Manifeste du RIUESS

The critical contribution of universities the development of the Social and Solidarity Economy

Master’s degrees, professional training programmes, university diplomas, PhD programmes/degrees, articles/research papers, publications, conferences, seminars, forums, Social and Solidarity Economy research reports… are all proof that universities, after paving the way more than twenty years ago, have increasingly contributed to and supported the development of the SSE. The common values of co-construction of projects and of the open transmission of knowledge, accessible to all students without independent of financial resources or age, through initial training and lifelong learning, have been instrumental in the closer collaborations of the SSE and universities. However, the SSE remains an area of research and of academic education well acknowledged and yet relatively ignored by the public authorities.
The SSE Inter-Universities Network has been an informal network since May 2000: RIUESS (Réseau Interuniversitaire de l’Economie Sociale et Solidaire) brings together teachers and researchers from various  – economics, sociology, management, law, communication, political sciences, geography – and from about thirty universities, bringing together their research and allowing their training programmes in a growing sector to gain from each other. This francophone network is multi- and trans-disciplinary, and while it first grew from a network of French universities, it is now increasingly internationally oriented. Since 2000, and particularly through its annual assemblies, the network has addressed current issues which connect the concerns of SSE organisations around three major points/issues. 
Questioning the identity of the SSE
It has now been clearly established that the SSE shows particular resistance to the impacts of the global and severe crisis that affects our societies, while suggesting alternative solutions to the economic, social, political, geographical (territorial?) and environmental challenges. While the activities that derive from the SSE have diversified, public authorities try to settle the question of a definition of the sector. That question remains to be settled, as shown by the tensions between definitions of the SSE as an alternative entrepreneurial model and broader descriptions of the SSE as a set of alternative means of action: alternative means of production, but also of self-production, consumption, saving, learning, decision-making, etc.
The first premise/principle that guided the formation of RIUESS is precisely that questioning the identity of the SSE is consubstantial/ intrinsic to the SSE as a historical, social and political fact, and as such is a subject for research and academic training/education for universities. The SSE has thus been questioned again from the perspectives of (les communs?), of social innovation, social entrepreneurship, cooperation, its values and status, employment, democracy, development models or European policies.
Co-construction of knowledge
Two of RIUESS’s core values are social and geographical proximity (avec les territories? Je ne suis pas sûre de comprendre, mais pense que cette traduction se suffit) and on-site observation. Involving all researchers in this approach, RIUESS is determined to go beyond experimental approaches or economic theories (hors sols? that are disconnected from territories, that are not concerned with territories?). It also addresses the SSE phenomenon from a scientific and multi-disciplinary position which asserts its originality as potentially being the proponent of a project of social and environmental transformation. As for any social fact, the study of the SSE calls for the use of a methodology that allows for distancing, without distancing itself from normative and political issues inherent to those practices (je ne suis pas sûre de comprendre à quoi “ces mêmes pratiques” font reference…). One of the aims of the researchers involved is to try and go beyond longstanding principled opposition between a one-sided critical approach that reduces the analysis of the SSE as a subsector of public policies and the mere affirmation, under cover of managerial expertise, of the necessary rationalisation of its economic efficiency; or the opposition between those who relate the development of the SSE to the disengagement/withdrawal of the public sector and those who wish to strengthen entrepreneurial rationales to serve social purposes on the basis of the social business model, or even within companies’ corporate social responsibility strategies (j’ai un peu étoffé pour une meilleure comprehension en anglais, dis-moi si j’ai bien compris, et si c’est clair!).
Multidisciplinary dialogue promotes the complex understanding of the SSE that we uphold, in its economic, social, environmental and political dimensions. The relationships that develop between its actors (les acteurs ( de l’ESS? “ses” acteurs?) thus become symmetrical / more balanced (?) and cannot be reduced to a (surplombante) critical approach, nor to the position of an expert in charge of driving the transformations of the sector in its attempt to respond to the crises of the social /welfare? state and of the capitalistic modes of production. This unique/special? (particulière?) relationship with the organisations under study partakes in the democratization of research and knowledge.
The university courses offered within the network are the result of this position. The interplay of research and academic education is actually a significant feature of universities. Training often designed to respond to the needs of territories in close cooperation with SSE stakeholders contributes to research, which in turns, informs training. Social services development, collaborative economy, ecological transition, social innovation and entrepreneurship, the financing of the SSE, inclusion through economic activity… are some of the subjects addressed in the courses in response to the challenges of the SSE and the aspirations of students of all ages, within initial training and lifelong learning. It is as much about providing students with professional training students as it is about contributing to sustainable development and to a more democratic and just society through critical thinking. Involving the actors of the SSE (les acteurs ( de l’ESS?) is once more at the core of the identification of needs, and of the actual transfer (/transmission) of knowledge, which often converges (/coincides) with public educational practices.
Asserting the democratic value of the SSE

Indeed, whether in their research or in the learning programmes they support, the members of RIUESS acknowledge the collective dimension and the democratic governance of the SSE organisations. In this, they differ from profit-seeking enterprises and public companies. Recognition of the diverse forms of enterprises goes hand in hand with a plural conception of the economy, which cannot be reduced to the markets but must take the central role of redistribution and the reciprocal fulfilment of needs into account. It is under this approach that the diverse resources which SSE organisations need to mobilize according to their field of activity are presented, and a political dimension asserted, which goes beyond the question of the democratic organisation of SSE enterprises, by raising the question of the role? of markets/ the market economy? in our societies.
Furthermore, the RIUESS members acknowledge the necessary adaptation of project methodologies? and of the management tools as evaluation indicators with a view to highlighting and strengthening the original initiatives of the actors of the SSE. Performance indicators? ou: Monitoring tools need, in particular, to be developed to measure the social and environmental value/utility of projects by moving beyond the prevailing quantitative and monetary valuation/assessments.
Finally, the RIUESS members are determined to be operating, one way or another, within the process of social and environmental transformation that the changes in our development model dictate, in a perspective of democratic emancipation of individuals, most particularly of the younger ones. 
The RIUESS Association

By incorporating into a formalized network in 2016, RIUESS is set to prolong and strengthen its efforts and its ambition to fully partake in the current collective debates/discussions on the SSE’s possible evolution, particularly through greater visibility of its positions and analyses.
Research and university learning programmes are integral to the dynamism of the SSE. Their ability to enrich public debates and inform the co-construction of public actions deserve greater recognition both from European and local public authorities.
