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Edgard Milhaud established Les Annales de la régie directe (the forerunner of the Annals of the Public and Cooperative Economies) in1908. At about the same time, the leaders of the International Co-operative Alliance decided their organization needed a journal. They called it The International Bulletin; its first issue appeared in the same year. In 1913, Henry J. May, who had been Secretary of the Parliamentary Committee of the Co-operative Union in England, became the ICA’s General Secretary. He took a special interest in the Bulletin when he became General Secretary and it was an important part of his duties until his death in 1939. In 1928 the Bulletin changed its name to the Review of International Co-operation and became a larger more pleasing publication. Just as the Annales owed much to the efforts and ideas of Milhaud, so did the Bulletin/Review largely reflect the enthusiasms and ideas of Henry J. May for many years; one could even suggest his impact lasted for over a decade after his death, so powerful was his vision of what it should attempt to do and so important was his impact on the ICA. 

Milahud and May both reflected bodies of thought that in many ways were muscled aside in the struggles among the more dominant and aggressive ideologies of the twentieth century. They both represented lingering memories of community-based, local activism, kinds of communitarianism that had started to emerge in Europe amid the industrial, urban, and rural changes of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. They both sought new and effective ways to maximize local controls over economic and social development. They shared many similar objectives and perspectives, though they did not come from the same directions, and they worked with different groups of people, institutions, and networks. Their work and their careers also suggest the complexities of the relationships, actual and potential, between the co-operative movement and the Social Economy traditions. 
Milhaud and May shared a passionate commitment to their work as they followed unconventional and complex paths in trying to meet their objectives. They came from two classical backgrounds for involvement in Social Economy traditions: one from an engaged position within the academy and one from deep inside a set of Social Economy institutions, in this case the British consumer co-operative movement. Those two origins suggest still other difficulties in bringing together the two approaches to the development of the Social Economy.

Milhaud spent most of his life as a professor of Political Economy at the University of Geneva. In 1908 he was in his early forties, well into a career that would take him through a wide range of economic and political thought, a remarkable intellectual journey as he searched for commonalities among different kinds of organizations and modes of thought centrally concerned with furthering the common good. He remained active long after most people would have retired. He continued his work up to the last few weeks of his life: he died in 1964, over ninety years old. Throughout his career, he sought for an effective counterpoise to the perspectives born of liberal economic theory; the perspectives that favoured unfettered development of the market and a limited role for the state. For the first part of his career, he was particularly concerned with mobilizing municipal power to provide essential services and to ensure a more equitable distribution of what modern technology and manufacturing could provide. He was a pioneer in what became known as “municipalism”, the desire to maximize local, community ownership of utilities and public services, as well as undertaking economic initiatives in the common good. Later, his interests broadened to consider all kinds of organizations, government, co-operative, and volunteer, that served the collective as opposed to individual interests.

May, almost forty in 1908, was working within what, in the early twentieth century, were already becoming strong institutional and national barriers within the international co-operative movement, barriers that impeded collective development and tended ultimately to preclude close associations with other movements and organisations. May was a “practitioner”, an activist who had been deeply involved with the English consumer co-operative movement since the later years of the nineteenth century. He spent most of his career working for the ICA, struggling to help it achieve unity and a clear focus amid the unfolding great diversities of the international co-operative movement. He had a determined commitment to the development of resourceful and expanding co-operative institutions as a way of benefiting members and stabilizing their communities as well as improving national lives and contributing to peace. 

If Milhaud was starting from a broad external perspective that mingled co-operatives with other kinds of community-based and public organizations; May came from an embedded position within a movement that had grown so rapidly and in so many different directions that understanding its essential purposes was becoming difficult. Its connections with other similar kinds of organizations and movements, therefore, were not immediately obvious to many because it wasn’t always clear to many co-operators.  These differences were not unusual; the two men are useful symbolic figures in understanding the relationship between the co-operative movement and the Social Economy traditions for much of the twentieth century. 


The timing of the launch of the two journals is also important in understanding that relationship: 1908 was a year of great promise, but also of deep foreboding, both perspectives being readily observable in the co-operative movement of the day and afterward as well in understanding why and how Milhaud pursued in his work. The optimism was contagious. H.G. Wells, one of the prophets of a brave new world, had just published a number of very popular books, such as Anticipation, A Modern Utopia, and In the days of the comet. They reflected a common faith of the times in new technologies, new learning, and the Idea of Progress – the new century was the start of a bright new future. The airplane was moving beyond being just a curiosity, a toy for inventors and the wealthy: the American army, in fact, had announced plans to purchase the new machines to wage war more effectively – even before the machine could not be counted on to fly more than a few miles. Somewhat ominously, the army also suffered its first casualty almost immediately in an accident with an experimental plane in Virginia. In Detroit, the first Model “T” rolled off the assembly line – the automobile and its method of manufacture destined to change work patterns, street life, and human relationships throughout the coming century. The era of the large steamships was continuing to alter transportation systems, expanding the possibilities for immigration and altering the balance of naval power. In February, a handful of suffragettes chained themselves to the railings at 10 Downing Street, the home of the British Prime Minster, and in October some 100,000 suffragists marched on the British Parliament. In Turkey, a few young nationalists were able to wrestle power from the once powerful Ottoman monarch, one more step in the decline of the empires that had long dominated European history. In Palestine, Britain and France were competing to see who would control the flow of petroleum to the outside world. In the Balkans, Serbia was challenging the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which in turn franticly struggled to impose its will throughout the Balkans – sad, remorseless steps on the way to the Great War of 1914-1918 where much of the new century’s optimism would be lost with the millions of soldiers and civilians it claimed. Embedded in all those events were the seeds of trends for the remainder of the century, trends that would buffet co-operatives and the desire to foster the Social Economy.

Developments during that year also suggest the ideological conflicts that would complicate associations between the co-operative movement and the broad Social Economy traditions. For well over half a century, controversies among different schools of liberalism, various kinds of conservatism, the vast ranges of anarchist thought, the different approaches of social democrats, and frequently disputatious Marxists had shaken many of the countries of the North Atlantic world. Class warfare had become commonplace, often encouraged; social discord was easily observable, seemingly insoluble; and, above all, the struggle for hegemony among the numerous ideological schools was unrelenting, a war zone where values of co-operation, mutuality, and reciprocity were rarely appreciated or followed, except by some in the abstract. 

Milhaud and May hoped to use their journals to engage many of the debates that were raging and to carve out spaces for the ideas and movements they wished to encourage. Milhaud brought to his work considerable intellectual fervour emanating out of his personal Social Democratic beliefs and his engagement with the theories of Political Economy, then an important focus for considerable research and engagement throughout the academies of the North Atlantic world. May brought convictions stemming from co-operative thought and, above all, co-operative practice, much of it derived from the remarkable, innovative experience of the British consumer movement. 

In August 1907, the Second Socialist International held its conference in Stuttgart. Many, though far from all, of the leaders in the European consumer and worker co-operative movements, were interested in socialist thought; some were very actively involved in socialist movements. Thus the Stuttgart congress was important to them. In retrospect, it proved to be a very divisive gathering, in which Lenin and “hard-line” Russian Marxists challenged more gradualist kinds of socialists over growing European militarism, the centrality of class warfare, the desirability of formal linkages between trade unions and socialist parties, and the need to oppose all kinds of imperialism. The debates were intense and the resultant splits ran deep; in fact, they would never really be bridged.

The more strident and revolutionary tone of that Congress – and others that followed over the next few years – alarmed many within co-operative circles and reverberated throughout many national movements. It led them, as well as Milhaud and others interested in the moderate approaches of municipalism, to see the need to express their distinctive ideas and programmes; if they did not, they were in danger of being inaccurately and unfairly tied to the agendas of others. They would lose the support of the moderates and, in the case of the co-operatives, people with conservative backgrounds, for example, many in rural and banking co-ops. 

To some extent, the launching of the two journals flowed from the debates in Stuttgart. Thus, in an early issue of the ICA Bulletin, Heinrich Kaufmann, the General Secretary of the Central Union of German Distributive Societies, commented on associated meetings of German socialists by writing: “Co-operation will undoubtedly fulfil its inherent functions alone and irrespective of any political party, for the simple reason that from its very nature it cannot do otherwise…. Co-operation can never be used as a weapon in the class struggle.”  His statement was given particular prominence in the Bulletin and it stands as a representative perspective for many in the mainstream of co-operative organizations for the remainder of the century, not least Henry J. May. This uneasiness over being absorbed into other causes is important in understanding the ways in which the mainstream of the co-operative movement looked at associations with other movements and organizations, especially those concerned with fundamental economic and social transformations. 

At the same time, and perhaps more importantly, the co-operative movement was facing serious challenges in achieving even a modicum of unity; it could not afford to be linked too closely with any movements opposed by a significant number of co-operators 

This internal weakness was not new: the movement had taken some thirty years from when the idea of forming an international organization had been suggested until it was able to create the International Co-operative Alliance in 1895. The most important cause of this disunity was that it was difficult to harmonize the rich, diverse, and deep approaches that were developing within the main national movements associated with the ICA. 

Nevertheless, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many within the co-operative movement had global aspirations and placed few limits on the possibilities of co-operative action; some even dreamed of creating what became known as the Co-operative Commonwealth. In the United Kingdom and increasingly in other countries as well, advocates of consumer co-operation believed they could reform much of the economy through intelligent consumption; the British had their great advocates, notably Beatrice Webb, and their great success story in the remarkable accomplishments of the consumer movement that fed a quarter of the nation and pioneered in many institutional innovations: it was one of the most remarkable economic and social accomplishments of the industrializing world in the later nineteenth century, though not many realized how much had been done. 

Across the Channel there were at least three other powerful movements by 1908. In France the worker co-op movement that had emerged out of the revolution of 1848 and the Paris Commune of 1870-71 had helped prompt the development of Associationisme as a powerful political doctrine in French political life. From the 1890s onward, the work of Charles Gide and the School of Nîmes had created a strong counterpoise to the dominant intellectual force of the English co-operative movement, including making their own powerful statement on the possibilities of consumer co-operation. In Germany, financial co-operation, through community banking institutions and a rigorous legal framework, had forged another strong movement with immense practical implications; a model that would help shape co-operative movements around the world in the twentieth century, but not a movement that easily engaged with other forms of co-operative endeavour. In Denmark, the farmers’ movement had created a model that would intrigue co-operators, rural activists, and adult educators for at least three generations, in the process addressing the problems of the countryside that were becoming evident amid rapid urbanization, transportation revolutions, and increasing urbanization everywhere in the industrializing world.   

Because of these divisions, the ICA was not even able to develop a definition of a co-operative that was generally acceptable to its membership; it was hard pressed to speak out on more than a limited number of issues. Nor, for the first two decades of the twentieth century, was it able to reach out systematically to the agricultural and the community-based banking movements. It was more than adequately challenged by the divisions within and between the British and French movements. The leaders of the ICA, therefore, were speaking from insecure platforms and were inevitably more concerned with achieving unity within their own ranks than in promoting associations with others; they were also understandably cautious in embracing commitments with other kinds of organizations.


World War One affected the international co-operative movement in many ways. It gave the movement unparalleled opportunities to demonstrate its value, especially in the United Kingdom and France, as inflation dramatically affected the cost of living and governments turned to co-operatives for help in the distribution of consumer goods at transparently fair prices. As the war dragged on, agricultural production assumed greater importance, farmers became more militant in protecting their interests, and farm groups in many countries – and some governments – promoted co-operatives as a way to improve and stabilize agricultural production. Thus co-operative movements assumed more prominent roles – though they also found themselves open to attacks from the “private trade” and targets for new income tax legislation, the latter a vexatious issue in which the distinctive nature of co-operative organizations would be threatened by governments that did not apparently take the time to understand. 


Amid all these pressures, co-operative movements in various countries became involved with new political voices. In the United Kingdom, influenced significantly by Henry J. May, the movement developed its own political party so as to encourage governments to address the specific needs of co-operatives more directly and to show how co-operatives could address many of the key social and economic issues of the day. Support for co-operatives was also significant in the development of farmers’ parties in Canada and Australia and in Farmer/Labour parties in the United States in the post-war period. These efforts secured some gains for co-operatives, though they were typically muted by other perspectives within those political outbursts or quickly absorbed into other political movements, the common fate of many co-operative initiatives and one of the reasons why some leaders became increasingly wary of any entanglement with others. 

Internationally in the early 1920s, the co-operative movement appeared poised to play an important role in the complex of organizations associated with the League of Nations. Several current or future co-operative leaders were participants or observers at the Peace talks. Thanks largely to the work of the French socialist co-operator, Albert Thomas, who was the first director of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), co-operatives were featured prominently in the development of that organization. Shortly after its formation, the ILO established a co-operatives unit to further relations among co-ops, trade unions, and governments. The unit would take an approach more directly influenced by worker and general issues than other key co-operative organizations, and it would be quite flexible in working with other organizations. In time, primarily through the work of Georges Fauquet, it would develop the “sector theory of co-operation”, which could have opened (and partly did open) dialogues with others in the private, public, and volunteer sectors. Thomas (who also contributed significantly to Les Annales de la régie directe) strongly supported this work. He also pressed the ICA and various national co-operative movements to play greater roles in helping to develop the peace that was supposed to have been won by the “war to end all wars”.

 May was very keen to push the possibilities for greater co-operative engagement in the peace process and international politics generally, but he had difficulty in securing the kind of consistent, strong support he needed from the co-operative sector on either international or national levels. Opportunities were missed, as a consequence, to participate in some of the most important international meetings that occurred in the early 1920s dealing with economic, social, and peace issues. Instead, the international and many national movements wrestled with continuing internal problems of building unity, by the 1920s exacerbated by tensions between consumer and agricultural movements. 

During the war, national governments had become increasingly concerned about food security, having seen so much dislocation in the food chain as a result of the conflict. Afterward, they turned increasingly to building national self-sufficiency in food, echoing the old Physiocratic dream, and in many instances mobilized the countryside through encouraging co-operatives. This approach became particularly common in dairying, grain, and fruit production, and could also be seen overseas, internationally in North America, in the colonies of the European and American empires, and in some Latin American countries as well. At the same time, the development of international markets, improved transportation, and the integration of food production, processing and marketing alarmed many farm groups concerned about the eventual impact on prices. Some of them, at least, wanted to bring co-operatives together to create their own international marketing programmes, an alternative to the concentrations of power in the milling and food production cartels. The desire to create an international grain trade controlled by agricultural co-operatives was the most ambitious of these projects. It was a development that ironically triggered a strong reaction among consumer co-op leaders in Europe, some of whom feared what they perceived as yet another international cartel. It was an issue that absorbed a lot of the time of ICA officials and leaders of several national movements.  

By the twenties, too, many within the co-op movement were increasingly concerned about a number of structural and developmental issues. As the movement had developed in the nineteenth century, it had pioneered in the development of federations as a way of mobilizing local organizations into larger concentrations of social and political influence as well as economic power. By and large, this system had worked effectively, but it was being undermined as local organizations developed at different rates, creating size differentials that made it difficult to reach consensus and to decide on what should be done in common. Larger local organisations tended to network together in their common interest, bypassing the federated structures that to them often seemed slow and unwieldy. Managing central organizations was becoming increasingly challenging and undertaking new initiatives on behalf of the greater movement was becoming more complex. 

In fact, the growth of large co-operatives, whether on a local, regional or national level, was becoming a common perplexity. There were no readily applicable models for managing such organizations, except by imitating private firms that had grown big, and they did not deal with many of the issues that are fundamental to co-operative enterprise: for example, the special roles of member/owners, collaborating in businesses through federations, serving communities in the ways intended by co-operative thought, and working systematically with governments to secure appropriate legislation. The challenge of managing success and building on it in ways that reflected co-operative thought and values was beginning to emerge; it would only grow as the century wore on.

Similarly, many established movements were facing increasingly serious communication issues. By the 1920s, the founding generations in most of the major European co-operative movements had passed away; in some countries their departure had taken place two or three generations earlier. The fundamental reasons for the development of co-operatives, therefore, was not as clear as it once had been. It was the beginning of an identity crisis that would bedevil the movement for decades. Some national movements sought to respond to this problem by creating co-operative colleges, educational institutions focusing largely on elected leaders and younger employees, to a limited extent the general public, to make the values and thought of the movement better understood and more effectively applied. This process was helped in the mid-1930s when the ICA was finally able to adopt a set of common principles, albeit ones that most readily met the needs of consumer co-operatives. The identity issue continued, however, for most of the remainder of the century. It was an issue that made it difficult to present a united common front to the “outside” world and, given the different perspectives within the movement, to avoid difficult, often rancorous meetings, at international gatherings. It was difficult to work with others when preoccupied with issues of basic organisational frameworks, with the challenges as well as the advantages of problems of scale, and with awkward questions about identity. 

The onset of the Great Depression in 1929 and its deepening impact during the 1930s created economic problems for some co-ops but in balance the Depression was beneficial for the growth of the movement. It raised for many people the possibility of using co-operative approaches to respond to the severe economic and social issues of the decade. The movement expanded rapidly in the United States and Canada, particularly in the growth of caisses populaires and credit unions, but in consumer, agricultural, fishing, and energy co-ops as well. In Europe, housing and social co-ops expanded, while in Asia and Africa the European and empires began to encourage more persistently the development of co-operatives, notably in agriculture and banking. In many parts of the world, many people were attracted to the ideology of the movement, a refreshing return to the enthusiasms and practical idealism of the nineteenth century. 

This renewed interest in co-operative thought was complicated by issues associated with co-operatives within the Union of Soviet Socialist Republic and in time its satellites. In keeping with the common Marxist analysis of co-operatives, the leaders of the USSR, following the 1917 Russian Revolution, had not looked upon co-operatives as an important part of their programme. In the era of the “Dictatorship of the Proletariat”, they preferred to centralize as many key decisions in Moscow rather than leave them to local initiative. As it turned out, however, the Soviet state found it useful to use co-operative forms in providing food to the cities through the enhanced remnants of the old consumer co-op network controlled by its central organisation, Centrosoyus; to develop co-operative housing in many of its cities; and most controversially, starting in the later twenties to create collective farms as a way of marshalling the resources of the countryside for the uses of the state. 

The Soviet initiatives posed serious problems for the international movement. There were a few co-operators outside the USSR who were sympathetic to the Soviet experiment, others who wished to help the sincere co-operators within the Soviet system as they tried to cope with the problems of too much government interference, and still others who were curious about the possibilities of a “collective” economy. The result was that, from the end of the First World War until Perestroika in the 1980s, the international movement was bedevilled by constant and debilitating debates over what should be the approach to co-operatives within centrally planned economies. It was a debate that significantly reduced the capacity of the movement to reach out in new ways to more people. More than any other factor, it can be argued, the issue of co-operatives within the centrally planed economies restricted the growth of the international movement during the twentieth century. It can also be argued, however, that the international movement, by sustaining connections across the great divide of the Cold War that followed World War Two, demonstrated a remarkable capacity to engage differences, reflecting on both sides a commitment to some common goals and understandings. 

The impact of Fascism, while briefer, was even more obviously detrimental. The governments of Mussolini and Hitler were both very antagonistic to any sectors of the movements in their countries that seemed sympathetic to left wing political movements. Salazar’s and Franco’s regimes in Portugal and Spain were similarly unsympathetic. Repressions, particularly in Germany, were harsh and unrelenting; powerful movements were virtually destroyed or severely restricted. If the Communist attitude was ambivalent, the Fascist approach was antagonistic though it was not as harsh in dealing with financial and rural co-operatives as it was with consumer and worker co-operatives. The Fascist assault on co-operatives severely affected their development but, once World War Two was over, most of the movements rebounded, particularly in Italy.  In balance, though, totalitarian regimes, whether of the political right or left, were obstacle to the movement’s development and most particularly to any expansionist instincts.  As long as the totalitarian threats remained, co-operators, like many others, would be fixated on the great ideological issues rather than the incremental pursuit of stronger communities through engagement with others in pursuit of the common good. 

At the end of the war, many countries embarked on extensive welfare state initiatives in such programmes as universal health care, elder care, compulsory pension plans, family allowances, and universal education. It was a way to avoid repetition of the severe economic issues of the Depression and a way to honour the sacrifices made in the war. While co-operators and co-operative movements generally supported the development of welfare states, their preference for the delivery of services through the public services and government-regulated agencies limited the development of social co-operatives and kinds of community activism in which co-operatives had been engaged. The general involvement of co-operatives in their communities, a feature of the early consumer movement in the United Kingdom and other countries, of the rural concerns of early agriculture co-ops in North America, of worker co-ops generally (especially when linked with intentional communities), had become more evident during the Great Depression and might have reasserted itself more vigorously after the war was over if so much had not been promised by the development of the welfare state. To a significant degree, the historic communitarian instincts of the international movement were blunted by the advent of the welfare state. 

Shortly after the war ended though, there was considerable expansion in the movement. Perhaps the most obvious example was that co-operatives started to appear in many more countries in the global South.  Several co-operative movements had already started to appear, of course, typically as aspects of imperial policies for agricultural development or the creation of more mature financial industries capable of serving market economies. There were, however, significant differences among them in the roles played by public servants, either in the colonies or in the “mother” countries. One has to doubt the degree to which the co-operatives of the imperial era had become truly integrated into the social and economic fabric of the colonies. That is why there was a significant casualty rate among co-operatives in the southern countries in the 1950s. It also helps to explain why the older co-operative movements in the South were not as vigorous as they might have been in creating new kinds of co-ops to address the social and communitarian issues.

At the same time, two other developments did foster the creation of more co-ops. Many independence leaders, for example, Nyerere, Nehru, Ghandi, Nkrumah, and Williams, all favoured the development of co-operatives, and they undertook major co-operative development programmes once they had the power to do so. The second trend was that international development programmes, from the early 1960s onward were often very supportive of co-operatives, particularly the programmes offered by Sweden, the United States, and Canada. Thus, despite disappointments over the weaknesses of the old “imperial” co-ops, there was considerable expansion of co-operatives in Asia, Latin America, and parts of Africa. Inevitably, these newer co-ops carried the cultural values of the societies within which they developed, and they reflected community interests in ways that were different from co-ops in the North Atlantic world. In Japan, for example, consumer co-ops developed large hospitals; in Sri Lanka, the thrift and credit co-ops served their communities in multiple ways; in Korea as well as Japan, agricultural co-ops reflected the rural values of their societies in cultural and social ways as well as meeting a range of economic needs; in Colombia, they developed very important educational initiatives by providing schools for many local communities; in the Canadian Arctic, the co-ops became the economic centres of many small Inuit communities. The new initiatives of the 1970s and 1980s in the decolonizing parts of the globe reflected broader community concerns than was generally apparent in the established northern movements of that time.

In the 1990s, the international movement underwent a series of changes and to some extent recalculated its course. The rapid decline of the centrally planned economies in Central and Eastern Europe, the beginnings of significant change in China, and the apparent triumph of free market economies all marked a changed landscape for the international movement. The deep divisions over the co-operatives in the centrally planned economies were a matter of the past, except that the memories of their involvement withhold regimes sometimes stood as barriers for further co-operative development in the countries concerned for a decade or more. The withdrawal of the state from so many activities opened opportunities for new co-ops, especially health and social co-ops The apparent triumph for liberal, capital-driven firms seemed to some to beg other challenges: how were co-operatives different? Were successful co-ops destined inevitably to become private firms, “demutualized” to pursue market advantages and profit for small groups if not their entire memberships or their communities?

 The international movement in part responded to these challenges by a six year, often agonizing, search for identity that culminated in an Identity Page at the 1995 Manchester Congress of the International Co-operative Alliance. Included in the Page was a statement of core co-operative values that included, among others the organisational values of  “self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity and solidarity” and the ethical values of “honesty, openness, social responsibility and caring for others”. These values suggest commitment to broader concerns about communities, a point of view further confirmed in the seventh of the underlying principles adopted at Manchester: co-operatives work for the sustainable development of their communities through policies approved by their members.
To some degree, after a century of complexity and challenges, the co-operative movement, in words at least, had come full circle. It was a set of institutions engaged in the market but using the fruits of that engagement to benefit its members and to serve the communities in which they were involved, however they decided those communities should be defined.

*****

In looking back over a century of relationships between the co-operative movement and what can be identified as the developing Social Economy traditions, what conclusions can be reached? 

The first is that both the movement and the tradition see the world through very broad but somewhat different lenses. That means that they can be connected but they do not always coincide. One approach begins with problems and works for solutions that involve institutions that may or may not be co-operatives but are motivated by concerns over the common good. The other looks for ways in which the co-operative model can be usefully employed and gradually improved. 

The second is that the twentieth century has been profoundly complex for the development of the co-operative movement. There have been immense challenges in overcoming differences in kind, nationality, and thought within the movement; the vagaries of ideological warfare have often overwhelmed the capacity of the movement to be heard and to flourish; the great wars of the century had mixed effects; the possibilities of seizing significant international influence were not always seized; very complex internal governance and management issues appeared and they were not reduced by significant research or unique thought; a growing identity crisis limited impact and perplexed leaders as well as members; the rise of the welfare state seemed to delimit the possibilities for co-operative development; the challenge of the centrally planned economies divided the movement; and how to withstand the homogenizing tendencies associated with the increasing dominance of unsympathetic liberal economic theory seemed sometimes overpowering.  All of these trends limited the movement’s capacity to grow and to diversify, to respond broadly to the broad challenges of the Social Economy traditions, and to work with groups that shared similar origins, values, and objectives.

To some extent, the current situations suggest that the time may be right, institutional loyalties and historical separations notwithstanding, for more dialogues, greater collaboration, and mutual reinforcement. Why? The co-operative movement has achieved a greater sense of its own identity and thus can work more easily with others. The impact of increasingly unrestrained market forces once again is becoming evident in the growing gaps between the rich and the poor, as it has done in the past. Many people, particularly among the young, search for alternative business forms. The plights of communities amid market shifts, lessening government assistance, peak oil, and rising food prices call out for solutions the movement may well be well situated to provide. It may be that a more peaceful world only comes from more peaceful communities and co-operatives can join with others in building such places. It cannot do that alone. The movement must do what it can, through its own efforts and practices, to improve how the operation of market forces affects public life, but it must also use its social as well as its economic power and political influence to continue its historic concern for the common good. 

More specifically, however, why should the co-operative movement consider closer identification with other Social Economy organisations? Doing so would help the movement differentiate itself with market competitors. It would create useful alliances in lobbying governments for appropriate legislation, for recognition of what Social Economy institutions and movements contribute to society (and could contribute), and for pursuing policies that empower civil society to do more. It could expand the capacity of co-operatives to make even more contributions to their communities through alliances with similarly motivated organisations. It could expand understandings of how best to manage broadly based, differently structured kinds of organisations; all the solutions to managerial challenges may not be found within the practices of private enterprise. It could open up important and useful avenues for research, education, and knowledge creation: contributions to thought, ultimately the only guarantee of growing effectiveness and continuing impact. It would help enrich the vision and determination of a movement that, through the vicissitudes of history often seems laboured and somehow less than it should be. 

And what could a more engaged relationship mean for the Social Economy traditions? It could greatly strengthen the general understanding that we have inherited and we are developing a great variety of institutional forms to deal with social issues and to develop economic opportunities. We need to honour those differences, provide effective legislative frameworks for each of them, insist on careful consideration of all the options in pursuing public policy, and ensure that people in communities are aware of all the options through educational institutions and the operations of the public service. Governments and people may select or reject the various social and economic possibilities afforded by the Social Economy traditions but they should have full understandings of them before doing so. That will only happen if the options are presented clearly and in frameworks that effectively demonstrate the differences. Co-operatives need to demonstrate their social as well as their economic dimensions: association with the aims and values of the Social Economy can be of great assistance in doing so.

And why should the Social Economy traditions be interested in greater engagement with co-operatives in more countries. The co-operative model, despite its challenges and problems had proved to be very successful, evident in that the members of coo-operatives associated with the ICA number over 800,000,000, and the United Nations estimates that approximately half the people in the world are served significantly in some way by co-operatives. It continues to grow and each, generation it seems, finds its own unique ways to employ co-operatives in meeting some of its most pressing needs. Co-operatives are very flexible institutions, with new and evolving forms of accountability and governance. They can meet virtually every need from the cradle to the grave. They differ from tendencies in other Social Economy organisations to foster dependency rather than encourage self-help: they can provide ways in which people confronting difficulties can take responsibility for changing situations. They are a source of expertise; they can be a source for funding prudently applied and systematically replenished. 


In the end, though, it is not a matter of strategic alliances or even deciding which of the many views of the Social Economy so far developed is the best. The truth is that, like the world of co-operative enterprise, the broad perspectives of the Social Economy is continuously expanding. As it is deepens its associations throughout the world, as it is explored in more countries, cultures, and contexts, it, like the international co-operative movement, will find more richness in diversity than comfort in simplicity. Ultimately, however, the traditions and the movement share a common fate and judgement: they are validated when people in communities understand them, find them valuable, and engage them. Both of them have a greater chance of experiencing that fate if they develop further the synergies they can mutually generate. 
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