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The organized co-operative movement has demonstrated an international commitment and dimension ever since its formal beginnings in the nineteenth century. Intellectually, the movement, particularly in the North Atlantic world, inherited the efforts to think in international terms that were part of what became called the European and American Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. Though never achieving completely satisfactory views on gender or the complexities of international understandings, the Enlightenment enjoined people to think more broadly and to appreciate diversity more openly. The co-operative movement inherited those objectives 

*Introduction, special issue Movement, forthcoming publication of Seikatsu Club, Japan.
and has wrestled with them throughout its history, particularly as it 

became increasingly important in the world beyond the North Atlantic. 


The effort to think internationally can be readily found within its institutional development. The British and other movements were influenced by the vision of the Association of all Classes of all Nations formed by Robert Owen in 1835. Both the French and the British movements demonstrated international interests even in their beginnings during the 1840s. Those commitments have grown in those countries – and others – fitfully but steadily ever since. 


Co-operative enthusiasts in several countries began to think about creating an institution for international co-operative development as early as the 1860s. They did not succeed until 1895, when the International Co-operative Alliance (ICA) was formed. Ever since that time, the ICA has fostered international perspectives among it members and sought to make others aware of what co-operatives and their movements can accomplish internationally as well as nationally and locally; it has always argued that Co-operation can contribute to a better world directly and indirectly through encouraging economic equity and fostering world peace. 


In fact, growing internationalism can be seen as one of the great themes of the movement’s development in the twentieth century, most obviously through the work of the ICA but also through what national and even many local societies have tried to do. Engaging international perspectives has not been easily achieved, however, as the movement has been split by the great diversities in co-operative forms, conflicting national perspectives, the disruptions of war, intense ideological debates, government attitudes, and varying cultural priorities. Nevertheless, internationalism is deeply embedded in the co-operative experience – one of the great themes of the last 100 years, both for co-operators and for students of Co-operative Studies. 

Developing international perspectives has been no easier for co-operators than it has been for anyone else. It is nevertheless necessary. Beyond the desire to buy less expensive, more reliable goods and services and to process and sell what groups produce, Co-operation represents an alternative view of the world. It possesses a universal philosophy that argues that co-operation is at least as important as competition in human development, in strengthening economies, and in ensuring social wellness. It stands in striking contrast to views of human nature that stress the centrality of individual ambitions that will somehow develop into general benefit. Applying co-operative thought and values is the result of a life in process, particularly when one thinks on a global scale; it is one of the great challenges that all co-operators should engage with enthusiasm and dedication. They should support nationally and internationally the same practices and values that they seek to apply locally. International co-operation should be a seamless web.

Over the next few years co-operators will have the opportunity – indeed, the duty – to rethink these old but vital issues as the United Nations prepares for, and then celebrates, the Year of Co-operatives in 2012. In keeping with how UN celebrations actually work, people within the co-operative movement will have to accept the primary responsibility for ensuring that the considerations of, and discussions about, the movement’s accomplishments and possibilities are fully and usefully engaged. It is a splendid opportunity; co-operators stand at the gateway of a truly important international effort to expand the impact of the co-operative movement and the application of the principles and values for which it stands. 

Fortunately for the Japanese consumer movement (and the Seikatsu Club in particular), this will not mark a sharp break in practice. Of all the national movements, yours has been one of the most interested in international issues over the last few decades. Your constant championing of peace initiatives for the last fifty years is widely appreciated. Your contributions to the discussions on basic values and the adoption of the Co-operative Identity Statement by the ICA in the 1990s were most impressive. Your intellectual contributions through the research organisation now led by Mr. Akira Kurimoto, as well as the publications of the Seikatsu Club, are well known among Co-operative Studies scholars. You have shown leadership, particularly throughout the Asian movement, both in creating economic opportunities and in encouraging greater social cohesion. The Japanese movement has been one of the most dynamic, resourceful and innovative movements of the last half-century, articulating its own views based on its own experiences. The rest of the co-operative world is in your debt.

As a Canadian and a friend of Alex Laidlaw, I would also like to express my gratitude for your taking the time to review the contribution Alex made when he wrote his Report on Co-operatives in the Year 2000 for the ICAs1980 Moscow Congress. Though limited (like us all) by what he had experienced or had read about, Laidlaw strove, with some success, I think, to understand fully the roles co-operatives play in different contexts around the world. He had traveled widely, had worked in several countries, and had friends and colleagues within many national movements. He knew what the costs of northern imperialisms had been; he recognized the negative impacts of international capitalism; and he respected the importance of local, culturally driven co-operative efforts. He belonged to that wing of the Roman Catholic Church that accepted diversity in culture and faith, believed in the possibilities of human development, worked for community wellness, rejoiced in international associations, and championed democratic practice.  

That was the tradition most readily associated with the Antigonish Movement in the Extension Department at St. Francis Xavier University, where he had first learned about the “co-operative way”, starting in the 1930s. He also was working in the Department when the first overseas students began to arrive to take the Department’s programmes. He quickly realized the value of the understandings they imparted – the importance of international exchanges for the effective development of the movement – for Canadians and everyone else involved. Though he would have been the first to wish he had done an even better job, his report was an honest effort to understand how co-operatives could contribute to the development of a better world. He recognized that much of the strength and renewed vitality for the movement would come from outside the North Atlantic. He had the wisdom to acknowledge that fact.

Moreover, Laidlaw also realized that the future would lie as much with fashioning new forms of co-operative effort as with revitalizing the older traditional co-operative forms in agricultural, consumer, banking, and worker co-operatives. He understood that the well established sectors, notably in agriculture, consumption, and banking, would need to concentrate on becoming more effective as institutions but also at maintaining their distinctive characteristics and in using the advantages the co-operative approach provided. He believed that the co-operative management of the work place, most commonly provided by worker co-operatives, offered immense possibilities for economic development and increased work-place satisfaction. He fully understood the importance of involving more women in the movement, the need for increasing how co-operatives could help shape better communities, especially in the growing cities of the global South and North, and the growing need for securing better food.  He championed a new and enlightened commitment to co-operative diversity. More of what had previously been successful would not be enough in the world he could see unfolding.   

As one looks back on Laidlaw’s approach, one can associate it with the dawning of a truer internationalism, perhaps not so much in what he described as in what he anticipated. In the old co-operative internationalism, the idea was to take the models and regulatory frameworks that had worked in the North Atlantic and to apply them to the rest of the world. In the new co-operative internationalism, to which one can say Laidlaw contributed, the emphasis should be more on the contexts within which co-operative flourish and the spirit that animates them. People who engage the movement through consumption, agriculture, fisheries, finance or the work place will embrace it in different ways, as will those who are using Co-operation in many other ways today. Such differences are to be expected, even welcomed. Increasingly, the enthusiasms and new visions would be found outside of the movement’s original homeland in the North Atlantic.

Why and how people co-operate around the world differs; that is one of the movement’s great strength, and why, as some co-operative leaders of another time could say: “the possibilities of Co-operation are truly great”. Much of the future continues to lie in internationalism and in increasing diversity – just as Laidlaw suggested some thirty years ago. Only open minds can fully embrace internationalism.
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