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In 1946 Karl Polanyi published The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of our Time.
 The book examined the changes that had occurred in Europe, particularly the United Kingdom, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. He called the varied but associated set of changes the Great Transformation; it fundamentally altered social and economic relationships as they had existed indefinitely in the past. In common perceptions, those changes can be identified as being largely equated with rapid urbanisation and extensive industrialisation, communication revolutions and rural transformation. He believed the changes took place on both social and economic levels, and the failure to realize the importance of the inter-relationships between the two had contributed to the social and political tensions that made inevitable the wars he had witnessed and the Great Depression that had occurred between them. 

Polanyi criticized efforts to separate the market place from social relationships as a grave error. He believed having tried to do so had led to deterioration in the lives of ordinary life and the deepening of class cleavages. It was the beginning of the modern world as he knew it, the world that seemed to be unravelling in his own time. He argued that the burden of history since the beginnings of the Great Transformation had demonstrated the fallacy of thinking about the market economy independent of social change, the perspective that proponents of market supremacy tended to promote. He believed that social relationships, such as reciprocity and communitarianism, were more important in the lives of most people than market relationships; that in the long view of history, the era of liberal capitalism with its naïve faith in he virtues of the self-regulating market was an abnormality not the hallmark of a new and better age. In the middle of the twentieth century, he argued for a strong state to offset the negative aspects of the efforts to create a self-regulated market economy. He denied that the market place should be aloof from the state or disassociated from the common weal, broadly understood. His work was an important contributor to the development of the welfare state in the post-World War Two years. Or, as he wrote himself: 

The outstanding discovery of recent historical and anthropological research is that man's economy, as a rule, is submerged in his social relationships. He does not act so as to safeguard his individual interests in the possession of material goods; he acts as to safeguard his social standing, his social claims, his social assets. He values material goods only in so far as they serve this end.
 

Nearly sixty years later, Francis Fukuyama published his book, The End of History and the Last Man. Ironically, his title was perhaps too striking; it could lead people to assume they understood what he had written even if they had not read the book. It was, however, a title that seemed to fit the times well: the fall of the Berlin wall, the apparent triumph of the increasingly unfettered market, the unprecedented globalisation of communications and key economic actors, the transformations being wrought by communication revolutions, and the apparent strength of different but similar forms of political democracy. It seemed easy, as the millennium ended, to think that the past was no longer with us, that the triumph of the West was the victory of the ages. 

Fukuyama’s main point, however, was deeper than common perceptions that study of the past was futile: it was not that there was no value in studying history but that a particular form of historical discourse, that which was associated with the grand historical theorists – Plato, Locke, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche – had been superseded by the preoccupations of liberal capitalism, particularly as it had been developed in the United States. The final product – the “last man” – of human history is the creature typical of that stage of human development: “he” is “us”. Or, as he himself wrote in the article in The National Interest in which he first put his argument:

What we are witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or a passing of a particular period of postwar history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind's ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.

Fukuyama has in many ways qualified that bold position or at least sought ways to respond as the simple expectations of the end of the 1990s have been dashed by the complexities of the Middle East, the tensions emanating from growing inequalities, the rise of a new generation of autocrats,
 and the concerns about planetary sustainability. In subsequent books, he has explored the importance of trust in human relations,
 the evolution of what he sees as a new social order based on the formulation of a new value system,
 and a critique of transhumanism, for him the irrational desire of human beings to escape their biological constraints.
 Through all of these writings he has held to the fundamental contention that the liberal capitalist society is the ultimate goal of human experience, but he has advocated a greater need to understand, and to provide for, sustained prosperity, greater inclusion, and knowledge expansion. By 2008, his world was not as simple as it had appeared to be in 1992. 

These two authors, who on the surface represent very different traditions and ideological perspectives,
 are respectively among the most influential theorists of their times, though they both have had and have their severe critics. They nevertheless reflect attitudes common at the end of World War Two and at the turn of the century particularly well; the differences between them suggest how far mainstream opinions have changed over that half century.
 Their views and what they tell us about three time periods – the Great Transformation of the nineteenth century (as studied by Polanyi), the period at the end of the Second World War, and the present era – provide interesting time frames in which the history of the co-operative movement and that of the Social Economy traditions might be considered. They also suggest why it is important to do so, what characterises the ways in which they inter-relate, and why specifically history as a mode of enquiry are important. 

In general, one can see in the writings of both authors considerable if unintentional and (for the most part) unconsidered justifications for co-operative movements and the Social Economy traditions: in the case of Polanyi as continuing aspects of the imbedded social structures he believed fundamental, in the case of Fukuyama as instruments of trust and communality he increasingly sees as necessary for the continued operation of an effective marketing system.  This ability for a reader to find space for both in what on the surface are dramatically different and even uninformed ideological positions suggests the hidden power of Social Economy traditions and co-operative movements. It further confirms their capacity potentially to flourish in all kinds of polities, albeit appreciated for different reasons, explained differently, and sometimes called by other names. They are, in fact, part of the common currency of the human condition; they should be no more ignored than humankind’s competitive instincts and behaviour patterns.

   A reading of both authors, however, suggests that neither of them considered the roles of the co-operative movement and the Social Economy traditions very seriously – or, when they did do so thought of then only partially and from “external” perspectives, not from an apparently deep familiarity with their histories or thought.
  This omission, curious because of the roles the Social Economy traditions play in the three periods around which they cluster many of their thoughts, is also not unusual because it was and is the norms of the academic enquiry; it is characteristic of nearly all political and economic discourse. In fact, that is the first challenge in examining why historical understandings are important for the future of co-operative movements and their associated groups within the Social Economy traditions: their absence in most understandings of the contemporary world is striking. Polanyi and Fukuyama are not alone among commentators in, for the most part, ignoring them. 

The history of the co-operative movement can readily be interpreted in light of the three eras in which the two men have been particularly interested. As formal institutions, co-operatives can be seen easily enough as products of the Great Transformation. The old order of co-operatives – primarily in the consumer, banking, agricultural, fishing, worker, and housing fields – was obviously connected to it. They can be understood (and often are) as responses to what Polanyi called the Great Transformation – as efforts by “ordinary’ people to protect themselves from the ravages of change or as groups coming together to take better advantages of it. They are, in fact, ideal institutions with which to see the value of his analysis because they demonstrate the importance of many of the concerns he discussed. Typically, they were carriers of past associations, especially in rural areas where they were commonly manifestations of longstanding social relationships and clearly demonstrated wider social concerns.
 All of the main co-operative movements were effective participants in the market place, whether in marketing agricultural practices, raising capital within social contexts, or in seeking socially responsive ways to secure consumer goods. They demonstrated attempts to unite economic ambitions with concerns over social issues. 

To a considerable extent, the existing histories of the movement and its institutions have indicated the connections to the Great Transformation very well. They have been particularly effective in describing the formative periods of co-operative organisations and movements. They have typically outlined the roles of founders with enthusiasm; in fact, often creating kinds of “creation myths” (in the sense of generally held beliefs only partly substantiated by the historical record). They have typically cast the founders of the movement in heroic light, emphasizing their courage, resourcefulness, and resilience; they have generally sought to show how their perspectives are still relevant. The most obvious myth was that of the Rochdale Pioneers, whose efforts, in the hands of a series of historians, took on symbolic meaning far exceeding even their remarkable contribution. One could suggest, in fact, that there is a disproportionate emphasis on beginnings and not enough emphasis on subsequent developments. There is too much emphasis on individuals or groups of individuals and not enough on the contexts within which they lived and worked, at the beginnings of co-operative movements and subsequently.

The fact that co-operatives were originally associated with the Great Transformation has also tended to encourage preoccupation with institutional forms at the cost of movement associations and thought. The perilous side of the Great Transformation – loss of family connections, the possibilities of economic dislocation, the lack of security – as well as the possibilities of gaining advantages through combination led to a widespread experimentation with institutional formation. The last half of the nineteenth century witnessed the development of more precise understandings of a remarkable range of new institutional forms – the joint stock company, the single entrepreneur and the partnership firm, as well as friendly societies and other forms of charitable institutions. It also saw the development of legislation to govern the operations of the various kinds of organisations, including various forms of co-operative enterprise. The result was to create an institutional lens through which later generations naturally tend to understand the past: they search through the limits that institutional structures conveniently provide but inevitably distort. 

Thus the historians from later times consciously and unconsciously drew lines around co-operative enterprise and did not look for connections beyond them, except when there were obvious connections with some powerful movements (such as trades unionism) and ties emanating from associations with non-cooperative enterprises in the businesses in which they engage: for example, in agricultures or in banking. They tended to ignore, as do others caught in similar institutional traps, associations and common concerns with individuals and organisations engaged in the social issues out of which so much co-operative effort developed. Co-operative movements emerged amid many other movements, they have complicated relationships with people in communities or within nations, and they are shaped by outside forces to a considerable extent, and not just economic forces. It is in the connection to external forces, in the analysis of co-operative thought, and the associations with like-minded groups that the historiography emanating from the Great Transition is arguably weakest. 


Though the quality of most of the co-operative histories that have been written is high from the perspectives of movements, their impact on the general historical community unfortunately has been slight. Like other movements from the era, such as labour movements, co-operative movements have tended to see history as a contributor to movement strengthening and development, a source of pride, a weapon to be used in the competition for member loyalties; history becomes a handmaiden to movement identity and growth. From such perspectives, history can provide a framework for people trying to understand what a given movement is about, what its accomplishments have been, and what it could reasonably be expected to do in the present. History records the key turning points and events and recalls those individuals who had a significant impact. To some extent, it examines thought and debates, though sometimes downplaying them as they might affect discussion about issues that are especially controversial in the present. 

Even less than other movements, however, the co-operative movements have not integrated their understandings of their past into the broad stream of historical understanding; they have rarely contributed their understandings of history to debates in the public square. Their histories have largely been produced for, and utilised by, the movements.

Nor does it mean that all of the important internal issues of co-operative history have been adequately explored. There are many examples of innovative institution building and economic activities within the co-operative experience that need closer examination, notably in the development of the tiers of co-operative enterprise and the expansion into new economic and social activities. There are profound questions concerned with the management of co-operatives, historical as well as contemporary, that urgently need to be more fully addressed. There are many very significant ideological debates in the years after the formative periods that need to be considered more deeply, notably associated with different forms of co-operative activity, the expansion through many cultures around the world, and the impact of communication changes. The power of the original insights into the possibilities and need for co-operative institutional forms can excite and motivate; they can also inhibit and restrict later considerations.

History prepared for the benefits of co-operatives, therefore, can provide, and has provided, a valuable body of knowledge important to people within the movement and to some extent outside of it. More, in fact, should be done. Professional historians, however, even those with personal commitments to co-operative movements and thought, have another set of contexts within which they want to explore the co-operative past. They want – and need – to situate the movements and their institutions within the broad contexts of historical change; they need to conform to the evolving methodological demands of their discipline regardless of whether their findings contribute to, or detract from, the current interests of co-operative organisations. They need to understand co-operatives in their social contexts; to explore issues associated with gender, class and race; to evaluate the ways in which co-operatives function, particularly to see if they are in fact much different from other organisations; to delve into co-operative thought; and to situate co-operatives within the political economy of any given time and place. 

These two approaches to co-operative history, which might best be thought of as two ends of a continuum of analysis rather than competing options, can co-exist and even help each other; ideally, they would join together in developing a much more complete understanding than we currently possess of the roles of co-operative institutions and movements in the past. One consequence of the unequal development of the two approaches to co-operative history, and particularly the underdevelopment of history among professional historians, is that references to the co-operative movement in national histories are rare or non-existent, even in countries where the movement has played significant roles. It is a major reason why the general population in so many countries have such a weak understanding of the nature, extent, and possibilities of co-operative movements, even in many jurisdictions where co-operatives play important roles. 
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 Nor have co-operative movements been obviously important to the state, the primary terms of reference for many political historians. They have rarely made substantial contributions to the political debates, policy formation, and theoretical development of modern societies. Sometimes that is because they resist involvement in public debates for fear of creating discord among members; sometimes it is because of the weakness of the central institutions they create for lobbying purposes. There are many reasons why the movements exists somewhere below the level of common public consciousness. Regrettably, Polanyi’s sympathetic yet ultimately indifferent approach to the rise and early development of co-operative movements is actually more positive than how most observers view co-operative movements. 

Polanyi lived through the two great wars and the great depression of the twentieth century. He wrote his most important book in light of those events. Like many of his generation, he thought that the best answer to many of the underlying problems of his time could be found in a more directly active state. Many of his ideas can be seen as leading inevitably to the creation of the welfare state that directly involved public servants in a wide range of social services so as to guarantee a minimum standard of living for all citizens. It was a noble dream that, in its most common form, required a considerable bureaucracy, a widening circle of professionals, and an emphasis on centralized efforts to create common standards. The result was that the co-operative responses to social issues, represented by health co-ops, elder care, childcare, and pharmacy co-ops and based on membership engagement, languished for much of the twentieth century, with the result that even the established movement tended to ignore associations with them. A part of the co-operative heritage was consequently undervalued even ignored except in a few countries, perhaps most obviously in Italy and other countries in southern Europe. It helped blunt the social concerns of many co-operatives and contributed to the tendency for the established co-ops to become fixated on their own internal issues and spheres of business activities.

It should not be assumed, however, that co-operative movements must be separated from the efforts of the welfare state or that there cannot be effective partnerships between co-operative movements and the welfare state. In fact, one can make a case that co-operative approaches, with their base in communities and their emphasis on self-reliance, are natural partners to the development of strong social welfare systems, a partnership governments would do well to encourage. For that to occur, however, the state has to see the benefits of engaging community groups, whether organised in co-operatives or other institutional forms, in the delivery of services. 

This uncertainty over how the movement might expand its involvement with social co-operatives was part of one of the most complex issues generally confronting the co-operative world in the last half of the twentieth century: how should co-ops relate to the state. The most extreme and complex dimension of this issue, of course, was found in the centrally planned economies of Central and Eastern Europe as well as in parts of Asia and Africa. The co-operative movement was unusual in its desire and capacity to maintain connections among movements in the polarized countries of the Cold War but it did so at a very high cost. It weakened the international movement in its efforts to project a consistent and compelling case for extensive co-operative development, though on national and regional levels the growth of the movement in many instances continued to be substantial. It created divisions within national movements depending upon the degree of sympathy one had for co-operators trying to cope with the power of the state in the centrally planned economies. On the other hand, the nature and roles of co-ops within those circumstances was never as simple as was – and is – commonly perceived. There is a need to reassess the roles of co-operatives in centrally planned economies from the perspective of nearly two decades after perestroika. It is one of many topics that co-operative historians need to explore with greater care and fewer preconceived perceptions. 

Historians need also to devote more attention to understanding the relationships with the state in other countries. Economic theory common in the wake of the Depression and the struggles of the world wars justified the state assuming an aggressive role in expanding agricultural production, expanding access to financial services for lower income people, and providing for better housing. The result was that the state in most countries provided encouraging frameworks for agricultural co-ops, co-operative banking, and housing co-ops. What were the consequences of this approach? How did it differ around the world? Why have governments retreated from this kind of support in recent years? What are the consequences? What, after all, given co-operative values and principles, given the characteristic life cycle of co-operative organisations, and given community interests and capabilities, are the policies that governments should follow in ensuring that people in communities can understand and then, should they so desire, utilize the co-operative model to meet their social and economic needs?

This tendency for co-operative organisations in most countries to emphasize their own sectoral specialties during the twentieth century weakened the capacity of co-operative movements to project a broad vision of their accomplishments and potential. This inevitably weakened national apex organisations and the International Co-operative Alliance, contributing to a perceived loss of identity. In part, this problem was addressed in 1995 when the International Co-operative Alliance adopted a Co-operative Identity Statement, partly to assert a broader vision, partly to demonstrate how co-operatives differed from other organisations.  The tasks of demonstrating how the values and principles adopted in that document, of understanding how different kinds of co-ops can be most effectively operated, still largely remains to be done. Historians could play a useful role in these discussions, although probably in collaboration with other researchers and with practitioners.

The maturing of the established co-operatives into large formulations through mergers, the more rapid and diversified growth of larger co-ops, the expanded use of federations, the creation of associations of co-ops with like interests, and partnerships with other organisations was a development that began shortly after World War Two ended. These structural adjustments, driven by communications changes, searches for economies of scale, and leadership ambitions, profoundly altered relationships among co-operatives and with members. They have created new opportunities for individuals within the movement and made it possible to expand what co-ops can do for their members. They have also challenged the traditional roles of the federations based originally on associations of essentially similar sized co-operatives and sharing obvious connections to their communities; the kind of structure that the co-operative world inherited from the nineteenth century. This process has been only partly examined by historians and there is a need for understanding its impact more deeply. It has significantly affected relationships with members and communities , perhaps nowhere more clearly than in Europe. It also raises issues concerning management, including social accounting, perhaps the most obvious way in which co-ops can retain a clear sense of their social vision and even expand on what small co-op are able to do within and for their communities.  

In the 1990s, when the world, especially in the view of an observer like Fukuyama, seemed to be on a different course, the challenges for co-operatives became more serious. The increasing pace of globalisation and pressures from accountants, lawyers, politicians, and public servants to create greater conformities among all kinds of economic institutions threatened and continues to threaten – the distinctiveness of co-operative enterprise. Decades of neglect among co-operative organisations in the training and education of leaders, employed and elected, meant that too few co-operators shared a vision of a strong and diversified international movement; not enough saw the co-operative advantages of memberships and community associations. Amid the triumphal boastings of the private sector as the millennium need, one had difficulties hearing confident voices from the co-operative world, except for the International Co-operative Alliance. 

Today, though, as banks search desperately, even unseemingly, for help from governments, as the balloon blown up by the hot air of over-stimulated economies and unprecedented capital flows begins to deflate, there is an opportunity for once again stating the co-operative options forcefully, options built on strong values, social and economic, and deserving of more careful analysis. Historians have a role to play in this as the visions from the past are in need of more careful study, their contexts more fully explored, their possibilities more fully explained. 

In particular, there is a need, which historians can help meet, to explore the movement’s social possibilities more fully. That means re-examining the social mission of the co-operative movements to see how existing co-operatives can incrementally and prudently expand their social dimensions and, most importantly, how co-operative movements in their various jurisdictions can create new co-operatives to meet social goals through economically sustainable co-operatives. The probably irreversible trend that came out of the current situation so celebrated by Fukuyama was that the welfare state as envisioned at the end of World War Two by observers such as Polanyi, could not reasonably hoped to be achieved whatever its merits might appear to be. The creation of socially sustainable societies must involve partnerships between governments and other organisations. What kinds of organisations can be better than those in the Social Economy? What kinds of organisations within the Social Economy can be better than co-operatives in ensuring accountability to the state, to those they serve, and to those who are directly involved in their operations?

There are other issues that Fukuyama’s world raises that invite co-operative responses. Only in the later nineteenth century, in what American historians refer to as the “Gilded Age” or perhaps in the declining years of such great empires as those of Rome, the Incas, and the Habsburgs, when corruption became endemic, has the world seen the growth of such differentials between the super rich and everybody else.  Co-operative movements have often made the case that they create “real” wealth easily measured and distributed on the basis of participation not speculation. How true is this claim? What should be said about the wealth that co-operatives create? What are the different kids of wealth they create, measured in financial, human, and social capital? What are the philosophical perspectives and the public policy perspectives that make it possible for co-operatives and co-operative movements to create stable, fairer and inclusive societies? Fukuyama’s world invites a strong and compelling co-operative response.

*****

As one reviews the range and possibilities for historical enquiry, one becomes gradually aware that, though the uses of history are many, they are not in and by themselves enough.  The common kinds of historical questions are only some of the queries that need to be raised. Co-operative movements and co-operative thought are very diverse. They are embedded deeply in the societies where they are found. They flow from the past to the present; they engage the future. Just as controlled examinations through institutional lenses capture only some aspects of the co-operative quest, so uni-disciplinary enquiry sees through blinkered eyes. Clio, the muse of history, needs help.

To realize their full potential in exploring the co-operative world in the past and to reflect on the present and future, historians need the perspectives of anthropologists, business specialists, political scientists, economists, geographers, lawyers, philosophers, and sociologists, to mention only the most obvious kinds of researchers who are required. In short, they must join with many others in the pursuit of Co-operative Studies if we are to gain a fuller and more satisfactory understanding of the movement than we currently possess. 

Nor should the focus be narrow, just on the institutions of co-operation; it must be considered within the three contexts that give the movement much of its vitality. First, it must be understood within layers of culture as well as the economic and social needs that are its inevitable milieu. Second, it must be thought of in light of the kinds of businesses in which specific co-operatives or movements are engaged; it must be held up to the yardstick provided by other alternatives, private and public. Third, it must be examined in its relationships with like-minded organisations that share its social and community concerns; in particular, it must be considered in the context of the Social Economy. 
Work within the field of Co-operative Studies that ignores any of these three contexts falls short of what needs to be done.

One of the most difficult tasks for anyone trained within mainstream western intellectual traditions is to resist the need to create hierarchies of importance; in the case of co-operatives to resist the temptation to indicate which movement is the most “pure”, the most important, a kind of discourse and sentiment that adversely affected the movement for much of the late nineteenth century and the twentieth century as well. It is also a common issue within the world of research, not only for Co-operative Studies where researchers immersed in one kind of co-operative can easily downplay the importance of other forms. It can also easily occur within the Social Economy if it is regarded as a supra-organizing concept which over-arches co-operatives, mutuals, and associations instead of a way in which they can be linked together through shared values and common purpose while respecting the importance of differences and the need for mutual respect. People involved in the Social Economy should readily understand the subtlety and complexity of relationships within the organisations they study and the variety of contexts within which those organisations exist. There are circles of association, with all the meaning that word has in the history of the Social Economy and co-operatives, not a pyramid of influence in which one form dominates over others or even the concept of the Social Economy dominates. 
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