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Abstract: 

Solidarity economy (SE) is shaping the modern ways of economics with a better involvement of the workers and 

hirers working together in a close liaison. The core idea of SE started with the revolutionary acts taken against the 

rigid implementations of neoliberal capitalism or neoliberalism which focused more on the economy itself rather 

than the people involved in the economical setups. The financial crisis of 2008 worked as a driving force for the 

development of a new strategic plan for economic development, due to the fact that neoliberalism was believed 

to be the cause of this crisis. Onwards from then, many countries adopted the phenomenon of an economical 

system which lays its foundations on a more solidarity-based approach where the lower class can feel important. 

The alternate movements started in France and Latin America are now adopted and practices in many civilized 

economies. This paper focused on understanding the current conditions of SE in context of women living in rural 

areas. Based on a through literature analysis, the status of SE prevailing in the world, SE in Africa and SE in 

Tunisia were the key targeted areas of interest. 

Keywords: Solidarity economy, Social and solidarity economy, rural women, African women, Tunisian women 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Long has community development strived to alleviate persistent poverty, social inequality, and 

environmental problems? These issues are all linked to capitalism production and trading 

relations. However, capital mobility and corporate consolidation appear to limit the options for 

local action, as cities and regions come to be regarded as unavoidably vying with one another 

in a global market for limited resources, employment, and capital investment (Holland et al., 

2007). With these circumstances, a discursive space has opened up from which new aspirations, 

opportunities, and practices for more democratic and revolutionary community development 

are arising; solidarity economy is one among them. The attainment of societal goals with the 

help of numerous economic activities involving personals from diverse backgrounds to work 

together as mutual. It prioritizes social profitability instead of purely financial goals. The notion 
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of solidarity economy suggests alternative modes of production and employment that priorities 

human well-being over economic maximization. The term "solidarity economy" refers to 

organizations such as cooperatives, associations, or mutual credit groups that are distinguished 

by shared ownership of the means of production and democratic administration. Their 

overarching goal is to offer employment and encourage empowerment via participation 

(Poirier, 2014). Its arousal took place from the desire to provide jobs and good living 

circumstances to individuals on the periphery of the capitalist economy. The notion is based in 

the European industrial revolution's worker's movements, when labour cooperatives sprung up 

to combat exploitation and unemployment (Laville, 2015). 

Solidarity economy is now treated as a global phenomenon due the widespread of its roots in 

many nations. This concept has effected various countries from local to global levels by 

targeting keen variables such as microfinance and social currencies, a fair trading environment 

and proximity services (Laville, 2010). Tunisian market is amongst those markets which had 

been influenced by the new ideology of solidarity economy. However, The SE has a relatively 

low economic weight; it accounts for only 0.6 percent of the employed labour force and, at 

most, 1% of GDP (Mouelhi, Braham, & Ghazali, 2021). Agricultural activities are relatively 

common in the SSE, thanks to the GDAP and SMSA. The job creation dynamic is quite weak, 

with the bulk of solidarity institutions employing less than ten individuals, primarily volunteers 

(El Hidhri, 2017). Regardless of the fact that in Tunisia, SE is scattered, poorly planned and 

was distinguished by the presence of several actors and the absence of a coherent and organized 

institution presenting a shared vision for the SE as a whole, a report by Haddar, (2017) stated 

that despite its present small scale, solidarity economy had the potential to be a driver of long-

term employment creation, particularly for young people and women in rural or disadvantaged 

regions of Tunisia. For this very reason, this study was aimed to analyze the situation of 

solidarity economy in rural Tunisia (especially among women) and compare the current status 

of SE with Africa and the rest of the world.  

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Current research used a peer reviewed search strategy of the available academic work on 

different platforms including Google Scholar, Science Direct, EBSCO and ProQuest. A mix of 

keywords such as “Solidarity economy and rural women”, “Solidarity economy”, “Solidarity 

economy and developing countries”, “Solidarity economy in Africa” and “Solidarity economy 

in Tunisia” were used to identify papers based on the topic. In addition to this, materials from 

unpublished academic thesis, newspaper stories, websites, and other sources was also searched 

and reviewed to present an overview of the condition of solidarity economy.  

After going through all the literature based on the search strategy and nature of this article, we 

divided this review in 3 parts. The first part of the research provided an overview of solidarity 

economy on a global scale, the second part streamlined the context of solidarity economy in 

African continent while the third part linked and compared the first two parts with the status of 

solidarity economy in Tunisia (especially in rural Tunisia). 
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THE CONCEPT OF SOLIDARITY ECONOMY AND ITS ADAPTATION IN 

MODERN WORLD 

In the 19th century, a concept known as neoliberal capitalism or neoliberalism started to 

establish around the globe. This concept was associated with the idea of free market capitalism 

and was an important contributor to the establishment of conservative and libertarian groups, 

political parties, and think tanks who were responsible for the main theme of neoliberal 

capitalism connected with economic liberalization policies such as privatization, deregulation, 

globalization, free trade, austerity, and budget cuts in order to strengthen the influence of the 

private sector in the economy and society (Boas & Gans-Morse, 2009; HAAS, 2012). However 

in 2008, a financial crisis erupted with startling rapidity, as the value of mortgage-related assets 

that had spread throughout the US and worldwide financial systems abruptly crashed. This 

crisis affected several of the world's top financial institutions, causing significant harm to a 

huge portion of the global financial system (Nelson & Katzenstein, 2014). The financialization, 

or the development of huge fictitious financial riches, that began in the 1980s and the triumph 

of a conservative ideology, namely, neoliberalism—based on self-regulated and efficient 

markets, were believed to be the main causes of this crisis (Bresser-Pereira, 2010). The 

economic relationships that have emerged in capitalist nations over the last three decades are 

now being questioned on a far larger scale. This can be observed in the growing number of 

alternative social projects – in both the 'North' and the 'South' – that seek to rethink current 

market connections, particularly in creating exchange value and allowing trade access (Lee et 

al., 2004). These experiences are an implicit denouncement of the strictly economic approach 

to trade, which considers goods prices to be simply the result of competition (often unfair) 

between national economies, the result of which is the progressive marginalization of poorer 

economies, with working and living conditions being pressed downwards in the process of 

readjustment. Critics object to an economy that, rather than being based solely on exchange 

value, considers a variety of non-economic considerations in determining pricing (Navarro, 

2007; Simpson, Lumsden, & McDowall Clark, 2015).  

Since the mid-1980s, economic policies that have liberalized and deregulated markets for 

products, labour, and capital have resulted in a degradation of wage–labor connections, 

diminishing job security and making it more difficult for a growing proportion of the 

population to get monetary resources. Community money systems have been established as 

alternatives to traditional arrangements to prevent exclusion and support the dynamics of local 

development (Leyshon, Lee, & Williams, 2003; Mayo & Boyle, 1999; North, 2007). These 

systems were complex and unique based on the country they were forged-in yet, they had 

common goals; supporting territorial socioeconomic and political dynamics, establishing new 

economic practices based on new norms, and fostering empowerment. The LETS in Canada 

and the United Kingdom, time banks in Italy and the United Kingdom, barter clubs in 

Argentina, the Ithaca Hour in the United States, WIR-type systems in Switzerland, and the 

Accorderies in Quebec and France are among the few well-known examples of community 

money systems. These alternative experiments were consistent with thought that had been 

criticizing neoliberalism's flaws since the 1980s. Based on their criticism of the actual 

initiatives in concern, these countries suggested a new view of the economy. For instance, 
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’Solidarity economy’(SE); researchers who identified these tendencies advocate for more 

solidarity and social justice in economic connections, as well as new kinds of transaction that 

are more respectful of ties between people and the rest of nature (Museus, 2020). The solidarity 

economy emphasises collaboration, common sharing, and action, while placing the human 

being at the heart of economic and social progress. 

The alternative movements first appeared in France and Latin America three decades ago, 

advocating a "social and solidarity economy" (SSE) and a "popular economy" (economa 

popular); nowadays, they are still thriving and have expanded to all continents under various 

names. Those created in English-speaking nations during the inaugural World Social Forum in 

Porto Alegre in 2001, particularly in the United Kingdom and the United States, are known as 

'the human economy' and 'the solidarity economy,' respectively. Similar movements emerged 

in Africa and Asia (Allard & Davidson, 2008; Baron, 2007). In 2007, the South Korean 

government built a supportive legal framework and supporting institutions with the goal of 

creating a suitable climate for SE to emerge and grow, and as a result, a wide spectrum of 

organizations and enterprises based on SE had swiftly emerged in the nation since then. From 

55 in 2007 to 1825 in 2017, the number of organizations and enterprises had grown (Korean 

labor institute, 2018). The same report believed that these organizations and enterprises in 

South Korea had a 78.1 % contribution to employment generation. Female labour force 

participation rate in South Korea had an average value of 49.74 percent in between 1993-2019, 

with a low of 46.87 percent in 1993 and a high of 53.77 percent in 2019 (The World Bank, 

2019). If the non-profit or third-sector figures are used as a starting point, an average of 5 to 

10% of the working population is observed in many nations. According to another report; 

Sweden, Belgium, France, Holland, and Italy had between 9 and 11.5% of their working 

population engaging in some form of SSE enterprises. The number of workers in SE firms were 

found to be risen over the previous decade, from 11 million in 2002-2003 to 15 million in 2016, 

accounting for 6.5% of the EU's working population (Nardi, 2016). All of these countries had 

a fair share of women labor who added up to the workforce both on rural and urban fronts. 

Further, Dubois (2021) examined the impact of SE implicated by SE centers, on poverty in 

Brazil. Beneficiaries highlighted improvements in basic material requirements, improved 

market inclusion, and socio-political empowerment. The data suggested that the centers based 

on SE interacted with these three conceptualizations. Members increased their fundamental 

material needs, reducing poverty as a result of a lack of money. They acquired access to 

economic occupations and product marketplaces, so resolving poverty as exclusion. 

Participants gained socio-political empowerment through conscientization and education, as 

evidenced by female emancipation and environmental consciousness, with poverty as a source 

of power imbalance. Small changes in living conditions make a big effect for SEE members. 

For rural female respondents, working in a solidarity economy group was the first time they 

had an occupation outside of their family and were able to make autonomous decisions, 

generating an income apart from their spouses. In rural communities, women frequently marry 

young to leave their parent home and raise a family, while males shoulder the financial burden 

of maintaining the household. The SEEs provided them with a different vocational viewpoint 

as well as the possibility to take on leadership responsibilities. Through SEE, they occupied 
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leading positions and gained access even to male dominated fields (Dubois, 2021). Moreover, 

the impact of SE on labour inclusion of people with disabilities in Spain showed that in 

comparison to capitalist companies, SE had a better contribution in achieving sustainable 

global development goal of providing equal wages to the labor. They favor work and its quality 

for individuals with disabilities to a higher extent (Calderón-Milán, Calderón-Milán, & Barba-

Sánchez, 2020). Another example of SE is MGNREGA program from India enacted in 2005. 

Initially, this programme provided 100 days (which were gradually increased) of guaranteed 

pay work in each fiscal year (April-March) for all enrolled unskilled job seekers (both women 

and men). The MGNREGA included enabling measures for women, with the goal of ensuring 

that at least 33% of participating employees were women, as well as equal pay for men and 

women. There were additional provisions for services such as daycare at work locations to 

remove obstacles to women's labour participation. Further, this programme focused on the need 

that work be supplied within 5 kilometres of the worker's house in order to allow more women 

to work under this programme. In rural India, where manual casual labour was the primary 

source of income for majority of households, a job "guarantee" programme like the MNREGA 

based on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization provided better opportunities for solidarity 

based work (Dash & Morais, 2015).With this discussion it can be made clear that SE is 

providing a baseline of equality for labors especially female labors belonging to backward rural 

areas, with the ideology of solidarity in workplace which is helping achieve the goals as well 

as making the labor comfortable.  

 

SOLIDARITY ECONOMY IN AFRICA 

At the time when SE was being invented and adopted in many regions of the world, its effects 

started to flourish making entry in new countries. The global financial crisis had a wide-ranging 

influence on African economies. The most notable were the decreases in export pricing and 

volumes. Many nations have seen dramatic decreases in basic commodity exports, owing 

mostly to declining commodity prices and demand. Non-energy commodity prices fell 38% in 

the second half of 2008. Between July and December 2008, oil prices plunged by 69% (Ali, 

2009). This situation demanded a more effective framework to deal with the situation which 

came in the form of a conference inaugurated by the international labor organization. This 

conference was attended by nearly 200 African social economy promoters and stakeholders, 

government representatives from 25 African nations, employers' and workers' groups, SE 

organizations from other parts of the globe, and ILO headquarters units and field specialists. 

They agreed on a Plan of Action to mobilize the SSE in Africa in response to the crisis at the 

local, national, and regional levels (International labor organizations, 2009). The ILO’s 

International Training Centre (ITC) sponsored the first Interregional Academy on Social and 

Solidarity Economy in 2010, which was a critical step toward achieving global agreement on 

the core characteristics and universal principles of the SSE and its organizations and companies 

in Africa. This academy helped in the understanding and implementation of SE among the 

African society. Participants of the academy worked and helped others understand about the 

necessity for the SSE to be recognized globally as a niche between the public and private 

sectors (Fonteneau et al., 2011).  
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In many parts of the world including Africa, Non-Profit organizations (NPO) have their roots 

to promote social welfare and overall wellbeing of the society. Most of the time these 

organizations are dependent on funding yet the lack of such resources can make them prone to 

diminish. To survive, these organizations are increasingly transforming into "non-profit 

enterprises" or "social businesses," as they can no longer rely on external or donor funding 

(Watson, 2019). Because a lack of financing has an influence on sustainability, South African 

non-profits are increasingly forced to earn their own money by selling services and/or 

commodities which is promoting the ideology of SE. The total number of registered NPO in 

South Africa is 254,571 in 2021 (Department of Social Development, 2015). The NPO in South 

Africa was dominated by black women who lead and administered it. 59% of management jobs 

were held by women while 60% of the full-time employees were women (S. J. I. T. C. 

Steinman, ILO. Retrieved December, 2017). Social enterprises are also the key for the 

establishment of SE (Fraisse, Gardin, Laville, Petrella, & Richez-Battesti, 2016), its major goal 

is to address social issues using a financially sustainable business model in which surpluses (if 

any) are mostly reinvested for the stated purpose (S. Steinman, 2010). With growing hope about 

their ability to bridge gaps in health coverage, contribute to sustainable development 

objectives, and reach out to developing nations' most remote and neglected areas (Schaaf et al., 

2018). The majority of community health workers in Africa are women who work under health 

social enterprise. BRAC Africa, a non-governmental organization, has educated over 6000 

CHWs in Uganda, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and South Sudan to deliver medical care through 

house visits, with CHWs earning money by selling over-the-counter drugs and other health 

goods (Björkman Nyqvist, Guariso, Svensson, & Yanagizawa-Drott, 2019). These social 

enterprise activities are not only helping the community women to earn for living but also 

provide the means for sustainable global development. Cooperative societies are also an 

important element of SE. Nigeria, a country in West Africa showed great improvements in the 

living of rural women due to different initiatives taken by the cooperative societies. A study 

focusing on the cooperative society saving scheme in rural Nigeria showed that members of 

the study were satisfied with a program that provided money saving (Oluyombo & Business, 

2013). Members developed self-esteem as "part owners" of the program as a result of the 

mandatory savings in which they participate, and they do not want the program to fail. The 

program not only provided better ways of finance improvement but also improved the self-

esteem among the rural participants majority of which were women (62.5%). In a thrive to 

replicate the efforts of cooperative societies on a national scale, the Nigerian federal 

government start the National Social Investment Program (NSIP) (James, Ayobami, & 

Adeagbo, 2019). The government's enterprise empowerment initiative programme initiated 

under NSIP provided market women, artists, and dealers with access to loans and financing, 

who would not otherwise prioritized a bank (Idowu, 2019). An analysis of the effect of NSIP 

on the employment status of the rural and urban regions of Gombe state of Nigeria showed that 

NSIP have the potential of reducing the high rates of unemployment among the youth of 

Nigeria. 47% of the study respondents were female and 63% respondents agreed that NSIP 

helped them empower which ultimately affected the poverty status (Sani, Salisu, & Tijjani, 

2020). This above discussion about the role of SE in Africa made it clear that different measures 
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are taken in different regions of Africa to ensure financial as well as social growth which are 

important in attaining sustainable development goals.  

 

ROLE OF SOLIDARITY ECONOMY IN TUNISIAN CONTEXT 

Following weeks of popular uprising and anti-government protests, President Zine El Abidine 

Ben Ali's regime crumbled on January 14, 2011. Tunisians had finally dared to do the 

unthinkable after more than two decades of quiet and terror. This revolutionary movement is 

known as the Jasmin revolution which promoted drastic changes in Tunisia (Arieff, 2012). 

Tunisia's democratic transition began that year, following a wave of popular movements that 

highlighted major socioeconomic issues such as regional inequality and high unemployment 

rates, particularly among young people and women in rural areas. Since then, the SE movement 

particularly supported by social entrepreneurship, has grown in response to different public and 

private initiatives, which began informally with unstructured acts before to 2011. Prior to 2011, 

informal activities were conducted, mostly through semi-state institutions and a microfinance 

system, according to the Employment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA) (Fridhi, 2021). SE 

presented as a replacement for the public sector, as a means of creating jobs and addressing 

social and economic issues. In a similar vein, tourism was the first sector to initiate new socially 

beneficial projects. These new ventures aimed to create jobs while also promoting local tourism 

in order to reduce reliance on international tourism. The figure of the rural Tunisian woman 

became more evident in this environment and under the empowerment narrative (Benali & 

Belhaouane, 2019). Further, Tunisian government’s development plan 2016-20 prioritized SE 

on a national scale which made to further experimentation of this approach in Tunisia (ANDP, 

2016). This plan discussed in a separate part that "SSE will be given a prominent place in the 

wealth production and distribution system, social services, and environmental protection". The 

Workers' Union (UGTT) initiated a draft organic law on the SSE in 2017. In 2018, this project 

was presented to the administration and the parliament. However, it took a long time to debate 

and was finally approved on June 30, 2020. Law No. 2020-30 of Tunisia is based on the Social 

and Solidarity Economy (ILO, 2020A). This delay inhibits Tunisia from moving forward and 

promoting the development of the SSE. The new law governs and legitimizes Tunisia's SSE 

sector. It entails the establishment of a public structure dedicated to the SSE, dubbed the 

"Tunisian Social and Solidarity Economy Authority." This law establishes the first regulatory 

framework for the sector in order to expand its contribution to job creation and economic 

growth. It gives the SSE entities legitimacy, allowing them to receive proper funding (Mouelhi 

et al., 2021). 

Several projects had been initiated in the recent past for the promotion of solidarity economy 

in Tunisia. Promotion of organizations and mechanisms of social and solidarity economy 

(PROMESS) Tunisia is one among few projects which made a successful image among 

Tunisians. This project stayed in action from June 2016 to September 2020 with an to promote 

organizations and mechanisms of the social and solidarity economy in order to create long-

term and decent jobs for young women and men in Tunisia (ILO, 2020B). Based on the reports 

of the project, it provided 300 direct and 3000 indirect jobs to Tunisian population 60% of 

which were women. More than 1Million people were affected with the project’s key theme of 
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SSE. Further, this project helped building and consolidation of 32 SSE enterprises and 

organizations (figure 1) which are currently promoting the message of SSE throughout the 

northwest region of Tunisia (ILO, 2020C). In addition to this, the project helped in the 

development of legal and institutional framework for SSE, developed tools for sustainable SSE 

and strengthened the already present SE institutes.  

 

Figure 1: Organizations and companies created with PROMESS (ILO, 2020C) 

IESS-Kairouan project is another example of SE which respondents to the fulfillment of five 

years national plan for promoting SE in Tunisia. This project started in 2019 and is expected 

to be implemented till 2027. The IESS-Kairouan project is completely in line with the COSOP 

2019-2024 goal of improving the living conditions, incomes, and resilience of the rural poor, 

particularly women and young people. It addresses multiple Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), including no poverty, zero hunger, gender equality, and climate change action (IFAD, 

2020). Some other SE projects which are ongoing in Tunisia includes JEUN’ESS, Lab’ess and 

SDPI. JEUN’ESS aims to produce respectable opportunities for young people in 

underprivileged communities, and aid in the transition to the formal economy by promoting 

the SSE (ILO, 2019).  

Lab'ess aspires to actively contribute to the sustainable growth of players in social innovation 

in order to successfully respond to the country's socioeconomic demands (DARPE, 2021). The 

SDPI project seeks to review and develop methodology and indicator systems for measuring 
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and evaluating the performance of private sector enterprises and SSE organizations in respect 

to the 2030 Agenda's vision and goals (UNRISD, 2018). Above discussion made it clear that 

SE has travelled a long way in Tunisia from its start back in 2011. A gradual change was 

observed through time in the business policies and institutional reforms of Tunisia with the 

introduction of SE which was ultimately accepted in 2020 with the inclusion of SE based law 

in Tunisian constitution. This change had a greater effect on young and marginalized rural 

Tunisians most of which were women.   

 

CONCLUSION 

Solidarity economy provided an alternate solution to the underlying conditions caused by the 

crisis of 2008. Several countries adopted this plan of action with different movements for 

ensuring social justice alongside making a stable approach towards economy. France and South 

American movements made these countries the pioneers of SE which set an example for other 

countries to follow. The developing world adopted this term with variant names based on the 

conditions of crisis in each country. 

Dispute of rights and inferiority of workers in several sectors of the world provided SE as an 

alternate solution to the global liberalization. All the developed countries, the countries in 

African continent and Tunisia considered the need of SE from its inception which legalized 

and was supported by the state laws with the onset of time. The conference of Africa and the 

Jasmin revolution in Tunisia started the concept of SE in respective continents and countries 

which led to the development of several frameworks.  

These frameworks were recognized as unformal in the beginning but with the passage of time, 

state of each respective country recognized its importance and provided legal support by 

addressing laws based on SE as well as including SE in the national development plans. 

Providence of a legal framework to the SE made is possible to develop different initiatives in 

the form of projects and institutes with the main focus to endorse the ideology of solidarity 

within local business setups. Such actions targeted the young and marginalized population 

which mostly involved women belonging from backward rural areas. Though SE is promoting 

a great deal of positive vibes among the rural women due to the providence of opportunities, 

equality and solidarity which help them to earn a better living, still, there is a long way to go. 

All of the projects and policies are in the initial phases of implementation which require 

efficient follow ups and evaluations the strengthen the roots of SE and provide better 

alternatives if need be.   
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