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The Intersection of Race and Gender in
Leadership of Co-operatives: of Whom, by
Whom, and for Whom?

Ushnish Sengupta

This paper describes the intersection of class, gender and race in the leadership of co-operatives

in North America. Movement of labour across North American borders changes the membership of
co-operatives as well as the leadership and formation of co-operatives. The socio-economic shifts
that affect co-operatives are also accompanied by marginalisation of particular populations. Although
women and racial minorities have made some advances in equity in co-operatives, racialized women
in particular are not represented in leadership positions in co-operatives in proportion to membership
in the broader population. In this context, international co-operative principles remain ideals to aspire
to rather than a reality in practice. On an optimistic note, co-operatives continue to be more egalitarian
organisations than other types of organisations and therefore have the potential for leading as positive
role models, addressing the intersection of gender and race for other organisations to follow.

Introduction

This paper describes the intersection of gender and race in the leadership of co-operatives

in North America. The paper utilises an intersectional approach where the intersections of
gender, race and class result in specific experiences and barriers that are different from

the analysis of class, gender and race in isolation (Crenshaw, 1995). In other words, class
analysis without gendered analysis, and gendered analysis without race analysis is necessarily
incomplete. Co-operative organisations provide a unique opportunity for analysis of leadership
by gender, race, and class since co-operatives exist in multiple countries and industries, have
plural organisational forms (producer, consumer, multi-stakeholder), and at the same time
follow a set of core international co-operative principles across all co-operatives (International
Co-operative Alliance, 2015a). Co-operatives and co-operative principles provide unique
possibilities for equity for racialized women. Co-operatives, as a group of organisations deserve
commendation for collectively agreeing to including gender, social, racial, political and religious
non-discrimination as the first co-operative principle. At the same time, it is useful to examine
the differences between principle and practice, rhetoric and reality, in gendered and racialized
differences in co-operatives. Since co-operative principles set high aspirational goals for all
co-operatives, the identification of differences in experience of implementation is useful in
identifying opportunities and pathways for improvement.

Co-operatives have historically been a class based organisational response to the economic
inequities between workers and owners resulting from the growth of large private corporations
(Curl, 2012; MacPherson, 1979). With the “one member, one vote” principle, as opposed to
votes based on number of shares, co-operatives provide a more egalitarian form of organisation
that enables greater decision making capability by workers and consumer members of the
co-operative. At the same time, viewing co-operatives as organisations solely from a class
based perspective is necessarily incomplete without an analysis based on gender and race.

If co-operative leadership is gendered in a particular way, with men dominating leadership
positions, there is work to be done in increasing gender equity in co-operatives. Similarly if
co-operative leadership is gendered and racialized in a particular way, with underrepresentation
of racialized women in the leadership of co-operatives, there is work to be done in
simultaneously dealing with gender and race equity issues in co-operatives. The available
evidence points to underrepresentation of women in leadership of co-operatives (Schincariol
McMurtry and McMurtry, 2015) and an underrepresentation of racialized women in leadership of
co-operatives (Findlay and Wuttunee 2007).
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Co-operatives are one of the few groups of organisations that have adopted a set of equity
related principles internationally, across national jurisdictional boundaries. The corresponding
analysis of gendered and racialized leadership in co-operatives in this paper is therefore cross-
jurisdictional and international in scope. In this paper, the area for analysis for gendered and
racialized leadership in co-operatives is North America, a region connected by geography,
history and trade.

International Co-operative Principles

The Co-operative Principles, which were updated in 1995, remain aspirational ideals rather
than everyday practices. The Guidance Notes to the Co-operative Principles explicitly note

the slow tangible progress towards gender equity in co-operatives (International Co-operative
Alliance, 2015b). In a study of co-operatives in the USA, Miller (2012) finds that although
co-operatives are more egalitarian forms of organisation, a number of gendered inequalities
persist, particularly in decision-making and leadership. Additional research on co-operatives

in the USA indicates that in a changing immigration and employment socio-economic context,
co-operatives can either implicitly reinforce or explicitly resist gender and race stratification that
exists in broader society (Meyers and Vallas, 2016). This paper argues in particular that the first
co-operative principle, Voluntary and Open Membership, requires a greater level of effort for
implementation of equity principles into everyday practice, specifically with respect to leadership
in co-operatives by women and racialized minorities. The International Co-operative Alliance
(2015a) describes the principle of Voluntary and Open Membership as follows:

Co-operatives are voluntary organisations, open to all persons able to use their services and willing
to accept the responsibilities of membership, without gender, social, racial, political or religious
discrimination. (International Co-operative Alliance, 2015a)

In the context of this paper the first co-operative principle is interpreted to include leadership as
a part of membership. In co-operatives, decision-making is not only a responsibility, but also a
right for all members. Therefore, membership broadly involves decision-making and leadership.
This paper argues that the ability to start, manage and maintain co-operatives is a necessary
element of leadership. Therefore the first co-operative principle is interpreted to include:

» Opportunity for membership in different co-operatives for racialized women.
» Opportunity for different co-operative job and task responsibilities for racialized women.

»  Opportunity for different management and leadership responsibilities for racialized
women.

»  Opportunity for starting up new co-operatives for racialized women.

Barriers to leadership opportunities for racialized women are experienced both in existing
co-operatives and in starting up new co-operatives (Neal, 1998). Although the majority of
literature on gender and racial equity issues focuses on existing co-operatives, significant
gendered and racialized gaps exist in the ability to, and need for starting new co-operatives
(Findlay et al, 2014; Harris and McLeod Rogers, 2014). Women leading co-operatives will
form different types of co-operatives than men leading co-operatives in the same industry
(Radel, 2011). Additionally racialized women leading co-operatives will form different types of
organisations than traditional co-operatives, providing for enriched plurality of organisational
forms required for addressing complex socio-economic problems (Schneiberg, 2010).

Definitions

For consistency, this paper intentionally utilises the terms “gender” and “racial” from the
co-operative principles. Gender analysis in this paper refers the different organisational
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experiences between men and women in co-operatives. Racialized minorities, in the context

of this paper, refer to groups that are a racial minority in their respective countries, such as
immigrant, diaspora, and Indigenous' communities. The term “racialized” is used to emphasise
race as a social construction rather than a biological or cultural characteristic. The term
“racialized women” in this paper refers to individuals who self identify as women and belong to a
racialized minority in the primary country of residence.

Intersectionality of Gender and Race

The majority of literature on gender in co-operatives is disconnected from the analysis of

race. The intersection of gender and race is important for analysis, as advances made in
organisational leadership by women do not necessarily translate to advances for all women,
particularly racialized women. In a broad report on the American environmental non-profit
organisations, Taylor (2014) indicates that women have made gains in leadership, but
racialized minorities have not made similar gains. If there is no explicit effort to understand the
intersections of gender and race in co-operatives, a similar process privileging advances by
women without advances by racialized minorities can occur within co-operatives. Acker (2006)
utilises the term Inequality Regimes to describe the combined intersections of class, gender and
race that result in inequities in organisations, and point out that: “Even organisations that have
explicit egalitarian goals develop inequality regimes over time ...” (Acker, 2006: 443). Gender
and racial inequalities exist not only within individual co-operatives, but can also exist between
co-operatives (Acker, 2000) where smaller co-operatives are led by racialized women, whereas
larger more financially stable co-operatives are led by men. Sumner (2005) for example
describes the changes in the agriculture industry in Canada, concluding that women tend to
own smaller organic farms, while men tend to own larger commercial farms. Moreover, in a
study of co-operatives in Canada female co-operative leaders expressed the dynamic nature of
gendered leadership whereby “Men take over co-operatives started by women as soon as they
become successful” (Lans, 2004: 77).

An international survey on gender in co-operatives indicates that although gender equity has
increased in co-operatives, women are still underrepresented in higher management and at
board levels, and there is uneven progress between sectors and geographies (Schincariol
McMurtry and McMurtry, 2015). Schincariol McMurtry and McMurtry (2015) point out that
women’s leadership is lower than average in co-operatives in North America and the Middle
East. The report’s finding of underrepresentation of women in leadership positions in
co-operatives is consistent with earlier local small sample based studies in Canada (Theis
and Ketilson, 1994) and the USA (Miller, 2012). In concordance with the concept of Inequality
Regimes used by Acker (2006) to describe the combined intersections of class, gender and race
that result in inequities in organisations, the analysis of these intersections necessarily starts
with gender. Research on co-operatives from a perspective of racial and ethnic differences
are few and far between (Ketilson and MacPherson, 2001; Nembhard, 2004), while research
on intersectional experiences of racialized women in co-operatives are even rarer (Findlay
and Wuttunee, 2007; Nembhard and Marsh, 2012). It is therefore this area of intersectionality
between gender and race in co-operatives that requires greater analysis and research.

Benefits of Gender and Racial Equity

There are a number of benefits of gender and racial diversity in all types of organisations.
McKinsey, respected by the business sector as one of the world’s most prestigious consulting
firms (Adams, 2011), studied gender and racial diversity across a broad group of organisations
in a number of countries, and concluded there is a significant positive relationship between
organisational gender and racial diversity and financial performance (Hunt et al, 2015).
Truehaft, Scoggins and Tran (2014) argue that reducing racial inequality is beneficial not only
for racialized communities, but for the broader economy in the United States. Corresponding
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to this demand, co-operatives supply an organisational form offering greater possibility for
gender and racial equity. Nembhard (2004) argues, for example, that co-operatives are a
useful vehicle for achieving economic equity for African-American communities. Nembhard and
Marsh (2012) conclude that financial co-operatives such as credit unions are compatible with
the needs of African-American women. In a similar vein, Ketilson and MacPherson’s (2001)
research on Indigenous co-operatives in Canada proposes that co-operatives are compatible
with Indigenous community goals. Furthermore, Findlay and Wuttunee (2007) indicate that co-
operative principles are compatible with Indigenous women’s goals. Theis and Ketilson (1994),
and Harris and McLeod Rogers (2014) broaden this discussion further and provide support for
co-operatives as an employment solution for a group marginalised by class, race and gender in
Canada, Indigenous women who are incarcerated, or transitioning out of incarceration.

Geography of Co-operatives in North America

Co-operatives are one of the few groups of organisations that have adopted a set of equity
related principles internationally, across national jurisdictional boundaries. Therefore a useful
analysis of gendered and racialized leadership in co-operatives is intra-continental, cross-
jurisdictional and international in scope and reveals patterns that are not discernible from single
country studies. In this paper, the area for analysis for gendered and racialized leadership

in co-operatives is therefore extended to North America, a region connected by geography,
history and trade. North America includes the USA, Canada, Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, El
Salvador, Nicaragua among other countries. From an Indigenous worldview, North America is

a connected continent in the shape of a turtle, therefore described as Turtle Island (Corntassel,
2008). North America has a number of commonalities other than a connected geography, such
as a history of colonisation, slavery and immigration resulting in minority racialized communities
with specific experiences. The North American Free Trade Agreement has also created stronger
socio-economic ties between the USA, Canada and Mexico in particular, the three largest
economies and most populated countries in the region. Co-operatives trading in goods and
services have been negatively and positively affected by the increase of trade in the region. A
constantly changing political economy can have geographical, gendered and racialized effects
on co-operatives (Blaszak, 2000; Nembhard, 2004).

The North American context of co-operatives involves the political economy of co-operatives.
As described by Graefe (2006), social economy organisations, which include co-operatives, can
“flank” (work with) neoliberal economies, and simultaneously work in opposition to neoliberal
economies. Fair Trade co-operatives, for example, are one response to laissez-faire neoliberal
trade policies, countering the practice of allocation of an extremely low price for producers and
allocating a high profit to middlemen traders. Fair Trade co-operatives are therefore primarily a
class response to economic inequities, addressing supply chain economic inequities between
producers, consumers and intermediaries. The following section describes the interaction of
class, gender and co-operatives in the Southern countries of North America.

Flanking and Developing Alternatives to Neoliberal Economies

Nicaragua has had a history of post Sandinista conflict support for co-operatives by the
government who envisioned co-operatives to be aligned with post conflict government ideology
(Mayoux, 1992). Mayoux (1992) indicates that post conflict women-led co-operatives were
gendered along traditional roles of food preparation and clothing production. Mayoux (1993)
subsequently argues that feminist causes including gender equity were not supported in overall
co-operative structures. Bacon (2010) provides a case study of a coffee growing co-operative
in Nicaragua finding that working in a fair trade co-operative does not necessarily translate into
increased empowerment for women.

Susman and Schneider (2008) describe how free trade zones in Nicaragua exacerbate
economic inequalities. Co-operative organisations participating in these zones can moderate
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inequalities, but face strong institutional barriers that limit the type of organisation and line of
business (Susman and Schneider 2008). Fisher (2013) describes the uneven power dynamics
between a Nicaraguan fair trade clothing co-operative and a retailer in the United States,
suggesting that class and race dynamics eventually led to a breakdown in the business
relationship and partnership.

Neu and Quantanilla (2008) provide a case example from El Salvador of a fair trade clothing
co-operative providing products to a Canadian distributor. In this instance, the co-operative
was setup by women who previously worked in a maquila factory (which are designed and set
up to manufacture products for export taking advantage of low-cost labour) whose experience
at the maquila factory involved a high level of restriction on autonomy and decision-making.
Although setting up a co-operative enabled more autonomy and decision making, it brought
other challenges. The women found, for example, that producing goods for a global market
demands a particular type of management education that they acquired over time. Similarly,
Olson (1999) describes artisanal co-operatives in Guatemala where highly skilled women had
to deal with changing global market demands and changing consumer tastes and styles, which
often conflicted with women’s weaving craft traditions.

Government policy towards investment in an economy based on maquila factories has also
been resisted by indigenous women in Guatemala who remain in highlands or squatter
settlements around growing cities without working in maquilas. Eccarius-Kelly (2006) for
example, describes the formation of co-operatives on the margins of cities in Guatemala

by indigenous Mayan women displaced by conflict and ecological disasters. Guatemalan
government support for Indigenous women’s groups in particular has been limited as indigenous
women’s groups are thought to be subversive towards government policy. The limitations of
government support have further constrained women’s attempts to create community-oriented
businesses such as co-operatives based on traditional Mayan sociocultural practices (Eccarius-
Kelly, 2006).

The common thread from the research of women and co-operatives of Nicaragua, El Salvador,
and Guatemala indicates that an increase in free trade, and even fair trade co-operatives does
not necessarily translate to gender equity for women. In other words addressing an economic
or class-based inequity through the development of co-operatives does not always translate to
positive effects on gender and racial inequities.

Co-operatives Led by Women in Mexico

One of the common experiences of North America is the experience of colonisation. The
structure and process of colonisation racializes, and culturally and economically marginalises,
indigenous communities. Schmidt (2006) provides an analysis of the intersection of gender
and race, describing the experiences of indigenous women in co-operatives in Mexico and
argues that indigenous communities in Mexico have developed traditional communal structures
in response to ecological crisis before colonialism. The existence of traditional communal
structures has enabled Indigenous women to avoid top down approaches that impose non-
indigenous systems. At the same time indigenous women have adopted more non-hierarchical
co-operative structures that have brought back gender equity in decision-making, as well as
traditionally sustainable industries. Here, revitalising traditional ecological practices has led to
reforestation of abandoned fields, reversing the degradation of the surrounding environment
(Schmidt 2006).

Peterson (2014) describes a Mexican women-led aquaculture co-operative that created new
possibilities for the women beyond household, regional, and national boundaries. Peterson
(2014) found that sustainable harvesting was a ‘normal’ way of doing business for women,
and obtaining internationally recognised labelling is a subsequent administrative step. Another
example is provided by Giovannini (2015) who describes the conscious incorporation of buen
vivir into Indigenous organisations, in the Chiapas region of Mexico, where buen vivir involves
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the good life, living in harmony with nature and with others. Indigenous communities in Mexico
and particularly indigenous women have shown a high level of resilience and flexibility in
combining traditional community principles with new organisational forms such as co-operatives.
In a parallel North American indigenous experience, Mahood (2010) found that an Inuit
soapstone carving industry was enabled in Canada through co-operatives.

As well as co-operatives being an adaptable organisational form for indigenous communities,
co-operatives are also a site of resistance and class, gender and racial conflict. Stephen (2005)
describes an indigenous women'’s textile producing co-operative in Mexico as a response to
neoliberalism when the initial implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) benefited few but not all community members. Although formation of indigenous
women’s co-operatives enabled greater economic and racial equity, co-operatives challenged
traditional community gendered roles (Stephen, 2005).

Eber (1999) summarises the experience of Indigenous women led co-operatives during the
period of intense armed conflict in the Chiapas region of Mexico in the mid 1990s indicating
that membership in a co-operative endangered women’s lives by association with the Zapatista
independence movement. Even so, indigenous women voluntarily participated in co-operatives
as part of local social movements. Interestingly, Eber (1999) points out that early forms of craft
co-operatives in Mexico were set up by the central government to encourage an indigenous
crafts economy as well as increase earnings of tourist dollars.

Co-operatives in Mexico have had mixed results in terms of class and gender interactions. A
study by Isaac (1995) indicates class stratification in a Mexican co-operative, between women
who can weather fluctuations in co-operative income due to other sources of household
income, versus women who are primarily dependent on income from co-operative enterprise.
Mutersbaugh (2002) describes the creation of a ‘co-operative class’ within a Mexican village.
In this example, co-operative members supported electrification and a particular plan for

urban development, whereas independent villagers opposed the co-operative land use plans.
Similar splits are found in research undertaken by Mitchell (1996) who describes how Arctic
co-operatives created hierarchical income-based class structures within Indigenous societies,
which were less hierarchical before wage-based economies were imposed on them. Other
changes in interactions between co-operative members and non-co-operative members in
indigenous communities have also been noted. For example, Gitter, Weber, Barham, Callenes
and Valentine (2012) report an increase in the numbers of years of formal schooling for
women from families involved in a Fair Trade co-operative in Mexico. While Mutersbaugh
(1999) describes the development of a women led co-operative bakery in Oaxaca as a form of
resistance to men’s attempts to incorporate women’s labour into changing production processes
where previous traditional Indigenous agro-technology separated men and women’s crops and
related agricultural tasks. In addition, new technology has helped alleviate manual labour for
men but not women.

Co-operatives like many other organisational forms can serve multiple purposes. When
co-operatives are implemented top down by governments, they serve as instruments of
government policy. Alternatively when co-operatives are developed from the grassroots they can
be part of a larger social justice movement strategy. In some cases co-operatives developed

by governments for a particular purpose can be transformed by the community that owns the
co-operative to meet their own contemporary purposes (see for example, Sengupta (2015)

who provides an analysis of indigenous co-operatives in Canada and the constantly changing
multiplicity of purposes behind different co-operatives).

Co-operatives Employing Immigrant Women in the United States
Racialized communities in the US and Canada include indigenous communities, descendants of
slavery, and immigrant diasporas. Schmidt (2006) argues that migrants, who are ethnic minorities

or indigenous communities in their country of origin, continue to experience marginality as
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temporary or permanent immigrants to the US. This has an historical and contemporary relevance
for co-operatives. McElhinny (1998) describes a co-operative in US where facilitators were
European-American, and participants or employees were racialized women. McElhinny (1998)
found that differences in class and race between the facilitators and lower class racialized women
resulted in differences in the identification of problems and relative importance of problems.

More recently, Estey (2011) describes the BeyondCare co-operative employing immigrant
women in New York, and Gute, Siqueira, Goldberg, Galvao, Chianelli and Pirie (2009) describe
the Vida Verde Women’s Co-op employing Brazilian immigrants. Both of these co-operatives
are formed out of the need to organise workers who are in a stronger position as a group to
negotiate with employers instead of as individuals. At the same time, many co-operatives
organised for racialized women, are described by Martin (2011) as a strategy for organising
employment of precarious migrant labour. Martin (2011) categorises co-operatives as an
organisational strategy, which enables greater control of conditions of work, but also raises
conditions possible for of self-exploitation, high time investment from staff, and a high failure
rate. The latter has been shown in relation to historical attempts to develop multi-racial
co-operatives in USA have failed due to larger economic political and cultural trends (Gessler,
2015). The phenomenon of migrant based co-operatives in the United States, however, is
relatively new and the test of time will indicate if they overcome the risk of failure. In order to
do this, Vargas-Cetina (2005) argues in order to avoid becoming ephemeral or temporary,
co-operative organisations have to reinvent themselves constantly, and keep up with global and
local challenges, and more specifically that:

The fight for ethnic identity, for indigenous rights, for greater opportunities against poverty and
marginalisation, is a struggle that transcends the economic objectives of co-operatives and collectives
and lends new meanings to these associations. (Vargas-Cetina, 2005: 234)

Conclusion

The most encouraging aspect of co-operatives developed by racialized women may be that
they are different from co-operatives developed by men. Trauger, Sachs, Barbercheck, Brasier
and Kiernan (2010) argue that women are rejecting economic market and profit orientation,
and that by developing alternative economic practices via co-operatives, they emphasise
community, family and innovative business models. Schmidt (2006) and Peterson (2014)
describe indigenous women who have combined the organisational form of co-operatives with
traditional sustainable ecological practices. Indigenous women across North America have been
at the forefront of combining social justice with environmentally sustainable movements based
on the traditional relationship with their land. Pattison and Findlay (2010) for example describe
the Northern Saskatchewan Trappers Association Co-operative (NSTAC) where trapping is a
traditional indigenous activity related to livelihood and is treated by NSTAC members not as

a form of resource extraction but, rather, as a form of stewardship of the land, implementing
sustainable practices over multiple generations. Where these values and objectives are
combined as with the earlier example of organic farming (McMahon, 2011) women are more
involved and hold — in the case of organic farming in Canada — the majority of executive
positions at local, provincial, and national levels.

Meyers and Vallas (2016) researched two co-operatives in the US that were started primarily

by white men, but now employ racialized men and women, many of whom are migrants from
Central America. They conclude that the co-operative that took an explicit and active approach
to addressing gender and race issues, has been more successful in achieving gender and race
equity. Yet without explicit attention to gender and race the default situation is towards racial and
gendered hegemony by dominant groups. Van Vliet (2006) argues that the co-operative sector
mirrors dominant cultural attitudes towards women. In addition, Van Vliet (2006) also argues
that co-operatives as a sector does not challenge socio-economic structures that maintain class,
race and gender inequalities. In this regard, lessons may come from the experience of racialized
women who work in the non-profit sector.
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A broader critique of the non-profit sector and its ethno-racial diversity is provided by Incite!
Women of Color Against Violence (2007). Similar to the discussion above, Incite makes the
case that mainstream civil sector organisations often act against the interests of grassroots
organisations, since the societal changes demanded by grassroots require genuine changes

in power structures. Incite (2007) highlights the efforts of racialized feminist groups and the
suppression of efforts by mainstream feminist organisations. The arguments presented by Incite
(2007) apply to co-operatives, where mainstream co-operative organisations led mostly by men
do not want to alter gender and racial power structures. Furthermore, mainstream co-operatives
led by White women do not necessarily want to alter racial power structures. Acker (2005)
provides a recommended solution directing that calls to address race issues need to start with
addressing gender issues, and recognising intersectionalities with class and race. Spaces and
resources providing support systems need to be provided so that racialized women can develop
their own organisations. As described in this paper, co-operatives developed by racialized
women demonstrate social justice and environmental sustainability practices that are not found
in all co-operatives. Many of the organisations developed by racialized women may not be
incorporated formally as co-operatives, but may have structures similar to co-operatives (Kino-
nda-niimi Collective, 2014). Co-operatives therefore need to support incorporated co-operative-
like and unincorporated organisations, such as collectives, developed by racialized women.

The innovative forms of co-operatives developed by women of Indigenous communities and
immigrants from Southern countries are broadly inclusive and beneficial for all communities and
the broader economy.
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Note

1 The internationally prevalent term “indigenous” is utilised in the place of literature references to
Aboriginal, Indian, and Native, unless a verbatim reference is required.
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