Socio-economic rights: the social and solidarity economy as an alternative organisation for the enterprise

The panel in which the intervention will take place is dedicated to Socio-Economic Rights: The Political Economy of Justice. One key legal reference in that respect is the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). However, the intervention will focus on a specific implementation within the enterprise, carried out by the enterprise itself: the social and solidarity economy enterprise.

If you consider socio-economic rights, they naturally connect to the enterprise, since it is the main producer of economic wealth and the place where most people earn their income. And among the diverse kinds of enterprises, in addition to capitalist and public enterprises, another form has been developed as an alternative model: the social and solidarity economy enterprise.
Over the past few decades, about thirty national laws have recognized this model. An exhaustive and updated list can be found here. In recent years, the most prominent international organizations, including the UN, OECD, and ILO, have recognized them as well.
The purpose of that presentation is to offer a short overview of what social and solidarity economy is, and how it contributes to the socio-economic rights in the Global South
So, what is the social and solidarity economy?
ILO resolution states:
"5. The SSE encompasses enterprises, organizations and other entities that are engaged in economic, social, and environmental activities to serve the collective and/or general interest, which are based on the principles of voluntary cooperation and mutual aid, democratic and/or participatory governance, autonomy and independence, and the primacy of people and social purpose over capital in the distribution and use of surpluses and/or profits as well as assets.
SSE entities aspire to long-term viability and sustainability, and to the transition from the informal to the formal economy and operate in all sectors of the economy. They put into practice a set of values which are intrinsic to their functioning and consistent with care for people and planet, equality and fairness, interdependence, self-governance, transparency and accountability, and the attainment of decent work and livelihoods. According to national circumstances, the SSE includes cooperatives, associations, mutual societies, foundations, social enterprises, self-help groups and other entities operating in accordance with the values and principles of the SSE."

It can be summed up through two major features: 
1. Primacy of person over capital:
The purpose of the enterprise is not the maximization of profits but the community’s interest or the general interest. It is based on voluntary cooperation and mutual aid. The distribution and use of surpluses and/or profits as well as assets are limited to to prevent the risk of individual grabbing and ensure the achievement of the collective goal
 2. Democratic and/or participatory governance
Autonomy of the enterprise and control of members are the conditions for the empowerment of the individuals.
“One member, one vote”, the most visible opposition to the capitalist enterprise, but democracy in the enterprise requires much more detailed and complex mechanisms.
Participatory governance and the extent of the community around the enterprise: a member-based enterprise must guard against the risk of excluding the non-members, notably the employees

What does the social and solidarity economy contribute to socio-economic rights in the Global South?
 1. Another space for rights and for law more broadly

 2. A bottom-up implementation of the socio-economic rights
A key particularity of the social and solidarity economy enterprise aims to implement the socio-economic rights within the enterprise through a change in the structure of the enterprise, based on its members.
A prominent instance in the Global South comes from the informal sector (like street-vendors, domestic workers, and waste pickers…), where the claim for socio-economic rights is accompanied by the organization through collective enterprises.

 3. An alternative conception of law.

 4. Underground normativities, or the law embedded in popular arrangements : 
The regulation developed outside the state, for instance the instruments drafted and lobbied by civil society, the UN Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and other People Working in Rural Areas.


The social and solidarity economy tradition has many weaknesses and is not a new holy and pure utopia, but it is stimulating and should be more present in academic debates.
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