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Submitted Abstract

The presentation will draw upon research that we have undertaken over the last 10 years at the Wales Institute for Research into Cooperatives (WIRC). Our research and consultancy work has almost exclusively focussed on cooperatives of all forms and in a wide range of sectors - ranging across from Tower Colliery to street level cultural industries. Parallel with this research we have engaged with related conceptual and theoretical discourses in particular covering climate change, social movements, institutional economics and social innovation.
 
The presentation will present our current thinking on cooperatives and social movements grounded with a brief outline of the conclusions of our 4 year research project at Tower Colliery. It will suggest that although concepts of autonomous space and boundaries help to raise the recognition of cooperatives as social movements an understanding of their trajectory is also important in any evaluation of whether they can break out of the determinism implied by the degeneration thesis. A focus of analysis on the internal dynamics of cooperatives and in particular the political debates over social and economic context, aims, purpose, strategies together with the role of leadership and governance helps to reveal whether a cooperative will be co-opted, remain in contained contention or be able to be in transgressive contention. We have suggested a concept of 'deviant mainstreaming' helps to capture this process. It will be suggested that shifting the debate in this way will, in addition be practically helpful to cooperative members.


Introduction

Main findings from the three papers submitted to the conference are summarised in this paper and are discussed with reference to the paper topic and the abstract.


Contemporary background – cooperatives in the UK

‘CooperativesUK’ is the representative body of the UK cooperative movement and is the organisation to which most cooperatives are affiliated. It operates and has a similar remit to the CBI and the TUC. Recently CooperativesUK have produced a second report providing an overview of the UK cooperative movement - www.cooperatives-uk.coop/performancereview . The report covers consumer, worker, financial, housing, agricultural and other forms of cooperatives and has found that over 4735 are currently active. The combined membership is more than 10.8 million representing 1 in 5 of the British population. The total turnover up to 2008 was £27.4 billion, which in turn involves the employment of 237,000 people and represents a 5% increase in turnover compared with 2006. The John Lewis foundation is included in these figures but they exclude those of financial mutuals such as UK building societies who, however, have membership of CooperativesUK through the Building Societies Association. 

Great variation of organisational structure and purpose are covered by these aggregate figures. Suma Wholefoods workers cooperative - http://www.suma.coop/index   has a turnover of £23m, employs 130 people who are paid equally and own the cooperative, governing it through a sophisticated and effective democratic structure. The Cooperative Group - http://www.co-operative.coop - whilst being owned by member consumers and having representative democracy would also be seen to have many activities and managerial characteristics of a public limited company. However, the UK cooperative movement has a common working class historical heritage in what may be called collective self help and within the movement the possibility of being different from capitalism and indeed by challenging and offering the vision of a different system has been a debate that has waxed and waned over 150 years. CooperativesUK for example are very active members of the International Cooperative Alliance which currently embodies this vision of a different way of doing things through the ICA statement of principles - http://www.ica.coop/coop/principles. 

Our research has been primarily interested in exploring the extent to which – within the variation - cooperatives can still be seen as social movements and may offer a route that challenges the private ownership and market assumptions of capitalism and its effects such as on climate change and social exclusion. In this sense we have been interested in exploring radical social innovation and this has been greatly aided by our participation in the Katarsis programme. The three papers from Tower; on social enterprise; and deviant mainstreaming represent a narrative of how our research work has evolved. In line with our research objective we have not avoided research on the aggregate but have primarily looked longitudinally at the dynamic operating within cases that claim or could be seen as social movements in order to explore some key discourses such as that involving the trajectory toward degeneration or renewal. We have attempted to go beyond generalised assumptions about what is or is not a cooperative and explore the active debates and struggles – if they exist – within cooperatives in relation to their aims, strategies, processes, actions and how they may be conceptually relate to social change. In short, we see the extent to which a cooperative can be seen to be a social movement as one of a relational dynamic that has a historical trajectory from the past to the future and not one that can be simply assumed by a determinist reading of the consequences of the capitalist context such as in the comment: they are islands of socialism in a sea of capitalism and thus doomed to fail.


Tower Colliery

Originally the research was aimed at evaluating the degeneration thesis. During our 4 years of research we found that on a number of indicators the workers cooperative had been able, through their democratic processes, to establish and maintain alternative ways of running the business and outcomes that was different from their previous nationalised experience and contemporary private mines. They were financial successful and used the surplus to increase the numbers employed, improve benefits, invest in the mine and support community projects. Management / work relations were highly democratised, even on a daily supervisory basis with 100% TU membership and collective bargaining operating alongside just of 100% membership of the cooperatives as owners. Whilst technology, statute and market circumstances were constraining influences, we found they were all modified, sometimes very creatively, as a direct result of the control and democracy that came from collective ownership combined with the radical leadership. Moreover, conceptually, we found it very useful to think of the cooperative as an alternative and different social space with boundaries that could be identified in social processes such as the contracts for coal and the physical geography of the land that they owned. At this early stage this led us to look further into how to understand this difference and talked about ‘working utopias’ and ‘deviant mainstreaming’.

Two other pieces of research undertaken around the same on the aggregate position of social enterprise in the UK and cooperatives in Wales indicated that whilst these types of organisations were present in nearly all industrial sectors there was, contrary to what we found at Tower, a tendency to become less radical and more incorporated into the mainstream the longer the organisation existed. So for example, like Tower which started as a campaign to save jobs, other social enterprises often started with the aim to provide an answer to a social problem or issue, but when this was solved in full or in part, there was a tendency to operate increasingly like an ordinary business.


Where is the social in social enterprise?

The second paper explores the tendency for social enterprises to move toward prioritising business concerns over the social. We identify in the literature a danger with what is described as an over reliance on the ‘business case’ for social activities: basically if the market weakens the social case will suffer. However, we were aware of the ability of the workers at Tower Colliery to work through the difficulties of both being a business and sustaining a social alternative and difference and taking this as our inspiration we reviewed the social movement literature to see if we could develop a conceptual basis for aiding what was clearly a political struggle over vision, aims and strategy within cooperatives and social enterprise. 

We suggest that recognising and then trying to resolve the tensions between resource mobilisation theory which stresses diachronic change and new social movement theory which stresses synchronic change may provide a route. Resource mobilisation theory prioritises growing collective and generalising action to make future and sharp large scale changes in society: hence emphasising organisations like trade unions and seeing struggle in abeyance when collective mobilisation is not possible. New social movement theory prioritises the change that can happen now – creating the future in the present: hence emphasising cultural change such as the black and women’s movement. 

We could see how new social movement theory related to our developing ideas of alternative space and boundaries and the importance of the political struggle that took place within them. This started us to think about how these ‘emancipated’ spaces with identifiable boundaries could impact on wider society and start to also have an impact sought by resource mobilisation theory such as through networks or a form of incremental radicalism. But what did ‘impacting on wider society’ mean? Clearly an understanding context and a method of both us as researchers and the members of cooperatives being able to reach an understanding of that context and how the actions of the cooperatives could impact upon it became an important question: we started to engage with the ideas of ‘transitional demands’ and a possible link with the economy and climate change.


Deviant mainstreaming

Although flagged up as a possibility in our Tower Colliery paper we have more recently suggested that the term ‘deviant mainstreaming’ is one that usefully encapsulates a range of processes that celebrates the potential challenge of resisting and being deviant whilst at the same recognises that if it is not possible, diachronically, to completely challenge the social context, then it is important to recognise that the challenge can be kept going synchronically through social movements like cooperatives. The paper refers to Gramsci’s concepts of a war of manoeuvre and a war of position as being an antecedent attempt to come to terms with this problem and goes on to suggest a way of connecting the two that would have relevance to those in cooperative social spaces that wish to find a way to being in transgressive contention with a dominating and constraining context.

In this paper we suggest that transitional actions and demands are a way of making a link between grievances and how they relate to change in the social and economic context. Transitional demands have a long history social movement even explicitly being used by Robert Owen though now more closely associated with Trotsky and his 1930 Transitional Programme. Essentially transitional demands are those that would provide an answer to grievance here and now if conceded, but if conceded create further problems and contradictions for those that have an interest in sustaining the current social and economic context. So for example and successful defence of public services would prevent those who benefit from them suffering in order to pay for the financial crisis created by the failings of the de-regulated banking system – those that created the crisis will be forced to pay for it themselves. Similarly, the creation of locally and cooperative owned alternative supplies of renewable energy not only impact on climate change but start to undermine the role of monopoly energy producers. This last example is in fact a transitional action as opposed to a demand  it is a change bought about by direct action as opposed to putting pressure on someone to use their power to take action. As such we are suggesting a new edition to the vocabulary.


How then can cooperatives be transformative?

· Create a different and alternative space with definable boundaries within which the future in the present can at least be sustained through collective ownership and democratic control – working utopias?
· The spaces can in themselves become part of a network; can expand their influence directly or through inspiration – incrementally radical?
· Cooperatives as spaces can resist degeneration and can be renewed through internal discourse – to what extent does this require leadership?
· Being transformative means having an understanding as to how the spaces can impact on the social and economic context – to what extent is it possible and required to reach agreement on this?
· It is useful to distinguish between transitional demands and actions as a way of linking mobilisation and social movement theory and how they can impact together on context – are they an effective way of making this link and securing change?
· Does deviant mainstreaming help to capture this process?
· Essentially cooperatives can be seen to be a terrain of struggle as much as trade unions – does this require political leadership? 
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