SEARCHING TOGETHER FOR THE NEXT COOPERATIVE PRINCIPLE

By Len Krimerman


            In 1995, the International Cooperative Alliance adopted seven cooperative principles as both defining and guiding cooperatives throughout the world. Briefly stated, the “traditional seven” include: voluntary and open membership; democratic member control; member economic participation; autonomy and independence; education, training and information; cooperation among cooperatives; and concern for community. 
           These principles certainly seem straightforward and worthy norms, and they can help us distinguish cooperative enterprises from ones that are not run cooperatively. But do they go far enough? For a while now, I’ve had the feeling that, good as they are, they leave out an important dimension of what cooperatives are, or should be, about. 
            Recently, while googling for “cooperative summer camps”, I came upon the web site of the Circle Pines Center, a community in southern Michigan where, for almost 70 years
 
...people of all ages and backgrounds have come together to work, play, and relax in a cooperative, supportive, and creative environment. The history of the Center includes not only the worldwide cooperative movement, but also Danish folk schools, Quaker work camps, music and dance, the civil rights movement, and activists for peace and social justice. The mission today is the same as it was 60 years ago, to show the "superior advantages of cooperation as a way of life."
But what most struck me on their web site was Circle Pines’ own version of the cooperative principles, one which includes an eighth principle:

ULTIMATE AIM IS TO ADVANCE THE COMMON GOOD. The ultimate aim of all cooperatives should be to aid in the participatory definition and the advancement of the common good.
 
Why might an eighth principle of this sort be needed? Put negatively, my answer would be that the traditional seven, with one very vague exception, keep our cooperative energies focused inward, on how to best organize our own cooperative enterprises or how to behave within the cooperative family. Principle 7, “Concern for Community”, makes a faint-hearted nod outward, but leaves it open just what sort of “concern” we should have for what sort of “community”, and says nothing about the need to work together with allies outside the cooperative family “to define and advance the common good”. 
            This same point can be stated positively: as I read them, the traditional seven express cooperative values of mutual aid, respect for self-reliance and self-determination, social justice, and peaceful resolution of disputes. Why not, then, extend these principles beyond the boundary of our cooperative family; that is, to the whole of humanity or, even, to all living beings? Why not join with others who share these values to build a just, peaceful, and fully democratic society? If we did make this extension, wouldn’t we come up with an 8th principle along these lines (and similar to that proposed by the Circle of Pines)?
 
8. COOPERATIVES COLLABORATE TO BUILD A Just, FULLY DEMOCRATIC, AND peace-Based SOCIETY
Co-ops collaborate with a diverse range of other citizen groups to build, and share power in, a, fully democratic society whose institutions, resources, and opportunities are accessible equally by all, and where non-violent dialogue and conflict resolution are widely used to prevent and manage conflicts. 
 
Over the past four months, I have twice before presented my case for an 8th cooperative principle at cooperative conferences. In both settings, the discussion was spicy – very sharp, vigorous, and mixed. On the negative side, participants raised several concerns:
 
1. Too confrontational: Some participants felt that one of my stated aims, i.e., for cooperatives to “share” or “take” power and have a say in allocating public revenues, was too “confrontational”. A computer graphics co-op consultant from Vermont, for example, argued that building a stronger and wider cooperative community should be done, not by organizing coalitions or taking power, but through setting an example, i.e., showing the rest of the world how cooperative work made our lives richer and happier.
 
2. Academic and Overly Burdensome: Others argued that this eighth principle (as opposed to the others?) was not coming from grassroots co-op practitioners, but from academic theorists, and might impose yet another layer of responsibilities on an already overburdened co-op movement; why not, it was asked, stick within and amplify the emerging regional (and national) networks of cooperatives?
 
3. Violation of political neutrality: members of several different co-ops felt that by concurring with my 8th principle, they would be undermining the political autonomy or neutrality of their cooperatives. Co-ops, they felt, must respect the often quite varied political positions of their members (and clients), and a principle advocating collaboration and the sharing of political power, would infringe on that respect.
 
4. TINMISCWYCDTCD (There Is No More Important Social Change Work You Can Do Than Cooperative Development): This is the acronymic message of a cooperative manifesto advanced by Tim Huet, of the Bay Area’s Arizmendi Support Collective, which appears to have a strong backing on the USA east coast. It was echoed, or reinforced, by another cooperator who argued that worker ownership was indispensable to all other forms of social change because it provided people with reliable sources of and control over financial resources.( Here’s a counter-acronym: CCACACC – Can Co-ops Alone Create a Cooperative Commonwealth?) 
 
5. Aren’t We Already Collaborating With Other Groups Within the Wider Social Justice, Peace, and Progressive Movements? Lots of examples could be given here, from C4, the New Orleans computer coop which gives preferential rates to non-profits and social change groups to Inkworks and Green Worker Co-ops which incorporate environmental objectives into their business goals to the many women and service sector coops which address effectively widespread forms of oppression and impoverishment.
 
            Supporting the case for an 8th principle case were several main considerations: 
 
1. Cooperative Principles Have Evolved, and Will Probably Keep Evolving: “The cooperative principles” have not remained fixed since the 1840s: e.g., the original Rochdale set included “Cash trading (no credit extended)”; there were only six until the 7th was adopted by the ICA in 1995; in short, perhaps it’s time once again to reconsider, revise, or extend what we see as our basic cooperative goals.
 
2. Cross-organizational Solidarity Essential for Democratic Social Change: Some participants agreed that the struggle for a new and better society, one where our cooperative values and benefits are accessible to all, requires cross-organizational solidarity. Given the size and ruthlessness of what we are up against, no single path or organizational option can take us where we want to go.
 
3. Cross-Organizational Solidarity may be Essential for Full Cooperative Growth: To me, this is the most intriguing rationale, in several ways. On one hand, it seems clear that the aim of creating an economy – or a cooperative commonwealth – in which every person has the opportunity join or create whatever cooperatives they need, will take more capital, more resources, more energy and a greater constituency than what cooperatives can provide. In addition, as Tim Huet himself argued at the USWCF Conference, cooperatives in general evidence a reluctance or indifference to growth, and this may well be an implication of their primary commitment to “member needs and interests”. 
            The only USA exceptions Tim has found – Cooperative Home Care Associates and Equal Exchange – in his words, “prove the rule”. Tim did not attempt to explain this, but perhaps it is because these are “solidarity cooperatives”, ones whose mission involves two distinct goals: that of fulfilling members’ needs and that of addressing the needs of an outside marginalized group. That is, these two highly successful and growth-oriented cooperatives already fulfill the 8th principle!
           I think we – the cooperative community – would greatly benefit from adopting an 8th principle. Why so?
 
a. It would lead us towards forging or joining coalitions from which we are largely absent now, but could both gain from and contribute to greatly: e.g., those focused around participatory budget initiatives, in which citizen groups – of many sorts – have a direct say in the allocation of public revenues; these coalitions could help us build a larger constituency, and provide needed sources of revenue, publicity, visibility, and credibility. 
 
b. such a principle would also help move us from isolated cases of solidarity or cross-organizational collaboration, such as CHCA and EE, to making solidarity, or double mission, co-ops a high priority for our movement.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
NOTES ON THE EDMONTON DISCUSSION

           Reactions in our workshop to my case for an 8th principle were both supportive and for me, at least, remarkably instructive. There appeared to be quite general agreement that the “traditional seven” principles should be expanded beyond inward-looking goals, and in support of collaboration with other non-coop groups allied in building a just and fully democratic society, both at home and across national borders. One participant exclaimed that he saw an 8th principle connecting co-ops with wider social justice and peace-building movements as a way to recharge and rejuvenate the cooperative movement.
            More specifically, the notion of joining participatory budget processes and more generally of having a direct voice in the allocation of public resources, struck a resonant chord, especially in light of the recent replications of this Brazilian innovation notion to such Canadian cities as Guelph, Toronto, and Vancouver. (See here Josh Lerner’s article on this in the Summer, 2006 issue of Shelterforce.)
            Even more concretely, people were enthusiastic about giving priority to cooperatives with multiple stakeholders and missions that were not limited to serving the interests of their worker owners; cooperatives, in short, like the Multi-Cultural Health Brokers of Edmonton.
 
            But how to gain acceptance for a cross-organizational collaboration-based 8th principle? This was a question I knew had to be addressed, but on which my own ideas were sparse. Not to worry – the participants readily filled the gap. Overall, they urged a gradual and gently expanding process whereby cooperative practitioners, enterprises, and associations would eventually see the 8th principle as good for cooperatives and their development, rather than as a prescription of what (someone else thinks) is right or just or best for the world.
            In particular, they suggested that:
• the 8th principle be discussed from the ground upwards, initially, by individual cooperatives which could add it to their mission statements; from there, it could percolate out to secondary support organizations, as well as regional, national, and, eventually, international associations.
• official endorsement, at any level, should wait until there was widespread readiness to “walk the talk” and implement the principle in practice; 
• existing models of cooperatives that already fulfilled the 8th principle should be learned from, celebrated, and if possible, replicated;
• ways of fulfilling the principle without jeopardizing, or over-burdening, individual cooperatives or practitioners should be clarified; e.g., a single and rotating delegate could represent the entire cooperative community within a city or provincial participatory budget coalition.
           I left the workshop on a very high cloud, and with lots more clarity about and confidence in the 8th principle that when I began. Nonetheless, I’m not yet entirely satisfied with either my own or the Circle Pines formulation of a new principle, and would welcome any and all comments and suggestions, critical or otherwise; send them to me at editors@geo.coop.

