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Povzetek 

Mir, zadruge in solidarnostna ekonomija: Teoretska osnova in praktični primeri 

vzpostavljanja miru 

Prispevek obravnava povezanosti med konceptoma mira in solidarnostna ekonomija, pri čemer se 

osredinja še zlasti na vlogo zadrug pri vpostavljanju miru. Mir je večpomenska beseda, a se o njem 

zadnje čase razpravlja predvsem v povezavi s poslom, večinoma z velikim poslom, kot elementom 

»liberalnega mira«. Vendar ko mir razumemo kot zavetje življenja ali njegov varni pristan, se razprava 

razširi na vprašanje, kako pomembna so prizadevanja za vzpostavljanje miru s strani povezanih ljudi 

na terenu, zmožnih delati, sodelovati in živeti skupaj ter obenem ustvarjati varnejši, bolj trajnostni in 

dinamični svet. Zadruge in solidarnostna ekonomija imajo pozitiven vpliv v vseh fazah krize: pred 

nasilnim konfliktom, med njim in po njem. Poleg tega imajo pomemben potencial za vzpostavljanje 

miru kot »pozitivnega miru« v Galtungovem pomenu. 
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Abstract  

The text discusses the connections between peace and solidarity economy, and how can the latter, and 

in particular cooperatives, contribute to peacebuilding. Peace is a polysemic word and has recently 

been debated in relation to business, mainly large business, as part of “liberal peace”. Yet, when peace 

is understood as refuge or safe haven for life, the debate opens up to the degree of importance of 

peacebuilding efforts by socialized situated human beings, able to work, share and live together while 

generating a safer, more sustainable and dynamic world. Cooperatives and solidarity economy 



 

 

contribute in all phases of crises, and before, during and after violent conflict. Their characteristics 

offer significant potential for peacebuilding towards “positive peace” in Galtung’s terms.  
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Introduction1 

Peace studies have been gathering attention in the last decades, in reaction to the 

multiplication of recurrent violence. In the 21st century, violence is breaking the pattern of 

that of the 20th, with more conflict-ridden sub-national areas facing repeated cycles of 

violence (World Bank, 2011). Repeated violence in its various forms, including open war, 

structural, cultural and political, has led to more than 65 million people being forcibly 

displaced worldwide.2 As old policy does not provide stable outcomes, there is mounting 

interest on how civil society and business can help deliver peace beyond individual efforts. 

Already in 2005, the UNHCR, the UN organization specialized in forcibly displaced peoples, 

defined capacity-building as not only individual but also collective action.3 On the other hand, 

in a world reeling from previous debt crises and the global one of 2007―2008, with many 

nation-states undergoing structural adjustment and austerity policies, distrust in the political 

system and elites has become mainstream. Extreme voices nurture hatred and polarise politics 

by means of simplistic thinking. In this context, what is peace, and how does it connect to 

cooperatives and solidarity economy? We do not necessarily link these concepts together.  

                                        
1 This text builds on a February 2017 presentation in Imshausen, Germany, on peace and cooperatives. The 
author thanks comments by reviewers.  

2 By June 2017, there were 65.6 million people forcibly displaced worldwide, out of which 22.5 million refugees 
and 10 million stateless. This is a historical record, with more than half in the Middle East, North Africa and 
Africa in general. Top hosting countries are Turkey, Pakistan, Lebanon, Iran, Uganda and Ethiopia. 

3 Capacity building is “a process by which individuals, institutions and societies develop abilities, individually 
and collectively, to perform functions, solve problems and set and achieve their goals.”. (UNHCR, 2005: 
Appendix Two, 7).  



 

 

Part 1 reviews the main views on peace and political-economy. Many current studies adhere 

to the notion of “liberal peace” and a contractual view of peace and business as explained in 

the next sections, but others have begun to discuss other views of peace that allow for a 

perspective along the lines of cooperation and solidarity. In modern research, Galtung’s 

distinction between negative and positive peace helps us distinguish peace from violence and 

connects both. 4 Both views of peace find their roots in the 17th century in Hobbes and 

Spinoza. In Part 2, major studies on business and civil society roles in peacebuilding are 

reviewed. Galtung’s positive peace re-enables the connection to solidarity economy, with a 

perspective on peacebuilding as an enabling, living, caring, safe space and environment. Part 

3 discusses examples of peacebuilding in connection to cooperatives and solidarity economy, 

with their successes, potential and limitations.  

Concepts of Peace  

The meanings of Peace  

Peace is central to human beings for survival, and tends to be conceived as a safe space, a 

refuge, where humans can develop their fullest possible potential, in terms of skills, 

consciousness and aspirations in response to perceived needs. Peace can be thought of 

belonging to the individual sphere as well as to the social and universal ones in a sort of 

continuum. In most languages, peace means living within a world-vision, enabling human 

beings to situate themselves in a world or cosmos as a shared place, namely living together in 

a friendly manner, or harmony, but also one which necessarily contains difference of views in 

need for dialogue and reconciliation, thus to decide together and manage eventual conflicting 

views. After the 14th century upheavals in Europe, its meaning turned into one of a dualistic 

relationship between a winner and losers, of a dominium over others, through a permanent 

contract or pact between the two sides.5  

Irenists link peace to ecumenism, justice and law. For Erasmus, peace was both the condition 

for human possibility and the work of justice (Erasmus, n. d. [1521]). For Rousseau (n. 

d.[1761]), in his version of the Abbe Saint-Pierre’s plan of the same name favouring a united 

                                        
4 Negative peace is the absence or reduction of violence. Positive peace creates the conditions for eliminating the 
root causes of violence, including direct cultural or structural causes (Galtung, 1969). 

5 For linguistic expressions and views on peace, see Sanchez Bajo, 2017.   



 

 

federation of states in Europe, peace between contracting parties was no more than a 

temporary truce, therefore calling for an overarching system:  

let us admit then that the Powers of Europe stand to each other strictly in a state of war, and that 

all the separate treaties between them are in the nature rather of a temporary truce than a real 

peace: whether because such treaties are seldom guaranteed by any except the contracting 

parties. (Rousseau, n. d.[1761]) 

Kant adds the notion of a civil constitution upholding the cosmopolitan rights of citizens, 

which at the world level would traduce itself into an ideal federation of free republics without 

national debts (Kant, 2010[1795]: Section II, 5―11). Later, Einstein will subscribe to a 1946 

Appeal to peace reaffirming that peace is not the mere absence of war, but the result of justice 

and law (Otto and Heinz, 1960).  

The contractual view of peace upholds the rights of an absolute sovereign, whose power on 

policy, the levy of taxes, the decisions on war and peace and control over public expression, 

does not need provide guarantees against arbitrary power. This view stems from Hobbes 

(1588–1679), whose focus on security excludes the notions of solidarity, empathy and integral 

grasp of the human condition. Hobbes’ Leviathan (Hobbes, 2010[1651]) argues that peace 

derives from the monopoly of power yielded through a contract or covenant, after subjects 

submit to a King permanently. “Justice consists in the keeping of valid covenants; but the 

validity of covenants begins only with the setting up of a civil power sufficient to compel men 

to keep them.” (Hobbes, 2010[1651]: ch.15, 66). Here, victory means peace.  

Against Hobbes, Spinoza (1632―1677) explains that it is peace that leads to more peace 

(Spinoza, 2002c: Ch5, 4). Inner Peace flourishes in an environment where there is both 

freedom from fear, which in turn flourishes best through mutual aid. For him, humans are free 

by natural right and must be free to express themselves. They are social beings who can be 

both rational and emotional. Everybody experiences being alive and is conscious of one’s 

own existence (Spinoza, 2002b: Part 3, S9 and 4 S8), but reasoned understanding, enhanced 

by inner peace, leads to knowledge and self-knowledge. Those with wisdom and knowledge 

may be closer to peace. Knowledge distinguishes the minds of the most powerful or virtuous 

people, who are truly conscious (ibid.: 5). Peace of mind should not be purely inward but 

entail coherent action in the world “preserved by vigilance, right action, and thought” 

(Spinoza, 2002a: Ch4, S34).  



 

 

Spinoza saw Hobbes’ view as despotism and servitude (Spinoza, 2002a:: Part 1, Ch 20, S076; 

Spinoza, 2002a: Part 1 – Ch20, S24). For Spinoza, humans are social and rational beings who 

must be cooperators to survive and thrive (Spinoza, 2002b: Part IV, Prop.35, Corollary 2, S. 

338). Spinoza’s ontological position, deployed in the polity, upholds mutual help and 

agreement by reason as necessary to enjoy living in peace and all the equal rights humans are 

entitled to by nature. This also carries the application of the law to all with the defense of the 

same rights for all (Spinoza, 2002a: Ch16, S08). In his view, democracy and republic were the 

best systems, on which peace could be based (Spinoza, 2002c: ch. 6, point 4).  

Ravven connects Spinoza with neuroscience, philosophy, and psychology (Ravven, 2013: 

414–420). Cognition implies responsibility and openness, awareness of being part of the 

whole, where human beings are socially and situationally driven, enabled through social 

structures at the group level (ibid.: 130). A human being needs to be a “situated self”; capable 

of a self beyond itself (the ego or belief in pure individuality); in the best possible knowledge, 

aware of the environment and all other beings; and in empathy that enables the grasping of a 

situation and acting upon it. To situate oneself allows to achieve agency, while openness and 

freedom of thought are essential, both demanding attention and effort.  

Spinoza’s view led Plockhoy's social and economic cooperative undertaking. Pieter Cornelis 

Plockhoy, in close contact with Spinoza and Van den Ende (Israel 2001 177―179), made a 

written call (Plockhoy, 1660) and founded a community in 1663 near today’s Lewes in 

Delaware (destroyed by the British one year later). His 1660 call has the key characteristics of 

modern cooperatives and solidarity economy, with the main goal of building a shared safe 

haven where members could live with solidarity, education and welfare for all, in a peaceful 

living economy. No discrimination was allowed, and girls received the same education as 

boys at school while welfare covered everybody. Part of Plockhoy’s undertaking was in 

common, with members having ascribed one and the same economic amount for membership, 

while another part was private with families having their own private home and part of their 

business or crafts activity. They all had one vote and could be elected to office, with a rule of 

law equal for all. This was a democracy, a republic, a commons and a cooperative 

undertaking.  

 

                                        
6 “The best organization for freedom and peace to thrive is the republic.” 



 

 

Modern Peace Studies  

Johan Galtung is considered as the founder of modern peace studies, talking of peace not only 

as the absence of direct overt violence between states and/or humans but also of structural and 

cultural violence, and by distinguishing negative from positive peace (Galtung, 2011). 

Positive Peace hinges on shared wellbeing, a trend towards equality of rights and entitlement 

within peacefully acknowledged difference, transcultural, cross-cultural humanising affects 

and an exercised capacity to cooperate, to generate both trust, safety and common-wealth. 

Peace differs from justice and resilience, although the three interact, and it is also considered 

as a type of culture, in contrast to violent culture. Structural violence is related to inequality, 

issues of poverty, wealth and land concentration, power or institutional structures that are 

unjust, unfair and arbitrary. Galtung began by looking at positive peace as freedom from 

suffering through economic development and social justice, and has recently proposed 

cooperation and cooperatives as a major way to achieve “positive peace”. Through the latter, 

the concept of peacebuilding gathered pace as a bridge between, but distinct from, 

peacekeeping and peacemaking, centering around positive peace. Galtung founded the 

Journal on Peace Studies, with studies on violence from and onto individuals and/or groups. 

These studies have been undertaken at macro and micro levels, including direct, structural and 

cultural violence, for which large sets of data are gathered.  

Galtung (Galtung, 2015) proposes Peace as an equation equal to:   

Equity + Empathy 

Trauma + Conflict 

Equity is mutual and for equal benefit. Empathy is to grasp what others feel. Both should be 

larger than trauma and conflict.  

At the dialogical level, Raimon Panikkar (Panikkar, 1995) speaks of cultural disarmament to 

enable peace, which presupposes a critique of culture with a perspective of a genuine 

intercultural approach and pluralism.7 For Panikkar, we need first a true philosophy of peace. 

                                        
7  For a brief introduction to Raimon Panikkar, listen to a 1996 interview at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cbjd_Tdnqxg and read the webpage at 
https://www.giffordlectures.org/lecturers/raimon-panikkar. Panikkar proposed these ideas first in a letter 



 

 

In a letter, he defines peace together with non-violence. Peace is not purely passive, or the 

lack of strength and power, but respect for the intimate dignity of every being; we need first to 

prepare ourselves to achieve peace. Like Spinoza, inner and outer peace are interdependent. In 

Pannikar’s view, there is no peace by preparing to war. Peace cannot be conquered or 

imposed; it is to be discovered, nourished and created.  There is no single concept nor recipe 

or programme for it. It is more than justice or balance; it is the ultimate value of life. He 

speaks of peace as mythos, which allows for conflicting views. The road to peace goes 

through forgiveness as transcendence from the heart (not the will) and continuous dialogue, 

not restoration. “The only way to peace is a path forward”, through dialogue as equals, as only 

reconciliation arrives at peace and dialogue at reconciliation. Dialogue not to arrive at a 

solution, but a as process for being. Every culture has built an understanding of what is 

peaceful, and this is why inter-cultural dialogue, hybridity and shared experience are 

important. For example, Rwanda has the Ubuntu concept, while Spanish speaking countries 

have the one of comunidad de base and Jesuit thought.  

Hannah Arendt took the idea of “good peace” to politics, as the active outcome of mutual 

compromise and understanding. Focusing on peace as a process, she claims that means make 

the difference. Arendt’s pragmatic approach affirms that “power lies in collective action and 

solidarity” (in Enns, 2015: 223―224).  

In brief, there has been an evolution in peace thinking, from negative peace to holistic and 

comprehensive approaches (Groff, 2008). Students can now major in peace studies at various 

universities around the world, but the field has been criticized for lacking theoretical rigour 

and methodology. Academic critique derides macro enveloping concepts such as “hybrid 

peace governance” (Belloni, 2012), “liberal peace” (Richmond, 2006) and “bureaucratic one-

dimensional peace” (Goetschel and Hagmann, 2009). Meanwhile, the gap between macro and 

micro-approaches, the latter focusing on a set of individuals and their safety, leaves aside the 

analysis of the intermediate level composed of organizations and structures. Although the 

subject area literature is vast, many peace studies focus on violence and its negative effects, 

security issues and political negotiations. In Europe, where roots go as far back as the 18th 

century, as seen in Section 1, Nordic countries have taken the lead with institutes such as the 

International Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO), and the Stockholm International Peace 
                                                                                                                           
thanking authors of the book Philosohia Pacis, homenaje a Raimon Pannikkar (Siguan, 1989), reproduced in his 
book Paz y desarme cultural (1993). 



 

 

Research Institute (SIPRI). Other networks include the IPRA (International Peace Research 

Association) and the EPS (Economists for Peace and Security).  

Practitioners show a more systemic thinking, aiming at holistic, multi-level or multi-layered, 

trans-cultural and matrix approaches. They look at each specific situation in both a descriptive 

and analytical manner, including key actors, levels, and systems’ attitudes, values, perceptions 

and beliefs, behaviour and strategies. Lederach and others gathered the tools designed by 

peacebuilding practitioners (Lederach et al., 2007). Echavarria introduces Dietrich ‘s elicitive 

conflict mapping tool (that elicits stakeholders’ response) for peace workers (Echavarria, 

2014). Meanwhile, CDA Collaborative Learning Projects (CDA), a US non-profit 

organization, has come up with the concepts of “Peace Writ Large” and “Peace Writ Little”,8 

as well as with Reflecting on Peace Practice (RPP) case studies, to assess the degree and 

leverage of change (Anderson and Olson, 2003).9 Evaluation has become a requisite within 

the framework of otherwise prescriptive recommendations in peacebuilding (for example at 

the Development Assistance Committee of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development – OECD DAC, 2007). 

 

Business and Civil Society in Peacebuilding 

Business and Peacebuilding: the State of the Art 

Nowadays, the main approach to peace thinking is normative, based on the concept of “liberal 

peace”. Liberal peacebuilding means the promotion of market-based economic reforms and 

institutions linked to the idea of modern state (Newman et al., 2009), whereby business is 

assumed to contribute to peace by investing, creating jobs or building infrastructure, to which 

they may voluntarily add behavioural traits to diminish or restrain conflict in sensitive areas 

or regions, building upon CSR guidelines and/or corporate philanthropy, to address the impact 

                                        
8 “Peace Writ Large is concerned with the ‘bigger picture’ of a conflict rather than any specific single element of 
a conflict situation … It often refers to national level conflict dynamics, but can include relevant sub-national or 
regional dynamics as well. Being accountable to Peace Writ Large means ensuring that initiatives address key 
drivers of conflict and make a contribution to this bigger picture … Not all programs can be expected to produce 
concrete changes at the larger societal level. Many programs are successful at smaller scale interventions, e.g. 
operating at community level, or with small groups of people, thus contributing to ‘peace writ little’.” (CDA 
Collaborative Learning Projects, 2014: 10). 
9 Questions include: does change have impact on more or key people? On levels and extension of impact: does 
change impact at the personal, social, political levels? Does it change attitudes, values, perceptions, or 
institutions and systems? 



 

 

of their for-profit business operations on human rights. The study of business in relation to 

peacebuilding is rapidly expanding, mainly connected to voluntary corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) codes of conduct during and/or after conflict, first and foremost in 

violence-ridden environments. In the 21st century, academic publications on peace and 

business have promoted some practices that seem to reduce violence (Fort and Schipani, 

2007), sometimes calling it transformational entrepreneurship, most focusing on how large 

foreign firms may contribute to local rights.10 Interest on management for business and peace 

has shown three major trends: a) promoting corporate social responsibility, b) rallying the 

private sector to take up development and policy in the context of public debt and austerity 

policies or structural reforms, and c) tracing supply chains and portfolios in emerging markets 

and across borders (Ford, 2015: 451–452). This approach does not pay attention to the 

motivations of business, who decides and how the internal governance ensures that 

contributions to peace are effective and sustainable.  

At the United Nations, the term peacebuilding was introduced in 1992 by Boutros Boutros-

Ghali’s Agenda for Peace, and contrasted to peacekeeping, peacemaking and diplomacy. The 

UN Agenda for Peace was “to identify and support structures that would tend to consolidate 

peace and advance a sense of confidence among people” (United Nations, 1992: 824). In 2005, 

the UN set the Peace architecture with a Peacebuilding Commission, Peacebuilding Fund, and 

Peacebuilding Support Office. The UN Global Compact followed through with its Business 

for Peace (B4P) after having identified the topic as a major CSR component (United Nations 

Global Compact, 2015). Businesses are invited to adhere voluntarily, with the idea that there 

will be incentives to take up roles that lay beyond purely commercial interest. In view of 

effectiveness, business is invited to join in by ‘the reduction of operational costs’.11 In 2007, 

in Oslo, a Business for Peace Foundation came to light, giving annual Oslo Business for 

Peace Awards.12  

                                        
10 See forum with the same name at http://globaltransformation.com/#home.  
11 According to the UN Global Compact (n. d.): “By joining Business for Peace, companies will be able to: 

• Better identify and manage business risks and opportunities while reducing operational costs 
• Engage in public-private dialogue to establish local priorities and implement projects 
• Align business strategies and operations with good practice from across the globe 
• Share best and emerging practices and learn from the experiences of peers 
• Demonstrate leadership and receive recognition for advancing practical solutions.”  

12 See the website: http://businessforpeace.no/ (03 January 2018). 

http://globaltransformation.com/#home


 

 

CDA Collaborative Learning Projects for the 2014 UN Global Compact’s Business for Peace 

Meeting in Turkey reviewed the forms of engagement of a firm in a conflict situation, in their 

operating environment. A spectrum goes from a) avoiding negative impact, b) doing some 

good, to c) addressing the key drivers of conflict, stressing that it is not enough to add jobs or 

improve individual livelihoods (CDA Collaborative Learning Projects, 2014). In their view, 

only the third option may contribute to peace, resting at the macro-level. CDA criteria for 

peacebuilding effectiveness include four arguments: a) larger frameworks of change are 

necessary for peacebuilding to become sustainable, such as legal and political ones; b) 

communities’ autonomy should be able to develop by themselves their own peace initiatives 

and critical thinking; c) people in general should become resilient to provocations while 

feeling more secure, and d) inter-group relations should see meaningful and sustainable 

improvement (Anderson and Olson, 2003).  

The “liberal peace” approach reflects a shift from maintaining peace between states to 

maintaining peace within one state, mainly those seen as failed or below ‘modern’ standards. 

Prescriptive and normative, it appears within reach by bureaucratic means, and may be 

confused with top down state building or local power structures engaged in economic 

liberalisation (Richmond, 2006; 2012). Applied in a long list of countries, it has been 

criticized for not being very liberal, as it ignores the community, the disempowered, the 

moderates, traditional forms of dialogue and/or justice, and voices of dissent (Newman et al., 

2009: 13, 44, 139, 324).  

Conciliation between constituencies in conflict is essential (Lederach, 1997). But if local 

capacities or peace constituencies are mentioned in the liberal peace approach, they are 

expected to just change or constrain the “bad” side. As Newman notes, “international 

peacebuilding, oriented around the creation of strong states, appears to reflect the legacy of 

Hobbes rather than, as is generally claimed, Wilson or Kant.” (Newman et al., 2012: 27) 

Others reinforce the argument on how the quest for ‘liberal peace’ has favoured the 

securitization of peace (in terms of intervention, expertise, and industry); during the post-

conflict phase (through investing in rebuilding, and demobilization) as well as the search for 

transitionalism in terms of identity, understood as social anomie (Goetschel and Hagmann, 

2011). Considering the current state of the art, questions are raised around the lack of critical 

research and theory, imprecise terminology, among which the need to discuss business 



 

 

governance within the entity and along value chains (and not only talk of single factories or 

firms) (Ford, 2015).  

A UN 2016 review of its own peacebuilding work called for more operational and policy 

coherence, better funding, and more inclusion of development and gender considerations 

among other critical issues (United Nations, 2016). A few months earlier, a critical note had 

made a more insightful description in the same direction. 13 

Reviews show that: 

there is no set of business activities which can be characterized as unambiguously peace-

positive. Rather, it appears that it is not only what businesses do, but the manner in which they 

do so, the alliances of which they are part, and the context in which their actions unfold that 

may be more determinative of their impact. The fact that these insights are not more central to 

contemporary debate highlights that most analysis of business and peace, emerging as it does 

largely in response to the literature on the causes of conflict, seems profoundly disconnected 

from the contemporary peacebuilding literature. (Ganson, 2017)  

The dominant discourse shuns the peacebuilding literature both in terms of theory and of 

practice, as well as the literature on business and conflict such as on land disputes. Studies are 

presented as best cases with little critique, and no attention to institution-building for peace 

inside the firms themselves. The latter means that governance is not in question. There is thus 

a growing call for research to take a critical stand, to look for emancipatory purposes that 

favor agency and autonomy, do research in situ, learn local languages instead of ignoring 

them, analyse power relations as a system of rules, and see how power is institutionally 

organized and socially reproduced (Korf, 2004) both at the ground and macro level, even the 

global one.  

Civil Society and Peacebuilding 

Civil society in peacebuilding has been sought to prevent violent conflict and provide early 

warnings and to manage conflict and restore peace in post-conflict situations. Various actors 

from civil society can become peace mediators, facilitators and negotiators for peace. Among 

civil society efforts at peacebuilding we find the same large array as in every other broad 

                                        
13 Letter and annex of 1 February 2016 from the Permanent Representative of the Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela to the United Nations addressed to the Secretary-General, Concept note for the Security Council open 
debate on the theme, “Post-conflict peacebuilding: review of the peacebuilding architecture”. 



 

 

concept, from religious groups to development NGOs to advocacy groups to community-

based organizations including cooperatives.  

A 2006 World Bank study on peacebuilding and civil society potential reveals some 

contradictions. To start with, civil society would not include enterprises. It wants to prevent 

civil society from monitoring and/or providing services (without any link to either author or 

literature): “Service delivery is thus not a civil society function per se, but rather a task of the 

state, the market or the third sector.” (World Bank, 2006: 18). However, in its Annex 2 

Philosophical Roots and Theoretical Concepts of Civil Society (ibid.: 42) there is no 

distinction between civil society, market and the so-called third sector (there is no 

acknowledgement of solidarity economy), but only between civil society and state or central 

authority, which is correct. In the study, civil society roles include 1) reconciliation, 2) 

conflict management and transformation, 3) preventing violence, 4) building trust and 

bridging, 5) monitoring and advocacy, the main goal for “Community building-integration” 

being to instill “bindings and attachments” (ibid.: 43). It discusses tenders and financing, 

partnerships and support with/to international NGOs and local NGOs under a project 

framework approach, recognizing that national NGOs located in capital cities get most 

support.  

A 2004 International Peace Research Institute (PRIO) document on civil society and 

peacebuilding, commissioned by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation, 

recalls that conflict alters civil society, and there “is an inherent danger in forcing non-

Western societies into assuming an organizational form that is recognizable from a Western 

viewpoint” (Harpviken and Kjellman, 2004: 13), reducing civil society to only NGOs, in 

particular those receiving foreign funding or transnational support, and which “have 

increasingly assumed responsibility for many of the state’s functions within health and 

education. While these NGOs are certainly a vital component of civil society, they do not 

challenge the state from below, being instead horizontal contemporaries of wider institutions 

of transnational governmentality” (ibid.: 13).  

To make it clear, civil society belongs to the private sphere (it is not a sector but a sphere). It 

does include the so-called third sector, community organizations, local community and 

member-based organizations. In 2013, the World Economic Forum argued for a broader 

notion of civil society (World Economic Forum, 2013: 9-10).  



 

 

Civil society can spontaneously provide solidarity, helping restore and improve human and 

group relations. Germany, for example, has had waves of social movements building up 

solidarity and cooperatives after wars and in times of crises, whereby people can 

communicate, play, learn and help each other, make friends and support networks that enable 

peace and agency (Müller-Plantenberg, 2015).  

There may be though limitations, such as not impacting on the wider setting that is causing 

the violence. It may need training in peace negotiations from others like the Sant’Egidio 

Community. Lederach (1997) has proposed levels of peacebuilding training for actors 

according to level of leadership, from top leaders (government, military, religious) to 

grassroots ones.  

 

Peacebuilding, solidarity economy and cooperatives 

Galtung’s positive peace is a situated experience, understood as empathy and sanity, freedom 

from suffering, economic development and social justice. By doing so, the process of de-

polarization can be scaled up and the rule of law enhanced through stronger trust in some 

inter-connected and shared truth. Structural violence related to inequality, issues of poverty, 

wealth and land concentration, power or institutional structural that are unjust, unfair and 

arbitrary need to be addressed. Peace in the fullest sense is based on patterns of cooperation 

(Galtung, 2011) and Galtung emphasizes cooperation and cooperatives as a major way to 

achieve positive peace (Galtung, 2012).  

Cooperatives14 blend association (civil society) and enterprise (business) and, according to 

MacPherson and Paz (2015), their contribution to peacebuilding has significant potential, as 

more than 650 million human beings take part in the cooperative movement world-wide 

(when we consider a probable double-counting as many human beings are members of more 

than one cooperative, see Sanchez Bajo and Roelants 2013, ch. 4, point 2.2).  Cooperatives 

abide by an internationally recognized business model, are incorporated under sub-national or 
                                        
14  ILO Recommendation N°. 193 on the Promotion of Cooperatives includes a clear definition of what a 
cooperative is, in accordance with the definition voted by the global cooperative movement at the International 
Co-operative Alliance (ICA) in 1995. Cooperatives are enterprises in the formal economy with their own values, 
standards and representation bodies, while a broader range of initiatives are called Social and Solidarity 
Economy units (SSE). The term cooperative means “an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to 
meet their common economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly owned and 
democratically controlled enterprise.” (International Co-operative Alliance (ICA), n.d.), 



 

 

national legislation, existing in virtually all business sectors. Cooperatives are “jointly owned 

and democratically controlled” (International Co-operative Alliance (ICA), n. d.), namely 

they are governed by a one-member one-vote system, regardless of business done with or 

investment in the enterprise, and part of the wider social and solidarity economy.  

Bourdieu saw cooperatives as are part of the groups and collectives that underlie the values of 

solidarity and humanity, capable of winning back democracy from structural violence 

(Bourdieu, 1998). Like Galtung, other thinkers have also promoted cooperatives as a tool for 

building peace, most notably Elise Boulding (2000), Mahatma Gandhi with his Tolstoy Farm 

(Bhana, 1975) and Martin Luther King (1966; 1967). There is documentation that Tolstoy’s 

idea of commonwealth strongly inspired Jewish cooperatives and the cooperative movement 

in Argentina (Plotinsky, 2015). 15 Mennonites too have built cooperatives and engaged in 

peacebuilding and peace studies and the idea of common wealth, going way back to the XVII 

century with Spinoza, Van den Ende and Plockhoy.  

In Making Democracy Work: Civic traditions in modern Italy, cooperatives, which grew out 

of the mutual aid societies, strongly contribute to democracy and civic culture (Putnam, 

Leonardi and Nanetti, 1994: 139, 142, 148). Putnam’s social capital is a pre-requisite and a 

social virtue, linking up social structuring with norms, and utilitarian strategies with 

democracy and public policy (Putnam, 2000: 19; 1996). Indeed, Northern Italy was a major 

birthplace for workers and artisans’ cooperatives (together with France) and credit unions 

(together with Germany), as well as consumer cooperatives (the first one in 1854 in Turin, 

also the very first ‘modern’ cooperative in Italy), and housing (one of the first housing 

cooperatives dates back to 1884 in Bologna).  

Solidarity economy accounts for solidarity behavior in any phase of the economy, production, 

distribution, consumption and accumulation, covering cooperatives, community work, native 

communities, fair trade, barter, social currencies, ethical banks and consumption (Guerra, 

2002), in a new paradigm for sustainable development.  

But business roles in peacebuilding are seen as a normative goal. Under ‘liberal peace’, 

management promotes peace with the assumption that peace arrives through commerce from 

which prosperity is expected to derive (Forrer and Katsos, 2015). Solidarity economy 

                                        
15See: guia web ana frank, n. d. and CGCyM, 2015.  



 

 

initiatives and community-based organizations are usually considered critical in the first 

stages of peacebuilding but expected to fade once the economy has picked up. Cooperatives 

are mainly rallied as community-based organizations or CBOs to provide for human needs or 

gather labour, to defuse post-conflict tension, demobilise soldiers, and restart agriculture. This 

is not to deny their great contributions in post-war, but to acknowledge that they contribute 

well beyond with other functions and roles, before, during and after conflict.  

In many countries, including Bosnia, East Timor, El Salvador, Guatemala, Lebanon, Macedonia, 

Mozambique, Rwanda, Sri Lanka and Nepal, cooperatives have played a critical role in post-

conflict reconstruction by creating jobs for returning minorities and ex-combatants, rebuilding 

businesses and homes, giving refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) access to 

markets, and facilitating reconciliation and peacebuilding. In Sri Lanka, the World Council of 

Credit Unions (WOCCU) worked with Sri Lanka’s financial cooperatives to expand access to 

finance for people living in rural and conflict-affected areas. Sri Lanka Women’s Development 

Co-operative Society, a network of more than 120 branches owned and operated entirely by 

women has benefited from this support ranging from group lending and insurance to health and 

education services. (ILO, 2015)  

In South Sudan, cooperatives were part of the peace process, but they were also key for a 

peaceful living economy.  

During the so-called hunger months, there can be very high price differences between 

cooperatives and traders, and the main task of agricultural cooperatives is to reduce these 

differences. Traders usually pass by and buy large quantities of crops … when the farmer runs 

out of stock the trader returns and sells the grain back to the farmers, at a much higher price. 

The cooperative also buys it off from the farmer, stores it and then sells it back to the farmer to 

the original price. So, the main role of these cooperatives is to level off seasonal price 

fluctuations. (Havers, 2007)  

And, we may add, improve food security. This is possible because cooperatives are made of 

people, not shares or capital sums invested. If it were only the latter, they would not be 

cooperatives.  

Sentama’s PhD thesis on Rwanda studies a cooperative case with a membership of more than 

50 % female. The cooperative restores interpersonal relationships in post-conflict 

peacebuilding in a private manner, enabling to overcome previous negative and dehumanizing 

relationships, and fostering positive and (re)humanizing ones (Sentama, 2009: 164). 



 

 

According to the ‘contact theory’, conflicting parties working for a common goal 

cooperatively engage in positive communication that enables truth to emerge, while reciprocal 

acknowledgment of wrongdoing and expressions of forgiveness take place (ibid.: 166). This 

goes well beyond what the literature used to acknowledge as the instrumental use of 

cooperatives. People from the two sides of the genocide work together and are able to engage 

in peacebuilding, like in a refuge.  

In the case of Rwanda, while some studies question why genocide did not happen before, 

Turshen provides the clearest trail of causes:  

Four economic and political factors played havoc with the society in the 1980s: 1) the abrupt 

drop in the price of coffee, the principal income source for 60 per cent of Rwandan families, 

coupled with a 40 per cent currency devaluation in 1989 and rapid inflation after 1990; 2) a 

structural adjustment program that curtailed or reduced social services and charged for health 

care, schooling, and water, combined with a drought in the southern regions, which turned into a 

famine; 3) from 1990, the war in the north, which drained government resources and led to rapid 

army recruitment, and which created huge refugee camps just north of Kigali—the displaced 

came from Rwanda’s ‘breadbasket’, exacerbating the external factors contributing to inflation; 

and 4) the paradox of democratization, which encouraged opposition to the already embattled 

government. (Turshen, 2001: 3).  

Cooperatives in Rwanda, according to the literature, appeared under colonial rule, and have 

been generally promoted and even initiated by governments, most usually seen as enterprises 

(Musahara, 2012). Let us not forget that cooperatives are both enterprises and associations 

stemming from civil society or the community. Some citizens may feel obliged to take part, 

but even then, cooperatives may become a terrain of contestation, because they do build a 

path towards agency (Pottier 1989; 2002: 22). They engage in advocacy, they reconstruct 

social capital, and strive for fair trade and just economic development on a sustainable basis. 

Others see their capacity for innovation where risks are better accepted because it is done 

together. “While cooperatives are usually used to counter market imperfections and to avoid 

trade injustice in Rwanda after 1994 cooperatives offered a possibility of addressing 

vulnerability, assisting in poverty reduction and as one of the few vehicles for reconciliation.” 

(Musahara, 2012: 5) It is observed that more research and support is necessary for them to 

achieve their full potential, as cooperatives engage in business and peacebuilding hand in 

hand.  



 

 

Thinking about any crisis now includes four phases: 1) coping, 2) recovery, 3) sustainable 

livelihoods and 4) preparedness for a new crisis. In the first phase, in an emergency, 

cooperatives contribute to humanitarian aid through donations and volunteering direct help, 

raising awareness and giving advice (eg. legal). These contributions are usually done by well-

established cooperatives, as in the case of Japan and Thailand in 2011 in the face of sudden 

disasters such as earthquakes and flooding (Kobayashi, 2013). In the second phase, they 

contribute with local integration, services of all types, jobs and skills training. In the third 

phase of livelihoods, they contribute in any sector of activity, enhancing market and credit 

access, bargaining power and lower costs of inputs. In the fourth phase of risk mitigation, they 

contribute with micro-insurance and participatory community planning.  

Working with refugees and asylum seekers requires skills and theoretical knowledge, 

including languages and mediation. Practitioners in cooperatives are innovating with 

grounded theory such as brokering and agency. For lack of space, two cases are mentioned 

here. A case in Canada, MCHB, provides formal delivery and support between two 

asymmetrical systems. 16 MCHB is a worker cooperative composed of already established 

immigrants to Canada, helping newcomers who have been refugees and are vulnerable. The 

former, after obtaining the trust of the community, and with the knowledge of values, beliefs 

and practices of cultural groups (both host and arriving ones) understand traditional and 

indigenous wellness and can build healing networks in and across diverse communities.  

The evolutionary aspects of resilience inherent to the refugee status also require attention and 

appropriate knowledge. Many social cooperatives in Italy like Terrenuove Cooperative (see 

Terrenuove) provide psychotherapy and care services and allow refugees with the right to stay 

to become worker-members alongside other host community members. Since 1998, 

Terrenuove has developed its own theoretical and operational tools and in networks with other 

Europeans, such as with Françoise Sironi, former director of the Centre Devereux Paris, in 

clinical practice and supervision conducted at distance and broadcasted live, and with Renos 

Papadopoulos, professor and director of the Center for Trauma, Asylum and Refugees and 

member of the Center for Human Rights at the University of Essex. The cooperative works 

with the City of Milan through a protocol of collaboration on immigration, providing them 

with training and supervising centers and social services in the area. It also offers 
                                        
16 MCHB acts as a cultural broker. See Yvonne Chiu, MCHB slides, adapted from: Bridging 
the Cultural Divide: Health Care Settings: The Essential Role of Cultural Broker Programs, 
NCCC, 2004. Developed by National Center for Cultural Competence, 2006 



 

 

psychological assistance to reception centers managed by another cooperative ‘Farsi Prossimo’ 

– ‘Make oneself close’ (see Terrenuove, n. d.). Social cooperatives have social and general 

interest goals in their mission statements. While profit is not their goal, they must be 

sustainable, responsible and transparent, including in budgets and operations. They can thus 

be successful where for-profit large businesses have no interest in working with vulnerable 

populations, as well as where states fail to address their needs. Attention however must be 

paid to cooperatives’ autonomy because, due to their very success, there have been a few 

cases of infiltration by illegal interests (in Italy, mainly in the South up to Rome).  

Interviewees stressed that cooperatives benefitted both the host community and refugees at 

the same time. In addition, according to them, responses and interventions must be integrated 

(social, psychological, work, health and housing) because refugees and IDPs (internally 

displaced persons) are not the same as an economic migrant in ‘normal’ times. They carry 

trauma and a history of abuse, sometimes of poor mental health, with a difficulty to situate 

themselves in the reality and environment. For such reason, responses were undertaken in 

networks in which cooperatives played certain functions and roles but also helped in 

coordination and communication.  

In the case of refugees worldwide, the author did a study for the ILO in 2016 on the roles that 

cooperatives have played for both refugees and IDPs and the hosting community, finding out 

28 cases, dealing with job creation, raising awareness and empowerment, reconciliation, 

dialogue and mediation, enhancing work skills and bargaining power, building resilience and 

livelihoods (see Sanchez Bajo, 2016). The 28 examples in the study show that cooperatives 

are sought as a tool for personal, household and community self-reliance. They have benefited 

the vulnerable population and the host community alike, able to contribute to acceptance and 

integration, thus peacebuilding. Cooperatives are one of the responses to the refugee crisis, 

valuable in times of hardship and crisis, and, most important of all, enablers of what 

vulnerable refugees and IDPs need most, namely agency and resilience, sustainable 

livelihoods and peace. The examples from Canada, Italy, and others used theoretical 

perspectives such as agency, actors’ resilience, human security, brokerage and constructivism. 

They were bottom-up, participatory, community-based, and needed to be backed up by 

appropriate methodology in research and intervention. In most cases, they were small and 

medium scale cooperatives, scaling up through networks, groupings, and second and third 

level cooperatives, composed and built by all the smaller grassroots’ initiatives. Finally, their 



 

 

work is never purely economic, but also social and holistic, including issues of mental health 

and gender. In conclusion, there is the need to shed new light on the neglected issue of 

peacebuilding that breaks cyclical violence and can engender sustainable livelihoods, as 

suggested by peace researchers and thinkers.  

 

Conclusion 

First, the importance of justice and equality for peace cannot be overstated. Second, to have 

peace, one needs to prepare for peace. Spinoza provided the ontological basis for a contrasting 

vision to Hobbes, one in which democracy and commonwealth were preferable to other types 

of sovereign authority, and where cooperation was possible, practical and desirable. The self 

is situated, a socialized-self with bounded rationality, able to and seeking to cooperate for the 

common good and peace. Spinoza, and Plockhoy’s experience, opened the way to the 

Enlightenment, as well as to cooperatives, and later to the solidarity economy.  

Applied to human organizations, there are roughly two main approaches to peace in relation 

to political economy: a) Hobbes’ contractual view of a dualistic relation that becomes 

permanent in terms of power and security and b) Spinoza’s view based on a view of diffuse 

power relations, based on solidarity and exercised through checks and balances. These two 

views with different perceptions of the individual and society, has been applied onto business 

models.  

Solidarity economy and cooperatives have significant potential in terms of peacebuilding and 

positive peace, offering a special vantage point as they are associations and enterprises, 

offering a learning path in democracy and how to build checks and balances, namely that 

nobody is above the law. In them, work reappears as a key experience in rebuilding agency 

and humanity. The capacity to create activity bottom-up generates autonomous capabilities as 

well as leadership. Learning to live together in a cooperative manner is essential to sustainable 

peace. However, the pressures for any group to turn closed minded are always present. For 

this reason, a wider cooperative environment can safeguard openness and peacebuilding 

acumen.  

Galtung’s formula (Galtung, 2015) recalls that equity means mutual and equal benefit, that 

empathy is to feel what others feel, and both should be larger than trauma and conflict. Peace 



 

 

cannot be conquered or imposed. It is more than justice or balanced act, it is the ultimate 

value of life.  

Living together necessarily entails difference of views. Such difference needs dialogue and 

equality to engage in dialogue, to decide together and manage conflicting views in a non-

violent manner. In view of current cycles of violence and the growing distrust of anything that 

may appear diverse or different, key thinkers and researchers on peace suggest that we should 

be looking at peace not as a normative goal, but as a double process of intercultural 

understanding, and of identity building and community resilience with a situational logic. To 

advance peace in the fullest sense, all types of violence (direct, cultural and structural) and its 

key drivers must be addressed. In this manner, we can envisage peace as a shared refuge or 

safe haven for life to flourish.  
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