or home, start a business (or cooperative), etc. (see Gordon Nembhard 
2010). Many of the early Black co-op societies established credit unions to 
pool deposits, provide aff ordable fi nancial services, and improve members’ 
access to credit and mortgages. Th ere are about two hundred community 
development credit unions (CDCUs) in the United States whose purpose is to 
provide fi nancial services to low-income communities. Some of the CDCUs 
are predominantly Black, and about six of them (down from sixteen at the 
beginning of this century) are affi  liated with the FSC/LAF, as we saw in the 
previous chapter. In the United States, most credit unions can engage in only 
a small percentage of commercial and business services (even to other coop-
eratives) but can provide full services for individual members of coopera-
tives. CDCUs are permitted in engage in more small business services, often 
for other cooperatives. Credit unions, particularly CDCUs, are important 
community-based institutions that provide fair, low-cost credit and fi nancial 
services to those who lack access to banks, as well as to low-wealth commu-
nities. Credit unions have community-lending boards and use alternative 
lending criteria. Th ey rely less, for example, on credit reports and more on 
employment status and the ability of members to pay rent and utility bills. In 
using such alternative methods to decide to provide loans to low-income 
families, CDCUs help low-income families build credit. Some of the credit 
unions also off er innovative services and instruments designed to be fl exible 
in helping their members, or specifi cally designed to help them start saving 
or increase their savings. Members can open and maintain accounts with low 
balances, and they often earn higher interest rates than they would with con-
ventional banks (Gordon Nembhard 2010).

In 1969 the “Black Manifesto” of the National Black Economic Develop-
ment Conference in Detroit off ered another strategy for capitalizing Black 
cooperatives. Th e manifesto demanded reparations of $500,000 for African 
Americans, in part to establish a southern land bank and cooperative busi-
nesses in the United States and Africa (National Black Economic Conference 
1969). Th e National Black Economic Development Conferences in 1969 and 
1972 stressed economic empowerment and cooperative economics, demand-
ing reparations for investment in those strategies. Similarly, Callie House 
and the Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension Association demanded 
slave pensions (reparations), and started using dues from members to fi nance 
their mutual-aid society and community activities (Berry 2005). Another 
example is the FSC/LAF’s participation in the suit against the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture for fi nancial compensation for unfair loan conditions 
and unfair denial of loans to African American farmers (see chapter 9).

African Americans have experienced cooperatives as viable businesses 
with good returns to their owners and the community. Over the past century, 
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Black-owned cooperatives have provided dividends to their members, in 
addition to economic control over land, land and homeownership, quality 
products, and jobs. In 1871, for example, the collectively owned Chesapeake 
Marine Railway and Dry Dock Company paid members a stock dividend 
totaling $14,000 (on eight thousand outstanding shares). In the 1920s, the 
Cooperative Society of Bluefi eld Colored Institute in North Carolina paid 
dividends of 10 percent on purchases made to its student-owners. In 1932, 
People’s Credit Union in New York City paid dividends to members (for 1931) 
at 6 percent, for a total of $350. “More than 250 members received from 5 
cents to $30, according to the number of shares held, and the length of time 
they had held the shares” for more than thirty days (Negro World 1932, 2).

In 1935, Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company in Gary, Indiana, 
began to pay dividends of 2 percent on shares of stock owned. In the 1990s, 
Cooperative Home Care Associates started paying their worker-owners 
dividends worth 25 percent of the initial investment in profi table years 
(Schneider 2009). Th e FSC/LAF’s member credit unions have helped mem-
bers save more than $2,500 per member on average. Th ese are not trivial 
accomplishments.

Financing, therefore, is about both pooling resources and creating mech-
anisms for pooling resources, but it is also about identifying the sources of 
fi nancial discrimination and demanding reparations or compensation. Using 
solidarity, racial pride, and a sense of belonging—both to connect people, 
organizations, and enterprises and to satisfy these kinds of needs—has been 
crucial to the development of African American cooperatives. At the same 
time, even as many cooperatives have faced problems with raising capital and 
gaining credit for expansion, or to address temporary cash fl ow imbalances, 
some have been assets for their members through dividend payments.

Youth Development

Th ere is increasing evidence that young people who engage in entrepreneur-
ial projects, especially cooperative businesses, gain benefi ts such as more 
confi dence, increased general and technical skills, more motivation to learn, 
and the incentive (and sometimes the funding) to go on to college.7 Participa-
tion in cooperative business endeavors teaches students business, math, 
research, and communication skills, resourcefulness and problem solving, 
teamwork, and the facilitation skills needed to participate in democratic enter-
prises. At the same time, it fosters concern for community and facilitates com-
munity-building strategies among youth (Gordon Nembhard and Pang 2003; 
Pang, Gordon Nembhard, and Holowach 2006). Curriculum development 
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sensitive to the needs of democratic businesses can combine teaching critical 
thinking, problem solving, and team building, along with the necessary tech-
nical and business skills (see Skilton-Sylvester 2003). Schools can facilitate 
experiences that develop good learning habits and creative, fl exible thinking 
by teaching cooperative economics and providing cooperative entrepreneur-
ship experiences. Th rough school-based cooperative economic experiences, 
young people can also become active participants in democratic enterprises 
and civil society.

Schools and education programs have also been important cooperative 
developers in the African American community, sometimes through churches, 
but often in public and private high schools. Examples include the Bluefi eld 
Colored Institute, Bricks Rural Life School, Tyrrell County Training School, 
and the Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company in the 1930s, and some of 
the southern Black colleges and junior colleges in the 1940s (see chapter 4). 
Th e YNCL focused on engaging and training African American youths in 
cooperative economics in the 1930s. More recently, school gardens have led 
some students to participate in farmers markets’ and develop their own co-ops.

School-Based and Other Youth Cooperatives

In the modern period, school-based cooperative businesses range from in-
class role playing and model city experiments such as “Sweet Cakes Town” 
(Skilton-Sylvester 1994), to schoolwide credit unions and school stores, to 
school-based farmers markets and buying clubs, to other businesses and 
projects that operate on school grounds during the school day, after school, 
and during the summer. In addition, some youth-development programs 
outside schools use students from a particular school or class, or provide ser-
vices, workshops, or training to school-age children, sometimes in a school 
setting. Cooperative entrepreneurship is being fostered in some schools as 
part of the school gardening experience.

Food from the ’Hood

In the fall of 1992, students from Crenshaw High School in South Central Los 
Angeles revitalized the school garden to help rebuild their community after 
the 1992 rebellion in Watts, a neighborhood that erupted in frustration after 
the police who beat Rodney King were acquitted. Th e students donated the 
food they had grown to the homeless. After turning a profi t selling produce 
at a farmers’ market, they decided to develop a business plan for product 
development. Food from the ’Hood began selling salad dressing made from 
the produce they grew in the school garden. Th is enterprise was managed by 
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the students and run like a cooperative business. At least 50 percent of the 
profi ts were dedicated to college scholarships. Over a ten-year period, more 
than $180,000 was awarded in college scholarships to seventy-seven student 
managers (Dorson 2003).8

Th e Urban Nutrition Initiative

Similarly, the University of Pennsylvania partnered with the West Philadel-
phia Partnership and Philadelphia public schools to promote school-based 
community health with the Urban Nutrition Initiative (UNI). Th is interdisci-
plinary program uses college students studying horticulture and nutrition to 
teach high school students, who then teach middle school students, who 
then teach elementary school students, about health, nutrition, and business 
development. Th is is a learning-by-doing experience for all involved at every 
level. It is a “dynamic educational process based on experiential learning and 
community problem-solving” integrated with public service (UNI 2002, 3). 
Th e program combines a community health curriculum, school-based urban 
gardens, and entrepreneurial and business development. Students (mostly 
African American) combine learning about nutrition, teaching it to others, 
growing healthy food, and creating businesses to sell and market the food. 
Th e businesses they create are cooperative purchasing clubs, food co-ops, 
and farmers’ markets. Th e young participants develop entrepreneurship and 
many related skills (math, science, marketing, communication), engaging in 
school and community service through a “democratic collaborative process” 
(8, 3). In 2003, for example, as part of the summer jobs program of the Center 
for Community Partnerships, six students from University City High School’s 
eco-tech learning community, using funds from the school district, worked 
with UNI to develop plans for a food cooperative in the neighborhood (Rossi 
2003). Th e purpose was to supplement the Saturday farmers’ market that the 
UNI had already established. Students and the community wanted to provide 
aff ordable healthy food for the neighborhood on a daily basis, as well as jobs 
for the students using an empowering ownership structure.

Sankofa Youth Agricultural Project and the FSC/LAF

Th e youth-development arm of the Federation of Southern Cooperatives/
Land Assistance Fund teaches African American youths about economic 
paradigms, cooperatives, and business development. One strategy is to help 
young people make connections between democratic economic concepts and 
their own cultural and family values (Gordon Nembhard 2002b). For exam-
ple, FSC/LAF educators remind students of the principles celebrated during 
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the Kwanzaa festivals (in particular Ujamaa, or cooperative economics; see 
Karenga 1989). Another strategy is to point out everyday paradigms or systems, 
discuss them, and show how they can be changed (see Gordon Nembhard 
2002b; Gordon Nembhard and Pang 2003). Only after these preliminaries do 
the programs address democratic economic structures and the question of 
how young people can begin to create their own businesses and cooperative 
enterprises. Th e FSC/LAF provides both cooperative development workshops 
and summer programs for youth.

One of the federation’s youth projects is the Sankofa Youth Agricultural 
Project, started in March 2004, which helps young people enter the fi eld of 
agriculture and introduces them to cooperatives “as instruments that are 
capable of advancing the agenda of rural economic and social development” 
(Sankofa Youth Agricultural Project 2011). Young people learn farming 
techniques, raise chickens, sell produce and homemade T-shirts, and develop 
business skills. Th e project also established a youth worker cooperative, the 
Ella Baker Youth Cooperative.

Chain Reaction

Another project combines youth entrepreneurship and sustainable trans-
portation. Chain Reaction was a project of the EcoDesign Corps of Shaw Eco-
Village in Washington, D.C., founded in 1997. Shaw EcoVillage’s mission is 
to develop youth leaders and build sustainable communities. Youths in the 
EcoDesign Corps participate by creating educational workshops and creating 
and implementing their own community-development and urban-planning 
projects (Shaw EcoVillage 2005). High school students work with college-age 
leaders and professional mentors.

After conducting an experiment about eff ective modes of transportation in 
Washington, D.C., the youth corps created Chain Reaction to educate young 
people about bicycle transportation and teach them how to repair, recycle, 
and resell bicycles in the Shaw neighborhood. Th e EcoDesign Corps used as 
a model a New York City youth bike-repair program. Between 2001, when the 
full-service bicycle shop opened, and 2005, about 120 youths became active 
members and mechanics, cooperatively managing the business. Six young 
mechanics (each in the program for at least two years) graduated to careers in 
the bicycle industry. More than two hundred bicycles were donated to the 
program, and more than 180 were recycled for new owners. More than fi fty 
young people were trained in basic bike repairs and safe riding techniques. 
Chain Reaction provided bicycle-repair workshops in schools around Wash-
ington, D.C., in-school bike-safety clubs, and vocational training camps, in 
addition to community bike festivals and the full-service store. All revenues 
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were reinvested to support the work of the young mechanics, educational 
workshops, and for inventory. Chain Reaction won the Washington Area 
Bicyclists Association Award in 2003 (Varney 2003; Shaw EcoVillage 2005).

Toxic Soil Busters Cooperative

Toxic Soil Busters Cooperative is a lead-abatement business created and 
managed by youths in Worcester, Massachusetts.9 Started in 2006 by two 
youths as part of an extracurricular project sponsored by the not-for-profi t 
Worcester Roots, young people learn about environmental hazards and envi-
ronmental racism, and how to be proactive about environmental sustainabil-
ity. Th ey help to detoxify their communities and advocate for environmental 
policies. Th ey use theater to advertise their services, communicate their mes-
sage, and educate their audiences about lead poisoning and other toxic waste 
in their homes and backyards. Th e students fi rst research the issue, receive 
training in soil cleansing, and hone their communication skills. Th ey provide 
soil testing, consultation and detoxifi cation services, lead-safe landscap-
ing services, outreach services, video production, and training. While not 
 explicitly school-based, Toxic Soil Busters is part of a youth-development 
program that combines study, policy advocacy, and economic action with 
self-education, public education, and entrepreneurship.

Th e Impact of Cooperative Engagement Among Black Youths

Th ese examples illustrate the potential for cooperative development through 
youth development. Th ey represent a range of activities available to schools 
and after-school programs to involve students in their own economic devel-
opment as well as their community’s well-being. Th e use of cooperative eco-
nomic principles enables these students to develop social capital and benefi t 
materially as well as academically and personally. Preliminary analyses of 
these programs show that students increase academic confi dence; gain aca-
demic, communication, and business skills; sustain viable businesses; and 
educate other students and residents about their businesses and their goals 
and mission (Gordon Nembhard 2008a, 2008d). Th ese enterprises also serve 
as training grounds for more formal cooperative business development when 
these young people become adults.

Th e relative lack of cooperative education in high school curricula may be 
a signifi cant oversight, particularly for inner-city youths of color, who are 
likely to live in an economically underserved or underdeveloped community 
and to experience a lack of capital, a lack of access to capital, and racial dis-
crimination in labor and capital markets and workplaces. At the same time, 
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they may have strong bonds with their peers and an interest in helping their 
communities (Gordon Nembhard and Pang 2003). Often, what is dismissed 
as undesirable activity—such as involvement in a gang or an illegal trade—
has the potential to become the basis for building strong peer bonds and 
entrepreneurship. Cooperative business development is a viable strategy for 
helping students creatively produce a good or service on their own terms. 
Educating inner-city youths not only in economic decision making but also 
about cooperatives can help them to use peer bonds in legitimate businesses. 
Th ese businesses allow them to work together, share ideas, learn skills, earn 
money, and minimize fi nancial risks. Cooperatives facilitate entrepreneurial 
activity as the engine of economic growth and originality. Th ere are tremen-
dous barriers to starting businesses in inner cities, such as raising the neces-
sary startup money, fi nding space and aff ording a good location, training 
employees and managers, and securing clients. A strong, creative economics 
curriculum that includes the study of cooperatives and business develop-
ment can help students expand their economic potential by exposing them to 
a variety of economic business options, increasing their skill sets, and reduc-
ing barriers to entry. School-based cooperative businesses also face fewer 
barriers than other startups, since the school usually provides the space and 
business advisors, and sometimes also funding and clientele.

I have written about using collective entrepreneurship and cooperative 
development to help motivate high school students to continue in school and 
become activists (Gordon Nembhard 2005, 2008d). Some examples exist of 
high school curricula that include teaching students how to run their own busi-
nesses, how to operate cooperative businesses, and how to be more involved in 
community development, school gardens, and other forms of urban renewal 
and community revitalization. Students in these programs learn to operate 
legitimate, viable businesses. Th ese programs fi nd that students are more 
engaged, graduate from high school, and in many cases even go on to college 
(see Gordon Nembhard 2005; Gordon Nembhard and Pang 2003; Pang, Gor-
don Nembhard, and Holowach 2006). Th ese are promising curricular innova-
tions that need more study and replication. More such programs would increase 
the number of high school graduates taking college economics and business 
courses, who are already thinking out of the box and eager to study alternative 
economics and community building. It could also increase the number of 
young people willing and able to establish or join cooperative enterprises.

Giving young people opportunities to build their communities, be involved 
in leadership development, and study and practice economic democracy in 
action involves them early in economic activity and may motivate them to be 
academic achievers. It increases their problem-solving and critical-thinking 
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skills and develops their leadership skills. It also increases their involvement 
with adults and in developing their local community, as well as their connec-
tions to the Black cooperative movement and the broader cooperative and 
worker-cooperative movements.

Leadership Development and Social Capital

Cooperatives have always been aware of developing human capital (knowl-
edge and training) along with trust among the members (social capital), but 
more recently they have also begun to articulate broader skills in social capi-
tal and leadership development in particular. Th e benefi ts to youths of 
involvement in worker and consumer cooperatives are just one example. My 
engagement in participatory action research and in observing co-op member 
meetings, conferences, and workshops suggests a growing recognition of and 
interest in the development of a variety of kinds of social capital within coop-
eratives. Shipp (2000) also fi nds social capital development in Black coopera-
tive ownership. Indeed, the structure of democratic governance and the 
necessity of building trust and trustworthiness in order to operate a coopera-
tive effi  ciently demand both skill and social capital development. Th is devel-
ops members’ leadership skills within the co-op and equips them to go on 
and become leaders in other contexts. Cooperative members often point to 
members who “grew into” a position or became a leader within the organiza-
tion or even out in the community (PTA leader, credit union board chair, com-
munity activist, etc.) (see Paige 2001 and Weiss and Clamp 1992 for examples).

Leadership development is often assumed but not well articulated as a 
benefi t of cooperative ownership and participation. Cooperative members 
rarely articulate leadership development as an outcome or impact of demo-
cratic ownership. Th ey do, however, sometimes discuss feeling more com-
fortable actively participating in their child’s PTA at school, engaging more 
with their child’s teacher, starting a community-based organization or being 
a board member (fi rst of the cooperative and then in other organizations in 
the community), running for offi  ce—and in other ways being more active and 
assuming leadership outside the cooperative where the leadership was 
encouraged and groomed. Several of the staff  members of the FSC/LAF, for 
example, maintain that leadership development has been one of the organi-
zation’s major accomplishments, in addition to providing a means of making 
a living for many if not all of their members.

Weiss and Clamp found in their interviews with women worker-owners 
that cooperatives “aff ord women a number of important benefi ts, including 
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empowerment, leadership training, learning opportunities not available in 
traditional work settings, and increased self-esteem” (1992, 225). Some of 
the members of the Watermark Association of Artisans in North Carolina (a 
co-op made up largely of women), for example, became generally active in 
their communities, completed college degrees, and served on the local PTA 
after becoming members of the cooperative (McKecuen 1992, 25). Cooperative 
Home Care Associates has been grooming worker-owners to become mem-
bers of the board of directors and middle managers of the company. Th e 
SSC Employment Agency’s worker-owners took over their company after 
incubation.

Civic Participation

Gordon Nembhard and Blasingame (2002, 2006) have explored the ways in 
which the skills and capacities developed in cooperative activities spill over 
into other areas of life and contribute to civic engagement and political 
participation.

Democratic participation and decision making, as well as skill and leader-
ship development, often spill over into other arenas, as co-op members become 
more active in civic organizations and politics. Greenberg’s study of the (pre-
dominantly White) Plywood Cooperatives, for example, examines the relation-
ship between workplace democracy and political participation:

With the exception of voting, about which no diff erences are found, 
worker-shareholders were signifi cantly more active in all phases of 
political life than workers in conventional fi rms. Furthermore, the 
gap between workers in cooperatives and conventional fi rms increased 
over time, suggesting the existence of a political learning process. 
Finally, the data suggests that the experience of participation by worker-
shareholders in enterprise decision making serves as the principal 
educative tool for political participation and increases involvement 
with various voluntary and community organizations. (1986, 131)

Gordon Nembhard and Blasingame have found that the political learn-
ing and governance experience in democratic workplaces help to develop 
transferable skills and capacities for increased political participation. 
“Co-op members and employee owners become used to the transparency 
and accountability in their own organizations (open book policies, one 
member one vote, shared management, etc.). Th ey come to expect trans-
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parency and accountability and help re-create this in civil society and 
political arenas” (2002, 24). Networking and working together become nor-
mal behavior in similar situations, and the skills that facilitate this are 
developed in most co-op members. Cooperatives similarly develop and 
empower young people. Members of housing cooperatives are also more 
civically active (Kleine 2001).

Erdal 1999 found that social health and civic participation are positively 
related to measures of democratic ownership in Italy. Erdal compared three 
towns with similar demographics that diff ered in levels of cooperative own-
ership. Th e town with the highest cooperative (and worker) ownership had 
the highest levels of well-being and civic participation. Many of the African 
American cooperative strategies discussed in this volume were based on a 
notion of interlocking support systems that would help members avoid indif-
ferent and hostile outside forces.

Back to the Future

History has shown that cooperatives are an important strategy for economic 
collaboration, racial economic independence, and community well-being. 
Th ey develop leadership capacity and promote civic participation. Combin-
ing Du Bois’s concept that through economic racial segregation African 
Americans could create, and position themselves at the cutting edge of, new 
economic relationships and formations, with the notion of a solidarity econ-
omy among subaltern populations creates a powerful tool for analyzing the 
accomplishments of African American cooperatives and their potential for 
future growth.10

We learn from the Mondragon experiment in Spain that a sense of solidar-
ity combined with democracy and community involvement can spur eco-
nomic development—sometimes even more successfully than other strategies 
can (see Abascal-Hildebrand 2002; Gherardi and Masiero 1990). As the Mon-
dragon movement showed, success depends in large part on the ability of 
communities to identify existing individual and community assets and pool 
and organize them as a resource for production in cooperative enterprises 
(Gordon Nembhard and Haynes 2002, 2003). Th e Mondragon movement 
used a variety of strategies and activities to identify and activate these assets: 
participatory and applied research, popular education, networking, and var-
ious other innovations that cultivate knowledge of self and community, as 
well as skills in governance and enterprise development. Th e Mondragon 
model is an exciting example of how to combine humane interactions, soli-
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darity and concern for community, cooperative organization, democratic 
governance, participatory management, and competitive business practices 
into a network of interlocking and mutually supportive economic and social 
enterprises that continually develop and change.

Are co-op members more involved in their communities? Do they join 
more organizations, assume leadership positions, run for offi  ce? Do fellow 
members or outsiders notice greater involvement by co-op members? I have 
argued in this chapter that the answer to all of these questions is yes, and the 
research supports this, but we do not yet have all of the answers. More 
research is still needed, because what we know is mostly anecdotal and from 
case studies. What we do know is that throughout African American history, 
leaders in many arenas were fi rst involved in cooperatives in one way or 
another. While it has been diffi  cult to connect the dots of individual African 
Americans moving from one cooperative activity to another, I have found 
that many of the people involved in one area of social change had also been 
involved with the cooperative movement or the promotion of cooperative 
principles—early Black trade unionists and clergy, W. E. B. Du Bois, Marcus 
Garvey, A. Philip Randolph, Halena Wilson, Nannie Helen Burroughs, John 
Hope II, E. Franklin Frazier, Ella Jo Baker, John Lewis, and Fannie Lou 
Hamer, to name some of the most signifi cant. In terms of grassroots leader-
ship, many more were active in their local communities, even if they did not 
gain national prominence. Once one studies the Black cooperative move-
ment, it is impossible to ignore these connections.

We have learned from this history that cooperatives combine social and 
economic development. Th ey use a sense of solidarity and concern for com-
munity to promote economic alternatives that create economic growth and 
sustainability. At the same time, their solidarity and collective action increase 
productivity and help to stabilize their economic circumstances. Moreover, 
cooperative economics is often viewed as a tool or strategy of a larger move-
ment toward the elimination of economic exploitation and the transition to a 
new social order.

Th e history of cooperative ownership among African Americans pre-
sented in this book demonstrates how cooperatives have enabled low-
income residents, women, and others to generate income and at the same 
time be family and community friendly and civically responsible. Th ey have 
enabled low-income residents, women, immigrants, and other under-
served people to provide aff ordable, high-quality goods and services, gen-
erate jobs, stabilize their communities, and accumulate some assets. As it 
continues to unfold, the history of African American cooperative owner-
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ship demonstrates that Black Americans have been successful in creating 
and maintaining collective and cooperatively owned enterprises that often 
provided not only economic stability but also developed many types of 
human and social capital, as well as economic independence. Th ey have 
provided an alternative economic model based on recognizing and devel-
oping internal individual and community capacities. Th ey have created 
mechanisms that distribute, recycle, and multiply local expertise and capi-
tal within a community, creating a solidarity economy. Th e potential is 
great, and the future of African American cooperatives is wide open—not 
just to continue on the margins but to fl ourish more fully. Th e seeds have 
been planted.
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1780 Establishment of the African Mutual Aid Society in Rhode Island by the African 
Methodist Church.

1787 Th e Free African Society is founded in Philadelphia by Richard Allen and 
Absalom Jones, the second African American mutual-aid society to open in 
the United States.

1790s Women’s mutual-aid societies proliferate.

1825 Th e Nashoba Commune is founded by Frances Wright for Blacks in Tennes-
see. It is an established community that divides hours between academic work 
and manual labor and prepares African American members for freedom and 
colonization outside the United States.

1830 Th e Negro convention movement in Philadelphia is an important stimulus to 
the growth of benefi cial societies across the nation.

1831 Th e Wilberforce Colony in Ontario, Canada, is a Black self-sustaining com-
mune, owning livestock, land, and a school.

1837 Th e Dawn Settlement in Dresden, Ontario, Canada, is founded by Josiah 
Henson, who escaped from enslavement in the United States.

1842 Th e Northampton Association of Education and Industry, founded in 
Northampton, Massachusetts, is an intentional, racially integrated commu-
nity based around a communally owned silk mill.

1863 Th e Combahee River Colony, a collective in the South Carolina Sea Islands, is 
established by several hundred African American women during the Civil 
War (it remained relatively self-suffi  cient and semiautonomous).

1865 Th e Chesapeake Marine Railway and Dry Dock Company is established by the 
African American community of Baltimore as a “cooperative” joint-stock 
shipyard and caulking company, to provide work for skilled Blacks. It closes 
in 1883 after eighteen years, for a variety of reasons, including fi nancial and 
management challenges.

1867 Th e Independent Order of Saint Luke, an African American women’s sickness 
and death mutual-benefi t association, is established in Maryland. Maggie Lena 
Walker becomes grand secretary in 1899, when the headquarters is reestab-
lished in Richmond, Virginia.

Mid-1870s Th e Colored Farmers Association is established in Texas.

Time Line of African American Cooperative History, 
1780–2012: Selected Events
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1880 Th e Colored Grange of Tennessee is established.

1881 Th e Grand United Order of the True Reformers is established in Richmond, 
Virginia. Its branches grow throughout the South and East. Th is Black 
mutual-aid society owns real estate and a premium insurance company, and 
conducts banking services.

1882 Th e Negro Farmers’ Alliance (or the Negro Alliance of Arkansas) is organized 
in Prairie County, Arkansas. Other African American farmers’ alliances fol-
low in other states, such as Texas.

1886 Colored Agricultural Wheels organize in the South, focusing on economic 
cooperation in addition to political and economic rights. Th ey spread particu-
larly in Alabama, Tennessee, and Arkansas.

 Cooperative Workers of America is established in South Carolina, as is the 
Colored Alliance in Texas.

 Th e Knights of Labor, a racially integrated union, expands signifi cantly in the 
South and includes goals for the development of a “cooperative common-
wealth.” In September an all–African American chapter of the Knights of 
Labor convenes.

 Leonora Barry is elected head of the new department of women’s work at the 
Knights of Labor convention (Barry is the fi rst professional woman labor 
organizer in U.S. history). Between 1886 and 1888 the Knights establish two 
hundred industrial co-ops, including an African American–owned cotton gin 
in Alabama and African American co-op villages in Birmingham.

 Haymarket strike of 1886. Knights of Labor co-ops begin to decline econom-
ically as railroads refuse to haul their products, manufacturers refuse to sell 
them machinery, and wholesalers refuse them raw materials. Banks will not 
lend them money. Th e White National Farmers Alliance opposes and physi-
cally attacks the African American alliances.

 Th e Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Co-operative Union (1886–91) 
forms in Houston County, Texas, to join the various local and statewide alli-
ances, assist African Americans with marketing and mortgage payments, and 
protect African American farmers from the Ku Klux Klan and exploitive prac-
tices. It holds its fi rst national meeting in 1888, and has more than a million 
members at its peak. It establishes exchanges (co-op stores) in African Amer-
ican communities in Norfolk, Charleston, Mobile, New Orleans, and Houston.

1894 Th e Workers’ Mutual Aid Association is organized in Virginia.

1895 Lexington Savings Bank is incorporated in Baltimore with $10,000 raised by 
Black leaders.

 Th e International Co-operative Alliance is founded in Europe and codifi es 
the Rochdale principles, a set of ideals for operating cooperatives.

1896 Th e National Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension Association (a part-
mutual-aid association) is founded in Tennessee, advocating for reparations 
for ex-slaves.

1897 Th e Coleman Manufacturing Company of Concord, North Carolina, is incor-
porated with $50,000 of stock. Th e objective of this company is to build a 
cotton mill for African Americans.
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1898 W. E. B. Du Bois publishes Some Eff orts of American Negroes for Th eir Own 
Social Betterment, which includes discussion of Black cooperatives and col-
lective ownership.

1901 Odd Fellows Lodge establishes the Mercantile Cooperative Company in Ruth-
ville, Virginia, and also builds a school and buys trucks. After twenty years, the 
co-op store closes, around 1921.

1903 Th e North Carolina Mutual Insurance Company, the largest state-based, 
locally owned insurance company, becomes the largest Negro-owned insur-
ance company in the world. In 1912 it qualifi es as a legal reserve company with 
loans from Fidelity Bank.

 Maggie Lena Walker founds the Saint Luke Penny Savings Bank in Richmond 
and becomes its president, making it the fi rst bank founded by an African 
American woman to be chartered in the United States. Th e Order of Saint Luke 
also opens a department store. By 1920 the order owns six hundred homes.

1904 Th e fi rst annual meeting of the North Carolina Mutual Insurance Company at 
the Colored State Fair in Raleigh promotes the message of racial solidarity.

1907 W. E. B. Du Bois holds his twelfth Atlanta conference on Negro business devel-
opment and cooperatives, where he promotes cooperatives and economic 
cooperation. (Th e Atlanta conferences began in 1900 at Atlanta University as 
part of Du Bois’s research project to study the social and economic condition 
of African Americans.)

 Du Bois publishes Economic Co-operation Among Negro Americans, docu-
menting 154 African American–owned cooperative businesses.

1915 Pioneer Cooperative Society forms in Harlem, New York City.

1916 W. E. B. Du Bois organizes the Amenia economic conference of 1916 in Amenia, 
New York (this was followed by a second conference in 1933, also organized by 
Du Bois).

 Th e Co-operative League of America (which changed its name to the Coopera-
tive League of the USA, or CLUSA, in 1922) is founded to promote cooperative 
economic development and support cooperatives in the United States.

1917 W. E. B. Du Bois requests that the NAACP support a program to teach the 
value of forming buyers’ clubs operating on the principles of economic coop-
eration, but the program is not established.

1918 Du Bois founds the short-lived Negro Cooperative Guild.

 Th e Universal Negro Improvement Association (originally formed in Jamaica 
in 1914 as a mutual-benefi t and reform association focused on uplifting the 
race) is incorporated in New York. It becomes one of the largest mass move-
ments in African American history, promoting Black-owned grassroots joint-
stock companies in shipping (Black Star Line, 1920–22) and clothing factories 
(Negro Factories, 1920s).

 Co-operative League of America president James Warbasse publishes “Th e 
Th eory of Cooperation” in the NAACP’s magazine, the Crisis.

 A. Philip Randolph publishes “Th e Co-operative Movement Among Negroes” 
in the Messenger.
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1919 Citizens’ Cooperative Stores, an African American cooperative meat market 
in Memphis, owns fi ve co-op stores serving 75,000 people.

 Th e Harlem Pioneer Cooperative Society opens a small grocery store in Harlem, 
New York City.

1922 Th e National Federation of Colored Farmers is formed in Chicago.

1923 Th e Negro World reports an agreement between Black and White farmers in 
Aiken County, Georgia, to participate together in a farmers’ exchange.

1925 Students in the commercial department at the Bluefi eld Colored Institute in 
West Virginia manage a co-op supply store. Profi ts fund scholarships for stu-
dents to pursue higher education.

 Th e Cooperative Society of Bluefi eld Colored Institute joins CLUSA. In 1926 
members of the Bluefi eld cooperative become the fi rst African Americans to 
attend the national cooperative conference in Minneapolis.

1927 Th e Colored Merchants Association, a marketing cooperative of independent 
African American grocers, is founded by the National Negro Business League 
in Montgomery, Alabama. (Booker T. Washington started the NNBL in 1900 at 
Tuskegee University to support Black self-help and the development of Black 
businesses.) By 1930, 253 stores are members. By 1936, the CMA is bankrupt, 
as chain stores begin to replace small grocery stores.

 Th e Paul Laurence Dunbar cooperative apartment complex is awarded fi rst 
prize in architectural excellence for walk-up apartments by the New York 
chapter of the American Institute for Architects.

1928 Th e Citizens Cooperative Society of Buff alo, New York, is established. In 1929 
it starts an education and membership campaign.

1929 Th e fi rst local unit of the National Federation of Colored Farmers in Howard, 
Mississippi, joins with thirty tenants and sharecroppers who pool their money 
to purchase goods wholesale in Memphis.

 Maggie Lena Walker establishes the Consolidated Bank and Trust Company 
in Richmond, Virginia, and becomes chair of its board.

 Garrison House cooperative opens in New York City.

 Th e North Carolina Mutual Insurance Company’s president, Charles Clinton 
Spaulding, works with the federal government in President Hoover’s “black 
capitalism” initiative.

1930 Ella Jo Baker and George Schuyler establish the Young Negroes’ Co-opera-
tive League. Baker is its fi rst secretary-treasurer and is chair of the New York 
Council.

 Halena Wilson is elected the fi rst president of the Chicago chapter of the 
BSCP’s Ladies’ Auxiliary in October and serves until 1953.

 Citizens’ Cooperative Society of Omaha, Nebraska, is established in November.

1931 At the YNCL’s fi rst conference in Pittsburgh, held to promote cooperatives in 
the African American community, Ella Jo Baker is elected its fi rst executive 
director and gives a speech titled “What Consumers’ Co-operation Means to 
Negro Women.” George Schuyler is elected president.

 Citizens Cooperative Grocery market is launched in Buff alo.
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1931–34 Philadelphia’s United Consumers’ Co-operative Association calls itself “the 
grocery store owned by its customers.”

1932 Th e People’s Credit Union in New York City pays yearly dividends of 6 percent 
to more than 250 members.

 By 1932, the YNCL has formed councils in New York; Philadelphia; Mones-
sen, Pennsylvania; Pittsburgh; Columbus; Cleveland; Cincinnati; Phoenix; 
New Orleans; Columbia, South Carolina; Portsmouth, Virginia; and Wash-
ington, D.C., with a total membership of four hundred.

 Harlem’s Pure Food Co-operative Grocery Stores operate.

 Th e Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company is formed in Gary, Indiana. In 
1933 it establishes a cooperative economics course in the night school at Roo-
sevelt High School.

 Th e youth branch of the Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company operates 
an ice-cream parlor and candy store in Gary.

1933 Th e Consumers’ Cooperative Association of Kansas City, Missouri, forms a 
study group to study the history and philosophy of the cooperative movement.

 Th e Problem’s Cooperative Association sponsors “Harlem’s First Economic 
Conference” in September. Baker delivers the welcome, and Schuyler, the 
keynote address.

1934 Th e Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company opens a credit union that has 
more than one hundred members by 1936.

 Th e Bricks Rural Life School, run by the African Missionary Association, 
develops a program of adult education for African American cooperative 
development.

 Th e Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union is founded in the Arkansas cotton belt.

1935 Th e 137th Street Housing Corporation in New York City has twenty member 
families.

 Harlem’s Own Cooperative is founded by the Dunbar Housewives’ League. 
Ella Jo Baker serves as chairperson of education and publicity.

1936 Th e People’s Consumer Cooperative, Inc. of Chicago is established in Sep-
tember by the residents of the Rosenwald Apartments with the boycott of an 
exploitive store. Soon thereafter, the organization starts a study group and 
begins a buying club, followed by the opening of a store. In September 1937 
the cooperative starts a credit union, which has 191 members by 1939.

 Cooperative Industries of Washington, D.C., is chartered as a self-help coop-
erative in Lincoln Heights with a grant from the federal government. It is co-
founded by Nannie Helen Burroughs, president of the National Training 
School for Women and Girls.

 Th e Cooperative Business Council of New Haven is established in February in 
New Haven, Connecticut. It starts a study group on cooperative economics in 
December.

 Th e Red Circle Cooperative Association is founded in Richmond, Virginia. By 
the end of the year, the organization has 125 members, and in 1938 it opens its 
fi rst grocery store.
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 Harlem Consumers’ Cooperative Council distributes milk and operates a 
buying club out of the basement of the New York Urban League.

 Ella Jo Baker speaks on consumer cooperation at the twenty-seventh annual 
conference of the NAACP.

 Th e Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company in Gary opens a second, 
larger grocery store, with total sales of $160,000 (considered “the largest gro-
cery store owned by African Americans”). It also operates a co-op gas station.

 Bricks Rural Life School (North Carolina) organizes a credit union. In 1938 it 
opens a cooperative store, followed by a health program in 1939.

1937 Th e Housewives’ Cooperative League in Pittsburgh studies consumer empow-
erment and cooperative eff orts around the country, and promotes supporting 
Black businesses and facilitating cooperative buying.

1938 Th e Aberdeen Gardens cooperative store opens in Hampton, Virginia, for fi fty 
families living in the apartment complex.

 Th e International Ladies’ Auxiliary to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Por-
ters is established in September when representatives of twenty-eight Wom-
en’s Economic Councils of the BSCP convene in Chicago. Halena Wilson is 
elected the fi rst president and serves until 1965.

 Th e Ladies’ Auxiliary promotes the study of consumer economics and coop-
eratives.

1939 Th e Tyrrell County Training School (North Carolina), after forming study 
groups on cooperative economics, starts a credit union. In 1940 it adds a 
co-op store, and in 1941, a cooperative health insurance program.

 Th e Eastern Carolina Council is created after the Bricks Rural Life School and 
the Tyrrell County Training School join other interested groups to organize 
an African American federation for the development of cooperatives in North 
Carolina.

 Th e Buff alo Cooperative Economic Society becomes a legal cooperative and 
opens a new grocery market. Th e society becomes an affi  liate of the predomi-
nantly White Eastern Cooperative League.

 Langston-Kingman Park Cooperative in Washington, D.C., operates with 
residents of the Langston Terrace housing project.

1940 Th e Workers’ Education Bureau of the BSCP Ladies’ Auxiliary circulates a 
reading list of publications on current events, child welfare and child labor, 
women workers, and “consumer information” (including cooperatives).

1941 Ella Jo Baker compiles “Consumers’ Cooperation Among Negroes,” which 
documents several African American cooperatives around the country and 
observes that the development of Black cooperatives has been similar to that 
of the broader cooperative movement in the United States.

 African American members of the Modern Co-op in Harlem launch a collec-
tively owned grocery store.

 Harlem’s Own Cooperative merges with Harlem Consumers’ Cooperative 
Council.
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 Th e Ida B. Wells Cooperative operates on the South Side of Chicago, as do 
Th rift Cooperative and Morgan Park Cooperative. Other African American 
cooperatives in Chicago include Open Eye Consumer’s Cooperative (affi  liated 
with Pilgrim Baptist Church) and Citizen’s Non-Partisan Cooperative of 
Olivet Baptist Church.

 A group of seven women from the BSCP’s Ladies’ Auxiliary in Chicago and 
one man start a study group to talk about establishing a cooperative. In 1942 
they start a buying club.

 BSCP Ladies’ Auxiliary chapters start study groups in Denver, St. Louis, Min-
neapolis–St. Paul, Detroit, Indianapolis, Washington, D.C., New Orleans, 
Omaha, Oklahoma City, Los Angeles, Seattle, Montgomery, Pittsburgh, Mon-
treal, Buff alo, and Jersey City. Denver also establishes a buying club.

1943 Th e Chicago BSCP cooperative buying club joins Central States Cooperative 
Wholesale and opens a retail co-op grocery store on Saturdays. Later that 
year it moves the store to the BSCP headquarters and operates regularly on 
weekdays and Saturdays.

 Th e BSCP Ladies’ Auxiliary chapter in Washington, D.C., hosts a speaker 
from the Cooperative League of the USA, and several members attend a six-
day summer course on cooperatives at Howard University.

 Authors Brooks and Lynch (1944) survey Black universities, colleges, and 
junior colleges in southern states and fi nd that thirty-seven of fi fty-seven 
respondents include the cooperative movement in their curriculum. Many of 
the campuses have cooperatives associated with them or in a neighboring 
town.

1944 African American credit unions in North Carolina begin to expand in number 
throughout the state, increasing from thirty-two to seventy-two in mostly 
rural areas.

1945 Th e Credjafawn Social Club (1928–80), in St. Paul, Minnesota, opens Neigh-
borhood Co-operative Store No. 3, the fi rst Black neighborhood cooperative 
store in St. Paul. Th e club also establishes one or two credit unions, hires local 
Blacks, supports a junior club for youths, and awards scholarships for college.

 Th e North Carolina Council for Credit Unions and Associates is established 
and designs a cooperative economic educational curriculum and a primer for 
schools and credit union treasurers on credit union accounting. Over the next 
twelve years, ninety-fi ve new credit unions and forty-fi ve new cooperatives 
are formed in North Carolina.

1945–47 Th e Montreal chapter of the International Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Por-
ters establishes the fi rst credit union affi  liated with the organization, the 
Walker Credit Union.

1947 Several members of the Chicago chapter of the BSCP Ladies’ Auxiliary attend 
a co-op labor conference in Chicago, sponsored by the Council for Coopera-
tive Development.

1948 Th e BSCP Cooperative Buying Club, established with help from the Chicago 
chapter of the Ladies’ Auxiliary, is incorporated, and grows to 250 sharehold-
ing members. It is probably the only cooperative of the era founded and con-
trolled by African American women.
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1950 Th e BSCP Cooperative Buying Club is dissolved and checks are disbursed to 
members.

 Morningside Heights Consumers Cooperative opens in New York City and 
operates for more than ten years (50 percent of its members are African 
American or Puerto Rican).

1956 Th e Mondragon Cooperative Corporation, which started as a community-
based polytechnic high school, is founded in the Basque community of north-
ern Spain by Father José María Arizmendiarrieta. It becomes a model for 
networked cooperative economic development centered around worker coop-
eratives in an ethnic minority community.

1964 Southern Consumers’ Cooperative is founded in Louisiana.

1966 Th e Black Panther Party, founded in Oakland, California, organizes “survival 
programs pending political revolution” that include free breakfast and edu-
cation programs for children and the provision of free shoes (from the Pan-
thers’ own factory), clothing, food, health care, plumbing repair, pest control, 
and transportation for the aged; the Panthers also sponsor cooperative hous-
ing and cooperative bakeries.

1967 Th e Freedom Quilting Bee is established in Alberta, Alabama, with Estelle 
Witherspoon as co-founder, to help sharecropping families earn indepen-
dent income. By 1992 the co-op owns twenty-three acres of land and has 150 
members.

 Th e Southwest Alabama Farmers’ Cooperative Association (SWAFCA) is 
formed by a group of African American farmers whose families have farmed 
the land for more than two centuries.

 In August, the Federation of Southern Cooperatives (FSC) is established by 
twenty-two cooperatives, among them the Southern Consumers’ Coopera-
tive, the SWAFCA, and the Freedom Quilting Bee.

 Th e Southern Cooperative Development Program is funded as a co-project 
with the FSC.

 Fannie Lou Hamer and the National Council of Negro Women start a pig bank 
by purchasing fi fty-fi ve pigs. Participating families are trained to care for pigs, 
establish cooperatives, and work together to improve their communities’ 
nutrition and health.

 Harlem River Consumers Cooperative in Harlem, New York City, raises 
$152,000 from twenty-fi ve hundred African American members (at $5 a 
share) to open a cooperative supermarket in Esplanade Gardens Cooperative. 
Th e supermarket off ers aff ordable prices and ethnic foods and plans to create 
fi fty jobs.

1968 Th e federal Offi  ce of Economic Opportunity grants $592,870 to the FSC for 
research and technical support services to its thirty-eight member organi-
zations.

 Co-op grocery stores and buying clubs are established after riots in Detroit 
(e.g., Community Consumer Co-op, Inc.) and Los Angeles (e.g., Unity Market).

1969 Th e North Bolivar County Farm Cooperative (originally an outgrowth of 
Tufts-Delta Health Center, founded in April 1968) is incorporated in Bolivar 
County, Mississippi, and becomes a member of the FSC.
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 Th e National Black Economic Conference calls on the U.S. government and 
churches for reparations, to be used in part to fund African American coop-
erative ownership.

 Th e Southern Cooperative Development Fund receives its fi rst funding as a 
project of the FSC.

 Fannie Lou Hamer launches the Freedom Farm Cooperative in Sunfl ower 
County, Mississippi (incorporated in June 1970). Th e Freedom Farm Co-op 
buys a building in Doddsville, Mississippi, for use as a sewing co-op, and 
plans to open a clothing cooperative in Ruleville.

1970s Th e Congress of African Peoples inspires community-action agencies to 
organize consumer cooperatives and low-income credit unions, especially in 
Brooklyn, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Detroit, Youngstown, Chicago, Houston, 
Milwaukee, San Francisco, and Los Angeles.

 Black Media, Inc. Cooperative (BMI Cooperative), a consortium of Black 
newspapers in the United States, provides advertising and other services for 
the more than one hundred newspapers that are members.

1970 Th e Paul Laurence Dunbar apartments, originally a housing cooperative built 
for Blacks in Harlem, New York, is designated a landmark site.

 Th e Southern Cooperative Development Program and the FSC staff  merge.

1972 Th e Southern Cooperative Development Fund separates from the FSC and 
forms its own Southern Development Foundation.

1973 Apex Taxi Cab Cooperative is established in Milwaukee but closes eighteen 
months later because of high insurance premiums.

1979 Th e Workers’ Owned Sewing Company (1979–2000) is founded by fi ve seam-
stresses and a farmer in Windsor, North Carolina.

1980 Th e U.S. government launches an eighteen-month investigation of the FSC 
on charges of misuse of federal funds, reducing the organization’s ability to 
raise money and cover its expenses. In 1981, the U.S. attorney for the northern 
district of Alabama announces that it will not prosecute the FSC, fi nding no 
evidence of wrongdoing.

 Th e Panola Land Buyers Association establishes a housing cooperative, 
Wendy Hills Co-op Community, with forty units of housing near Gainesville, 
Alabama.

1985 Th e FSC merges with the Land Emergency Fund to become the Federation of 
Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund, the only networked regional 
organization of African American cooperatives and development centers in 
the United States; it is still in operation today.

 Cooperative Home Care Associates, a worker-owned home-care cooperative 
based in the South Bronx, is founded. Th e majority of members are Latina 
and African American. CHCA becomes the largest worker cooperative in the 
United States and is still in operation today.

1986 Th e Workers’ Owned Sewing Company of Windsor, North Carolina, joins the 
Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union.

1987 Co-op City, a housing complex in the Bronx, New York City, becomes major-
ity non-White.
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1990 Oceanhill Brownsville Tenants Association forms the Central Building Fedayeen 
Construction Company, a worker cooperative with fi fteen worker-owners.

1992 Food from the ’Hood, a student-led co-op at Crenshaw High School in Los 
Angeles, starts a school garden, gives produce to the poor, sells at a farmers’ 
market, and begins a multiyear project to sell salad dressing made from pro-
duce grown in its garden. By 2003, seventy-seven members have graduated 
and gone on to college using money earned from working in the co-op.

 Oceanhill Brownsville Tenants Association forms the worker cooperative 
Oceanhill Brownsville Security Company. About 20 percent of the forty-two 
worker-owners are former prison inmates or substance abusers.

1994 Cooperative Economics for Women is founded in Jamaica Plain (Boston), Mas-
sachusetts, and off ers a thorough training program focusing on literacy, orga-
nizational skills, cooperative economics, and business management for women 
of color, immigrant and refugee women, and survivors of domestic violence.

1995 Women’s Action to Gain Economic Security (WAGES) is founded in Redwood 
City, California, to provide business and industrial training to immigrant 
women for the purpose of developing cooperatives. By 1999, WAGES began 
to specialize in training Latinas to create environmentally friendly house-
cleaning co-ops; it is still in operation today.

 Cooperative Janitorial Services, a worker cooperative, opens in Cincinnati, 
Ohio, and remains in operation today.

1997 Dawson Workers-Owned Cooperative is founded in Dawson, Georgia. Th e 
majority of the workers are female, a third of them single mothers.

 Baltimoreans United in Leadership Development (BUILD) establishes the SSC 
Employment Agency, a Baltimore-based worker-owned temporary employ-
ment agency, as a job-creation strategy for the hard to employ.

1998 In response to discrimination and underemployment, African American 
workers in Los Angeles start the APR Masonry Arts Corporation with help 
from its union and the A. Philip Randolph Educational Fund and its union.

 Enterprising Staffi  ng Solutions, an experiment in worker-owned temporary 
employment services in Washington, D.C., opens in the Shaw neighborhood.

1999 Emma’s Eco-Clean, a housecleaning cooperative in Redwood City, California, 
begins as a project of Women’s Action to Gain Economic Security.

 Th e Ella Jo Baker Intentional Community Cooperative is established in Wash-
ington, D.C., to save aff ordable housing in response to gentrifi cation. Mem-
bers move into six row houses in Columbia Heights in 2003. It remains in 
operation today.

2001 Chain Reaction, a project of the EcoDesign Corps of Shaw EcoVillage in Wash-
ington, D.C., opens its youth-managed full-service bicycle shop cooperative.

2004 Th e FSC begins the Sankofa Youth Agricultural Project, an agricultural coop-
erative.

2006 Toxic Soil Busters, a youth-managed lead-removal and landscaping coopera-
tive supported by the not-for-profi t Worcester Roots, is founded in Worces-
ter, Massachusetts.
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 Chester Community Grocery Co-op is established in Chester, Pennsylvania, 
after sixteen years with no supermarket, the result of the city’s deindustri-
alization.

 “Uplifting and Strengthening Our Community: Th rough Alternative Economic 
Development and Action,” a conference on cooperative economic strategies 
for Harlem, is sponsored by the CEJJES Institute (Pomona, New York), the 
Institute for Urban and Minority Education (Columbia Teachers College), and 
the African American Studies Department of the University of Maryland, 
 College Park, and takes place at the Abyssinian Development Corporation in 
Harlem on April 28.

2007 Th e Ujamaa Collective, a cooperative of African American craftswomen and 
businesswomen, is established with the launch of a year-round open-air 
artists’ marketplace in Pittsburgh.

 Green Worker Cooperative, a cooperative development organization in the 
South Bronx, is established to incubate worker-owned and environmentally 
friendly co-ops in response to high unemployment and “decades of environ-
mental racism.” Green Worker also establishes a Co-op Academy to provide 
training in cooperative business development to community members.

 Bike Church Repair Shop, a youth-managed cooperative in Philadelphia, is 
sponsored by the youth agency Neighborhood Bike Works.

 Th e Freedom Quilting Bee reopens after an extended hiatus.

2009 Mandela Foods Cooperative, a worker- and community-owned co-op, opens 
in West Oakland, California, as part of a strategy to address food insuffi  ciency 
in the neighborhood.

2012 Nation of Islam members in Houston, Texas, launch the OST/MacGregor 
Food Cooperative in the third ward of the city.
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Introduction

 1. Technically, the ICA indirectly represents more than a billion people around the 
world through the memberships of the national trade associations in the ICA that repre-
sent cooperative enterprises in member countries. Th ere are probably more cooperators in 
co-ops not offi  cially recognized in this way. Th e United States has the largest absolute 
number of people indirectly represented by the ICA, with 305.6 million people in thirty 
thousand cooperatives, employing two million people. China, India, and Japan are the 
countries with the next-largest numbers of people in cooperatives represented by the ICA. 
In Canada, a country with a much smaller population, 25 percent of the people belong to a 
cooperative, giving Canada one of the highest proportions of cooperative members in the 
world (ICA 2012a).
 2. For more information on cooperatives, see Gordon Nembhard 2008c; see also the 
ICA website, http://www.ica.coop, and http://ica.coop/en/what-co-op/co-operative-
identity-values-principles. Th e website of the National Cooperative Business Association, 
the U.S. co-op trade association, is located at http://www.ncba.coop/. For more specifi cally 
about worker co-ops and their benefi ts, see Gordon Nembhard 2004b, 2002a; Haynes and 
Gordon Nembhard 1999; and http://www.usworker.coop.
 3. Th e seven cooperative principles are voluntary and open membership; democratic 
member control; member economic participation; autonomy and independence; educa-
tion, training, and information; cooperation among cooperatives; and concern for com-
munity. See ICA 2012b.
 4. Emelianoff  summarizes an Italian study of cooperatives done by M. Marini in 1906 
(1995, 20–22). Fairbairn similarly highlights the “multidimensionality” and closeness 
between the co-op and its members; members “are customers as well as owners” (2003, 5).
 5. Th ere is increasing recognition of cooperatives (including credit unions) in the 
media as a viable economic development tool. Many writers and reporters acknowledge the 
importance of cooperative economics for economic revitalization and the role of coopera-
tives in the aftermath of a disaster, particularly after the devastation of the Gulf Coast from 
the fl ooding caused by Hurricane Katrina in 2005, after the Japan earthquake in 2011, and 
since the Great Recession that began in 2008 (see, for example, Nader 2005; Livingston 
2007b; Hart and Touesnard 2008; Hocker 2009; Marte 2009; Leigh 2011; Hightower 2012; 
and Takanarita and Tsuchiya 2012). See also Gordon Nembhard 2006b on cooperatives and 
economic recovery in New Orleans.
 6. Th roughout his career, Du Bois had an extensive and complicated analysis of the 
importance and benefi ts of cooperatives for African Americans (see Du Bois 1907, 1933b, 
1940). Du Bois’s analysis of cooperative economics as an economic strategy for African 
Americans is scattered throughout this volume (see esp. chaps. 1, 2, and 4).

Notes
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 7. Haynes and I devised a theory from Du Bois’s writings on cooperatives (Du Bois 
1907, 1925, 1933b, 1933c, 1940), Demarco’s 1974 and 1983 explorations into Du Bois’s social 
and economic thought, and Hogan’s 1984 analysis of African Americans’ relationship to 
labor (the need for Black people to control their own labor). We theorized that cooperative 
economics addresses the total condition of depressed communities and should be an 
important strategy for eff ective African American community economic development. 
Haynes and Gordon Nembhard 1999 sketched an alternative framework for analyzing 
inner-city development, and concluded that conditions in inner cities and persistent pov-
erty suggest the need for alternative paradigms in economic development. We proposed 
cooperative enterprise development as a viable economic strategy for inner-city redevel-
opment; and in Gordon Nembhard and Haynes 2002 and 2003, we suggested that the Mon-
dragon Cooperative Corporation is an example of how another ethnic minority group 
applies this theory. Fairbairn et al. 1991 and Birchall 2003 explore similar theories about 
cooperatives, poverty reduction, and community economic development, and provide 
policy analyses of the contributions of cooperative enterprises to economic development.
 8. Th e Mondragon Cooperative Corporation is a complex of about 258 industrial, 
fi nancial, distributional, research, and educational cooperatives and enterprises in the 
Basque region of northern Spain, with ninety-three production plants and nine corporate 
offi  ces located outside Spain. Th e corporation, which started with one small worker-
owned ceramic heating factory in 1956, is rooted in grassroots networks of Basque-owned 
worker cooperatives. Th e Basque are an ethnic (language and cultural) minority in Spain. 
Th e Mondragon complex uses a system of interlocking cooperatives to handle all levels of 
business development, including education and training, development, fi nancial ser-
vices, and social security. It has provided a mechanism for some members of the Basque 
community to form and control their own businesses, schools, and fi nancial institutions, 
according to shared values and shared work. Th e Mondragon system of cooperatives is 
discussed again in chapters 4 and 10 in this volume. See also Gordon Nembhard and 
Haynes 2002 and 2003; Mondragon Cooperative Corporation 2011; and the Mondragon 
website at http://www.mondragon-corporation.com/ENG.aspx.
 9. Th e earliest known mutual insurance company in the United States was the Phila-
delphia Contributionship, a mutual fi re insurance company established in 1752. Benjamin 
Franklin’s Union Fire Company in Philadelphia met with other fi refi ghting companies in 
1751 to form the insurance company. Th e members agreed that it would be a mutual com-
pany, with every member owning an equal number of shares.

Chapter 1

 1. Th e Co-operative League of America changed its name to the Cooperative League of 
the USA (CLUSA) in 1922, and then to the National Cooperative Business Association 
(NCBA) starting in the 1980s. See http://www.ncba.coop, “History.”
 2. New Harmony followed the socialist philosophy of Robert Owen, a nineteenth-
century Welsh social reformer. According to Donnachie 2006, Owen’s utopian solution to 
social distress was to design “villages of unity and mutual cooperation” for working people 
that satisfi ed human needs without exploitation. Several Owenite communities sprang up 
in the nineteenth century, particularly in Britain and the United States, among them New 
Harmony and Orbiston.
 3. DeFilippis refers to Nordoff ’s seminal work here: Charles Nordhoff , American Uto-
pias (Stockbridge, Mass.: Berkshire House, 2003).
 4. In fact, according to Berry, “Th e concept of burial assistance was so traditional that 
men in the Tuskegee Syphilis Study participated in part because they were off ered burial 
assistance” (2005, 263n21).
 5. In addition, at the end of the nineteenth century, many formerly enslaved persons 
who had been emancipated at age thirty or so were now sixty and older, and suff ered from 
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“a variety of ills.” “Th e rapidly aging members overwhelmed local benevolent societies” 
(Berry 2005, 64)—this is why the ex-slave association in Tennessee needed to keep push-
ing for pensions but also needed to provide aid. Aid was needed more than ever, but so 
were strategies for providing income for destitute families.

Chapter 2

 1. As noted in the introduction, a Rochdale cooperative is a formal cooperative busi-
ness that follows the European “Rochdale Principles of Cooperation,” established by the 
Rochdale Pioneers in England in 1844. A Rochdale cooperative is a cooperatively owned 
enterprise governed democratically according to the Rochdale principles codifi ed by the 
International Co-operative Alliance (ICA) in 1895 (ICA 2012b). I follow Hope 1940, which 
uses the term “Rochdale cooperative” to describe more formal cooperative business enter-
prises, rather than an informal economic cooperation or collective eff ort. In the United 
States today, an offi  cial cooperative business follows ICA principles, is incorporated under 
a specifi c state law (which varies by state), and usually qualifi es for certain tax credits or 
allowances under U.S. tax law.
 2. Clare Horner, “Producer Co-operatives in the United States” (PhD diss., University 
of Pittsburgh, 1978), 228–42, quoted in Curl 2009, 4.
 3. Susan B. Anthony was also an active KOL member (Curl 2009, 101).
 4. Reverend Love said, “Th ere is no reason why the Negro should not control the Negro 
trade and handle the money the Negro has to spend.” Quoted in Ali 2003, 77n5. 
 5. Th e Florida Farmers Union was dominated by 1,720 African American members 
from fourteen all-Black local clubs, compared to 1,166 White members in twenty-one all-
White clubs (Ali 2003, 71).
 6. Th e Knights of Labor also collapsed by the end of the 1880s, and the National Farmers 
Alliance exchanges suff ered a similar fate a decade or so later, as corporate rule consoli-
dated (Curl 2009).

Chapter 3

 1. See the introduction, note 3, for the seven Rochdale cooperative principles, which 
are the guidelines that cooperatives use to put into practice the internationally recognized 
cooperative values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity, and soli-
darity (see ICA 2012a and 2012b).
 2. Woodson notes that “insurance companies have been more prosperous than any 
other large enterprises among Negroes” (1929, 202).
 3. See also http://www.mdarchives.state.md.us/msa/stagser/s1259/121/6050/html/
cmrddc.html.
 4. Th e failure of the Freedman’s Savings Bank is associated with several problems, 
including too many speculative ventures, spending on a new building in Washington, D.C., 
and the Panic of 1873. While most of its trustees were White, it was considered a Black-
owned bank and its failure was attributed to misguided conventional wisdom that African 
Americans cannot run a business properly. Frederick Douglass had just been appointed 
president before the bank went under. Th ere was a plan to reimburse the majority of 
depositors’ savings, but much of that money was not disbursed. Th is left many Blacks with 
a distrust of banks in general and of Black-owned businesses specifi cally (see Hine, Hine, 
and Harrold 2010; Gilbert 1972).
 5. As noted above, the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation is a holding company in 
the Basque region of northern Spain; see note 8 to the introduction as well as discussions 
at the beginning of chapter 4 and briefl y in chapter 10 in this volume. For more about 
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Mondragon, see Gordon Nembhard and Haynes 2002. See also http://www.mondragon
-corporation.com/language/en-US/ENG.aspx; MacLeod 1997; Melman 2002; Morrison 
1991; Whyte and Whyte 1991; and Th omas 2000.
 6. Garvey quoted in the Negro World, May 1, 1920 (Martin 1976, 151).
 7. According to Martin, as early as 1918 the UNIA’s Negro Factories Corporation man-
aged laundries, restaurants, a doll factory, tailoring and millinery establishments, and a 
printing press (13).
 8. In 1922, Garvey was indicted for mail fraud—namely, fraudulent use of the U.S. mail 
to sell Black Star Line stock. In 1925, he was convicted of the charge, though most observ-
ers agree that he was more guilty of mismanagement and incompetence than of deliberate 
fraud (Hine, Hine, and Harrold 2010, 455). Note here the similarity in tactics, as the earlier 
Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and Pension Association was also accused of mail fraud.
 9. Th e account in the Crisis does not use the name Negro Cooperative Guild, identify-
ing a Mr. Ruddy only as attending “a meeting called by Du Bois.” However, in his auto-
biography, Du Bois (1940, 759) mentions that several co-op stores were established after 
that meeting.
 10. Members were allowed to own up to fi ve hundred shares, but as of the 1920 report, 
no one owned more than twenty. Th e fi rst two shares earned 4 percent interest; additional 
shares earned 5 percent (New York Dept. of Farms and Markets 1920, 10).
 11. While I have no defi nite proof, Du Bois (in his 1940 autobiography) and Matney’s 
writings suggest that Matney attended the meeting of the Negro Cooperative Guild in 1918. 
Because Du Bois identifi es this as a project that came out of the Negro Cooperative Guild, 
the Cooperative Society of Bluefi eld Colored Institute may have started before 1925. How-
ever, Sims 1925 provides the best information we have about the cooperative without pro-
viding the exact date of its establishment.
 12. Th ey attended this national congress in Minneapolis in 1926, so this was probably 
CLUSA’s national conference.

Chapter 4

 1. Th e cooperative principles are recognized the world over as part of the cooperative 
statement of identity adopted in 1995 by the International Co-operative Alliance. Th e fi fth 
principle highlights the importance of education and training on all levels.
 2. I have begun to document cooperative activities that build trust and solidarity by 
studying member orientation manuals and programs developed by worker-owned coop-
eratives to orient and train their members, and methods that worker cooperatives use to 
self-manage. Eff ective meeting facilitation and consensus-building strategies, the diff er-
ent faces of leadership, board training in general, and training that targets democratic par-
ticipation are essential to eff ective democratic governance of a cooperative, specifi cally 
worker co-ops. I analyze the ways in which worker co-ops provide specialized training to 
increase their members’ skills and facilitate career ladder mobility within the cooperative. 
I also analyze community education and marketing strategies that work to engage the 
communities around worker co-ops in supporting such businesses as consumers, part-
ners, and advocates. Th ere are studies about the use of trust in cooperatives and the impor-
tance of social capital and “solidarity” (see Ellerman 1990; Engelskirchen 1997; Bergström 
1999; Bickle and Wilkins 2000; Shipp 2000; Abascal-Hildebrand 2002; and chapter 5 in 
this volume). Also, Linda Leaks, in a 2007 interview by the author, suggested that educa-
tion and a sense of trust are essential in making cooperative housing work, particularly 
limited-equity cooperative housing that requires that member-residents understand the 
mission and purpose (to keep the housing aff ordable).
 3. From several presentations at the “Towards a Global History of the Consumer Co-
operative Movement” conference sponsored by ABF-huset, the Labour Movement Archives 
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and Library in Stockholm, Sweden, May 2–4, 2012, it is apparent that many cooperative 
movements in Africa and Asia have used the Antigonish model and made study tours to 
Coady’s cooperative program at Xavier University. Th e Puerto Rican cooperative movement, 
for example, owes much to the Antigonish movement and to Father Joseph A. McDonald, 
who moved from Antigonish to Puerto Rico to help develop cooperatives there (see http://
www.oralhistorycentre.ca/fonds/laidlaw-alex).
 4. For more about microenterprise development and microlending, particularly as 
they relate to cooperatives, see Gordon Nembhard 2011; ILO-ICA 2005; ILO 2005; Dumas 
2001; Feldman 2002.
 5. Th is was probably the co-op study tour of Nova Scotia referred to in Washington 
1939a, one of two tours in 1937 and 1938 to study the Antigonish cooperative movement of 
Nova Scotia. Th e 1938 tour was led by Mabel Carney of Teachers College, Columbia Univer-
sity. Th irty-fi ve Whites and nineteen Blacks participated in the study tour. Th at number of 
African Americans participating with Whites in studying cooperatives in Canada is sig-
nifi cant. I have not been able to fi nd the names of those who attended that tour.
 6. Most of this information comes from workshops led by members of the Rainbow Gro-
cery Cooperative between 2000 and 2006 (at the CooperationWorks cooperative training 
program in December 2000, the Eastern Conference for Workplace Democracy conferences 
in 2002, 2003, and 2005, and the fi rst national conference of the U.S. Federation of Worker 
Cooperatives in 2006), as well as from the Rainbow Grocery Cooperative “Owner’s Manual.”
 7. U.S. cooperative development centers, organized as CooperationWorks!, also have 
joined together to form a joint training program for cooperative developers (see http://
www.cooperationworks.coop).
 8. In the early twenty-fi rst century, I have organized some panel discussions about 
Black cooperative businesses at meetings of the National Urban League, the National Eco-
nomic Association (in connection with the American Economic Association’s annual 
meetings), and with community groups in Harlem, New Orleans, and Baltimore. However, 
there still has not been a major university conference dedicated to this subject since 1907.
 9. Presumably, Ruddy’s action was the result of his having attended the August 1918 
meeting establishing the Negro Cooperative Guild, but it is not clear why Du Bois, who 
wrote the article titled “Ruddy’s Citizen’s Cooperative Stores” in the December 1919 issue 
of the Crisis, does not mention this specifi cally or name the organization. Perhaps, because 
he was not sure of the NAACP’s support, he did not want to mention the meeting or the 
guild, or perhaps at that fi rst meeting there had been no consensus on calling the new 
group the Negro Cooperative Guild, or on holding additional meetings.
 10. In addition, while A. Philip Randolph does not mention attending the August 1918 
meeting, he wrote an article in the Messenger called “Th e Co-operative Movement Among 
Negroes” in the same year. And in the October 2, 1919, issue of the Messenger, in an article 
titled “Th e Failure of the Negro Church,” he wrote that “the churches of the Black com-
munity should become bases of cooperative economic activity for the black working-class” 
(quoted in Floyd-Th omas 2008, 109). Is this just a coincidence? Did Randolph write the 
1918 piece on cooperatives, and did he urge Black churches to become involved in coop-
erative development in 1919, because he attended the meeting that established the Negro 
Co-operative Guild and was doing his part to promote cooperatives? Or did he write these 
things because he heard about the meeting and was not invited, and wanted to show that 
he had an opinion on the subject? Or did he write the article in 1918 because many Black 
leaders at that time were thinking about using the co-op model, given the establishment of 
the Co-operative League of America in 1916, a reminder that Blacks should be involved in 
the cooperative movement as well? Or was it a combination of several of these possibilities? 
In my view, the chronology of events and interconnections between progressive African 
American leaders suggest that Randolph may have attended the August 1918 meeting. 
Both Jervis Anderson’s 1986 biography of Randolph and the biographical information 
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provided by the A. Philip Randolph Institute (http://www.apri.org/ht/d/sp/i/225/pid/225) 
are essentially silent about Randolph’s view of cooperative economics and do not mention 
any connection he might have had to the cooperative movement, so are not helpful here.
 11. In 1934, Du Bois was focused not so much on his early notion of a “talented tenth” 
who could lead the movement as on promoting purposive cooperative economic develop-
ment in Black communities. Harris sounds more like the one pushing for a talented tenth, 
or a cadre of intellectuals to lead the way.
 12. While this is an impressive readership, Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improve-
ment Association began publishing the Negro World in English, Spanish, and French in 
August 1918, after only a little more than a year in the United States. Th e Negro World had 
a weekly circulation of two hundred thousand worldwide (Dodson, Moore, and Yancy 
2000, 159). Occasionally, the Negro World reported on cooperative activities and coopera-
tive housing in the African American community (Negro World 1930a, 1930b, 1930c, 1931, 
1932). Cyril Briggs founded the monthly magazine the Crusader in August 1918 as well. In 
1917, other Black progressive and socialist magazines came into print, among them Hubert 
H. Harrison’s Voice and A. Philip Randolph’s Messenger, joining the Black-owned news-
papers scattered around the country. So, while cooperatives were being discussed among 
Blacks during this time, Du Bois had serious competition for readers—the Crisis was not 
the only publication Blacks were reading. In addition, the United States had joined the 
Allied forces in World War I in April 1917. Blacks debated whether or not to support the war 
eff ort. A strong antilynching movement had also developed during this period, and anti-
lynching activists petitioned President Woodrow Wilson to make lynching a federal crime. 
Th e cooperative movement and discussion of cooperative development among African 
Americans may have seemed less relevant than all the other events and issues on people’s 
minds. All of this may help put into perspective the limitations of Du Bois’s infl uence in the 
African American community at that time, particularly on the subject of cooperative eco-
nomics. Even Du Bois himself was distracted.
 13. Founded in 1916, the Co-operative League of America became known as the Coop-
erative League of the USA (CLUSA) in 1922. In 1985 the name was changed to the National 
Cooperative Business Association, the name by which it is known today. Th e fi rst national 
organization for cooperatives in the United States, it is “dedicated to developing, advanc-
ing and protecting cooperatives” (see http://www.ncba.coop/, “About NCBA”).
 14. As noted above, Du Bois corresponded with the league’s president, James Warbasse, 
and Warbasse wrote an article called “Th e Th eory of Cooperation” in the Crisis in 1918. 
Matney 1927 boasts that the Bluefi eld co-op joined CLUSA and attended the national con-
ference in 1926. In 1932, CLUSA’s executive secretary, Oscar Cooley, sent greetings to the 
second national conference of the Young Negroes’ Co-operative League (Cooley 1932b).
 15. Th e Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters actually required that members read 
CLUSA literature. In 1925, Du Bois wrote to Warbasse asking for advice and funding sug-
gestions for starting cooperatives in Harlem. Warbasse replied that CLUSA had had several 
visits from Blacks interested in cooperatives and off ered to put Du Bois in contact with 
them. He also suggested several fi elds and industries that might be conducive to Black 
cooperatives, especially cooperative housing, since it already had strong roots in New York 
City. He even suggested that because cooperative housing reduced the cost of second mort-
gages, such a project would not need much philanthropic support (Warbasse 1925, 306).
 16. Most of the information in this case study has been pieced together from accounts 
in Hope 1940 and Reddix 1935 and 1974.
 17. Th e decline in teaching cooperative economics and the history of the cooperative 
movement, particularly in African American colleges, may be explained by the political 
repression that began with the McCarthy era in the 1950s. In response to a question about 
the conscious separation of economic rights from the struggle for political (civil) rights 
during the civil rights movement in the 1960s, Lawrence Guyott, during a 2007 interview 
by the author, suggested that cooperatives and economic democracy were off  the table 
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because of the dangerous political climate. African American civil rights advocates were very 
sensitive to the congressional House Committee on Un-American Activities probes, 
threats, blacklisting, and imprisonment of anyone suspected of supporting communism in 
the 1950s, and to COINTELPRO investigations of Black organizations in the 1960s. In 
addition, as late as 1979–80, the federal government investigated the Federation of South-
ern Cooperatives for possible misuse of its not-for-profi t status (see Bethell 1982). Most 
observers believe that this was an attempt to undermine its support for cooperative devel-
opment in the South.
 18. See, for example, Southern New Hampshire University, http://www.snhu.edu/
online-degrees/graduate-degrees/community-economic-development-MS-online/cur
riculum.asp.
 19. As this book goes to press, a couple of important developments are worth noting. 
Th e FSC/LAF is working with Tuskegee University (a historically Black college) to create a 
course on cooperative economics. Also, the Economics Department of the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst, has approved a certifi cate in cooperative economics.

Chapter 5

 1. Kennedy does mention Schuyler’s fl eeting interest in Black separatism (2003, 355), 
which could include (or be a code word for) his work with the YNCL—which advocated that 
Blacks form their own cooperative businesses separate from the White economy. Interest-
ingly, at the time that Schuyler was so involved in founding the YNCL, his famous satirical 
novel Black No More was widely discussed and debated, but not his YNCL involvement. He 
also satirized Du Bois and Garvey in that novel, both of whom had advocated economic 
cooperation and cooperative ownership among Blacks a decade earlier, if only in the form 
of joint-stock ownership. Presumably, their support for some kind of cooperative eco-
nomics was also not well popularized. Schuyler thus may not have known that his work 
with the YNCL followed in their footsteps—or he may not have been willing to admit it, 
since he should have known, given the circles in which he traveled.
 2. Ransby suggests that the number of delegates was small, but the conference drew a 
“capacity crowd” of six hundred onlookers (2003, 82).
 3. I suspect that the Citizens Cooperative Grocery market in Buff alo may have been a 
member of the CMA, and it seems to have been the fi rst store opened by the YNCL. Also, 
some of the grocery co-ops in Harlem were members of the CMA.
 4. A receipt from the New York Urban League at 202–206 West 136th Street for meet-
ing privileges in March 1932 is in the Ella Baker Papers, box 2, folder 2, Schomburg Center 
(see also Ransby 2003, 85).
 5. Th is information comes from a newsletter from the national offi  ce of the YNCL writ-
ten by Ella Baker and addressed, “Dear Fellow Cooperator.” Th e letter mentions 1932, so it 
was written either in late 1932 or early 1933 (Baker ca. 1932a).

Chapter 6

 1. Th is report also noted that W. E. B. Du Bois was one of the judges of this contest, 
along with the editors of the Progressive Grocer and Business Week and other business 
leaders. Here again we see overlap between Du Bois, then editor of the Crisis and a self-
proclaimed proponent of cooperatives, and other business leaders, labor leaders, and sup-
porters of cooperatives—although there is only scattered evidence that these interests 
overlapped among African American leaders.
 2. I listed above the several federally chartered credit unions named in “Consumers’ 
Cooperation Among Negroes.” Th is credit union, however, was not included there.
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 3. In 1925 the Urban League had approached Rockefeller for help in fi nancing second 
mortgages in Harlem (Landmarks Preservation Commission 1970, 2), which sounds very 
similar to a project that J. P. Warbasse of CLUSA suggested to W. E. B. Du Bois in a letter 
dated February 1925 (Warbasse 1925, 306)—perhaps the projects have a common origin. 
According to the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission, Rockefeller was 
more interested in constructing housing and thus bought the property on 149th–150th 
Streets in early 1926 and developed it into the Dunbar complex.
 4. Th e Dunbar was not the only Black or predominantly Black housing cooperative in 
New York City (or the country). New York City contains more cooperative housing (and 
probably more Black co-op housing) than any other U.S. city. Washington, D.C., and other 
cities also have several Black housing co-ops, and rural areas in the South have organized 
housing cooperatives.
 5. Th is information was gleaned from copies of executive board reports of the Harlem 
Consumers’ Cooperative Council, Ella Baker Papers, box 2, folder 3, Schomburg Center.
 6. While there is no mention of this being part of a larger national movement, Reddix 
may have been connected to Du Bois or to the YNCL. He seems to have been well connected 
in the U.S. cooperative movement; according to his memoirs, he was off ered the fi rst direc-
torship of the USDA Cooperative Services Agency (Reddix 1974).

Chapter 7

 1. In an August 1934 letter to Owen Woodruff , director of the Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration’s Division of Self-Help Cooperatives (the co-op’s funder), Burroughs 
listed the co-op’s offi  cers and trustees. Chancellor Williams is listed as vice president 
(Burroughs 1934b). In October 1934, Burroughs wrote to Williams and the associates of the 
cooperative identifying Williams as the co-op’s president (Burroughs 1934a).
 2. Burroughs was also a founder, corresponding secretary, and president of the National 
Baptist Women’s Convention for more than sixty years (Library of Congress 2003). Th e 
National Baptist Convention and its Women’s Convention provided the support needed to 
establish her school in 1909. She was also president of the National Association of Wage 
Earners (with Mary McLeod Bethune as vice president). In addition to being a religious 
leader, teacher, and school principal, Burroughs was a journalist, orator, and women’s 
rights and workers’ rights activist.
 3. Hope interviewed the managers and founders of all the cooperatives he reported on, 
so although it was not unusual for Burroughs to talk about her co-op (or that Hope inter-
viewed the founders and managers), it is interesting that as a woman in the movement, 
Burroughs talked up her co-op more than once. Alethea Washington also interviewed 
Burroughs about this cooperative (1939b). In addition, the Nannie Helen Burroughs Papers 
in the Library of Congress include hundreds of letters about Cooperative Industries 
between Burroughs and others in the cooperative movement. Burroughs did attend some 
conferences and gave some speeches on the subject. In addition, she received orders from 
Baltimore and other places for brooms and other products of Cooperative Industries, and 
had inspectors from all over the country attest to the quality of the chickens and other farm 
animals and produce.
 4. Th is is obvious from the many letters to and from Wilson about cooperatives in the 
various BSCP archives in the Library of Congress, Chicago Historical Society, and the 
Bancroft Library of the University of California at Berkeley, and from Wilson’s own activ-
ities and conference participation while president of the Ladies’ Auxiliary (see also Cha-
teauvert 1998).
 5. Special thanks to Melinda Chateauvert for sharing her notes and fi les on the Ladies’ 
Auxiliary to the BSCP.
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 6. Wilson may be correct, but a couple of cooperatives were initiated by Black women 
connected with labor in the 1800s, though these may have been producer or worker co-ops. 
In addition, Burroughs’s Cooperative Industries co-op eventually became a consumers’ 
cooperative and may be considered founded by Black women with connections to the labor 
movement. Nonetheless, the Chicago buying club was important and historic, and may have 
been the fi rst initiated by Black women connected to the labor movement, as Wilson claims.
 7. Th e FSC/LAF named their prestigious lifetime achievement award after Witherspoon 
in 2002—the Estelle Witherspoon Lifetime Achievement Award—and began to hold annual 
fund-raising dinners around the presentation of the award.
 8. Technically, CHCA has a high member-owner proportion of about 70 percent. 
However, the fi gure for the total number of employees includes employees in the partner 
organization Independence Care System, which provides services to people with disabili-
ties and whose employees are not yet worker-owners but will be off ered ownership once 
the parent company is able to accommodate more owners. Th is was explained in an address 
by Stu Schneider at the Fair Work Conference in New York City in December 2009, and 
also on a tour of CHCA, Bronx, New York, in October 2009.
 9. Th e information in this section is based primarily on CHCA’s website, http://www
.chcany.org/; Shipp 2000; Glasser and Brecher 2002; and Weiss and Clamp 1992.
 10. In a workshop presented at the National Cooperative Business Association’s Coop-
erative Development Forum in Atlanta in 1998, members of CEW discussed the diffi  culties 
of starting cooperatives with a mixed group of men and women. Th ey have been more suc-
cessful with their empowerment training in all-women groups. From the perspective of 
increasing women’s empowerment, a preliminary review of the literature suggests that this 
experience might be universal.
 11. Th is information comes from an interview by the author with co-founder Linda 
Leaks in Washington, D.C., November 2007, and from a presentation by co-founder Ajowa 
Nzinga Ifateyo in 2010.
 12. Kwanzaa is the African American holiday founded by Maulana Karenga and cele-
brated from December 26 to January 1. Each day celebrates one of the seven Nguzo Saba 
(principles): Umoja, Kujichagulia, Umija, Ujamaa, Nia, Kuumba, and Imani (see Karenga 
1989).

Chapter 8

 1. More and more evidence has come to light of discrimination by federal agencies, 
especially the U.S. Department of Agriculture, against Black farmers throughout the twen-
tieth century. Pigford v. Glickman (1999) is one example. In that case, Black farmers who 
were denied federal fi nancial support after World War II, including during the era after 
passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, pursued a successful class-action suit against the 
USDA. Loans for production and operations, housing, economic opportunity, and other 
forms of credit were systematically denied to Black farmers by agencies such as the Farm-
ers Home Administration, and farmers were charged higher interest rates than Whites 
when they did receive loans. Th e result has been massive foreclosures and the loss of mil-
lions of acres owned by African Americans, particularly productive farms. After years of 
fi ling grievances, organizing at the state and federal levels, and suing the USDA, African 
American claimants accepted a settlement from the USDA in 1999. While the USDA did 
not actually admit racial discrimination, the settlement acknowledged wrongdoing and 
required the federal government to compensate Black farmers who could provide docu-
mentation to support their claims (see Daniel 2007).
 2. Most of the details of this account come from Leon Harris’s interview by John Hope 
II (Hope 1940, 48–51). Harris was a co-founder and president of the National Federation 
of Colored Farmers at the time of the interview.
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 3. Th e resolution of the twelfth Atlanta conference on Negro business development 
and cooperative economics, held in May 1907, refl ected Du Bois’s conviction that “present 
tendencies among Negroes toward co-operative eff ort and . . . wide ownership of small 
capital and small accumulations among many rather than great riches among a few” should 
be fostered, and that the individualistic pursuit of wealth would not help the race (1907, 4).
 4. Th e information in this section comes primarily from Freedom Farm Corporation, 
“Brief Historical Background of Freedom Farm Corporation,” Fannie Lou Hamer Papers, 
box 11, folder 1, Amistad Research Center.
 5. For more information on the Freedom Farm Corporation, see Lee 2000, chap. 8, 
“Poverty Politics and the Freedom Farm”; and Mills 2007, chap. 14, “Got My Hand on the 
Gospel Plow.”
 6. Th e two cooperatives were very diff erent. North Bolivar was a farmers’ cooperative 
started by experienced, landowning farmers and managed professionally. Its managers 
had abundant experience in running a farm; some came from three generations of farmers. 
Th ey handled their assets better—kept their equipment in proper sheds, for example—and 
operated with an eff ective business plan.

Part III

 1. Th e epigraph by Du Bois is the ending of an address he delivered in May 1933 at the 
Rosenwald Economic Conference in Washington, D.C., titled “Where Do We Go from 
Here? (A Lecture on Negroes’ Economic Plight).” Th e Rosenwald Economic Conference 
represented an important opportunity for Du Bois to off er this strategy and admonish the 
United States for its neglect of African American talents.

Chapter 9

 1. For a complete list of FSC/LAF member cooperatives, see http://www.federation
.coop. Former members are listed in the organization’s various annual reports. Th e infor-
mation on the FSC/LAF in this chapter comes primarily from FSC/LAF 1992 and 2002, 
with updates from 2012 and 2013.
 2. While many of the most prominent civil rights activists deliberately avoided the sub-
ject of economic justice and economic empowerment in order to focus strategically on polit-
ical rights and not antagonize major corporate and plantation bloc interests (see Young 
2005; Reynolds 2002), many of the grassroots civil rights activists, including members of 
SNCC, promoted cooperative economic development as a strategy for reducing poverty, 
empowering Black farmers, and stabilizing communities (see Prejean 1992; Reynolds 2002; 
FSC/LAF 1992; Lewis 1998; and Zippert 2012). In this eff ort, they joined African Americans 
who were already working together in mutual-aid societies (Prejean 1992; Jones 1985) and 
other collective eff orts (Woods 1998).
 3. Before joining the FSC, Prejean worked with the Southern Consumers’ Cooperative 
in Louisiana. Albert J. McKnight was a Black parish priest engaged in community organiz-
ing and cooperative development in Louisiana and the founder of the Southern Consumers’ 
Cooperative. According to de Jong, by 1962 McKnight had been involved in the establish-
ment of more than two thousand cooperatives in southwestern Louisiana (2010, 163).
 4. Early FSC/LAF staff  member Wendell Paris, for example, notes the cooperative 
development eff orts of Tuskegee Institute and the Southeast Alabama Self-Help Associa-
tion, which helped establish cooperatives, credit unions, and aff ordable housing in the 
early 1960s (FSC/LAF 1992, 24). Woods 1998 makes several references to cooperative 
eff orts among African Americans in the Mississippi Delta.
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 5. Th e Panola Land Buyers Association was formed by former sharecroppers/tenant 
farmers in Sumter County, Alabama, who sued their landlords (plantation owners) for 
“their legal share of the government price support payment on cotton” with help from the 
Sumter County Movement for Human Rights, a local affi  liate of the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (FSC/LAF 1992, 9). While they won the suit, many tenants were 
evicted from the plantations they worked on, and most received no money because their 
landlords, in an age-old practice of deceit and discrimination, claimed that the tenants 
owed money from prior living expenses and advances. Th e former tenant farmers who 
formed the PLBA requested assistance from the Southern Cooperative Development Pro-
gram and were able to work with one of the local White landowners whose property was 
being foreclosed. Th e deal was that the PLBA would help the White landowner redeem all 
three tracts, with the right to purchase two of the tracts, for a total of 901 acres (FSC/LAF 
1992, 24, 25).
 6. Zippert joined the eff ort to develop the federation in 1967 as a co-founder of the 
Grand Marie Sweet Potato Cooperative in Opelousas, Louisiana, a charter member of the 
FSC. He had been a CORE volunteer in Louisiana and became Father McKnight’s assistant 
in the Southern Cooperative Development Program when it was fi rst funded by the Ford 
Foundation (FSC/LAF 1992, 19; Zippert 2005). After the staff s merged in 1970, Zippert moved 
to Alabama and became the director of the FSC’s Training and Research Center.
 7. More details can be found in FSC/LAF 1992, other FSC/LAF annual reports, and 
other documents in the FSC archives located in the Amistad Research Center at Tulane 
University. Th e SCDF archives are also located at the Amistad Research Center.
 8. Paige began as a volunteer organizer for the West Georgia Farmers Co-op in 1969. 
He then became a fi eld organizer, a coordinator for the Georgia State Association, a direc-
tor of marketing at the FSC, and eventually the FSC/LAF’s executive director—FSC’s 
third, after Charles Prejean and Jim Jones, who had a short tenure (FSC/LAF 1992, 11, 27; 
Paige 2001).
 9. Th is type of investigation was not unique to the FSC. Prejean notes that the South-
ern Consumers’ Cooperative, for example, was attacked as a subversive communist orga-
nization as it became more eff ective and better known in the mid-1960s (1992, 14). In 1966 
it was investigated locally for alleged misuse of federal and foundation grant funds. Th e 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund provided legal support to help the SCC challenge the charges 
and exonerate itself. De Jong reports a less threatening but equally vexing kind of attack, a 
White Citizens’ Council newsletter ridiculing a new Black cooperative bakery (probably a 
fruitcake bakery in Louisiana sponsored by the SCC) (2010, 37). De Jong’s book contains 
abundant evidence of physical violence against cooperative businesses and their members 
(see also Woods 1998).
 10. Th e FSC also established a community health center, the Black Belt Community 
Health Program, in Sumter County, Alabama, near the training center in Epps. It eventu-
ally merged with West Alabama Health Services (FSC/LAF 1992, 66).
 11. Th is account of the South Plaquemine United Fisheries Cooperative comes largely 
from the FSC/LAF’s 2009 annual report.
 12. John Zippert, the director of the FSC/LAF’s Training and Research Center, has 
expressed an intention to write a book about the organization, and such a project is cer-
tainly warranted.

Chapter 10

 1. See also Shipp 2000, on cultural capital, and Abascal-Hildebrand 2002, on Mon-
dragon’s social principles, social mechanism system, and “ethos in action.”
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 2. Th is information comes from an informal interview by the author of Chris Mackin of 
Ownership Associates, the co-author of an article on APR Masonry Arts (Hill and Mackin 
2002), New York City, October 2006.
 3. Th is information comes from discussions with African American member-owners of 
Lusty Ladies during a workshop I conducted about women in cooperatives in 2009, and 
through an informal interview with one African American dancer-worker-owner, who 
also provided a tour of the facilities, August 10, 2009.
 4. Information about Apex comes from a plaque in the African American History 
Museum in Milwaukee.
 5. Th is information is from McCulloch 2001, 69, and from my personal discussions 
with Avis Ransom of R&B Unlimited, Inc., providers of management assistance to SSC.
 6. ChildSpace is a worker cooperative child-care provider in Philadelphia. It operates 
on a model developed by the ChildSpace Development Training Institute, which incubates 
worker cooperatives that employ low-income women to provide quality child-care services 
in high-quality jobs. Th e worker co-op contracts with a local nonprofi t or government 
agency to provide “developmental learning programs” (Clamp 2002, 47). Th e ChildSpace 
Development Training Institute has also started day-care centers in Richmond, California, 
and Denver, and supports two centers in Philadelphia.
 7. I have written elsewhere about cooperative development among Black youths (Gor-
don Nembhard 2005, 2006b, 2008a, and 2008d); in this section, I use information that was 
fi rst introduced in this earlier work. Earlier versions of my articles on this subject received 
substantial research assistance from T. J. Lehman in 2003, thanks to support from the 
Democracy Collaborative at the University of Maryland and its funders. Updates were pro-
vided in 2007 by Chryl Laird, through the African American Studies Department at the 
University of Maryland, College Park. Moussa Walker Foster provided research and edito-
rial assistance in the fi nal stages of the 2008 versions. Some of this earlier work examines 
the ways in which entrepreneurial training and experience running cooperative businesses 
help students, particularly African American students, gain important knowledge and 
skills for participation in the economy as well as for their academic achievement and their 
leadership in economic transformation (see Gordon Nembhard 2005, 2008a, 2008d; see 
also Nagel, Shahyd, and Weisner 2005; Dorson 2003; Skilton-Sylvester 1994; Brooks and 
Lynch 1944).
 8. For more on Food from the ’Hood, visit http://try-change.blogspot.com/2007/11/
food-from-hood.html; and see the video at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XPvuy
X06Smo.
 9. Most of this information comes from the Worcester Roots website, (http://www
.WorcesterRoots.org), but also from my attendance at workshops and presentations by the 
young owners over the past eight years, and from informal conversations with several of 
these owners at worker-cooperative conferences.
 10. Th e term “solidarity economy” has become increasingly popular since the fi rst 
World Social Forum in Brazil. Th e U.S. Solidarity Economy Network (http://www.ussen
.org) describes a solidarity economy as an alternative economic framework grounded in 
shared values, solidarity, and cooperation that promotes social and economic democracy, 
equity in all dimensions (e.g. race, class, gender), and sustainability. It is pluralist and 
organic in its approach, allowing for diff erent nonhierarchical forms and strategies in dif-
ferent contexts, and always building from the grass roots up. Th e term “economic solidar-
ity” refers to economic activities whose purpose is to support, promote, and develop a 
particular group using shared values, trust, and loyalty (see Gherardi and Masiero 1990).
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All sources in the Ella Baker Papers are located at the Schomburg Center for Research in 
Black Culture, New York Public Library, New York (hereafter Schomburg Center); all 
sources listed under Ella J. Baker are in box 2, folder 2. All sources in the Fannie Lou 
Hamer Papers are located at the Amistad Research Center, Tulane University, New Orleans 
(hereafter Amistad Research Center).
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