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ABOUT THIS FRAMEWORK 
 
This framework is the result of a two-year inquiry and knowledge co-creation process between 20 leaders from 
across the Americas who are advancing economic democracy and self-determination in their communities, and 
the MIT Community Innovators Lab, as part of the Mel King Community Fellowship.  
 
The Mel King Community Fellowship is an MIT program that brings together social justice activists and leaders 
for collective learning and action. Our 2016-18 cohort focused on thinking transnationally and trans-locally 
about the interconnection of our struggles throughout the American continent and identifying opportunities for 
collaboration across our respective places. 
 
With an understanding that the historical roots of the injustices we face can be found in transnational 
processes of colonialism, slavery, and imperialism -- as well as their contemporary legacies and 
manifestations -- we recognize the importance of organizing resistance and coordinating action at a similar 
scale in order to achieve systemic change. 
 
We also understand a longstanding weakness of democracy to be that non-elites have not had the power or 
capacity to govern the economic forces that impact their lives. In response, our efforts to build economic 
democracy and self-determination center around building real ownership and decision making power that 
allows our communities to exercise meaningful control over our land, territories, cultures and livelihoods -- and 
to determine our own futures.  
 
The moments of disruptive societal change we now face -- from global political shifts to the right, to rapid 
technological innovation that is changing the nature of work, to the impacts of climate change -- highlight the 
pressing need to understand how exclusion is structured into our economies and cultures, and to harness 
emerging opportunities to create greater equity and shared wealth. 
 
Early in our fellowship, we identified the need to build a common language about our work. While we arrived 
with many shared understandings, we also come from distinct movements and traditions. Among them, we are 
part of the solidarity economy movement and movements for Afro self determination in Latin America; we took 
part in, or stand on the shoulders of, the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, and are organizing 
present day movements to build economic democracy. We also come from a range of sectors: we are 
community organizers, policy advocates, values-based business leaders, philanthropists, and 
activist-academics. Each piece of our work brings its own unique history and rich lessons about how to 
transform the complex systems and structures we are up against. 
 
Rather than develop fixed definitions of economic democracy and self determination to structure our collective 
learning and action, we sought to create a conceptual ‘container’ that could hold -- and would value -- the 
plurality of our approaches and traditions, the diversity of our contexts, and what can be learned across these.  
  
This conceptual framework emerged as a tool to help us make sense of systemic challenges we face in our 
own work, to look critically at our own strategies and blind spots, as well as to learn from examples of 
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resilience and identify innovative opportunities for building collaboration and power across diverse 
geographical, political, linguistic, and cultural contexts.  
 
It also serves to document some of the significant, already-existing efforts to build more just economies and 
support the self-determination of communities of color, showing that transformative alternatives -- led by 
communities at the margins -- are indeed possible. 
 
In many ways this framework poses more questions than it answers. We intend for it to be a living document 
that grows alongside our work and our movements. It is meant to be engaged and added to as we face new 
political, economic, and systemic crises -- and importantly, as we identify new opportunities, experiment with 
new strategies, and learn through action.  
 
As this document grows and evolves, it maintains a core set of shared values, which serve as our unifying 
foundation and “north star.” We believe that to serve the goals of economic democracy and self-determination, 
our approaches and solutions must be explicitly rooted in a racial justice analysis that recognizes, and actively 
works to undo, the foundational role that slavery, colonialism, and institutionalized racism have played in 
structuring our economies. Our approaches and solutions must value and center the deep knowledge of 
marginalized communities about the systems-failures they experience, and their own agency to create 
alternatives -- knowledge that provides crucial insights into how we can develop more just alternatives, yet 
that we have seen systematically de-legitimized, marginalized, or erased. Finally, our approaches and solutions 
must ensure that in any development process, the communities most impacted have not only a seat at the 
table, but real decision-making power over the processes that impact their lives. We believe that ensuring 
these values will not only benefit socially marginalized communities and communities of color, we also believe 
it will benefit the whole of society. 
 
These values are mirrored in our process of co-creating this framework, which serves to center the voices, 
wisdom, and theorizing that has emerged from lived experience, ancestral traditions, as well as reflections 
that come from doing the active work of resisting and building in our communities. 
 
Traveling to Medellín, Colombia and Fortaleza, Brazil, through the U.S. South from Tennessee to Mississippi, 
and to the boroughs of the Bronx and Staten Island in New York City, we have had the opportunity to learn 
about each others’ work, to walk each others’ neighborhoods, and to see each others’ struggles and triumphs. 
Throughout these two years, we documented our reflections, conversations, and debates, and we structured a 
series of collective interviews with each other to further mine our own experiences, sharpen our ideas, and 
build understanding and coherence across our diverse places, contexts, and sectors.  
 
This framework reflects our own process of inquiry and knowledge co-creation during our fellowship. 
Throughout, you can find many of the questions we grappled with, which you may find helpful for reflecting on 
your own work. You will also find a small sampling of resources that have influenced our thinking, as well as 
examples of what we consider significant efforts to build economic democracy and self-determination 
throughout the Americas. With this in mind, the framework is not meant to provide a comprehensive analysis 
nor an all-encompassing list of the many promising approaches, strategies, and movements that are actively 
building more just economies. 

3 



 
Rather, this framework is an invitation and a provocation. We invite friends, as well as those skeptical of our 
approaches, to engage with our ideas and seek out conversation and dialogue about the concepts, politics, 
movement building practices, and on-the-ground models we have documented and shared here. In so doing, we 
hope to provoke our diverse communities -- from our fellow organizers and neighborhood leaders, to city 
planners and government officials, to our colleagues in the private sector and the academy -- to stretch their 
imaginations in bold ways toward what is possible, and to incite promising shifts in this moment of both crisis 
and opportunity.  
 
 
When using or referencing this framework, we ask that you cite it as a product of the Transnational Mel King 
Community Fellows & the MIT Community Innovators Lab.  
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ANALYSIS: WHAT IS OUR WORK RESPONDING TO? 
 

Conditions in our communities  
Our work responds to the social, political, and economic conditions and consequences that our unjust 
economic systems have produced in diverse communities where we live and work.  
 
Conditions we are experiencing: 
 

● Intergenerational poverty and Inequality: Historical processes of development aimed at amassing 
wealth and influence for the few have resulted in cycles of poverty that deprive low income people and 
communities of color of the resources necessary to generate and maintain wealth. Increasing 
concentration of wealth in the hands of a few has produced dire consequences for communities at the 
socio-economic margins, from urban violence to social and political conflict to environmental crisis 
and poor health. In our communities, this is reflected in several specific processes that we are 
directly responding to in our work: 

 
○ Wealth leaving the community: Our economies are not governed in ways that incentivize the 

local circulation of wealth produced by the labor of low income people of color. 
 

○ Displacement pressures: Our communities confront increasing displacement due to real 
estate speculation, gentrification, epidemics of eviction, forced migration, and conflict -- all 
of which deepen economic precarity, threaten networks of social support, and fracture 
connections to territory that are central to wellbeing and self-determination.  

 
● Racism: After decades of struggle throughout the Americas for racial equality, people of color continue 

to face systemic racialized social, economic, and cultural barriers, as well as overt racialized violence. 
Across the US and Latin America, structural racism continues to produce unjust and tragic outcomes 
for communities of color. This includes the structures, policies, and practices that have largely denied 
black and brown communities access and opportunities to build wealth; resulted in disproportionately 
(and in some cases perilously) low rates of education, fair wages, and life expectancies; and driven 
devastating rates of state-sponsored violence, whether from urban police forces, border control and 
immigration enforcement, or military and paramilitary intervention.  
 

● Climate change and environmental injustice: Low income people and communities of color experience 
an unfair distribution of environmental burdens, and are disproportionately impacted by the increasing 
threats of climate change, toxic industry and environmental pollution driven by extractive 
development. 

 
● Negative health outcomes: Poverty, disenfranchisement, and environmental degradation cause 

negative physiological, psychological, and emotional impacts, particularly in low income and 
communities of color. 
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Questions: 
● Is generational poverty a failing or an intention of the current economic system? 
● Do local communities have the power - or the potential - to change the conditions of their economies? 
● What is needed for our communities to be able to democratically govern local economies?  
● Can we influence the behavior of markets to benefit our communities? If so, how? 

 
References: 

● The New Jim Crow, by Michelle Alexander 
● Root Shock: How Tearing up Neighborhoods Hurts America by Mindy Fullilove Thompson 
● The Road to Zero Wealth: How the Racial Divide is Hollowing Out America’s Middle Class 

 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Systems of Oppression & Extraction  
Our work responds to systems of oppression and extraction that produce and reproduce inequitable, unjust 
development outcomes. Rooted in the institutions slavery, colonialism, and imperialism -- the impacts of 
which continue to manifest in our communities today -- these systems are a driving force in the 
dehumanization and criminalization of our communities on the bases of race, class, and gender. They are 
deeply global and link our economies, development outcomes, and futures across the entire American 
continent. As cruel, unjust authority that is exercised over populations in order to justify, normalize, and drive 
economic extraction, oppression also takes on a life of its own to produce cultures, practices and systems of 
belief that hold that people of color and other socially marginalized groups are inherently inferior, less human -- 
limiting human potential in multiple tragic ways, to the detriment of all of society.  
 
Systems we are responding to are rooted in and reproduced by various structures and processes: 
 

● Economies built on generations of unremunerated or underpaid black, brown, indigenous, and 
feminized labor. Slavery, migrant/tenant farm work, as well as paid and unpaid domestic care work 
and other forms of unremunerated labor have been intrinsic to the development of capitalist market 
economies, and have played central roles in producing the crises of inequality, intergenerational 
poverty, and weakened democracy we experience throughout the Americas.  

 
● Extractive development patterns. Across the Americas, models of extractive development play central 

roles in generating and perpetuating violent conflict, corruption, ecological destruction, and extreme 
socio-economic inequality. Our communities have been subjected to systems of production that are 
rooted in the expropriation and exportation of local assets -- from natural resources to labor to local 
knowledge and culture -- so that value and wealth does not stay in our communities. Private economic 
interests of global corporations have driven protracted conflict in places such as Colombia’s Pacific 
Region and driven down wages and livelihoods in communities across the US. Simultaneously, the 
primary models for funding social justice work remain embedded within these systems of extraction: 
dependence on foreign aid and foreign direct investment in Latin America and the non-profit industrial 
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complex and reliance on foundations in the U.S. have all served to limit autonomy and 
self-determination, and pacify our movements. 

 
● Government disinvestment in low income communities of color and marginalized regions. In 

communities of color in the United States, all levels of government have engaged in structural 
disinvestment and expropriation of wealth through public policies and institutional practices -- from 
Jim Crow segregation to racialized redlining and planned shrinkage, urban renewal, gentrification and 
mass incarceration. Within Latin America countries, regions distant from centers of political 
administration and concentrated economic wealth have been subject to development policies that 
characterize them as barren and backward territories, erasing non-western histories, cultures, and 
economies, and justifying development models that treat regions solely as sites for the extraction of 
natural resources, rather than places to pursue inclusive human development. In our communities, 
government disinvestment is not the result of state neglect or absence, but explicit decisions and 
intentionally designed systems. 

 
Questions: 

● What are the most opportune entry points, sectors of the economy, or disruptive moments of change 
for shifting systems in the places we work? 

 
References:  

● Territories of Difference by Arturo Escobar  
● Movement for Black Lives Platform 
● The Shock Doctrine by Naomi Klein  
● Women, Race, and Class by Angela Davis 
● Intimacies of Four Continents by Lisa Lowe 
● Capitalism, Democracy, and Du Bois’ Two Proletariats by J. Phillip Thompson 
● The Half has Never Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism, by Edward E. Baptist 
● Open Veins of Latin America: Five Centuries of the Pillage of a Continent, by Eduardo Galeano 
● An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States, by Roxanne Dunbar Ortiz 
● Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, by Linda Tuhiwai Smith 
● Globalizations, by Boaventura de Sousa Santos 

 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Values  
Values influence all of our economic institutions and decision making. Our work responds to a particular set of 
values that have shaped neoliberal economic models and marginalized people by race, class, gender -- yet been 
obscured by the belief that the economy is an independently functioning force, rather than a social and 
political construct. 
 
Values embedded in the unjust economic models we are responding to: 
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● Limitless growth: Development and progress are assessed in terms of efficiency, economic growth 
and accumulation, rather than wellbeing. As a result, economic decision making has dangerously 
disregarded planetary limits and the social externalities of economic extraction, while contributing to 
the extreme inequity we are experiencing today. 

 
● Profit over people & the living world: Capitalist systems structured around private ownership of the 

means of production -- and valuing the generation of profit above all else -- have treated as 
“externalities”  the dire costs of economic and resource extraction, and played central roles in the 
dehumanization of low-income communities of color. 

 
● Excessive individualism: The rights and progress of the individual are valued over those of the 

collective. An excessive focus on individual in society has shaped broadly held assumptions, including 
the belief that poverty is a personal failing, rather than a structural problem, as well as bolstered the 
accumulation of wealth by the few, rather than concern for the collective wellbeing of our 
communities and the living world. 
 

● Consumerism & accumulation: Values of consumerism and accumulation have driven the privatization 
and commodification of the goods, services and resources necessary for human flourishing and 
balance in the natural world -- from our forests to water sources to housing. As a result, communities 
at the margins have been denied the ability to satisfy many basic needs for lack of monetary means, 
and individual worth and quality of life has come to be measured by the ability to accumulate material 
goods. 
 

Questions:  
● What are the values that shape how our economies are designed?   
● How have these values arrived or developed in the places we work? 
● What beliefs hold our current economic systems in place? 
● What does it take to shift values in our communities & institutions? 

 
References: 

●  
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Ideology  
Our work responds to a series of powerful ideologies -- or systems of ideas, ideals, and normative beliefs that 
structure our worldviews -- that serve as potent forces in shaping our societies and economies. Transforming 
our economic system requires an understanding of the ideologies that dictate how our political and economic 
systems are structured. How well we understand the particulars of the ideologies underpinning society and 
how that manifests in our policies and institutions, the better armed we will be to build a democratic and 
inclusive economy. This section is neither exhaustive nor comprehensive -- indeed, in our sessions, the matter 
of ideology seemed dauntingly all-encompassing. Rather, this is an effort to name some of the most 
consequential ideologies that have shaped our realities.  
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● White supremacy: Belief in an inherent superiority of white people over those of other races -- 

particularly the black race -- and the resulting conviction that the white race should dominate society 
has had vast, enduring, and devastating consequences, from providing an ideological justification for 
European colonialism and the institution of slavery, to inciting racialized violence against people of 
color, to its ongoing role in driving extractive economies and exclusionary social structures. 
  

● Patriarchy: Belief in the superiority of men over women as well as people of other genders, based on 
what are believed to be innate differences between them. Broadly, patriarchal ideology has produced 
social and economic structures that are dominated by men, in which women and people of other 
genders have been excluded from spaces of power and subject to systematic discrimination, gendered 
violence, and/or the vast undervaluing or exclusion of feminized labor (including domestic and care 
work) from the formal economy. 

 
● Neoliberalism: As an economic philosophy and ideology, neoliberalism has profoundly shaped 

economies across the world by promoting economic deregulation, opening national markets to the 
world economy via  free market competition and the free flow of capital, natural and other resources 
(other than labor), as well as shrinking the state through austerity measures or privatization of its 
services and functions. It underscores the false belief that the market functions as an independent, 
natural force, and that unrestricted economic competition will produce far greater benefits than 
economic planning could. The influence of these ideas and principles have had far-reaching 
consequences, some of which include mass defunding of the public sector, decimation of social 
welfare programs, and loss of local jobs and living wages. 

 
Questions:  

● What are compelling ideological alternatives to the above? 
● What is the role of culture in upholding, or shifting, oppressive belief systems and logics? 
● How can we bring about a shift in the belief systems that normalize the exclusion of people of color 

and other marginalized groups? 
 
References: 

● Another Knowledge is Possible: Beyond Northern Epistemologies, by Boaventura de Sousa Santos 
● Neoliberalism: A Brief History, by David Harvey 
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OUR ASPIRATIONS: WHAT ARE WE TRYING TO ACHIEVE? 
 
We aspire to ensure that our economies generate shared wealth and wellbeing -- most especially for 
communities that have been historically excluded and marginalized by race, ethnicity, gender, and class. In 
order to do this, we must reconfigure the distribution of power in society. This will require new structures that 
disrupt logics of extraction, wealth concentration, and disenfranchisement, as well as the active, continuous 
cultivation of values that will maintain the democratic, inclusive, justice-oriented nature of the institutions we 
seek to build and reform. Through our work we aspire to achieve:  
 

Democratic governance of assets and institutions  
We seek democratic governance of the assets and institutions that drive our economies, and to ensure that 
historically marginalized communities have the agency -- the resources and the authority -- to exercise real 
decision-making power over the economic forces and development processes that impact their lives and 
survival.  
 
A key failure in our economy is the lack of power or will to harness the existing assets in our cities and regions 
toward meeting our communities’ basic needs. In response, we seek to grow models of collective and 
democratic governance -- in the realms of cooperative business, housing, natural resource management, public 
education, municipal budgeting, technology, and innovation, among many others. Fundamentally, we also 
recognize the need for a systems approach that creates new opportunities for democratic governance not only 
over individual assets (such as a worker cooperative) but over the ecosystems of assets that exist in our 
communities and regions, which when coordinated at this scale multiply the potential for impact. Without this 
systems approach, we lose critical opportunities for scaling small examples of democracy and for developing 
innovative political and economic arrangements that address structural injustice and systems failures.  
 
We look to diverse examples of democratically governed assets and economies -- in the Americas and beyond 
-- which strive to ensure more just arrangements of decision making and governance, in which the relative 
economic weight or size of one’s financial stake is not the primary determinant of power.  
 

● In the Bronx, New York (US) participants in the Bronx Cooperative Development Initiative (BDCI) are 
building a Community Enterprise Network (CEN) to coordinate critical economic actors in the Bronx -- 
including anchor institutions, community based organizations, local businesses and elected officials 
-- as well as to shift the ownership and governance of key assets in order to build shared wealth and 
ownership for low-income people of color.   

 
● In the Basque Region of Spain, the city of Mondragón is home to one of the world’s largest complexes 

of worker-owned cooperatives and a democratically governed ecosystem of supporting institutions 
including educational institutions, banks, and R&D centers that have been central to Mondragon’s 
scale and success in building economic democracy.   
 

Questions:  
● How are we positioning ourselves to take back existing, or build new forms of governance that 
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influence the economy?  
● How do we deal with the design challenges of institutionalizing economic democracy? (i.e. Advancing 

self-determination from within bureaucracy, avoiding co-optation, working as an elected official in a 
neoliberal state?) 

● What have been effective strategies for building movements & social majorities that span diverse 
communities? Is movement building enough to prepare our communities to govern? 

● How do movements become institutions? Is this desirable? If so, when? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Broad ownership of assets that produce shared value & wealth   
We seek to transform structures of ownership in ways that build shared value and wealth over the long-term 
for communities historically excluded from these benefits, and equitably across the whole of society. We seek 
new distributions of ownership that deconcentrate elite control of the critical assets that make our 
economies function, and put real, responsible, wide-reaching ownership opportunities into the hands of 
low-income workers, people of color, women, immigrants and ethnic communities. In parallel, we seek to 
cultivate multiple forms of collective, cooperative, and shared ownership models that build wealth for 
marginalized communities and/or create long-term shared value through the decommodification of assets 
such as land, housing, and natural resources. We recognize the inseparability of shared ownership from 
collective and democratic governance -- as well as the ways that the broad ownership of assets is central to 
the deepening of democracy.  
 
Across the Americas, we seek to expand, strengthen, and innovate on the forms of ownership that produce 
shared value and wealth, from worker co-ops and community banks to community land trusts and cooperative 
housing and beyond: 
 

● In Colombia, social movement organizing by a broad base of Afro and indigenous groups secured 
collective property rights in indigenous and Afro-Colombian territories at a globally unprecedented 
scale, with over 4.5 million hectares of land owned and governed by community councils. 
 

● Brazil’s Network of Community Banks includes over 100 community-run financial institutions 
generating shared value and wealth in communities traditionally excluded from the mainstream 
financial system. 

 
● In the Bronx, New York (US) union pension funds have been used to finance Amalgamated Housing and 

Co-op City, one of the world’s largest collectively owned real estate assets in the form of cooperative 
housing for their workers. 

 
● Across the State of Mississippi (US), One Voice is building energy democracy by developing the 

leadership and capacity of African American communities to retake control of the rural electric 
cooperatives in which they have ownership stakes. These electric cooperatives are critical assets for 
generating greater economic stability for Black communities in the US South and a key source of 
revenue for supporting civic infrastructure. Yet, their cooptation has resulted in a loss of 
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representation, transparency, and democratic process in their governance, and channeled their 
revenue to fund right wing political causes.  
 

Questions: 
● How is (shared) wealth actually created?  
● What assets do black and Indigenous communities have across the Americas? How are we learning 

from and leveraging them? 
● What capacities, mechanisms, and/or platforms are needed for our communities to take control over 

assets we own? 
● What structures and forms of governance are needed for communities to actually receive the benefits 

of broad ownership? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Self determination  
We seek self-determination for our communities. We demand the right to define the development we want and 
to forge our own path toward developing political, cultural, and economic systems that affirm our identities, 
recognize our territories, and allow us to reach our full human and collective potential in the face of historic 
oppression, exclusion, and marginalization. Addressing histories of colonialism, imperialism and slavery that 
have shaped economies and societies across the Americas requires that our communities be at the center of 
decision making, with the power to shape our own futures.  
 
We also recognize the interdependence of our struggles and fates across our diverse places, historical and 
political contexts, and national borders. As such, we stand and act in translocal solidarity with oppressed 
communities across the Americas and beyond. 
 
We seek to learn from, support, and advance the many struggles for self-determination across our 
communities: 
 

● In the south of Colombia’s Pacific Region, Mujeres por el cuidado de la vida y los territorios 
ancestrales, (Women for the care of life and ancestral territories), a movement of Afro Colombian 
women, has mobilized against the massive industries of illegal mining threatening and impoverishing 
Afro communities to collectively define visions for development in the Pacific and self-determine the 
use and production of Afro-Colombian territories. This effort is reflective of a larger movement for Afro 
self-determination in Colombia exemplified by the Proceso de Comunidades Negras (Process of Black 
Communities), which has developed a comprehensive statement on self-determination for Black 
communities that bridges identity, territory, autonomy, vision for social and economic development, 
and solidarity. 
 

● Across the United States, we look to rich histories of the Civil Rights Movement, African American 
cooperative development, the Chicano Liberation Movement, and struggles for the sovereignty of First 
Nations, as well as current movements -- from the Movement for Black Lives to Cooperation Jackson 
-- to build self-determination and economic democracy. 
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Questions: 

● What have been effective strategies for building movements for self-determination? 
● What is the role of culture and identity in movements for self-determination and efforts to 

democratize economies? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Well-being  
We seek comprehensive wellbeing across individual, community, territorial, and ecological scales, and more 
fundamentally, a reframing of what development is meant to achieve. Creating a world where all humans can 
thrive requires developing a new vision for society that goes beyond production and consumption to 
acknowledge the diverse range of things that make a community healthy and dynamic. This involves seeing 
human and natural resources as worthy of cultivation, protection, and respect; acting in ways that recognize 
planetary limits; and valuing activities that feed us physically, emotionally, and spiritually. 
 
Reorienting our development goals toward comprehensive well-being requires us to make a conceptual and 
practical break with the competitive market thinking that focuses many of our collective goals solely on the 
generation and concentration of resources. Beyond a desire for an improved quality of life, which is largely 
rooted in increasing access to resources for consumption, achieving well-being requires a more complex vision 
of how we human beings can live full and healthy lives in relationship with the living world. It requires that we 
develop a new vision of what constitutes “progress.” 
 
Wellness needs both to be supported through our methods and the cultures of our organizations/movements, 
as well as present in our outcomes. We can start this process by developing a deeper and broader 
understanding of the many, largely immaterial, forms of wealth and wellbeing that already exist in our 
communities and in our work -- from identity to culture to knowledge and traditions. Economic democracy 
offers one set of tools and arrangements that help us understand and achieve this, in addition to other 
complementary ways of thinking on and advancing this. 
 
Across the Americas we find sophisticated frameworks and ways of being that reframe development priorities 
around the integrated wellbeing of individuals, communities, and ecosystems. 
 

● At the Universidad de Austral in southern Chile, Manfred Max-Neef and colleagues have developed the 
framework of Human Scale Development (HSD), which seeks to counter traditional, hierarchical 
development approaches to instead position humans as the protagonists in their own futures.  HSD 
aims to identify the fundamental human needs that support autonomy, and articulate the personal 
with the collective, civil society with the state, and the local with the global. HSD provides a 
framework as well as processes and tools for understanding universal human needs and supporting 
communities to define the specific satisfiers of those needs based on their own cultural and societal 
contexts. 
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● Buen vivir, which originated with the Quechua indigenous groups of the Andes, is a vision of living well 
based on the principles of diversity, collective happiness and territory. The concept has inspired 
political projects in countries like Bolivia and Ecuador, which included buen vivir as a constitutional 
principle that allowed the recognition of those countries as a plurinational states, thereby affirming 
the different indigenous populations as nations themselves.   

 
In our work, we are also developing local scale initiatives that address health and wellbeing in communities at 
the margins: 
 

● The Point CDC understands the roles of arts and cultural production as critical to the holistic 
development of individuals, community, and the environment -- and engages these in its strategies to 
advance environmental justice, climate resiliency, youth voice and leadership, and community 
development. 

 
● The Emerald Cities Collaborative works in cities across the United States to develop a high road, 

sustainable, just economy through a threefold focus on addressing environmental degradation, 
extractive economic models, and social inequity -- in order to advance social, economic, and 
ecological well-being.  

 
● The Bronx Healthy Buildings Program, led by the Northwest Bronx Community Clergy Coalition in 

partnership with Emerald Cities Collaborative, the Bronx Cooperative Development Initiative, MIT 
CoLab and various other stakeholders, is a cross-sector initiative that promotes holistic community 
health by addressing the upstream causes of asthma-related emergency room visits, hospitalizations, 
and missed days of school and work. Using an energy democracy and health justice approach, the 
program eliminates asthma triggers and poor housing conditions, reduces energy costs and 
greenhouse gases, generates fair-wage work for Bronxites, and promotes green building practices.   

 
Questions: 

● How has well-being in the place you live/work been shaped (for better or worse) by the institutions, 
systems, or structures you are embedded in? 

● How do we advance comprehensive well-being (individual, community, ecological) in our work? What 
is the role of healing in this? 

● How do we build wealth for our communities without increasing inequality and threatening our                           
ecological and natural environments?  

● How does the framing of our desired outcomes (our language, assumptions, values) affect our 
strategies to achieve them? 

● What strategies, values, or approaches to well-being do we need to embed in our organizations, 
movements, institutions, and cultures to achieve wellbeing? 
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REALIZING OUR GOALS: HOW ARE WE BUILDING ECONOMIC 
DEMOCRACY? 
 
Building Leadership & Capacities 
In moments of disruptive change such as this one, marginalized  communities risk deepening loss and 
impoverishment. Using pivotal moments to combat exclusion and move towards  economic democracy requires 
the development of broad, values-based leadership in places and across diverse sectors (including community, 
business, organized labor, and government), as well as key set of capacities that support our communities in 
becoming protagonists in processes of equitable local and regional development.  
 
Capacities we are building in our work: 
 

● Critical analysis and consciousness-building: Building economic democracy at scale requires broad 
capacity -- within our communities and among various stakeholders -- for critical analysis, 
independent thinking, and identifying strategic opportunities for creating inclusive and equitable 
alternatives to our current system. In our work, we are building these capacities through popular 
education, ethnic education that centers indigenous and Afro knowledge systems, and by creating 
spaces for collective learning across sectors. 

 
● Rigorous research and inquiry: Realizing economic democracy requires valuing and mobilizing diverse 

forms of knowledge -- including the expertise of communities most affected by systems failures, in 
addition to technical knowledge -- in order to understand and address systemic problems. Building the 
capacity for communities to engage in what sociologist Arjun Appadurai describes as “disciplined 
inquiry in order to know what they need to know but do not know yet” is critical for advancing our 
visions for development, and in our work we are pursuing this through participatory action research, 
community-university collaborations, and the creation of open source research tools, among other 
strategies. 

 
● Democratic engagement and meaningful participation: Economic democracy requires the broad and 

meaningful involvement of communities in decision making about the processes that impact their 
lives. Building economic democracy cannot happen from above; it takes real work, planning, and 
capacity building for people to become protagonists in areas such as development planning, 
cross-sector alliance building, and community-owned enterprise creation. In our work we are building 
these capacities through a variety of means, including community organizing, democratic engagement 
at the neighborhood scale, and popular and civic education. 
 

● Community-led planning and economic coordination: Planning has long been an expert-led activity, 
with histories of reproducing oppression and enforcing spatial control of low-income communities of 
color. In addition to strategies that “fight back” against unjust processes and outcomes, we believe it 
is critical to simultaneously “fight forward” with alternative proposals that meet community-defined 
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needs and aspirations. Equipping communities most directly impacted by planning decisions with the 
planning skills and expertise to effectively define and negotiate priorities, as well as design and 
implement planning and policy solutions in the places they live is a critical route to achieving 
collective and democratic governance over our economies and territories.  

 
● Empathy and solidarity: Leadership for advancing economic democracy and self-determination requires 

not only an analysis of our global and local interconnections, but also human empathy for struggles 
and resistances across places, borders, and social divides. 
 

● Collaborative innovation capacity: The scale and complexity of the challenges we face require that 
leaders strengthen their ability to work collaboratively across traditional divides, sense emerging 
opportunities and develop transformative responses in real time. Key here is building shared vision, 
cross-sector collaboration, and reimagining the roles that public, private, and other sectors can play in 
transforming our current system. 
 

● Cooperative business and social enterprise development: Economic democracy requires that we 
develop opportunities and enterprises for shared ownership as well as meaningful accountability 
structures. 
 

● Capacities and leadership for harnessing the changing nature of work: The disruptive shift we are 
experiencing in technological, engineering, and manufacturing innovation is proving to be as profound 
as the industrial revolution. At this important moment, we need the capacity to design, own, and 
leverage innovation from and for the margins, in order to support democratic wealth creation not only 
for marginalized groups, but for the whole society. 

 
Questions: 

● What capacities do individuals and communities need to meaningfully participate in democracy? 
● How do we take control of the forms of governance that influence the economy? 
● What capacities will allow our communities to build (re)generative economies in contexts of 

uncertainty or disruptive moments of change? 
 
References:  

● PalmasLab is an innovation and research space incubated by Banco Palmas, (the first community 
bank in Brazil) focused on youth leadership development, technology development, and participatory 
action research that supports the construction of solidarity economies from, and for, Brazil’s urban 
peripheries.  
 

● The Older Adult Entrepreneurship project at Austral University in Chile is a participatory action 
research effort that works with older adults to research and build proposals that advance individual, 
family, territorial development in their communities. By evaluating how their interinstitutional 
community development model satisfies their human needs, the project seeks to support the 
leadership of an important and often excluded population group. 
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● One Voice’s Mississippi Black Leadership Institute brings together scholars, business leaders, elected 
officials, and community organizers who promote an agenda of leadership development, public policy 
development, and youth development to achieve equity and justice for vulnerable and marginalized 
Mississippians whose voices and values are often underrepresented. 

 
● One Voice’s Electric Cooperative Leadership Institute offers education and leadership development to 

support African American communities in effectively and democratically governing rural electric 
cooperatives in which they have ownership stakes. 

 
● The Pacific Power Community Innovation School was MIT CoLab’s first a program for leadership 

development, collective innovation, and knowledge co-creation with Afro and Indigenous communities 
in the Colombian Pacific Region. Subsequent iterations of the program have focused on accelerating 
the work of organizations and enterprises building shared value and wealth in the region, and working 
with youth leaders to investigate their own development contexts and prototype new models for 
territorial development in the Pacific. 
 

● The Bronx Cooperative Development Initiative’s Economic Democracy Training Series (EDTS) is a 
popular education curriculum utilized to build leadership for economic democracy in the Bronx. 

 
● The Presencing Institute’s Theory U offers a framework cultivating the leadership, intentions, and 

attention needed to address complex challenges we collectively face, as well as series of tools for 
collaborative innovation. 

 
● Corporación Manos Visibles develops programs for strengthening Afro-Colombian leadership in 

territories impacted by exclusion and violence, which a focus on strengthening afrodiasporic 
knowledge, culture and networks; community and economic innovation; youth development; 
governance and citizenship. 

 
● The Public Science Project carries out social justice-focused, rigorous research with communities 

most impacted by the problem being studied, and offers cases, frameworks, and tools for 
participatory action research. 

 
● The nonprofit B Lab certifies and supports for-profit companies (B Corps) in meeting rigorous 

standards of social and environmental performance, accountability, and transparency with impact 
assessment and business improvement tools to support better outcomes for workers, communities, 
and environment. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Building Coordination 
A critical failure in our current economy is that of coordination. The siloed nature of the sectors and 
institutions that shape processes of development has allowed them to externalize environmental and social 
impacts of economic development decisions, and has prevented the collaboration needed to implement a 
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systems approach to change. Many (though not all) of the assets we need for equitable development already 
exist in our cities and regions, but are either invisible or not being harnessed to generate broad-based 
community benefit. Building coordination for economic democracy requires cultivating our capacity to see the 
interconnections between systems and across scales, a broad, multiracial social justice constituency to build 
power and support for equitable development, as well as multi-stakeholder networks that can identify, plan for, 
and resource the coordination of assets and needs in ways that remedy economic injustice.  
 
How we are building coordination in our work: 
 

● Movement-building and base-building: By building movements that help people connect to a greater 
purpose than themselves, and that generate broad participation and  collective action toward more 
just social, political, and economic outcomes, we are creating new constituencies and building power 
to determine our own political and economic fates. In our work this takes place through long-term, 
place-based community organizing, as well as building international relationships,solidarity, and 
efforts that support self-determination at translocal and transnational scales. 

 
● Integrating organizing strategies to build coordinated action across key sectors, including finance, 

business, government, planning, education, labor, and community. The prevalence of silos between 
sectors, state agencies, community organizations, and other stakeholders acts as a major barrier to 
coordinating assets to meet needs in a place. In our work we are supporting the integration of 
strategies across sectors by convening unlikely partners to identify shared interests and incentives, 
as well as cultivating the civic and political leadership to envision and implement holistic strategies. 

 
● Organizing networks of local producers and consumers: Greater coordination between local producers 

and consumers is one means to support to the local circulation -- rather than the extraction -- of 
wealth from our communities. In our work, we are organizing networks of producers and consumers 
with methodologies that map local economic flows in order to orient financial services to small 
businesses, as well as digital platforms that connect the purchasing power of large institutions with 
local enterprises who can meet their procurement needs.  

 
● Creating linking spaces across communities and sectors:  Building coordination requires tending to 

the human side of these processes, with a sustained focus on building relationships, cultivating 
empathy, identifying shared interests and supporting learning across communities and sectors. By 
creating linking spaces such as cross-sector initiatives and peer learning/fellowship programs, and 
employing methods that help people connect to shared values and intentions, our work seeks to 
cultivate cultures in which people with deep differences keep coming back to the table to make real 
progress over time. This sustained space for interaction can allow us to break through traditional 
divisions to reimagine and redefine our individual and institutional roles in the operation of markets 
and economies with more generative outcomes for all. 
 

Questions: 
● What is my own role in shaping the economy (based on my identity, positionality, institution, or 

sector)? 
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● What are the roles of other stakeholders in my ecosystem? 
● Which roles do we need to more strategically leverage or reimagine in order to build economic 

democracy and self-determination? 
● What are the coordination failures that stand in the way of building a just economy that ensures 

wellbeing of human beings and the living world? 
● What capacities are needed for trans-local coordination? 
● How do we discipline markets? How do we change the way markets work? 
● What is the role of network-building  in our theories of change? 
● What are the models, policies, practices that enable coordination? 
● What assets do black and Indigenous communities have across the Americas? How are we learning 

from and leveraging them? 
 
References:  

● Asset-based development: Asset-based development challenges deficit models and shifts a focus on 
what communities lack to the assets they have to work with. Tools such as asset mapping allow 
communities to identify often under-recognized community assets and imagine new possibilities for 
coordinating those assets to support local development. 

 
● In the Bronx, New York (US) members of the Community Enterprise Network (CEN) are coordinating 

critical economic actors in the Bronx -- including anchor institutions, community based organizations, 
local businesses and elected officials -- as well as shifting the ownership and governance of key 
assets to build shared wealth and ownership for low-income people of color.  

 
● The Ñani Migrante project is building translocal coordination between three non-governmental 

organizations in the United States and Mexico (Unidad Latina en Acción, el Instituto de Investigación y 
Práctica Social y Cultural A.C. and La Colmena/Staten Island Community Job Center) to explore and 
advance opportunities for local development and social, cultural and economic justice in the context 
of forced migration. 

 
● Banco Palmas and the Brazilian Network of Community Banks use Production and Consumption 

Mapping methodologies to quantify and track goods produced and purchased within and outside of 
their neighborhoods, and use this data to organize networks of local producers and consumers to 
stimulate community wealth building. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Building Models  
Building economic democracy requires putting models -- tangible manifestations of the values, principles, and 
processes of economic democracy -- into the  world. By building models we are able to experiment with, test, 
and learn, how we can democratically govern local economies and offer blueprints that can be adapted and 
scaled to other places. In the face of neoliberal ideology that casts market forces as immutable natural laws, 
limiting our imagination about what is possible, model building is a means to demonstrate the feasibility of 
workable alternatives to extractive and unjust economies. 
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Types of models we are building in our work: 
 

● Localized supply chains: In response to the challenge of locally-generated wealth leaving our 
communities,we are building local supply chains that generate new opportunities for job creation and 
keep wealth circulating in our communities. Localized supply chains rely on relationships between 
suppliers and institutional purchasers and emphasize the social nature of the economy. They allow for 
greater accountability between economic stakeholders, possibilities for products and services to be 
closely tailored to local needs, increase prospects for carbon reduction and environmental 
stewardship and can also build stronger local ties.  
 

● Democratic ownership structures: Forms of democratic, collective ownership -- from cooperative 
businesses and cooperative housing to collectively held land and real estate -- provide an alternative 
to the accumulation of assets by the few. By shifting the logic of ownership toward shared wealth 
generation, cooperative ownership models play an important role in building wealth for our 
communities who  traditionally have been barred from broad ownership opportunities.  Democratic 
ownership enables community members to  decide how they want to allocate the wealth generated 
from their labor. It also can help combat speculation and gentrification, and have greater control over 
the trajectory of economic development in our communities.. Models of democratic ownership, which 
require deliberation, mutual responsibility and shared decision-making allow us to practice democracy 
in our day to day lives, thereby strengthening our capacity for active and meaningful participation in 
larger democratic systems. 
 

● Social currencies: Social currencies are a tool for preventing locally-generated wealth from leaving our 
communities. As a component of broader place-based strategies, they reinforce the virtuous cycle of 
localized supply chains by incentivizing consumption from local, values-aligned vendors. The 
emergence of new financial technologies - such as digital currencies - decreases barriers to  access 
to financial services and provide opportunities to transform consumption patterns at a broader scale. 
By embedding these technologies with solidarity principles, our communities have the power to 
harness and redirect our purchasing power in ways that serve our long-term interests. 

 
● Cross-sector development initiatives that merge environmental, social, and economic approaches: In 

many of our communities, environmental pressures are undermining livelihood opportunities and 
exacerbating long-standing conflicts between development stakeholders, such as communities, labor, 
government, private developers, corporations, and in some cases, armed actors. In turn, the lack of 
economic opportunity and sustained conflicts over development threaten the wellbeing of natural 
systems, to the detriment of all. The scale and complexity of these challenges require us to create 
joint initiatives that bring the knowledge and perspectives of diverse stakeholders to the table in 
order to identify our shared interests and incentives and develop integrated efforts across 
environmental, social, and economic interventions. A central element of this model is that the 
communities most affected by the confluence of these issues have a central role in the analysis, 
design, and implementation of solutions -- which allows us to collectively generate more effective, 
equitable and sustainable outcomes. 
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● Values-based business models: Economic democracy requires leveraging the power of the private 
sector and using markets in ways that advance efforts to transform unjust economies into more 
equitable and sustainable ones. Embedding into business models and practices values that reflect a 
responsibility to communities and the planet , we seek to transform primarily profit-driven logics into 
approaches that support social equity, environmental protection, and the generation of shared wealth.  

 
Questions: 

● What are the key elements of workable, scalable models? 
● In what contexts have we been successful in landing our models? 
● What have we learned from scaling or adapting models across places, cultures, and contexts? 

 
References: 

● The BronXchange is a marketplace that connects Bronx Institutions and non-profit organizations with 
high-road, local businesses -- making it easy for institutions to support local economic development 
in the borough. 
 

● Coop City and Amalgamated Houses in the Bronx, NY, some of the world’s largest collectively owned 
real estate assets, used union pension fund investments to build large scale cooperative, affordable 
housing for union workers. 

 
● The Emerald Cities Collaborative model is building interventions that support high-road, sustainable 

and just economies in cities across the US through cross-sector collaboration, green infrastructure 
retrofits, and community and workforce development. 

 
● Instituto Palmas is harnessing technological advances to transform the financial system by merging 

digital financial tools (such as e-currencies and digital banking platforms) with solidarity economy 
principles and values into what they call “solidarity fintechs” that operate primarily with the 
objectives of supporting shared value and impact in marginalized communities, rather than profit 
generation above all else. 
 

● In Panama City, Conservatorio is striving to create a new model of real estate development that 
produces the urbanistic, economic and cultural benefits traditionally associated with urban 
revitalization while minimizing its main externalities -- displacement of people and culture —while 
taking further steps to promote inclusivity and poverty reduction.  Referring to this model as 
“Sustainable Urban Revitalization,” Conservatorio seeks to develop a replicable standard for inclusive, 
private sector led regeneration of urban core neighborhoods. 

 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Building Infrastructure  
Building economic democracy requires infrastructure. By this we mean entities that build and provide the 
long-term functions and capacities needed to democratically govern the economy and determine development 
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outcomes. While the specific nature of infrastructure projects will look different across place and context, 
they must provide critical capacities needed consistently over time to respond to political and economic 
conditions as those conditions  shift and evolve. Critically, infrastructure pieces must be embedded with 
principles and values of equity, inclusion, democratic governance, and accountability to community 
stakeholders. The infrastructure we are building draws inspiration and lessons  from other long-standing 
efforts  that have provided crucial functions to movements for self-determination -- from the Negro Civic 
Leagues that offered political education to newly freed African Americans in the United States’ post-Civil War 
Reconstruction Era, to the Highlander Folk School’s role in training Civil Rights Movement leaders, and the 
Florestan Fernandes School’s training of activists fighting for land reform as part of the Landless Workers’ 
movement (MST) in Brazil - the largest social movement in Latin America. 
 
Infrastructure we are building in our work: 
 

● Equitable economic production: With technological innovation producing massive shifts toward more 
flexible, distributed, and digitized manufacturing industries, we are seeing significant opportunities to 
harness these transformations to generate shared wealth for marginalized communities. While these 
changes have the potential to exacerbate inequality, our work is building infrastructure to develop 
skills, capacity, and strategies so that women and low-income communities of color can benefit from 
more equitable forms of ownership and harness production to generate shared wealth. 
 

● Community leadership, planning, and policy development: Economic democracy and self-determination 
requires long-term infrastructure that supports communities in being protagonists in the development 
of the places they live. This requires expanding planning, policy and coordination capacities to a 
broader set of stakeholders -- particularly those traditionally excluded from these processes. In our 
work this infrastructure takes the form leadership development institutes, technical training 
programs, and community-led planning and policy labs. 
 

● Community innovation spaces: Innovation that addresses systemic problems requires the 
protagonism of communities at the social and economic margins, who experience the effects of 
systems failures most deeply and directly. With an important range of lived experience and crucial 
vantage points from the extremes of a system, marginalized communities possess critical experience, 
insights, and knowledge for driving innovation. In our work we are building infrastructure that supports 
communities in bringing that knowledge to imagining new possibilities and prototyping new products, 
technologies, and processes that support economic democracy.  
 

● Financial infrastructure that generates shared wealth: Building economic democracy requires new 
financial infrastructure that supports broader inclusion and distributions of wealth. In our work we are 
creating networks of community banks, open source systems for digital banking, mechanisms for 
consumer collective bargaining, and community-owned business investment and real estate 
acquisition funds, in order to both increase access to financial services at the margins and transform 
the logic of the financial system to create shared value and wealth (including social, environmental, 
monetary) in our communities. 
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Questions: 
● What are the critical, long-term functions and capacities we need to reconfigure the economy? 
● How do we shape the behavior & outcomes of markets? 
● What are the most critical institutions we are reforming or building in our efforts to advance economic 

democracy and self-determination? 
● When seeking to transform an economy, when should we be focused on reforming institutions that 

already exist and when should we be building new ones?  
 
References: 

● The Bronx Cooperative Development Initiatives (BCDI) is developing the Bronx Community Enterprise 
Network (CEN), six pieces of infrastructure intended to serve long-term functions for building 
economic democracy in the Bronx. These include the BronXchange, a vendor platform for localizing 
supply chains; the Bronx Innovation Factory, a center for advanced urban manufacturing; the Planning 
and Policy Lab, a center for building strategy and policy solutions; the Economic Democracy Learning 
Center, an initiative for leadership development; a Bronx Fund to aggregate, manage, and deploy 
capital for the CEN; and a Civic Action Hub to amplify grassroots organizing and build coalitions. 
 

● PalmasLab is a center for youth leadership, technology development and participatory research in the 
urban periphery of Fortaleza Brazil supporting innovation from the margins focused on supporting local 
development and the solidarity economy. 

 
● The MIT Community Innovators Lab, the Centro de Emprendizaje at the Universidad de Austral-Chile, 

and the UCLA Labor Center support long-term collaborations between academic institutions and 
communities that advance economic democracy in local places. These centers are spaces for mutual 
learning, capacity building, and convening diverse stakeholders, and also play important roles in 
positioning community knowledge in university spaces. 

 
● The National Day Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON) is a national organization that organizers day 

laborers in order to protect and expand their civil, labor and human rights. Comprised of over 50 
member organizations and worker centers across the U.S. it provides infrastructure for fostering 
safer, more humane environments in which day laborers can earn a living, develop leadership 
capacities, and build stronger communities. 

 
● Banco Palmas & the Network of Brazilian Community Banks are a networked infrastructure of 107 

solidarity finance institutions that aim to build strong communities economies and networks of local 
producers and consumers to generate work and income for the massive numbers of individuals 
excluded from the mainstream financial system across Brazil. 
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CITING THIS FRAMEWORK 
Please engage, use, and share this framework! When you do, please give proper credit to its origins and 
contributors.  Suggested citation: 
 
Transnational Mel King Community Fellows & the MIT Community Innovators Lab. “Framework for Economic 
Democracy & Self Determination.” MIT CoLab, 2018. LINK 
 
 

ABOUT THE MIT COMMUNITY INNOVATORS LAB 
The MIT Community Innovators Lab is a center for planning and development within the Department of Urban 
Studies and Planning. CoLab supports processes of collaborative innovation and knowledge co-creation with 
communities at margins to democratize economies and build self-determination. 
 
 

ABOUT THE MEL KING COMMUNITY FELLOWSHIP 
The MIT Community Innovators Lab’s Mel King Community Fellows (MKCF) Program embodies the legacy of Mel 
King, a still-active champion of cities and the communities they comprise. Today, the program builds on a 
40-year tradition of bridging practice-based knowledge and academic research. The Fellowship seeks to 
cultivate deep relationships between leaders poised to make breakthroughs in efforts to democratize the 
economy, and to create dispersed networks for collaborative learning and action. Through MIT-based 
convenings, as well as field-based learning journeys, peer learning and prototyping, the program provides 
Fellows an opportunity to examine innovative models of planning and development that advance community 
wellbeing, new methods and approaches to enable these models, as well as tools and practices for 
collaborative innovation. 
 

CONTACT US 
Want to get in touch? Please email us at colab-info@mit.edu.  
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