
 

The New Cooperativism 
 

Affinities: Theory, Culture, Action, Summer 2010, 4(1) 
https://ojs.library.queensu.ca/index.php/affinities/issue/view/574  

 
Special Issue Editor: Marcelo Vieta 

 
Managing Editor: Richard J.F. Day 

 
 

 
  

https://ojs.library.queensu.ca/index.php/affinities/issue/view/574


 

 

ii 

 

Table of Contents 
 

Editorial: The New Cooperativism 

Marcelo Vieta 
pp. 1-11 

Historicizing and Theorizing the New Cooperativism 

 
“The Cooperative Movement in Century 21”  

John Curl 
pp. 12-29 

 
“Commons and Cooperatives” 

Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig De Peuter 
pp. 30-56 

 

“Sisyphus and the Labour of Imagination: Autonomy, Cultural Production, and 
the Antinomies of Worker Self-Management” 

Stevphen Shukaitis 
pp. 57- 82 

 
“A Buzz between Rural Cooperation and the Online Swarm” 

Andrew Gryf Paterson 
pp. 83-109 

 
“The Sangham Strategy: Lessons for a Cooperative Mode of Production” 

Sourayan Mookerjea 

pp. 110-132 

Practicing the New Cooperativism 

 
“Decomposition and Suburban Space” 

Connor Cash 

pp. 133-143 
 
“Justseeds Artists’ Cooperative” 

Dara Greenwald 
pp. 144-150 

 

“Solidarity Food Cooperatives?” 
J. Howard 
pp. 151-154 
 



 

 

iii 

 

“Cooperatives and ‘the Bolivarian Revolution’ in Venezuela” 
Tom Malleson  
pp. 155-175 

 
“Social Centres and a New Cooperativism of the Common” 

Andre Pussey 
pp. 176-198 

 

“The New University Cooperative: Reclaiming Higher Education: Prioritizing Social 
Justice and Ecological Sustainability” 

E. Wilma van der Veen 
pp. 199-204 

Researching the New Cooperativism 

 

“Recycling Technologies and Cooperativism: Waste-for-Life” 
Caroline Baillie and Eric Feinblatt 
pp. 205-224 

 
“The Italian Cooperative Movement, Social Cooperatives, and the 

Development of Civic Capacity: A Case of Cooperative Renewal?” 
Vanna Gonzales 
pp. 225-251 

 
“The Universe of Worker-Recovered Companies in Argentina (2002-2008): 

Continuity and Changes Inside the Movement” 
Hector Palomino, Ivanna Bleynat, Silvia Garro, and Carla Giacomuzzi 
pp. 252-287 

 
“Praxis, Learning, and New Cooperativism in Venezuela: An Initial Look at 
Venezuela’s Socialist Production Units” 

Manuel Larrabure 
pp. 288-309 



Marcelo Vieta, “The New Cooperativism” (Editorial), Affinities: A Journal of Radical Theory, 
Culture, and Action, Volume 4, Number 1, Summer 2010, pp. 1-11. 

Editorial: The New Cooperativism 

 
Marcelo Vieta1 (Issue Editor2) 
 

 
Beyond “capitalocentrism” 

 
Cooperative forms of associated labour and self-help communities long predate 
the capitalist era. Pre-modern examples of cooperative experiences include 
groups practicing collaborative production and mutual aid, the economic life 
of the commons, and the social organization of many indigenous communities. 
In the modern era, cooperatives developed as bottom-up responses to the 
callous exploitation of emergent industrial capitalism, in synchrony with other 
worker organizations such as friendly societies, mutual associations, and unions.3 
Cooperative experiments that formed specifically because of the stark 
inequalities of the new economic order include Scotland’s Fenwick Weaver’s 
Society in 1761, Robert Owen’s worker-centred revival of the New Lanark mills in 
the first decades of the 19th century, the London Cooperative Society of 1824, 
the promising but short-lived Equitable Labour Exchange of 1832-1833, and the 
Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers in the 1840s.4 Already by the early 19th 
century, utopian socialists like Owen and Charles Fourier were campaigning for 
a more equitable society for workers in the midst of a rapidly industrializing 
Europe via a socialized economy of cooperative communities. For classical 
anarchists such as Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Peter Kropotkin, cooperatives, as 
locally rooted, collectively owned, and federated associations, were vital for 
building the alternative to the capitalist state system. Karl Marx too had 
favourable views of “workers’ cooperative factories”5 which, for him, proved to 
be one of the two most promising victories for the struggle of “living labour” 
against capital.6 Indeed, although also critical of the potential for cooperators 
to become “their own capitalist” within a market system centered on the 
commodity-form,7 for Marx, worker coops provided “the proof that the capitalist 
has become… superfluous as a functionary in production….”8 
 
Throughout the 20th century, cooperative modes of organizing social, cultural, 
and economic life proved to be viable alternatives to centrally planned or 
capitalist modes of production, distribution, and consumption. Cooperative 
experiments flourished in diverse socio-political contexts such as, to name only a 
few: the credit unions of Germany, Italy, France, and Quebec; Argentina’s rural 
coops and urban mutual societies; the USSR’s kolkhozy before their 
collectivization; Nova Scotia’s Antigonish movement of worker cooperatives; 
Catalonia’s self-management movement around the years of the Spanish Civil 
War; industrial coops in Nationalist and early Maoist China; Yugoslavia’s self-
managed factories; post-colonial Algeria’s originally spontaneous self-
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management movements; producer cooperatives in the plywood industry of 
the US’s Pacific Northwest; Chile’s cooperative agricultural experiments during 
the presidency of Salvador Allende; or Israel’s kibbutz movement. 
 
By the late 1960s, thinking around cooperativism merged with broader social 
and economic demands for self-determination and workers’ control around the 
concept of autogestión (self-management). Inspired by the ideas of Marcuse, 
Castoriadis, Vaneigem, Gorz, and the Situationists, amongst others, the students 
and militant union protagonists of the May 1968 events in France, the May-June 
1969 events in Córdoba, Argentina, and similar late 1960s movements 
throughout the world adopted the notion of the self-managed control of 
production as a key demand and desire. The fight for autogestión for these 
militant students and workers was not only a struggle for more democratic 
workplaces, less alienated and exploitative labour processes, and the return of 
the means of production to the direct producers. It was also characterized by a 
demand for more autogestión of life itself by recuperating production and 
reproduction from the ideologies and practices of possessive individualism, 
productivism, and consumerism.9  
 
The 20th century, however, also saw cooperatives increasingly accommodate or 
get co-opted by centrally planned economies, monopoly capitalism, or the 
global post-Fordist system. These accommodations and co-optations were 
exemplified in the state’s takeover or control of traditional collectives and coops 
in Stalin’s Soviet Union, Mao’s China, or Nyerere’s Tanzania; workplace 
democracy movements or employee ownership plans in Europe and North 
America; Mondragon Cooperative Corporation’s outsourcing of production to 
the global South; or in the increased demutualization of agricultural, marketing, 
insurance, and consumer coops throughout the global North.  
 
Nonetheless, cooperative models, as suggested by J.K. Gibson-Graham, have 
continued to show resilience for both resisting forms of global capital and 
foreshadowing new “economic imaginaries” beyond “capitalocentrism.”10 Even 
with the entrenchment of neoliberalism over the past four decades, 
cooperative practices and values that both challenge the status quo and 
create alternatives to it have returned with dynamism in recent years.11 We 
might call these experiments the new cooperativism.  
 
Highlighted in the articles that make up this issue of Affinities, the new 
cooperativism tends to include five main characteristics: (1) It emerges as direct 
responses by working people or grassroots groups to the crisis of the neoliberal 
model. (2) Its protagonists do not necessarily have tight links to older 
cooperative movements, beginning their collective projects from out of 
immediate social, cultural, or economic needs rather than from pre-existing 
cooperativist sentiments. (3) Its politics tend to emerge at the level of the 
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everyday and tend to take on, when compared to capitalocentric frameworks, 
more equitable ways of redistributing social wealth and more ethical ways of 
engaging with the other and the earth. (4) It tends to involve strong practices of 
horizontalized labour processes and decision-making structures, often including 
collective ownership of social, cultural, or economic production; culturally- and 
gender-sensitive divisions of labour; and more egalitarian schemes of surplus 
allocation, when compared to capitalist production, and even when compared 
to older or more traditional cooperative experiences. And (5) it has stronger 
connections with surrounding communities than capitalocentric economic 
models; many of them embrace clear social objectives and local initiatives of 
community development. 
 

The new cooperativism as prefiguration 
 
While the callout for The New Cooperativism issue was not limited to the 
definitions provided by the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA), it did offer 
guidance for thinking about cooperatives, cooperativism, and cooperation. 
According to the ICA, a cooperative is “an autonomous association of persons 
united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs 
and aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratically-controlled 
enterprise,” and is guided by values of “self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, 
equality, equity and solidarity.”12 The principles that all formal cooperatives are 
asked to adopt by the ICA include: (1) voluntary and open membership; (2) 
democratic member control; (3) member economic participation; (4) 
autonomy and independence; (5) education, training, and information; (6) 
cooperation among cooperatives; and (7) concern for community.13  
 
Whether formally constituted as coops or existing as less-formal collectives, the 
new cooperatives reported on, theorized, or historicized in this issue also 
indirectly or directly take up and practice some or all of these defining principles 
and values of cooperativism. Indeed, the practices and values advocated by 
the ICA provide invaluable organizational goals for associated labour in control 
of its own product and surplus.  
 
But today’s new cooperatives do not always necessarily manifest as formally 
constituted cooperatives. Rather, the new cooperativism embraces, more 
broadly, innumerable forms of collective economic practices and social values 
that are rooted in, as Kropotkin wrote over a century ago “mutual aid amongst 
ourselves.”14 
 
A major goal of this issue is to begin to make visible the myriad modes of 
cooperation present and emerging around the world that are both responses to 
new enclosures and crises and possibilities beyond them. That is, it seeks to 
sketch out some of the ways that people are collectively provisioning for their 
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needs, producing and distributing goods and services otherwise in short supply, 
or meeting their desires, as well as (re)imagining a world where such practices 
can proliferate. It is this present and future orientation of the new cooperativism 
that distinguishes it from reform-focused or more accommodative forms of 
cooperativisms that remain caught in capitalocentric schemas. 
 
It can thus be said that the new cooperativism has a tendency to prefigure 
different, less-exploitative, and less-alienating forms of economic organization. A 
political concept of prefiguration does not shun “utopian” considerations but 
embraces them. Not as a new totality--a new and detailed socio-economic 
model, ready-made to replace the old one--but, rather, as a set of future-
oriented possibilities or preliminary sketches that suggest alternative economic, 
productive, cultural, and social practices in the present and for tomorrow. Harry 
Cleaver argues, for example, that a perspective of utopian prefiguration is 
about “the search for the future in the present, and the identification of already 
existing activities which embody new, alternative forms of social cooperation 
and ways of being.”15 For Gibson-Graham, the diverse “economic imaginings” 
and practices of some contemporary cooperative experiments engage in the 
(co)production and (co)invention of “solidarity economies” or “community 
economies” within and beyond capitalist standards.16 And José Luís Coraggio 
and María Sol Arroyo argue that new forms of cooperative entities, such as 
Argentina’s worker-recuperated self-managed firms, express, in practice, a 
“new ‘moral’ economy” desiring “to confront social injustice” in the 
marketplace, in the workplace, and in the community, while transforming their 
protagonists’ lives intersubjectively in the process.17 
 
The new cooperativism’s prefigurative potential is as much about rupture as 
about newness. The new cooperativisms presented in this issue suggest ruptures 
from prevailing ways of organizing economic life, where the few, shored up by 
the rights of private property, own the means of provisioning for the needs and 
desires of the many. They suggest ruptures from status quo hierarchies, where 
bosses or state agents rule. They also point to ruptures from dogmas of 
possessive individualism, where competition and one-upmanship reign. But 
perhaps one of the most prominent ruptures suggested in the articles are those 
affecting the subjectivities of the protagonists of the new cooperativism as they 
transform, in the process of carrying out their collective projects, from managed 
individuals to associated and self-managed social beings. 
 
The new cooperativism also sheds light on the potentiality of crisis. Crises, as 
recent events underscore, are buried deep within the contradictions inherent to 
status quo socio-political, socio-economic, and institutional structures. These 
structures are riddled with weaknesses that can be--and are being--seized upon 
by collectives of the otherwise marginalized; moments of crises make socio-
structural weaknesses visible. As Peter Bell and Harry Cleaver write, “crisis is, from 
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the point of view of the working-class subject, a moment not of breakdown but 
of breakthrough....”18 Moreover, socio-economic crises do not necessarily close 
off alternatives but can be potential openings for all types of class, identity, 
gender, age-based, cultural, and social struggles that show, Maurizio Lazzarato 
proposes, “other possibilities for living.”19 At the same time, these struggles put 
into relief the contradictions and inequalities of capitalist or state-controlled 
modes of production, financialization, and consumption. As Herbert Marcuse 
wrote during an earlier conjuncture of socio-economic breakdown in 1968: 

 
the strength of… moral [and]… operational values… is likely to wear 
off under the impact of the growing contradictions within the 
society. The result would be… resistance to work, refusal to perform, 
negligence, indifference--factors of dysfunction which would hit a 
highly centralized and coordinated apparatus, where breakdown 
at one point may easily affect large sections of the whole… 
[spawning] a collapse of work discipline[,]… wildcat strikes, 
boycotts, sabotage, gratuitous acts of noncompliance….20  
 

For Marcuse, these “growing contradictions” also had the potential to promote 
alternative economic realities such as “workers’ control beyond the limits of 
capitalist toleration….”21 In a similar vein, the experiments of the new 
cooperativism reported on, researched, theorized, and historicized by the 
contributors to The New Cooperativism issue of Affinities can be read as 
sketching out a few of the “breakthroughs” for new modes of economic, social, 
cultural, and political life made possible, in part, by the concomitant 
“breakdowns” of the current capitalist system.  
 

Overview of The New Cooperativism issue of Affinities 
 
In early 2009, cooperative practitioners, affinity group activists, academic 
theorists, and researchers were invited to submit either theoretical papers or 
case studies that analyzed and demonstrated how cooperation, cooperativism, 
or cooperatives are being re-imagined today. Taken together, the 15 articles 
appearing in this issue begin to articulate the diversity of bottom-up responses to 
macro- or micro-economic crises and enclosures… and illustrate alternative 
cooperativist practices created to counteract them by the otherwise alienated, 
dispossessed, marginalized, or exploited.  
 
Guided by the articles that constitute it, The New Cooperativism issue is 
presented thematically within three broad areas of focus: 
 
“Historicizing and Theorizing the New Cooperativism” begins with long-time 
worker cooperator and historian John Curl’s synopsis of the working class history 
of coops in the US, in particular, leading to “the cooperative movement in 
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Century 21.” Curl’s assessment maps out the common threads of the “old” and 
“new” cooperativisms and synthesizes some of the work he recently published in 
his book For All the People: Uncovering the Hidden History of Cooperation, 
Cooperative Movements, and Communalism in America (PM Press, 2009). Greig 
de Peuter and Nick Dyer-Witheford follow with a Marxist analysis of how the 
worker cooperative, although “a deeply ambivalent organizational form” within 
capitalism, could be considered a site of “labour commons.” In such a 
cooperative labour commons, they see “the workplace” as an “organizational 
commons, the labour performed… a commoning practice, and the surplus 
generated, a commonwealth.” Stevphen Shukaitis lays out a genealogy of the 
concept of self-management through his own experiences at a cultural 
production coop and via an autonomist theoretical lens. In the piece, Shukaitis 
seeks to “ferret out--conducting something akin to an organizational 
autoethnography--hints as to whether or not self-management could be useful 
for radical social struggles today.” Andrew Gryf Paterson makes suggestive 
connections between Finland’s traditional collective practices of the talkoot (“a 
rural voluntary cooperative tradition and ongoing contemporary practice”) and 
similar cooperative possibilities he sees infused in collective online projects. 
Ultimately, in the contact points between the talkoot and online collaboration, 
Paterson finds “trans-disciplinary connections which can be of interest to 
researchers of peer-to-peer theories, rural and cooperative studies, social 
capital… [and] cultural practitioners and activists promoting collaboration [and] 
social and environmental change.” Sourayan Mookerjea’s contribution 
concludes this section with his analysis of India’s landless Dalit women farmers’ 
efforts in organizing a network of credit and marketing cooperatives in what 
they call the “Sangham strategy.” After situating and describing the Sangham, 
Mookerjea relies on his research to reassess “the historical situation of the new 
cooperativism.”  
 
The next section, “Practicing the New Cooperativism,” presents six case studies 
or experiential accounts of the new cooperativism as it is currently being 
practiced or proposed in Canada, the US, the UK, and Venezuela, as well as the 
tensions present therein. Conor Cash’s article offers a spatial analysis of the 
historical interplay between the design of suburban landscape and Fordist 
capitalism, and the challenges faced by those trying to still live and resist in the 
in-betweens of this striated landscape. His critical analyses are woven around his 
own experiences with youth activist and DIY collectives on Long Island, New 
York in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Dara Greenwald introduces us to “a 
twenty-three person, decentralized, artist run cooperative” of geographically 
dispersed members from across North America. As Greenwald reports, the 
Justseeds Artists’ Cooperative is “a cross between a producers’ cooperative, 
artisans’ guild, artists’ collective, and artist-run space” using online community-
building and open source software tools to facilitate “decentralized 
communications and decision making,” an artist-focused marketing and 



 

Marcelo Vieta 

7 

revenue redistribution system, and ways of collaborating with other online-based 
social justice groups sharing projects that are “trying to enact new economies 
and cooperative values.” Next, J. Howard’s short manifesto on food democracy 
proposes a deeper integration of consumer and producer food coops with non-
capitalist distribution networks in what he terms “solidarity food cooperatives.” 
From his own lived-experience as a member of a multi-stakeholder food coop in 
Pennsylvania, Howard proposes that only by thinking about food production 
and distribution from the point of reference of cooperation and solidarity will a 
“comprehensive community-based food system” truly emerge that could bring 
“alienated growers and alienated buyers into a shared space wherein anti-
capitalist ethics may take root.” Tom Malleson’s article, the first of two pieces on 
the new cooperative movement in Venezuela, maps out the history of 
Venezuela’s contemporary coops, the tensions between the state and bottom-
up organization in the country’s self- and co-management experiments, and the 
potential openings for, as well as the challenges to social change and “the 
larger project of economic democracy” suggested by Hugo Chávez’s “21st 
century socialism.” Andre Pusey’s piece discusses in detail the possibilities and 
challenges of the social centre movement in the UK. Like Shukaitis, Cash, 
Greenwald, Howard, and van der Veen, Pusey draws on his own lived-
experience with a new coop movement, as well as from interviews with other 
protagonists, in order to explore how social centres are exemplary cases for 
mapping out “the production of the new commons,” the intricacies of the “self-
management” of cultural and productive spaces, and “the new cooperativism 
in practice.” This section ends with E. Wilma van der Veen’s proposal for a 
cooperatively redesigned post-secondary education project informed by the 
Canadian experiment she is involved in: the New University Cooperative (NUC). 
Here she both reports on NUC’s activities to date and offers an open invitation 
to the reader to consider being a part of the experiment. Contrasting NUC to 
the experiences of administrators, students, and faculty in traditional post-
secondary institutions, van der Veen shows how new communication 
technologies and the cooperative model is being merged with values of 
inclusiveness, environmental sustainability, radical pedagogy, and co-ownership 
of learning in order to create another kind of university. 
 
The issue concludes with the section entitled “Researching the New 
Cooperativism,” offering four diverse articles on how politically committed 
academic researchers are working with or involved in action, participant 
observation, policy-oriented, political economy, or social science research 
focused on the new cooperativism in three different national settings. Caroline 
Baillie and Eric Feinblatt’s report documents their action-based research work 
and collaboration with Argentina’s cartonero (waste recycler) cooperatives. 
Baillie and Feinblatt detail their processes of seeking to work with numerous 
cartonero coops, their self-critiques of their collaborations and interventions with 
these groups, and the promises and challenges of technology design and 
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implementation for social uses on the path towards new, alternative economic 
imaginaries. Vanna Gonzales applies social science and political economy-
based approaches to explore the relationship between Italy’s social 
cooperatives and the country’s broader cooperative movement. She discovers 
that the two main cooperative confederations in Italy are actively involved in 
social cooperative development by advocating for and facilitating either 
“corporativist” or “associational” models for “shaping social cooperatives’ civic 
capacity” within the current conjuncture of the Italian nation-state. The section 
returns to Argentina with Héctor Palomino, Ivanna Bleynat, Silvia Garro, and 
Carla Giacomuzzi’s reassessment of the country’s worker-recovered company 
movement (WRC).22 In their piece, Palomino et al. deploy a mixed-methods 
survey analysis and discursive approach in order to map out the intricacies of 
the WRC movement, critique academic attempts at fixing “definitions” of WRCs, 
and reconsider local, actor-centred perceptions of inclusion into this promising 
and expanding phenomenon of worker-led new cooperativism. This final section 
of the issue concludes with Manuel Larrabure’s investigation of Venezuela’s 
Socialist Production Units (SPUs). Larrabure uses a Marxist-based “learning of 
praxis” and ethnographic approach to uncover how the protagonists of SPUs 
are coming to know and self-managing their own processes of production and 
organization as responses to their local needs and within the national context of 
Venezuela’s “Bolivarian Revolution.” 
 
What all the articles in this issue show in their own way is that contemporary 
capitalist or institutionally defined limits to economic and (re)productive life can 
be overcome by the collective actions, self-direction, and struggles of the 
grassroots from within and beyond the very moments of crises and struggle they 
face. Around the world, myriad new cooperativisms are prefiguratively 
delineating other forms of productive, social, economic, political, and 
technological life more responsive to the needs of local communities and more 
caring of the planet. Moreover, experiments in alternative modes of collective 
and cooperative organization and production do not have to be short-lived, 
relegated to particular situations or crises only to disappear thereafter when the 
system re-stabilizes. As underscored by the new cooperativisms taken up in this 
issue, these experiments can indeed endure and continue to stimulate new 
economic, cultural, and social imaginaries long after moments of crises subside.   
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Endnotes 
                                                
1 Marcelo Vieta is a PhD candidate (ABD) in the Graduate Programme in Social 
and Political Thought at York University (Toronto, Canada). Since 2005, he has 
been working with and researching Argentina’s empresas recuperadas por sus 
trabajadores (worker-recuperated enterprises) and has published this ongoing 
research in several edited books, Labor Studies Journal, and Relay magazine, as 
well as lecturing and teaching on the theme. Over the past two years Vieta has 
been a research associate on two projects with the Southern Ontario Social 
Economy Node: “The Social Economy and Economies of Solidarity: Emerging 
Initiatives from Latin America” and “Fair and Ethical Trade and the Local Public 
Procurement Policies in Canada.” He is affiliated with York University’s 
International Secretariat for Human Development (ISHD) and the Centre for 
Research on Latin America and the Caribbean (CERLAC), as well as Simon 
Fraser University’s Applied Communication and Technology (ACT) lab. Vieta is 
also on the board of the Canadian Association of Studies in Co-operation 
(CASC) and is a member of the autonomous educational collective Toronto 
School of Creativity and Inquiry (TSCI). He can be contacted at: vieta@yorku.ca.  
2 Marcelo Vieta would like to thank Richard Day and the editorial board of 
Affinities for enthusiastically supporting this issue; Stephan Dobson, Greig de 
Peuter, Enda Brophy, Michael Felczak, Nick Day, and Albert Banerjee for their 
invaluable feedback and help during the editorial process; the blind reviewers 
for their excellent interventions; and, of course, all the authors for their labour, 
time, and patience. 
3 McNally, D. (1993). Against the market: Political economy, market socialism, 
and the Marxist critique. London: Verso. 
4 Fairbairn, B. (1994). The meaning of Rochdale: The Rochdale Pioneers and the 
cooperative principles. Saskatoon, Canada: Centre for the Study of 
Cooperatives, University of Saskatchewan. 
5 Marx, K. (1981). Capital, Volume III: A critique of political economy: The process 
of capitalist production as a whole. Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin Books (p. 512). 
6 For Marx, the other great “victory of the political economy of labour over the 
political economy of property” was the “10 Hours’ Bill,” passed in the British 
Parliament in 1847, which effectively reduced the working day to 10 hours. See: 
Marx, K. (1978b). Inaugural address of the Working Men’s International 
Association. In R. C. Tucker (Ed.), The Marx-Engels reader (pp. 512-519). 
Melksham, UK: Norton Press (p. 517). 
7 Ibid., p. 571. 
8 Marx, 1981, p. 511. Also see: Marx, K. (1978a). The critique of the Gotha 
program. In R. Tucker (Ed.), The Marx-Engels reader (pp. 175-183). Melksham, UK: 
Norton Press; Jossa, B. (2005). Marx, Marxism, and the cooperative movement. 
Cambridge Journal of Economics, 29(1), 3-18. 
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9 This position is particularly exemplified in the writings of Murray Bookchin from 
the period. See, in particular: Bookchin, M. (1971). Post-scarcity anarchism. 
Berkley, CA: Ramparts Press. 
10 For Gibson-Graham, “capitalocentrism” is one of the predominant worldviews 
of our epoch. Capitalocentric frameworks understand “the economy” as well as 
alternative forms of economic practices “primarily with reference to capitalism.” 
A capitalocentric worldview infiltrates both capitalist and many anti-capitalist 
projects and ways of thinking. See: Gibson-Graham, J. K. (2006). The end of 
capitalism (as we knew it): A feminist critique of political economy. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press (pp. 6, 21).  
11 Also see: MacPherson, I. (2010). Co-operatives and the social economy in 
English Canada: Circles of influence and experience. In JJ McMurtry (Ed.), Living 
economics: Canadian perspectives on the social economy, co-operatives, and 
community economic development (pp. 35-56). Toronto: Edmond Montgomery. 
12 International Cooperative Alliance. (2007). Statement on the co-operative 
identity. http://www.ica.coop/coop/principles.html. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Kropotkin, P. (1989). Mutual aid: A factor of evolution. Montreal: Black Rose 
Books (pp. 223-292). 
15 Quoted in: Day, R.J.F. (2005). Gramsci is dead: Anarchist currents in the newest 
social movements. London and Toronto: Pluto and Between the Lines (p. 156). 
16 Gibson-Graham, J. K. (2003). Enabling ethical economies: Cooperativism and 
class. Critical Sociology, 29(2), 123-161; Gibson-Graham, J. K. (2006). A 
postcapitalist politics. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
17 Coraggio, J. L. & Arroyo, M. S. (2009). A path to the social economy in 
Argentina: Worker takeovers of bankrupt companies. In A. Amin (Ed.), The social 
economy: International perspectives on economic solidarity (pp. 139-155). 
London: Zed Books (pp. 140, 152). 
18 Bell, P. & Cleaver, H. (2002). Marx’s theory of crisis as a theory of class struggle. 
The Commoner, 5(Autumn), 1-61 (p. 2, emphasis theirs). 
19 Lazzarato, M. (2004). Struggle, event, media. republicart.net. 
http://www.republicart.net/disc/representations/lazzarato01_en.htm (par. 3). 
20 Marcuse, H. (1969). An essay on liberation. Boston: Beacon Press (pp. 83, 84, 
emphasis mine). 
21 Marcuse, H. (1972). Counterrevolution and revolt. Boston: Beacon Press (p. 44). 
22 In Spanish, Argentina’s WRCs are called empresas recuperadas por sus 
trabajadores and are thus also known as “ERTs” in the literature. 
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The Cooperative Movement in Century 21 
 
John Curl1 

 
Abstract 

 
The cooperative movement was one of the first social movements 
of modern times, with roots at the beginning of the industrial 
revolution, and was an integral part of the early labour movement. 
The movement for worker cooperatives, workplace democracy, 
and social enterprises is resurgent around the world today. The 
cooperative movement of the present and near future operates 
primarily in the spaces that the corporate system cannot and will 
not fill. Cooperatives can provide a dignified living for the many 
millions who would otherwise be unemployed or marginalized. 
Grassroots social movements have turned to cooperatives in 
response to the depredations of globalism and the worldwide deep 
recession, to improve people’s living conditions and to empower 
them. Many of the new social enterprises are arising from 
spontaneous initiatives of grassroots groups, and many are being 
organized, coordinated, and backed by non-profit development 
organizations, governments, and communities. Cooperatives and 
social enterprises are the world’s best hope of achieving peace, 
prosperity, and social equity in this new century, and it is there that 
the eyes of the world need to turn. 

 
 

There is nothing new under the sun. 
~ Ecclesiastes 1:9 

 
In 2002 the UN General Assembly recognized that cooperatives “are becoming 
a major factor of economic and social development,” and urged governments 
to promote their growth by  
 

utilizing and developing fully the potential and contribution of 
cooperatives for the attainment of social development goals, in 
particular the eradication of poverty, the generation of full and 
productive employment and the enhancement of social 
integration;… creating a supportive and enabling environment for 
the development of cooperatives by, inter alia, developing an 
effective partnership between governments and the cooperative 
movement.2 
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In addition, the UN recently declared 2012 to be the International Year of 
Cooperatives. 
 
The people of the world do not care what you call the economic system as long 
as it works. For the last century ideologists of both capitalism and state socialism 
have made extravagant claims and promises about the superiority of their 
economic ideas, but the proof was in the pudding. Neither one was able to 
bring peace, prosperity, and social equity to the world on a sustainable basis. 
That overarching goal could not be accomplished by either economic system, 
because neither was actually geared to bring it about. Social justice requires full 
employment, while capitalism structures unemployment and marginalization 
into the very bones of the system. Capitalism privatizes the world, transforms 
power and property into money, reduces people to labour or the marginalized 
unemployed, disempowers democracy, and crashes periodically with disastrous 
consequences. State socialism centralizes power in the hands of bureaucrats, 
planners, and party hacks, disempowers civil society, and rigidifies into a self-
perpetuating overly-centralized establishment which inevitably makes 
monumental social planning blunders. The economics of the 21st century must 
be based on intense practicality, not false ideology.  
 
The cooperative movement of the present and near future operates primarily in 
the spaces that the corporate system cannot and will not fill. Cooperatives can 
provide a dignified living for the many millions who would otherwise be 
unemployed or marginalized. Cooperatives build bridges between people in 
conflict, as they did between east and west after World War II and during the 
Cold War. Cooperatives played an important role in the formation of the 
European Union, and are continuing to build bridges today between 
Palestinians and Israelis, Bosnians and Serbs, and in conflict areas in Indonesia, 
India, and Sri Lanka.3 Cooperatives and social enterprises are the world’s best 
hope of achieving peace, prosperity, and social equity in this new century, and 
it is there that the eyes of the world need to turn. 
 
The movement for worker cooperatives, workplace democracy, and social 
enterprises is resurgent around the world today. Grassroots social movements 
have turned to cooperatives in response to the depredations of globalism and 
the worldwide deep recession, to improve people’s living conditions and to 
empower them. People band together into cooperatives because they need 
others to share work, expenses, and expertise, and because they prefer working 
in a democratic situation. Many of the new social enterprises are arising from 
spontaneous initiatives of grassroots groups, and many are being organized, 
coordinated, and backed by non-profit development organizations, 
governments, and communities.4 Non-profits have turned to organizing social 
enterprises to fulfill social equity missions. Communities and governments have 
turned to them for economic development. 
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In the US today 85% of jobs (nongovernment and nonfarm) are in the service 
sector,5 and these are often best performed by small enterprises. Startups in this 
sector do not have to begin with expensive, cutting-edge technological 
equipment. It is here in particular that cooperatives and other social enterprises 
are able to successfully set up. This sector will continue to be fertile ground for 
cooperatives for the foreseeable future. In addition, small industrial and artisanal 
enterprises also do not require expensive technology, and that is another strong 
sector in which worker cooperatives and social enterprises operate successfully.  
 
But as the size of the firm increases, maintaining direct democracy in the 
workplace becomes increasingly difficult and complex. Large modern firms 
based on sophisticated technology, expertise, and management do not lend 
themselves easily to direct democracy, and efficiency of scale often conflicts 
with democratic processes. However, worker cooperatives have functioned 
successfully in America in medium-sized enterprises.6 Mondragon, the world's 
largest group of worker cooperatives, centered in Basque Spain, has a 
workforce of over 92,000.7 
 
Today’s movement is not primarily focused on transforming large corporations 
into cooperatives, although it does put workplace democracy and social equity 
squarely on the table. Larger enterprises are the territory of the labour 
movement, which has been reduced to an extremely weakened state in the US; 
only when workers force changes in the labour laws will American unions win the 
space to put workplace democracy in large enterprises on the immediate 
agenda. I will not deal with the questions of workplace democracy in larger 
enterprises in this paper.  
 
Cooperatives are both a natural formation of human interaction and a modern 
social movement. They are probably the most integral and natural form of 
organization beyond the family. Without simple economic group cooperation 
and mutual aid, human society would never have developed. On the other 
hand, the cooperative movement was one of the first social movements of 
modern times, with roots at the beginning of the industrial revolution, and was 
an integral part of the early labour movement. 
 
A dynamic has always existed between cooperatives as a natural social 
formation and cooperatives as a social movement. The social movement is 
based on the natural formation, and on the widespread perception that 
modern society has interfered with and denied the natural work democracy 
that humans crave. Market capitalism lauds the employee system as the basis of 
human freedom but, as most employees understand, the system has also almost 
always been a tool of oppression and bondage. The cooperative movement 
aims for liberation from oppressive social stratification and alienation. 
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What makes the new resurgence of the cooperative movement different from 
what came before? To elucidate that question, we need to take a brief look at 
some of the history of the movement. Since I know the US movement best, I’ll 
focus on that history. Since this is a worldwide movement, I’ll also relate US history 
to some other developments around the world. There are many approaches to 
the history of the cooperative movement, and various visions of its goals and 
mission. Every country has its own equally important history. The saga is not 
simple. 
 
To begin in a traditional American context, Thomas Jefferson wrote:  
 

Whenever there are in a country uncultivated lands and 
unemployed poor, it is clear that the laws of property have been so 
far extended as to violate the natural right. The earth is given as a 
common stock for man to labor and live on.8  

 
These were key concepts of Jeffersonian democracy, and the underlying basis 
for Abraham Lincoln’s Homestead Act, which opened millions of square miles of 
land to people who were willing to work it. In today’s world we cannot all be 
small farmers, but these concepts still apply inalienably to the varieties of work as 
we know it. These ideas form part of the legal and historical basis for the 
American government providing a supportive environment and enabling 
infrastructure for cooperatives. 

 
An outline history of the cooperative movement in the USA9 

 
In the US, worker cooperatives were organized by some of the very first North 
American labour unions in the early 1800s. The earliest unions came out of guilds, 
which included both masters and journeymen, and structured the industries. 
They were basically mutual aid organizations. At the point that masters became 
bosses, the journeymen broke away and formed separate organizations. These 
developed into what we know as unions. They too specialized in mutual aid. In 
many of the earliest strikes, the journeymen formed worker cooperatives, 
sometimes temporarily to support themselves during the strike, and sometimes to 
continue on a permanent basis. These cooperatives were facilitated by the fact 
that most industrial production was still done with comparatively simple hand 
tools. 

 
Worker cooperatives became a modern movement with a broad social mission 
in the 1830s, in reaction to the injustices of the rising capitalist system and the 
concomitant impoverishment and disempowerment of the working classes. 
Worker cooperatives were promoted by the first national labour organization, 
the National Trades’ Union (NTU). In the early 1870s, shortly after the Civil War, 
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the National Labour Union (NLU) renewed the American worker cooperative 
movement, and honed its mission. In the early 1880s worker cooperatives found 
their greatest manifestation in the labour movement in the Knights of Labour 
(KOL), the largest labour organization in the world at that time, which organized 
a network of almost 200 industrial cooperatives. This was the era of the 
domination of the great industrialist “robber barons,” enormous social strife, and 
the KOL cooperative movement was in the thick of it. 
 
In the colonial era, America’s earliest governments were dominated by elites of 
large merchants, bankers, and plantation owners. These elites continued to 
control federal, state, and local governments during the first decades of 
independence. As the industrial capitalist system increasingly predominated 
during the 19th century, manufacturing and railroad magnates joined other 
privileged interest groups in asserting dominance over government for their own 
benefit. Under the control of these power elites, government tended to be, on 
the whole, antagonistic to the cooperative movement. Control of state and 
local governments varied throughout the national territory, and regional powers 
vied for a place within national power. Democracy for ordinary working people 
was mostly window dressing. People were treated as mere labour input in the 
economic machine. In colonial America, a large part of the early work force 
was made up of indentured servants, people who signed themselves into 
temporary bondage in exchange for passage to America. These were slowly 
replaced in the North by wage labour (which included child labour and prison 
labour) and in the South by slave labour. The capitalist system, the conquering 
ideology in the Civil War, which abolished chattel slavery and replaced it with 
“freedom,” was based on the wage system. The employer-employee 
relationship was a subtler form of bondage in which people rented themselves 
to other people for specific time periods and under specified conditions. Other 
forms of the same system included piece-rate production, sharecropping, 
tenant farming, and various forms of labour contracting. Poverty was the social 
mechanism used to compel enough people to rent themselves into this 
temporary bondage. The endless flood of immigrants to America provided a 
seemingly inexhaustible bounty of willing victims. The union movement was the 
revolt of the wage slaves. 
 
By the decades after the Civil War, worker cooperatives had become integral to 
the overall strategy of the labour movement. At the same time as the Knights of 
Labour fought for higher wages and better working conditions, they were also 
attempting to construct a vast chain of cooperatives. Their mission was to 
abolish what they called “wage slavery” and replace the capitalist wage 
system with workplace democracy in what they termed a Cooperative 
Commonwealth. This concept arose autochthonously in America, parallel to the 
growth of the socialist movement during the same period, to which it was 
conceptually interrelated.10 The Cooperative Commonwealth vision was based 
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on free associative enterprises in a regulated market economy, with the 
government relegated to infrastructural and public utilities functions, such as 
maintaining and managing water systems, roads, railroads, etc. This concept 
was fundamentally distinct from the state socialist concept of the government 
running the entire economy with all workers as government employees. The 
Cooperative Commonwealth vision was Jeffersonian. 
 
During this same period, between 1866 and the 1890s, American small farmers 
also organized cooperative movements with similar motivations, strategies, and 
ends. Thanks to Lincoln’s Homestead Act, the rural US at that time was 
populated widely by freeholding farm families, who organized cooperative 
movements for purchasing supplies and marketing farm products. Their 
opponents were the railroads, bankers and middlemen. The main farmer 
organizations were first the National Grange (NG) and later the Farmers’ 
Alliance (FA). Parallel to the union movement, the farmer cooperatives saw their 
mission as organizing an alternative economic structure that would supercede 
the existing one, a vast network of cooperatives that would be the lever of their 
liberation from economic oppression. Historian Michael Schwartz called the 
Farmers’ Alliance Exchanges “the most ambitious counterinstitutions ever 
undertaken by an American protest movement.”11  
 
As the worker and farmer movements developed, the consumer cooperative 
movement formed a third stream of the cooperative movement. The consumer 
store movement started independently in America at an early period, but was 
destroyed by price wars with capitalist competitors. Later consumer 
cooperatives achieved some success after adopting the British Rochdale system 
of keeping prices at around market rates and giving rebates to member 
customers. Cooperative stores run by farmer organizations and unions were 
notably successful. But the other side to the Rochdale approach was that stores 
were run managerially with workers as employees and not necessarily coop 
members. This approach was expanded into an alternative version of a 
cooperative commonwealth in which giant consumer cooperatives owned all 
the factories and farms, with the wage system universalized instead of 
abolished. By this twist the consumer cooperative movement abandoned what 
had been a core goal of the worker cooperative movement: workplace 
democracy and liberating workers from wage slavery. 
 
The Knights of Labour was defeated in 1886-1887, in the wake of the national 
May Day strike for the 8-hour day in 1886 and the ensuing Haymarket riot and 
nationwide crackdown. The KOL worker cooperatives were destroyed at that 
time by the combined forces of the capitalist system and the government. This 
was the ultimate triumph of industrial capitalism in the US, and the end of the era 
when industrial workers thought they could defeat the system economically and 
supercede capitalism through peaceful competition by building an alternative 
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parallel cooperative system. As the KOL waned, the American labour 
movement continued on a different footing from the European movement. In 
most of Europe the socialist movement and workers parties had become an 
accepted part of the political landscape, while in America they were excluded 
from the mainstream. As historian Kim Voss wrote in The Making of American 
Exceptionalism, “American industrial relations and labour politics are 
exceptional because in 1886 and 1887 employers won the class struggle.”12 
 
In rural America the capitalist defeat of the cooperative system was completed 
a few years later, when the Farmers’ Alliance likewise saw their cooperatives 
destroyed and their organization defeated by a coalition of bankers, 
wholesalers, and manufacturers who cut off their credit, supplies, and ability to 
do business.13 
 
The FA and the KOL played one last card. Forming a “third party” alliance, they 
went into electoral politics and were instrumental in organizing the Populist 
Party, the most successful third party in American history. They ultimately joined 
with the Democrats and narrowly missed electing William Jennings Bryan to the 
presidency in 1896.14  
 
After the demise of the KOL, the surviving American Federation of Labour (AFL) 
began its domination of the mainstream US labour movement. The AFL 
abandoned the idea of abolishing the wage system, and instead focused only 
on negotiating contracts and working conditions. Some unionists in the Industrial 
Workers of the World (IWW) and other organizations continued to fight for 
industrial freedom and workplace democracy, but instead of building 
cooperatives they looked to take over the existing industries.  
 
In the 20th century the consumer cooperative movement became the dominant 
cooperative philosophy in the US, promoted by the Cooperative League (CL), 
the most important national coordinating and educational organization. For 
much of the century the CL excluded worker cooperatives and even farmer 
marketing cooperatives (farmer supply purchasing cooperatives were however 
acceptable to them). 
 
The modern cooperative movement developed in other industrializing countries 
at the same time as the US movement. Every country had its own variation, 
related to its level of industrialization. France, first influenced by the ideas of 
Proudhon and then anarcho-syndicalism, was similar to the US in its focus on 
worker cooperatives, self-help, and solidarity. The movement in Germany 
focused on banks and credit for farmers, artisans, and small entrepreneurs. In 
Italy it was a diverse mix of worker, farmer, banking, and consumer cooperative 
experiments, with the Catholic Church ultimately organizing a parallel 
cooperative movement. The movement in Britain started around the same time 
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as the US, and in the 1830s involved thousands of artisans, farmers, and unions 
forming labour exchanges as part of the National Equitable Labour Exchange, 
with large warehouses in London and Birmingham. A parallel movement 
organized the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union, an umbrella 
organization which immediately became embroiled in labour struggles and 
came under harsh attack by employers and government. Under duress, both 
the labour exchanges and the union collapsed. When the British cooperative 
movement revived in the 1840s in Rochdale, it found great success as a 
consumer movement and carved out a niche for itself through its core 
compromise of not threatening the market and abandoning workplace 
democracy. The British success resulted in consumer cooperative philosophy 
dominating much of the international cooperative movement as well the US 
movement during the 20th century, while worker cooperatives and workplace 
democracy became relegated to the realm of impractical dreamers and 
radical groups. 
 

The New Deal and the cooperative movement 
 
When the economy collapsed, the “Self-Help” cooperative movement, stressing 
mutual aid and barter, quickly became widespread among the unemployed 
and underemployed. It was truly a spontaneous mass movement. These 
cooperatives produced a variety of goods for trade and self-use, and organized 
exchanges between labourers and farmers, in which people would work for a 
share of the produce. They sprang up in many locales around the country, and 
became a part of daily life for many people. Money was scarce. Scrip was 
sometimes used. By the end of 1932, there were self-help organizations in 37 
states with over 300,000 members. A survey in December 1934 counted 310 
different groups, about two-thirds of them in California, with over a half million 
members.15 
 
The Great Depression of the 1930s and the New Deal changed the relationship 
between government and cooperatives in the US for a generation. While the 
movement had always had isolated supporters among elected officials, in 
general government was anything but supportive. With the New Deal the 
American cooperative movement won support at the highest level of 
government for the first time. The New Deal was also a great backer of the 
labour movement and adhered to strong government regulation of the 
capitalist system.  
 
Roosevelt’s programs provided enormous help to rural and farmer cooperatives. 
But urban cooperatives were not a significant part of the programs. Above all, 
industrial worker cooperatives were excluded. The New Deal drew the line at 
helping cooperatives that challenged the wage system. 
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One of the New Deal’s first acts was to set up a Division of Self-Help 
Cooperatives (under the Federal Emergency Relief Act, or FERA), providing 
technical assistance and grants to self-help cooperatives and barter 
associations.16 The “community projects” program in California included 
cooperative industries such as a wood mill, a tractor assembly plant, a paint 
factory, and hosiery mills. However, the law stipulated that production facilities 
set up with FERA funds could not be used in money transactions, while self-help 
cooperative groups usually tried to include money in their exchange 
arrangements whenever possible, as well as producing articles for their own use. 
This provision seriously undercut many self-help coops’ ability to function, since 
everyone needed cash badly. In some situations, FERA cooperators could 
receive pay, but only to produce articles for their own use.  
 
The Farm Credit Administration (FCA) of 1933 set up Banks for Cooperatives, 
which had a very significant effect on the farmer cooperative movement. With 
a central bank and twelve district banks, it became a member-controlled 
system of financing farmer, telephone, and electric cooperatives. After having 
been set up with government seed-money, the FCA became self-supporting. 
The banks were not permitted to give assistance to consumer or industrial 
cooperatives. Banks for Cooperatives became an indispensable institution for 
organizing and stabilizing farm cooperatives for the rest of the century.17 The 
Farm Security Administration (FSA) of 1935, initially part of the Resettlement 
Administration, set up to combat rural poverty, helped organize 25,000 
cooperatives of all types among about four million low-income farmers. The 
Rural Electrification Administration (REA) of 1935 promoted cooperative 
electrification in rural areas. Only about 10% of rural homes had service at that 
time but through REA loans, local electrification cooperatives served almost 
300,000 households, or 40% of rural homes by the end of 1939. 
 
While the New Deal’s backing of farm cooperatives was instrumental in the rural 
recovery from the depression, the exclusion of worker and urban cooperatives 
helped only to maintain working people in a state of disempowerment and 
dependent on government relief or work programs. 
 
Even though industrial production facilities were sitting idle around the country, 
the New Deal never supported the idea of workers taking them over with 
government backing and restarting them as cooperatives. The celebrated 
wave of factory seizures by workers, beginning with the Flint sitdown strike 
against General Motors in 1936-1937, in which strikers occupied several plants for 
44 days and repelled attacks from the police and National Guard, had as its 
goal union recognition, and the Flint sitdown ended in GM’s recognition of the 
United Auto Workers. A wave of sitdowns followed, with over 400,000 workers 
occupying plants and businesses around the country in 1937. The wave faded 
as the courts and the National Labour Relations Board held that sit-downs were 
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illegal and that sit-down strikers could be fired. In the following decades many 
other powerful tools that American workers used in the 1930s to unionize were 
taken away. 
 
From the New Deal’s beginning, reactionary forces worked tirelessly to stymie it, 
and succeeded in dismantling it piece by piece after World War II. Few 
cooperatives survived the war. Those that did were attacked by the dogs of 
McCarthyism, and most of these were purged of any connection to a social 
movement. Government regulations over capital, corporations, and the market 
were removed thread by thread, while worker organizations were diminished 
and hamstrung by new laws and regulations. Small farmer cooperatives found a 
fierce enemy in escalating corporate agribusiness. 
 
In the 1960s and 1970s, a new generation rediscovered cooperation, collectivity, 
and communalism, creating their own structures and definitions, inspired by a 
new political opposition movement and, in turn, shaping that movement. In a 
unique way, the ‘60s gave new life to a vision of America that, unknown to most 
at the time, closely reflected the older cooperators’ dreams. Like their forebears, 
the new coops and collectives struggled between their dual identities as “pure 
and simple” cooperatives and radical social movement. The most important 
milestone for mainstream cooperatives in that period was the chartering of the 
National Cooperative Bank under President Carter in 1978, to service all types of 
nonfarm cooperatives. 
 
Shortly thereafter the country sunk into decades of a long rightward spin under 
the suffocating cloak of Reaganism and its false promises of prosperity through 
deregulated capitalism… until the bubble finally burst in 2008 and the economy 
came crashing down. 

 
Urban homestead movement in New York City18 

 
The most successful contemporary radical cooperative movement in the US is a 
local movement spanning the last four decades and led by an inspiring 
grassroots spirit of revolt: the building occupations of the urban homestead 
limited equity cooperative movement in New York City.  
 
In the mid 1960s, many New York landlords in low-income neighborhoods 
abandoned their apartment buildings because they considered them not 
profitable enough, averaging 38,000 abandoned units a year by the end of the 
decade. The City foreclosed for non-payment of taxes and serious code 
violations, and assumed ownership as “landlord of last resort.” In 1969 a group of 
neighbors on East 102nd Street in Manhattan, made up mainly of Puerto Rican 
families, took over two buildings by direct action and started rehabilitating them 
through sweat equity as cooperatives. That touched off a direct action tenant 
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movement in other neighborhoods. In 1970 groups of squatters took over vacant 
buildings on West 15th, 111th, 122nd streets, and along Columbus Avenue 
around 87th Street, proclaiming the community’s right to possession of a place 
to live. The City reacted by evicting most of the squatters, but public outcry 
resulted in it granting management control of some of the buildings to 
community organizations for rehabilitation by the tenants themselves. Several 
cooperative development non-profits were formed, including the Urban 
Homestead Assistance Board (UHAB), which became the most effective 
organization. In 1973, 286 buildings were slated for urban homesteading, but 
funding obstacles undercut their efforts. Forty-eight of these buildings were 
actually completed as homesteaded low-income limited-equity cooperatives. 
 
In the 1980s New York tenant groups led many squats, taking over abandoned 
buildings illegally at first and rehabilitating them. By 1981 the City had become 
the owner by foreclosure of about 8,000 buildings with around 112,000 
apartments, 34,000 of the units still occupied. At the urging of housing activist 
groups, particularly UHAB, the City instituted urban homesteading programs to 
legally sell the buildings to their squatting tenants for sweat equity and a token 
payment, with a neighborhood organization or a non-profit development 
organization often becoming manager during rehabilitation. By 1984, 115 
buildings had been bought as limited-equity tenant coops under the Tenant 
Interim Lease Program, with another 92 in process. UHAB provided technical 
assistance, management training, and all-around support. Autonomous groups 
of squatters continued to take over buildings, with an estimated 500 to 1,000 
squatters in 32 buildings on the Lower East Side alone in the 1990s. Hundreds of 
Latino factory workers and their families squatted in the South Bronx. The City’s 
response changed with the political winds. Some City administrations curtailed 
the homestead program and evicted many of the squats, but some squatter 
groups successfully resisted eviction. In the ‘90s the City renewed its support of 
tenant homesteading, and by 2002 over 27,000 New York families were living in 
homesteaded low-income coops. Over the last 30 years UHAB has worked to 
successfully transform over 1,300 buildings into limited equity cooperatives, and 
42 more buildings are currently in their pipeline containing 1,264 units, most of 
them in Harlem and the Lower East Side.  
 
The urban homestead movement is based in law on the concepts of squatters’ 
rights and homesteading. Homesteading is by permission, usually on 
government-owned land or land with no legal owner. The homesteader--like the 
squatter--gains title to the land in exchange for the sweat equity of working it for 
a certain time period, usually 10 years. In many cases people who start as 
squatters become homesteaders. Squatters’ rights and homesteading have 
been part of US and English common law for centuries and are deeply 
embedded in American history. With squatting--legally called “adverse 
possession”--the squatter takes possession of the land or building without 
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permission of occupancy from the legal owner. Squatters use adverse 
possession to claim a legal right to land or buildings. The idea is that a person 
who openly occupies and improves a property for a set amount of time is 
entitled to ownership, even though that property may have originally not 
belonged to them. For the first thirty days of occupation, squatters are legally 
trespassers liable to eviction without cause. During this time squatters are usually 
discrete about their presence, but open enough to be able to document their 
occupation. After thirty days, they gain squatters’ rights--or tenants’ rights--and 
in New York thereafter can only be evicted by a court order. At that time the 
squatters often openly begin to undertake major renovations or improvements. 
 
The basic concept has been used beyond housing elsewhere in the Americas. 
The core idea of the Mexican Revolution (1910-1917) was “land for those who 
work it,” and that concept was enshrined in the Mexican Constitution as the 
ejido system of communal property. The Brazilian Constitution (1988) says that 
land that remains unproductive should be used for a “larger social function.”19 
Brazil’s Landless Workers Movement (MST) used that constitutional right as the 
legal basis for numerous land occupations. The largest social movement in Latin 
America today with an estimated 1.5 million members, MST has been peacefully 
occupying unused land since 1985, won land titles for more than 350,000 families 
in 2,000 settlements, and established about 400 cooperative associations for 
agricultural production, marketing, services, and credit, as well as constructing 
houses, schools, and clinics.  

 
Recent factory occupations 

 
The same core concept has been applied to production and business facilities 
by the recovered factory movement in Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Mexico, and 
Venezuela. Most of these started as occupations of shut-down or bankrupted 
factories and businesses by their workers and communities, and reopened as 
worker cooperatives. Many of them have received government recognition and 
support, particularly in Brazil, Uruguay, and Venezuela. In Argentina there are 
more than two hundred worker-run cooperative factories and businesses today, 
most of which started as plant occupations during the economic crisis of 2001-
2002. Despite receiving less government recognition and support, Argentina’s is 
the largest worker-recuperated movement in Latin America. 
 
The recent wave of factory occupations was next taken up in Ontario in 2007 
when Canadian workers occupied three plants that were shutting down, and 
forced the owners to honor their severance agreements; there was no plan to 
reopen these factories as cooperatives. The spirit arrived in the US in December 
2008 in Chicago when over 200 workers, members of United Electrical Workers 
(UE), staged a factory occupation at the shut-down Republic Windows and 
Doors plant, demanding their vacation and severance pay and that the factory 
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continue its operations.20 They were given only three days’ notice of the 
shutdown, not the 60 days required under federal and state law, and the 
management refused to negotiate with the workers’ union about the closure. 
After 6 days of occupation, the Bank of America and other lenders to Republic 
agreed to pay the workers the approximately $2 million owed to them. 
Meanwhile, the workers explored ways to restart the factory, including the 
possibility of a worker cooperative, and set up a “Windows of Opportunity Fund” 
to provide technical assistance and study this and other possibilities for re-
starting production. But, as a union representative has since explained, “the fact 
that no real movement of worker-run enterprises exists in the US makes this 
option much more difficult at this point.”21  
 
Instead of reopening as a worker cooperative, a firm specializing in “green” 
energy efficient windows bought Republic Windows in February 2009, and a 
union spokesman said the new owner would offer jobs to all laid-off workers at 
the reopened plant. Nonetheless, that the UE union at Republic seriously 
considered a worker cooperative is an excellent sign. Historically, many unions 
have feared their position would be weakened by worker cooperatives 
because they blur the line between workers and management. The labour 
movement, at least on the international level, has moved beyond that stasis. The 
International Labour Organization (ILO), affiliated with the UN, strongly supports 
worker cooperatives today as a strategy to achieve full employment, and is 
working closely with the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA), which 
represents the international cooperative movement. While the new cooperative 
movement is currently still embryonic in the US, it has the potential of becoming 
that “real movement” whose lack the worker at Republic Windows bemoaned. 
 
A recent event of enormous promise is the collaboration, announced in 
October, 2009, between the United Steel Workers Union (USW) and Mondragon 
International. The USW is North America’s largest union, and the Basque 
Country’s Mondragon is the largest group of worker cooperatives in the world. 
According to USW International President Leo W. Gerard, they are exploring a 
partnership “towards making union co-ops a viable business model that can 
create good jobs, empower workers, and support communities in the United 
States and Canada….” Gerard continues: “Too often we have seen Wall Street 
hollow out companies by draining their cash and assets and hollowing out 
communities by shedding jobs and shuttering plants. We need a new business 
model that invests in workers and invests in communities." Mondragon president 
Josu Ugarte added that their "complimentary visions can transform 
manufacturing practices in North America. We feel inspired to take this step 
based on our common set of values with the Steelworkers who have proved 
time and again that the future belongs to those who connect vision and values 
to people and put all three first."22 
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Today all over the US production and business facilities sit idle, while the sector of 
the unemployed swells. The government has mortgaged our grandchildren’s 
future to bail out the banking system--for the most part those same banks that 
own title to the idle production facilities--with little in return. It would seem 
perhaps a small step for the US government to become “landlord of last resort,” 
like the City of New York, and open tens of thousands of shuttered business, idle 
factories, and closed plants to worker cooperatives in exchange for sweat 
equity. That is a great stimulus plan that the economy sorely needs. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Today’s cooperative movement has centuries of history behind it. At the same 
time it is also a new movement of a new generation. Like every social equity 
movement, the cooperative movement rises and subsides, and its deeper goals 
cannot be permanently achieved because society is always changing: all social 
goals must be constantly renewed, and all social movements must go through 
cycles of renewal.  
 
In sum, here are some of the tendencies in today’s movement that differ in 
several aspects from the cooperative movement as it was not long ago:  
 

(1) it has returned to its mission of democratizing the workplace;  
(2) it encompasses experimental structures of social enterprises;  
(3) it is included by diverse non-profits as part of their mission 
strategy;  
(4) it has increased its worldwide character, with the international 
movement having stronger influence over national movements;  
(5) it is re-forging a close alliance with the labour movement;  
(6) it has returned to direct action activism with housing, land, 
business, and factory occupations;  
(7) it is achieving the backing of government in creating a 
supportive and enabling environment for the development of 
cooperatives; and 
(8) it is part of an international strategy, supported by the UN, to 
reorganize the world economy with the cooperative sector a 
permanent part, helping to provide full employment for the 
unemployed and marginalized of the world. 
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University Press; Goodwyn, L. (1978). The populist moment. London: Oxford 
University Press. 
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Bureau of Public Administration, University of California (pp.135-38). 
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17 Knapp, J.G. (1973). The advance of American cooperative enterprise: 1920-
1945. Danville, IL: Interstate Printers and Publishers (pp. 260ff). 
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ZMagazine; Branford, S. & Rocha, J. (2002). Cutting the wire: The story of the 
landless movement in Brazil. London: Latin American Bureau; Movimento dos 



 

John Curl 

28 

                                                                                                                                                       
Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST). (n.d.). About the MST. 
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Commons and Cooperatives 
 
Greig de Peuter and Nick Dyer-Witheford1 

 
Abstract 

 
In the last decade, the commons has become a prevalent theme 
in discussions about collective but decentralized control over 
resources. This paper is a preliminary exploration of the potential 
linkages between commons and cooperatives through a discussion 
of the worker cooperative as one example of a labour commons. 
We view the worker coop as a response at once antagonistic and 
accommodative to capitalism. This perspective is amplified through 
a consideration of five aspects of an ideal-type worker 
cooperativism: associated labour, workplace democracy, surplus 
distribution, cooperation among cooperatives, and, controversially, 
links between worker cooperatives and socialist states. We 
conclude by suggesting that the radical potential of worker 
cooperatives might be extended, theoretically and practically, by 
elaborating connections with other commons struggles in a process 
we term the circulation of the common. 

 
 

Commoners and workers 
 
In the last decade, talk of “commons,” “commoning,” and even 
“commonwealth,” has become, well, common, on the left in discussions of 
collective but decentralized control over resources ranging from farmlands to 
fresh water, ocean fisheries, clean air, software code, and genetic information.2 
Starting point for critical accounts of the commons is typically the historical 
destruction of the collective land of pre-capitalist agricultural communities; in 
Europe between the 16th and 18th centuries these were enclosed by mercantile 
landlords eager to sell agricultural goods in an expanding world market. Such 
enclosures were a crucial part of the process of primitive accumulation, 
creating early capitalism’s dispossessed proletariat from displaced rural 
populations. These commoners did not go quietly: enclosure faced “hydra-
headed” opposition, but these struggles were lost and largely forgotten.3  
 
Interest in commons was revived by neoliberalism. Confronting the late-
twentieth century onrush of global capital, activists and theorists found in the 
image of the commons a perspective from which to criticize privatization, 
deregulation, and expropriation in numerous domains: land wars caused by the 
continuing enclosure of farmlands and displacement of rural populations by 
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agribusiness, energy mega-projects and urban developers in Asia, Latin 
America, and Africa; ecological struggles over issues from pesticide poisoning to 
clear-cutting to species-extinctions and climate change; digital activism such as 
the free and open-source software movements and ‘creative commons’ 
challenges to intellectual property law; and resistances to corporate ownership 
of the genome of plants, animals, and humans. Commons has become a 
concept connecting multifarious struggles against capital’s old but ongoing 
primitive accumulation and its new horizons of futuristic, high-tech 
accumulation.  
 
Beyond resistance to enclosures, commons politics involve renewed attention 
on the forms of association through which communities can govern shared 
resources. The once powerful idea of “the tragedy of the commons”--which 
claimed that, without the protection of private property rights, natural resources 
will be degraded by neglect--has been not just challenged but reversed by 
theorists proposing a “cornucopia of the commons” or “inverse commons” in 
which collectives produce more robust, inventive results than commercial 
entities.4 The vocabulary of commons has, moreover, provided anti-corporate 
and anti-capitalist movements a way of talking about collective ownership 
without invoking a bad history--without conjuring up “communism,” 
conventionally narrowly understood as a command economy plus a repressive 
state. Commons discourse resumes older discussions about “public goods,” but 
breaks new ground, both in the range of ecological, biogenetic, and cultural 
domains it addresses, and in its interest in the possibilities for the organization of 
resources from below, rather than according to the models of command 
economies or bureaucratic welfare states.  
 
Commons politics, and the discourse around it, has its limitations. The term 
commons has come to cover a proliferation of proposals, some highly radical, 
but also some reformist, and others even potentially reactionary. As George 
Caffentzis points out, neoliberal capital, confronting the debacle of free-market 
policies, is turning to “Plan B”: limited versions of commons--be it carbon trading 
models, community development schemes, biotechnology research, and open-
source practices--are introduced as subordinate aspects of a capitalist 
economy.5 Here voluntary cooperation does not so much subvert capital as 
subsidize it. Just as the original commons were an element within, rather than an 
alternative to, a brutally coercive feudal order, so, too, in isolation, today’s 
commons experiments may just supplement, not challenge, capitalist 
exploitation. In addition, and germane to the focus of this article, while discourse 
about commons is popular among environmental, digital, and biotechnological 
activists, it is often disconnected from labour politics. Talk of commons less 
frequently intersects with the lexicon of unions, solidarity, and strikes. It thus risks 
being disassociated from issues of work and wealth, class and poverty--where 
what is at stake is, still, capital’s denial of commonality via the private control of 
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the means of production. It is as an antidote to this rift that this article discusses 
the worker cooperative as one form of labour commons.6 
 
Worker cooperatives are a historically deep element in counter-capitalist 
movements from the 19th and early 20th centuries, and are a resurgent 
component in the contemporary search for economic assemblages alternative 
to planet-wide capitalism. This paper suggests “the new cooperativism,” to use 
the term framing this journal issue, be situated in the context of a wide set of 
struggles over various forms of commons. Linking together commons and 
cooperatives is, we believe, valuable on several counts. The history of the worker 
cooperative movement provides a practical demonstration of the art of 
collective association key to all commoning practices. It also offers an example 
of decentralized control of common resources that potentially connects the 
traditions of labour struggle to the modes of activism honed by both ecological 
and networked radicals. At the same time, the scope and diversity of commons 
activism indicates the broader currents for social change with which 
cooperativism must be interwoven if it is to become part of “the coming 
economies” beyond capital.7 
 
Cooperatives can be seen as a response, at once antagonistic and 
accommodative, to capitalism. This point is amplified in what follows through a 
brief consideration of five aspects of ideal-type worker cooperative practice: 
associated labour, workplace democracy, surplus redistribution, cooperation 
among cooperatives, and, controversially, links between cooperatives and 
socialist states. Elements of these constitute the worker coop as a labour 
commons. We suggest in our conclusion, however, that the extension and 
actualization of the radical potential of worker cooperatives requires 
interconnection with other commons struggles--a process we term the 
circulation of the common. Our essay’s perspective is Marxist, but one informed 
by other traditions of anti-capitalism present in both commons and cooperative 
struggles. 
 

Associated labour 

As capitalism enclosed the commons and destroyed traditional agrarian 
communities, cooperatives were one form of collective organization that the 
dispossessed proletariat adopted in an attempt to maintain its security and 
dignity amid the hellish new industrial order. It was in response to “the social 
dislocations of the industrial revolution” that in 1844 the most famous prototype 
of cooperativism arose in Rochdale, England, the Rochdale Society of Equitable 
Pioneers.8 Industrial wage labourers, unemployed craft workers, and customers 
frustrated by commercial swindles discovered in the cooperative a means to 
exercise greater collective control over production and consumption. By the 
mid 1800s, cooperatives were an integral part of the social fabric of many 
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English towns, spanning customer-owned retail stores to worker-owned factories 
to free adult-education classes run by coop societies. 
 
The same period saw a mix of enthusiastic and trenchant commentary on 
cooperatives. Marx, in 1864, would laud the “cooperative movement, especially 
the cooperative factories”:  
 

The value of these great social experiments cannot be overrated. 
By deed, instead of by argument, they have shown that production 
on a large scale, and in accord with the behests of modern 
science, may be carried on without the existence of a class of 
masters employing a class of hands.9  

 
Marx viewed the coop factories within a historical dialectic of social forms of 
labour: the cooperatives demonstrated to him “that, like slave labour, like serf 
labour, hired labour is but a transitory and inferior form, destined to disappear 
before associated labour plying its toil with a willing hand, a ready mind, and a 
joyous heart.”10  
 
At a broader, strategic level, Marx was circumspect about the value of the 
coops. “Excellent in principle” and “useful in practice,” he insisted “cooperative 
labour,” confined to a “narrow circle of the casual efforts of private workman, 
will never be able to arrest the growth in geometrical progression of monopoly, 
to free the masses, nor even to perceptibly lighten the burden of their 
miseries.”11 What Marx goes on to say--“To conquer political power has therefore 
become the great duty of the working class”--perhaps helps to explain why 
relatively few in the Marxian tradition would examine coops in the coming 
decades.12 “Restricted to dwarfish forms,” Marx concluded, “the cooperative 
system will never transform capitalist societies.”13  
 
There is some dispute about the balance of positive and negative elements in 
this complex assessment of coops.14 We will revisit Marx’s comments on the 
shortcomings of the worker coop later. For the moment, we return to Marx’s 
allusion to “associated labour” as a collective subjectivity animating the 
cooperative factories.15 Picking up on a reference by Marx to a “mode of 
production of associated labour,” Teinosuke Otani has spoken of “associated 
labour” as work that “sheds the alienated guise it has had as wage labour.”16 
Associated labour is, suggests Otani, voluntary (i.e. people are no longer forced 
to work for a wage in order to exist); communal; consciously planned; on a 
sufficient scale to mobilize “social productive power”; scientific (i.e. using 
modern technologies); satisfying workers’ needs (i.e. as against the 
subordination of those needs to the requirements of capital); and realizing 
participants’ “species being,” or, broadly, their interconnection with other 
humans. 
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The at least partial fit between associated labour and the worker cooperative is 
noted by Michael Lebowitz. The power of capital, writes Lebowitz, derives from 
“captur[ing] the fruits of cooperation.”17 In the capital-labour relation, he goes 
on to say, “each wage labourer is an individual, isolated owner of labour-
power.” In contrast, in a worker coop where the business is collectively owned 
and controlled, the individual no longer meets capital as an isolated seller of 
their labour capacity, but, rather, confronts capital as associated power. 
Moreover, rather than capital acting as “mediator for wage-labour,” the worker 
cooperative replaces “capital as mediator … in the purchase of labour-
power.”18 As the Canadian Worker Coop Federation puts it: “In a worker coop 
capital is the servant of the cooperative.”19 This apparent inversion of the power 
relation between labour and capital has implications that extend to workers’ 
control over the labour process, in that associated cooperative labour also 
replaces capital, says Lebowitz, “in the direction and supervision of 
production.”20 Not immediately answerable to the managers of capital, 
potentially “the whole nature of work can change”: 

 
Workers can cooperate with each other to do their jobs well; they 
can apply their knowledge about better ways to produce to 
improve production both immediately and in the future; and, they 
can end the division in the workplace between those who think and 
those who do.21 

 
Although Lebowitz is not dismissive of Marx’s own worry that cooperators can just 
the same “become their own capitalist,” he also cites Marx’s more optimistic 
view of worker coops as “practical demonstration that capital was not 
necessary as mediator in social production,” and, as such, act as an example of 
a “‘republican and beneficent system of the association of free and equal 
producers.’”22 
 
For a contemporary example of such a system, one could cite FaSinPat, an 
abbreviation of Fábrica Sin Patrón, which translates as “factory without 
bosses.”23 FaSinPat is a 400-member, worker-owned and -controlled ceramic tile 
plant in Argentina. The context of its emergence was the collapse of the 
country’s economy in 2001-2002, when the contradictions of Argentina’s 
neoliberal restructuring exploded. During a lockout, workers self-organized 
against their notoriously anti-labour employer, subverted their compliant union 
bureaucracy, took the decision to illegally enter the factory, restarted 
production independently, and adopted the assembly as a political model for 
democratic decision-making in the workplace. After a protracted battle in the 
courts, the tile workers were granted the right to operate as a cooperative.  
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Assumption of the legal form of the coop made FaSinPat recognizable in the 
eye of the state, thus providing some shelter to this enclave of self-management 
within a national context in which job creation was a matter of survival. Here we 
note that the “key need” to which the worker cooperative is said to respond is 
that for “viable and meaningful employment for its members.”24 What is more, 
however, is the broader set of principles associated with worker cooperativism, 
including those of “self-help, democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity.”25 
FaSinPat has been described as a factory put “at the service of the 
community.”26 To take just one example, cooperators have directed portions of 
their surplus toward the funding of the construction of a local health clinic. 
Through acts of solidarity such as this, FaSinPat supports the needs of its 
surrounding neighbourhood, the residents of which initially aided workers in the 
reclamation of the plant from its former owner. FaSinPat has justifiably become 
an icon of the autonomous power of associated labour in the wider currents of 
self-management in Argentina today.27 
 

Workplace democracy  
 
“Democracy” was for the Rochdale Pioneers “the fundamental principle of 
cooperation,” and “the principle most sharply differentiating cooperatives from 
capitalist business.”28 Its strongest expression is when the division of worker and 
owner is eradicated, where the worker cooperative is comprised not of 
employer and employees, but rather of a membership of worker-owners who 
collectively own the assets of the coop.29 In addition to collective ownership, the 
worker coop is distinguished as a “democratically controlled” organization; this is 
reflected, at the most basic level, in a commitment to equity, namely, one 
person, one vote--as opposed to one’s capacity to make, and influence, 
decisions being proportionate to one’s quantity of property.30 According to the 
Canadian Worker Coop Federation: “Through the democratic governance of 
the coop, all members have equal opportunity to affect the way the business is 
run and to offer input on the decisions affecting their everyday work lives.”31  
 
If cooperative workplace democracy extends the opportunity to the people 
who work in a coop to govern its operation, how this plays out in practice of 
course varies widely. Worker coop members generally elect a board of directors 
drawn from the membership of the coop itself--unlike in a conventional capitalist 
firm where employees have no say in the appointment of directors. Further to 
this, a coop might devolve decision-making power in various ways. For example, 
at the 400-member FaSinPat, there are thirty “work units,” each one electing a 
committee representative who represents the department at coop wide weekly 
assemblies attended by all workers, although workers collectively “vote to 
approve or reject the departments’ proposals.”32 Assemblies address not only 
production issues, but also “joint campaigns with other community groups.”33 At 
Mondragón Corporación Cooperativa (MCC)--the famously successful inter-
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cooperative group in the Basque Country with more than 150 coops and 85,000 
workers34--each individual coop in the group has its own Governing Council, 
and each coop elects delegates who in turn attend an annual meta-MCC 
Governing Council assembly.35 Budget allocations, compensation policies, and 
expansion plans are among the topics conceivably up for collective voting. 
 
One of the main goals associated with worker cooperatives is said to be that of 
“increasing democracy in the workplace.”36 One instance of this pertains to pay 
equity. Historically, MCC, for example, has had in place a policy setting limits on 
the disparity between the highest and lowest paid in a cooperative.37 Some 
worker coops even practice almost complete pay equity despite differences in 
skill sets or seniority, such as in many of Argentina’s worker-recuperated 
enterprises.38 Where management is concerned, coop managers are generally 
expected to take decisions in the light of cooperative principles.39 The broad 
point of workplace democracy is, however, that the notion of member control 
implies members possess a greater ability to shape the content of their job and 
the environment in which it is performed--a commitment to dignity in work. In this 
respect, a worker cooperative with a more radical membership might seek to 
implement tactics for challenging a rigid division of labour by adopting a version 
of what participatory economics theorists Michael Albert and Robin Hahnel term 
a “balanced job complex” in which workers would perform a mix of roles so that 
rewarding and onerous tasks are more equitably distributed.40  
 
Providing “the best possible employment conditions for the members” is 
regarded as one of the central goals of a worker cooperative.41 Critics point out, 
however, that a philosophical commitment to workplace democracy does not 
guarantee an experience of empowerment at work. Based on interviews with 
shop floor worker-owners at MCC, for example, Sharryn Kasmir reports that 
apathy, oppression, and hierarchy persist in these cooperative workplaces.42 
Kasmir attributes this to a division of power that still tilts in favour of managers. 
While this might suggest there is a place for a union, trade unionists and worker 
cooperators have had a sometimes-tense relationship.43 Kasmir rejects the 
assumption that labour unions are redundant in a worker coop, and, in the case 
of MCC, worries that the discourse of cooperativism risks obviating class struggle, 
separating coop workers from other segments of the working class, and 
disproportionately rewarding managers. Hahnel likewise notes that although 
representative democratic procedures are in place at MCC, there has been a 
“drift toward greater managerial domination of decision making,” and, 
moreover, the commitment to pay equity has been weakened, posing the risk 
of the “reemergence of class divisions.”44  
 
We can see both strengths and limits of worker coops’ self-definition in terms of 
democracy by looking at one of the better-known social-democratic arguments 
in support of worker-ownership. Against “corporate capitalism,” Robert Dahl’s 
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case for “economic democracy” is based on a parallel he sees between the 
state and the enterprise: both are a “political system,” in that each involves a 
power relation between the governor and the governed.45 If this is accepted, 
he asks, “is it not appropriate to insist that the relationship between governors 
and governed (in the enterprise) should satisfy the criteria of the democratic 
process--as we properly insist in the domain of the state?” Dahl reasons that if 
democracy is deemed inappropriate in regard to enterprise, then it cannot be 
justified at the level of the state either. In terms of worker ownership specifically, 
for Dahl, a worker coop does not negate property rights but democratizes them, 
in the process distributing wealth in a manner that reflects and fosters equity. 
More broadly, Dahl suggests that the decentralization of control at the level of 
the enterprise promotes democracy within but also beyond it by expanding 
opportunities to participate in making decision on matters that affect one’s life. 
Critics of coops, however, are not so certain about this diffusing influence, but 
fear, rather, that the line of influence can run the other way, from the anti-
democracy of the market into the coop, corrupting its emancipatory promise: 
this is a discussion we return to later. 
 

Surplus distribution 
 
One of the traits linking the worker coop to commons traditions concerns the 
distribution of economic surplus. For George Holyoake, a nineteenth-century 
historian of the British cooperative movement, the overriding cooperative 
principle is that of the “distribution of profits to all those who had a hand in 
generating them, including both consumers and employees.”46 Commitment to 
distributive justice is embedded in the cooperative principle of “member 
economic participation.”47 Put in Holyoake’s class-conscious terminology, 
cooperativism is rooted in a belief that “[i]t is more reasonable and better for 
society and progress that men (sic) should own capital than that capital should 
own men (sic). Capital is the servant, men (sic) are the masters.”48 The worker 
coop is an institution of the labour commons where worker-owners view surplus 
as a product of their shared efforts, and, as such, ought to be distributed 
equitably and democratically among those who created it. 
 
Remuneration practices in coops vary widely. MCC, for example, uses the term 
anticipos, rather than “wages,” to refer to the monies paid out at regular 
intervals to individual worker-owners as an advance on anticipated earnings. 
Other coops speak of a “draw” account to which dividends are deposited 
regularly. In terms of setting compensation levels, some coops might take their 
cue from private businesses operating in the same sector, others might adopt a 
strict wage-equity policy as with some worker coops in Argentina, and others 
still, especially those occupying a competitive industry and employing 
managers, might impose a ceiling on the differential between the highest and 
lowest paid occupational levels as with Mondragón.  
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Some studies have suggested that productivity in coops matches and 
sometimes exceeds that of conventional firms.49 If, after wages and operational 
expenses are covered, the coop has a surplus, this leaves the question of its 
distribution. This surplus is likely to be modest on account of the cooperative 
principle of “limited returns on capital.” How surplus is distributed in a 
cooperative in practice varies of course. But, generally, and in keeping with the 
cooperative commitment to workplace democracy, worker-owners decide on it 
through collective mechanisms, and it will typically be set in a coop’s by-laws. 
Theoretically, however, worker-owners may have the option to vote for an 
increased individual bonus, or dividend, as a means of consuming the surplus. 
The attractiveness of this option to individual cooperators would lead some 
critics to fear that there is a tendency toward self-exploitation as coops come to 
internalize capitalist behaviour. Marxist critics of coops might argue worker-
owners have a strong self-interested incentive to increase their individual return, 
rather than to invest surplus in fixed capital or reserve savings to make the 
enterprise more sustainable in the long run; this is one reason some statist 
socialists who see merit in coops with regard to control of the labour process 
might advocate publicly-owned worker-managed firms over full worker-
ownership.  
 
To open up some of the issues around “surplus possibilities,” it is useful to turn to 
MCC, probably the most famous of all contemporary worker cooperatives.50 
Headquartered in the Basque region of Spain, MCC is an inter-cooperative 
group of more than 150 worker-owned coops whose core activities range from 
retailing groceries to manufacturing automotive parts. It maintains (for the time 
being) the standard of socio-economic development that thousands of mostly 
industrial coop workers have toiled to achieve in the Basque since the first coop 
in the MCC network was launched in 1956 by a group of young engineers. They 
did so under the leadership of Don José María Arizmendiarrieta, a Catholic priest 
who advocated cooperativism as a strategy for the collective survival and self-
determination of the Basque people in response to widespread unemployment 
and cultural repression under the then ruling fascist Franco regime.  
 
MCC’s success can be attributed in part to the way this coop network has 
managed its surpluses. At the meta-governance level of MCC’s General 
Council, some time ago cooperators voted to implement policies pertaining to 
the administration of the surplus that would counteract the risk to sustainability 
posed by individual economic self-interest. Ten percent of MCC’s surplus, 
following a Spanish law, is redirected toward charities, education, or culture, 
etc. How the remainder is distributed is at the discretion of worker-owners. In the 
current MCC model, 70% of the surplus is distributed as a dividend to individual 
worker-owners’ individual capital accounts. Although the member can 
withdraw the interest earned on the account, the principle amount is 
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inaccessible until the member retires or resigns. Surplus is therefore used to 
protect and promote job growth, arguably MCC’s modus operandi. 
 
Today MCC is not only one of the ten top-earning corporate groups in Spain but 
is increasingly internationalizing production through foreign direct investment in 
emerging economies. In countries such as China and Hungary MCC operates 
industrial affiliates as conventional capitalist firms--typically run by Basque 
managers--in a familiar quest for reduced labour costs and for proximity to their 
industrial clients. Relocation has strengthened the core coops’ competitiveness 
on the world market. Those who view coop praxis through an anarchist lens of 
the coherence of means and ends are, not surprisingly, deeply critical of MCC’s 
globalization methods, seeing it as a drift away from cooperative principles. 
 

Cooperation among cooperatives  
 
This brings us to an issue central to our thesis about the need for cooperatives to 
connect to other commons initiatives--that of coops’ relation to the wider 
economic order. From the perspective of cultivating economic autonomy, the 
development of links within the cooperative sector itself is of great significance. 
The sixth principle in the Statement of Cooperative Identity is “cooperation 
among cooperatives”--an ethos of mutual aid that encourages individual coops 
to support one another and contribute to the development of a parallel 
economy through practices of inter-cooperation.51 In this way, coops would 
reduce their dependence on, and seek to gain autonomy from, conventional 
capitalist enterprises; this is the movement-building aspect of cooperativism.  
 
In addition to the formation of coop associations (e.g. International Cooperative 
Alliance), one possible manifestation of cooperation among cooperatives is 
inter-cooperative sourcing--the sourcing of products and services from other 
coops. For instance, a consumer coop might have a purchasing policy in place 
requiring employees always try sourcing a product from a coop supplier before 
buying from a conventional firm. Similarly, a worker coop might seek to 
concentrate on supplying other worker coops or consumer coops. These are 
examples of a “cooperative economy,” in which an objective is “the creation of 
a social structure capable of supplanting … profit-making industry.”52  
 
Pragmatically, however, inter-cooperative sourcing can be a challenge, as it 
can be time-intensive simply to find a coop seller; one can imagine, however, a 
role for cooperatives associations to respond to this dilemma by creating a 
coop-centered version of the Social Purchasing Portals currently used by a small 
but growing number of city governments to connect purchasers and sellers who 
are mutually commitment to “social economy” values.53  
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Another example of inter-coop cooperation is the development of means of 
financing for coops. Under-capitalization is a chronic problem in the coop 
sector; this explains the disproportionate number of worker-coops in lines of 
business that are often more labour intensive rather than capital intensive. 
Credit unions are hence of strategic importance in the development of a 
cooperative sub-system. To see these dynamics at work we can turn again to 
MCC. An ethos of inter-cooperation has been integral to Mondragón since its 
early days. The success of MCC is often attributed to Caja Laboral, which was 
positioned at a nodal point within a wider multifunctional coop to aggregate 
coop surplus and to redistribute it to meet the needs of, and expand, the 
network of coops.54 One of the premises behind Caja Laboral is that retaining 
local jobs depends upon maintaining local control over savings. Caja Laboral 
retains the surplus, and offers loans, at affordable interest rates, to new coops, 
and also manages a fund that aids coops in periods of financial need. In 
addition to these forms of direct financial support, Caja Laboral also offers MCC 
coops “extensive research assistance on technologies, products, and markets, 
(and) in-depth training in cooperative principles of management.”55 The new 
coops that are supported with the collective’s surplus potentially provide 
services or manufacture goods that serve the needs of other coops in the 
network, and therefore reduce MCC’s reliance on external capitalist suppliers.  
 
There are also examples of coops and associations based in the North 
establishing education programs where groups of people visit the South and aid 
communities in setting up coops, as an approach to cooperative international 
development. MCC also demonstrates this; its Lanki project establishes links 
between the coops in the Basque and small coops in the South: 
 

The idea is to join forces and knowledge within the framework of an 
inter-cooperation system, which was set up with the objective of 
aiding comprehensive self-management processes focusing mainly 
on grassroots economics organizations in the developing world. The 
key which defines this new channel for cooperation is the 
establishment of a bi-directional flow for these organizational 
processes, which constitute the seeds for endogenous, sustainable 
and equitable development.56  

 
Practices of cooperation among coops suggest the possibility that within the 
overall global system of capital a non-capitalist sub-system might grow its 
counter-power, reduce reliance on the primary system, and potentially render it 
redundant. In inter-coop cooperation we see at least a nascent possibility of 
how the social product of the labour commons can contribute to the expansion 
of a new system which seeks to continually enlarge its autonomy. Before 
exploring this possibility further, however, we should look at the vexed issue of 
worker coops’ relation to state socialist projects. 
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State support 

 
Marx, as we have seen, saw the cooperatives of the 19th century as important 
and inspiring--but ultimately an inadequate strategy for supplanting capitalism. 
Revolutionary energies ought to concentrate, he believed, on the taking of 
state power. In looking forward to a post-capitalist society, however, Marx spoke 
of how “cooperative labour ought to be developed to national dimensions, 
and, consequently, to be fostered by national means.”57 This would become a 
familiar socialist model in the 20th century: Lenin declared the “growth of 
cooperation … identical with the growth of socialism”;58 Stalin insisted on more 
direct state involvement in coops, which were regarded as a “school for 
communism”;59 Mao made commune membership mandatory; and, next to the 
hyper-centralization of the Soviet model, Tito promoted a comparatively 
decentralized system of “workers’ self-management” in Yugoslavia in which 
each worker belonged to a Basic Organization of Associated Labour.60  
 
The legacy of worker coops in socialist states is controversial. Not least because 
political autonomy and voluntary membership are among the longstanding 
principles of cooperativism, while socialist models have subordinated these 
values to state authority.61 It seems undeniable, however, that the creation, 
maintenance, and proliferation of worker coops today depend on the 
existence of state support of some kind. At minimum, there must be a legal 
framework recognizing the cooperative as a legitimate form of enterprise. 
Beyond this, governments may have varying levels of policy commitment to 
support the development of cooperatives.62 In this regard, the contemporary 
experiment in state-supported cooperativism that attracts most attention is the 
“cooperative revolution” in Venezuela.63 
 
Since the election of Hugo Chávez, cooperatives have become a prominent 
part of Venezuela’s national economic policy.64 In 1999 the Venezuelan 
constitution was revised to enshrine the state’s responsibility for the promotion 
and protection of coops; in 2001 a Special Law on Cooperative Associations 
was passed; and in 2003 the then newly created Ministry of Popular Economy 
broadened the range of government support for coop development by, for 
example, funding buy-outs and providing self-management training. When 
Chávez took office, fewer than 1,000 coops were registered (representing about 
20,000 members). By 2006, more than 100,000 coops were registered 
(representing over one million members)--a third in commerce, restaurants, and 
hotels; another third in transport, storage, and communications; and the rest 
divided between agriculture, hunting and fishing, and manufacturing. While 
most of these coops are small, an important subset is comprised of large 
industrial cooperatives, which can be the result of a national expropriation 
policy that targets bankrupted firms and converts them into coops. 
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The relationship between the Venezuelan state and individual cooperatives is 
guided by the concept of “co-management.” Described as “an alternative to 
capitalism,” Lebowitz contrasts co-management to the system of Yugoslav self-
management.65 In the latter, Lebowitz writes, “[t]he focus of workers within each 
firm was on their own self-interest.… What was missing was a sense of solidarity 
with society as a whole, a sense of responsibility to and responsibility for 
society.”66 Although the Yugoslav enterprises were state-owned, and viewed as 
social property, they functioned in the market and were driven by the interest of 
the workers in the confines of an individual enterprise.   
 
Co-management, by contrast, implies both solidarity with communities external 
to the enterprise and state involvement in coop operations. Coops designated 
“social production enterprises” are obliged to set aside a portion of their surplus 
for local social uses; such policies regulating the distribution of surpluses attempt 
to embed coops in their local community. Co-management also seeks to 
achieve other policy objectives of the Venezuelan government, from 
combating unemployment to fostering local economic-development 
alternatives to dependency on foreign corporations. Above all perhaps, co-
management refers to a state ownership stake, especially in firms operating in 
strategic industries; in expropriated plants in such industries, the ownership 
arrangements are such that the state owns 51%, workers 49%. Expropriated 
plants may be run by elected representatives of workers “alongside government 
appointees.”67  
 
Lebowitz contrasts the “triangle” of capitalism (private property, exploitation of 
labour, and production for profit) to Chávez’s “elementary triangle of socialism”: 
units of social property, social production organized by workers, and production 
for the needs of communities: 
 

Co-management implies a particular kind of partnership--a 
partnership between the workers of an enterprise and society. Thus, 
it stresses that enterprises do not belong to the workers alone--they 
are meant to be operated in the interest of the whole society. In 
other words, co-management is not intended only to remove the 
self-interested capitalist, leaving in place self-interested workers; 
rather, it is also meant to change the purpose of productive activity. 
It means the effort to find ways both to allow for the development 
of the full potential of workers and also for every member of society, 
all working people, to be the beneficiaries of co-management.68  

 
The limits, contradictions, and obstacles to co-management in Venezuela are 
many. Venezuelan co-management is nonetheless perhaps the major 
experiment in popular economic participation so far in the twenty-first century. 
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Capitalist co-option or circulating common? 

 
J.K. Gibson-Graham and their colleagues problematize what they see as a 
“capitalocentrism” suffusing anti-capitalist discourse.69 It is suggested that the 
categories of mode of production used by Marx are to be understood not as 
“historic chronology but as a formal typology that could be present in any 
combination.”70 A worker coop could thus be viewed as a “communal 
enterprise” within and against capital’s dominant distributive logic to the extent 
that in a worker cooperative “the workers who produce the wealth also 
collectively appropriate and distribute the surplus associated with their 
productive economic activity.”71 How surplus wealth is managed is, as we noted 
earlier, one of the sharpest distinctions between a worker coop and a 
conventional capitalist firm. Does this mean that worker-owners, in a situation 
where common ownership over assets is combined with labour’s sovereignty 
over the surplus, have transcended capitalist exploitation?72 
 
Some would regard this line of questioning as naïve. Here it must be noted that 
running throughout this paper is a familiar but fundamental point: that, from the 
perspective of anti-capitalism, the worker coop is a deeply ambivalent 
organizational form. The issue is not only that worker coops are vastly uneven in 
terms of the political commitments animating them. Even more basic is the 
ambiguity arising from how worker coops operate inside the wider capitalist 
economy and therefore escape neither the discipline of the market nor the 
hegemony of the commodity form.73 This market containment is one of the 
reasons why the radical labour movement and some socialist theorists have 
been skeptical of coops as a means to counteract capital.74 We have already 
cited Marx’s critique of the tendency of cooperatives within capitalism to 
assume “dwarfish forms.” The radical economist Robin Hahnel expands on this 
concern: 
  

[W]hen worker-owned firms must compete in goods, labour, and 
financial markets with capitalist firms which adhere to the bottom 
line there is relentless pressure on worker-owners to abandon 
prioritizing the quality of work life and fair systems of compensation, 
and to succumb to exploitative relations with suppliers, customers, 
external parties, and the environment.75 

 
Elements of a cooperative ethos can even be framed as a way of revitalizing 
capitalism when capitalists confront declining productivity and employee 
morale. Take, for example, the logic at play in Richard Reeves’ article “We Love 
Capitalism,” published in The New Statesman: “The solution is this: for the people 
who work in an enterprise to have a real financial stake in its long-term 
performance. Firms in which employees are also the ‘co-owners’ are more 
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productive, with more engaged employees.” Reeves is careful to stress that this 
is not about “reheated cooperatives,” but rather “the next-generation capitalist 
business model.” He refers to this model as “socialism without the state”--or 
“capitalism with more capitalists.”76 
 
For worker coops to avert a co-optive fate they must be part of a larger vector 
of transformation moving beyond capitalism. The failure of authoritarian state 
socialism, the ascendancy of neoliberalism, and, recently, its catastrophic 
financial crisis, have prompted a wave of new thinking about the form of such 
system-change, such as the schematic models of “life after capitalism” offered 
by Michael Albert, or the more fluid conceptualizations of a post-capitalist 
politics proposed by Gibson-Graham.77 As a contribution to this discussion, we 
propose the concept of “the circulation of the common.”78 It is, again, Marx 
who provides our point of reference--not, however, so much as a theorist of the 
seizure of state power but rather as an analyst of how modes of production 
emerge, grow, and become self-perpetuating.  
 
Marx deemed the “cell form” of capitalism to be the commodity, a good 
produced for exchange between private owners.79 In the “circuit of capital” the 
commodity is exchanged for money, which buys resources in turn transformed 
into more commodities.80 This cycle is expressed in the formula, M_C – . . . P . . . 
C' ─ M'. Money (M) purchases as commodities (C) labour, machinery, and raw 
materials for production (P) to create new commodities (C') that are sold for 
more money (M'), part of which is retained as profit, part used to purchase more 
means of production to make more commodities; rinse and repeat. This 
becomes an auto-catalytic, self-generating, boot-strapping process.  
 
Within this circuit, there are different kinds of capital. The transformation of 
commodities into money (C-M) is the role of mercantile capital; the production 
of commodities by means of commodities (P) is conducted by industrial capital, 
and the conversion of money capital into productive capital is the ostensible 
task of financial capital (M-C). This is the growth mechanism that converts the 
cell form of the commodity into what Marx termed more “complex and 
composite” forms, an entire capitalist metabolism, the path from capital’s 
molecular level to its molar manifestation. If we think of a rotating sphere not 
only accelerating in velocity as its speeds its circulatory processes but 
expanding in diameter as it fills more and more social and geographic space, 
we have the image of global capital. 
 
If the cellular form of capitalism is the commodity, the cellular form of society 
beyond capital is, we suggest, the common. A commodity is a good produced 
for exchange, a common a good produced to be shared. Exchange 
presupposes private owners between whom it occurs. Sharing presupposes 
collectivities within which it occurs. The circuit of the common traces how these 
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collectivities--which we term association--organize shared resources into 
productive ensembles that create more commons, which in turn provide the 
basis for new associations. So in a rewritten circulation formula, C represents not 
a Commodity but Commons, and the transformation is not into Money but 
Association. The basic formula is therefore: A ─ C ─ A'. This can then be 
elaborated into A ─ C . . . P . . . C' ─ A'.  
 
Just as the circulation of capital subdivides into different types of capital--
mercantile, industrial, financial--we should recognize differing moments in the 
circuit of the common. Let’s call them eco-social, networked, and labour 
commons. Eco-social commons would be institutions managing the biosphere 
not as a commercial resource, but as the shared basis for any continuing form of 
human association--collective agencies for planetary climate control, fishery 
reserves, protection of watersheds, and prevention of pollution. Eco-social 
commons indicates that the same planning logic also encompasses 
epidemiological and public health care provisions, regulation of the food 
supply, biotechnological monitoring, all understood, again, not as strategic 
opportunities for commercial exploitation, but as a precondition of species life. 
 
By networked commons we mean communication systems that unleash, rather 
than repress, the tendency of digital technologies to create non-rivalrous goods 
and common pool resources that overflow intellectual property regimes. We are 
thinking not merely of liberal “creative commons” initiatives, but of large-scale 
adoption in public institutions of open-source practices; the remuneration of 
cultural producers in ways that allow the relaxation of commercial intellectual-
property rights; plus the education and infrastructures that make access to peer-
to-peer systems a public utility as common as the telephone. 
 
By labour commons we mean the democratized organization of productive and 
reproductive work. And this brings us back to worker cooperatives, in which the 
workplace is an organizational commons, the labour performed is a commoning 
practice, and the surplus generated, a commonwealth. Worker coops would 
not, we emphasize, be the sole component of a labour commons. Their growth 
would have to go alongside (and could potentially be aided by) wider 
measures; for example, we think that there is much to be said for the 
combination of worker coops with a universal basic income, conceived not as a 
glorified welfare handout, but as an acknowledgement of the contribution to 
collective productivity of every life.81 But accompanying such a guarantee of 
basic material conditions of dignity, worker cooperatives would, as an 
expression of self-organized associated labour, be exemplary “cells” building a 
larger commonwealth metabolism.  
 
To speak of the circulation of the common is to propose connecting eco-social, 
labour, and networked commons to reinforce and enable one another, 
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creating a circuit in which the common goods and services produced by 
associations at one point in the circuit provide inputs and resources for 
associations at another, making what Gibson-Graham call a “generative 
commons.”82 So, for example, we can envisage large-scale eco-social planning 
seeding various worker cooperatives and associative enterprises, which then in 
turn generate the goods and services required for ecological, public health, 
and welfare planning--including the non-rivalrous networked commons, a pool 
of free knowledge and innovation to be used in turn in the planning and 
production of the eco-social and labour commons. 
 
The three moments in our model of the circulation of the commons--ecological, 
labour and network or communicational--map onto the three moments of the 
circulation of capital--financial, industrial, and mercantile--yet also signal a 
profound alteration in their logic. While the financial circuit of capital defines 
that system’s prime directive, making money from money, the ecological circuit 
specifies a contrary priority, the preservation and enhancement of the 
biospheric commons; where the industrial moment of capital’s circulation 
concerns the appropriation of productive surpluses by owners, the labour 
moment in commons circulation specifies the sharing of these surpluses by 
workers and their communities; and while the mercantile moment of capital 
hinges on commodity exchange as capital’s most important form of social 
interaction, the communicational moment in the commons involves the dialogic 
interaction necessary for democratic planning and an economics of 
association. Thus the circuit of the common and the circuit of capital are 
symmetrical yet shifted, homologous but displaced from one another by 
transition to a set of alternative social priorities. 
 
Theoretical and abstract as these formulations may sound, we find concrete 
and practical demonstrations of the circulation of commons in the various 
experiments in solidarity economics gaining traction in Latin America and 
elsewhere.83 Brazil’s solidarity economy system, for example, arises from 
movements of workers and landless peasants, infused by liberation theology 
traditions, and by the history of quilombos (self-governing communities) of 
escaped slaves. Strongest in agricultural production, the sector also includes 
industrial, service, and software components. It links workers cooperatives and 
self-managed enterprises with alternative financial institutions, consumer 
cooperatives, and fair trade systems in an attempt to create a self-reinforcing 
network of economic activities in which participants’ activities are informed by 
an ethical and political sense of shared social responsibilities. The units of these 
networks are conceived not just as individually following principles of social and 
environmental justice, but providing inputs for each other, to create an inter-
cooperative, self-expanding system. 
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Euclides Mance, a leading solidarity economist, writes of “socially based 
cooperation networks” reinforcing their component parts until “progressive 
boosting” enables them to move from a “secondary, palliative or 
complementary sphere of activity” to a “socially hegemonic mode of 
production.”84 This solidarity economy now garners some support, however 
equivocal, from the Worker Party government elected in 2002, which, for 
example, funds experiments in the development of digital tools not only to map 
participant organizations, but also to track inputs, outputs, and wastes so that 
the sector can be increasingly integrated and self-sufficient. The difficulties and 
pitfalls faced by Brazilian solidarity economics under a Lula government that 
often continues to follow neoliberal policies are manifest; nonetheless, it is a 
striking example of the sort of cell-growth of commons envisaged here.85 
 
Such a circulation of commons can only arise from the circulation of struggles, 
that is, from social experiments created in resistance to the expanding 
circulation of capital. As we noted at the outset, fights for commons--terrestrial, 
networked, labour--are underway. The circulation of the common is a forward 
projection of these contests; it is a concept of emergence. If capital is an 
immense heap of commodities, commonism, as we envisage it, will be a 
multiplication of commons. The idea of the circulation of the commons proposes 
a systemic transformation, but starts small, with cellular model of commons and 
association that is simple, even rudimentary. It then scales, at levels from the 
domestic to the municipal to the planetary. The totality it envisages is a 
multiplicitous one--a complex, composite non-capitalist society composed by 
an interaction of different kinds of commons with distinct, specific logics. 
 
This is not necessarily a model of changing the world without seizing power. The 
role of the state in co-management initiatives, such of those of the Venezuelan 
and Brazilian governments we noted earlier, may be vital in allowing the 
circulation of commons to attain a critical mass. Our concept does, however, 
suggest that growth and interconnection of the commons have to precede 
such state interventions, to prefiguratively establish the necessary preconditions. 
It must also grow beyond the moment of such direct interventions, in a 
proliferation of self-starting components that exceeds centralized control. In this 
sense, the idea of the circulation of the commons is a concept from and for the 
Marxian tradition of autonomous free association. 
 
Even as we acknowledge the many constraints on and co-options of worker 
cooperatives, we think it unwise to dismiss their contribution to widening the 
horizon of commons politics. Despite their contradictions, worker coop 
experiments are part of a long tradition of troubling the subject of waged-labour 
(associated labour), developing an ethics of production (workplace 
democracy), sharing wealth produced in common (surplus distribution), 
demonstrating the state can aid in the encouragement of alternatives to 
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capitalist enterprise (state support), and fostering a parallel, community 
solidarity economy (cooperation among cooperatives). Furthering the radical 
potential of these labour commons initiatives, rather than reducing them to 
modest forms compatible with capitalism, depends, however, on worker coops 
becoming part of a broader movement--what we term the circulation of the 
common--with the explicit aim of creating not just more work but rather 
workable alternatives to the dominant mode of production: cooperating to 
produce not more jobs under capitalism, but more of life in common. 
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Abstract 
 

Is there any radical potential left in the notion and practices of 
worker self-management? What I want do in this essay is to try 
and see if it is possible to distill something of a radical kernel 
from the many difficulties and complications that confront it, 
particularly within fields of cultural production. How can self-
management contribute to what Jacques Ranciere describes 
as a movement not of slaves filled with ressentiment, but of 
people living and embodying a new time of sociability and 
cooperation, creating resources and skills that can spread out 
from this, rather than being caught and contained by the 
conditions of is own creation? Drawing from my own 
experiences working in Ever Reviled Records, a worker owned 
and run record label, I want to ferret out--conducting 
something akin to an organizational autoethnography--hints as 
to whether or not self-management could be useful for radical 
social struggles today. 

 
 

Introduction 
 

Let us imagine, for a change, an association of free men working 
with the means of production held in common, and expending 
their many different forms of labour-power in full self-awareness 
as one single social labour force…. The total product of our 
imagined association is a social product…. This, however, 
requires that society possess a material foundation, or a series of 
material conditions of existence, which in their turn are the 
natural and spontaneous product of a long and tormented 
historical development. 

~ Karl Marx2  
 
How can one establish, in the intervals of servitude, the new time 
of liberation: not the insurrection of slaves, but the advent of a 
new sociability between individuals who already have, each on 
his own, thrown off the servile passions that are indefinitely 
reproduced by the rhythm of work hours? The absence of the 
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master from the time and space of productive work turns this 
exploited work into something more: not just a bargain promising 
the master a better return in exchange for the freedom of the 
workers’ movement but the formation of a type of worker’s 
movement belonging to a different history than that of mastery. 
So there is no paradox in the fact that the path of emancipation 
is first the path where one is liberated from the hatred of the 
master experienced by the rebel slave. 

~ Jacques Ranciere3 
 
Sisyphus is a paradoxical figure. He is said to have been both the wisest of 
mortals and to have practiced the trade of a highway robber. Sisyphus stole 
the secrets of the gods, cheated death, and for this was condemned to an 
eternal life of pointless labour: the pushing of a boulder up a hill only to never 
be able to reach the summit with it. For each time he neared the top the 
boulder slipped away, and he was forced to see it roll down again, and 
cursed to return down the hill to begin the task again.  
 
It may seem odd to begin a discussion of self-management with the image 
of Sisyphus. Or maybe not. As Albert Camus informs us, Sisyphus was indeed 
the proletarian of the gods, one both powerless and rebellious. Sisyphus is the 
absurd hero, one who is condemned to his position by his scorn of the gods, 
hatred of death, and passion for life: condemned to an eternal labour of no 
accomplishment or end. And just as the dreadful nature of Sisyphus’ 
punishment is a condition of eternal, futile, hopeless labour, so is the position 
of the working class: trapped in dynamics of seemingly eternal repetition of 
the same tasks, one that “is tragic only at the rare moments when it becomes 
conscious.”4  
 
And it is this way that the figure of Sisyphus opens up an interesting avenue 
for thinking about worker self-management.5 Self-management, as a 
demand, practice, and concept long circulating within the various milieus of 
radical politics and labour organizing struggles, all too often finds that the 
gains made by various campaigns and struggles slip beyond grasp before 
ever reaching that glorious plateau of the end of capitalism. The forms of 
intervention (unions, the party, networks) escape the conscious intents for 
which they were forged, often dampening the energies of social insurgency. 
Thus they roll back down the hill yet again, through moments of 
counterrevolution and recuperation. Despite this, if it is still held to be a 
desirable goal to move through and beyond capitalism, to create a new 
world of self-determining communities and socialities, the problems posed by 
the question of self-management are all the more pressing: namely, the 
creation of new selves in this world that further enable moving through it and 
on to the creation of another world. 
 
So, why raise the question of self-management again, now? In many ways 
this might be absurd (perhaps almost as absurd as Sisyphus)--and because of 
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that, necessary. After all, if we live in such a period of intense globalization, is 
there any sense thinking through an ethics of the liberation of labour at the 
local level or at a single organization? In other words, if the intense amount of 
competition and pressures created by global economic flows (through 
processes such as outsourcing, downsizing, the creation of regional trade 
blocs, the power of corporate conglomerates, etc.) mean that it is largely 
futile for governments to act as bulwarks against economic pressures, how 
can one really think through trying to remove oneself from these conditions 
on a comparatively much smaller scale? Would not even the best-thought 
campaigns and forms of self-organization, subjected to such pressures, 
become fodder for another renewal and regeneration of capitalism? One 
can see this dynamic in the ways that demands for flexibility at work were 
realized as the imposition of precarious labour. The demands for self-
management and self-determination at work raised during 1960s and 1970s 
came to be implemented, in a perverse form, through the rise of new 
management strategies--quality groups, “responsible autonomy,” total 
quality management, and other implementations that can hardly be 
described as liberation. In the workings of the heavily symbolic post-Fordist 
economy there are many tasks that have come to be taken on as self-
managed, but more often than not constitute the self-organization by the 
workforce of the means of its own alienation. Again, hardly liberating (even if 
arguably potentially containing some of the necessary tools for liberation). 
These pose weighty questions and concerns for the seemingly Sisyphean task 
of the liberation of labour and creativity, in the composition of non-alienated 
life within the confines of the present to create ways stretching through and 
beyond it. 
 
What I want do in this essay is to try and see if it is possible to distill something 
of a radical kernel, or part of the notion and practices of worker self-
management, that can be salvaged from the many qualms, difficulties, and 
complications that confront it, particularly in regards to its potentiality within 
fields of cultural production. That is, to see how self-management can 
contribute to what Ranciere describes as a movement not of slaves filled with 
ressentiment, but those living and embodying a new time of sociability and 
cooperation, creating resources and skills that can spread out from this, 
rather than being caught and contained by the conditions of its own 
creation. Drawing from my own experiences working in Ever Reviled Records, 
a worker owned and run record label, I want to ferret out, conducting 
something akin to an organizational autoethnography,6 hints as to whether or 
not self-management could be useful for radical social struggles today (and 
if so how). 
 
The most immediate concern that arises in considering the subversive 
potentialities of forms of self-management is essentially a definitional one: 
Just what is meant by self-management? If the modifier worker is added, 
how (and around whom) are the boundaries of what is considered work 
drawn? There is a wide variety of phenomena that have at times been 
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described as a form of worker self-management (WSM), varying from workers 
occupying factories--seizing the means of production and running it 
themselves--to schemes of codetermination where workers are given slightly 
more voice in the operations of their workplace--within boundaries and 
parameters still beyond their control--for a slightly better deal in the divvying 
up of the wage pie. WSM has also been used to describe broader 
revolutionary conditions where the economy is collectivized as a part of a 
general radical reorganization of social life (for instance as in Spain in 1936), 
or the takeover of production by workers during an economic downturn 
where businesses have been abandoned by their owners (such as the classic 
example of Lip factory and some factories in Argentina more recently.7 WSM 
can be oriented toward an eventual goal of getting rid of the capitalist 
market altogether, or it can be a partial socialization and amelioration of 
some of the more odious aspects of it, paradoxically possibly strengthening 
the rule of the market over social life. 
 
One could carry on, indeed for some time, continuing to list the widely 
varying and discordant forms of social organization that have been 
described at one point or another as WSM.8 The varying manifestations of 
WSM can be differentiated (although this would not be the only way to do 
so) by how particular forms of social organization configure the interactions 
between socialized labour and state power.9 This sort of a conceptual 
distinction helps to explain the difference between WSM as a form of 
market/social democracy,10 versus the formation of cooperatives, or 
compared to nationalization of production in a top down fashion as directed 
by a party in a centrally-planned economic system or a military regime. 
However, I’m not particularly interested in trying to create an airtight 
definition of WSM, but rather in the ways such varying phenomena can 
contribute to furthering an overall and much larger anticapitalist and anti-
statist project intended to reduce, deconstruct, and abolish the many and 
varying forms of social domination that exist. 

 
Ever Reviled and the building of imaginal machines 

 
Ever reviled, accursed, ne’er understood, thou art the grisly terror of 
our age. 

~ John Henry McKay11 
 
Ever Reviled Records (ERR) was started in 1998 by Darren “Deicide” Kramer, 
first as a venue to release 7”s and albums by a band he was in at the time. It 
was named after a line in a poem by late 19th century anarchist John Henry 
McKay. Shortly after starting the project Darren decided that it would be a 
better idea (and more consistent with the political ideals behind it) to run the 
project as a workers’ collective, and that such a project could provide a 
useful model for self-organization in the various overlapping communities 
center around punk and radical politics. For the first several years of Ever 
Reviled Records’ existence I was not directly involved in the running of the 
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project, although I had met Darren and several of the people involved in the 
project at various shows and events. We also distributed each other’s 
releases and helped promote shows and other events (at the time I was 
involved in running a my own attempted record label, Patriotic Dissent, 
whose main activities was putting together various compilation CDs and 
shows that brought together multiple genres of music in unexpected ways 
and combined art events such as poetry readings and exhibitions with 
musical events). 
 
I became involved in ERR in December 2002, which was around the time that 
the collective was starting to shift from being a label that only released music 
by punk bands (such as the Hopeless Dregs of Humanity, Rational Solution, 
and Give Us Barabbas) to one that was considering releasing a broader 
spectrum of music united by a focus on radical politics rather than any 
specific musical genre. Or, as it was often phrased in meetings and 
discussions, to go about taking part in building a radical democratic 
counterculture. As this idea was taken up further ERR would subsequently 
come to release political folk music, hip-hop, and blues. The particular path 
that I took in becoming involved in the project was by coordinating a radio 
show and interview for David Rovics (a well known political folk singer that 
the collective was interested in working with) and Graciela Monteagudo 
from the Argentina Autonomista Project to discuss the one year anniversary 
of the Argentinean economic collapse and the various social movements in 
Argentina that were springing up at the time. ERR was at the same time 
planning a show to take place in New York City that David Rovics and other 
artists would be performing at. So I ended up taking part in planning and 
running that show, and thus became more interested in the direction the 
project was taking, and discussed joining the project. 
 
During the years I was involved with ERR (2002-2006) I participated in many of 
the tasks of running the collective. Indeed, one of the main principles 
characterizing ERR was that anyone could and should be involved in any of 
the aspects necessary for its continuing operations. In other words, to try and 
consciously avoid the emergence of a fixed division of labour and the forms 
of implicit hierarchies that can be contained in such divisions. Having said 
that, the majority of activities I was involved with for ERR consisted of design 
related tasks (such as designing CD inserts, flyers, updating the website and 
promotional materials, etc.) and writing the ERR newsletter, as well as 
planning promotions and distributions, deciding which artists to sign, as well 
as the more mundane tasks such as moving around boxes, posting flyers, and 
filling orders and taking them to the post office. 
 
Despite the attempt to avoid the emergence of a division of labour, which is 
common among many such projects (and usually attempted by means such 
as rotating tasks and other measures), there was a tendency in ERR that 
solidified into certain roles based upon the experiences and skills of the 
various members of the collective. For instance, the work of filing taxes and 
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other legal forms most often fell upon Uehara, not because he particularly 
enjoyed such tasks, but because he was the only member of the collective 
who understood the tasks well enough to get them done. Similarly I ended up 
doing much of the design work not necessarily because I wanted to do the 
majority of it myself, but because I was the member of the collective that 
had the most experience with these sorts of tasks. It seemed that the greatest 
fluidity of tasks and who took part in them were those related to jobs that 
were relatively unskilled, or the “grunt work,” as it was often referred to, such 
as moving packages around and stuffing envelops. But these tasks, too, were 
subject to a division of labour based on who had access to the physical 
resources (several members of the collective lived in Colorado, and in 2004 I 
moved to the UK). 

 
Cultural subversion & laboratories of cooperation 

 
The goal of ERR can be understood as an attempted form of cultural 
subversion in multiple senses. It is both to create a vehicle, a platform, for the 
dissemination and circulation of political ideas through the cultural field (by 
releasing music and planning events that express radical political ideas), but 
also through the propagation of itself as an incipient model of post-capitalist 
production and relations. In other words, to conceive of Ever Reviled’s 
internally democratic structure and propagating it as a model of 
prefigurative politics. This is what is meant by the idea of creating a radical, 
directly democratic counterculture: to embody and practice the possibilities 
of cooperative social relations in and through the means of subversion, to not 
separate the end goals of radical politics from the means created to work 
towards them. These efforts are concurrently constrained by the conditions 
under which they occur (the existence of the market, dealing with the state, 
constraints on time, etc.)--but the idea is to create methods of moving 
through and beyond these conditions from within them. For instance, to take 
the practices of DIY as experienced in various punk communities and find 
ways to extend them to other areas of life in the present.12 
 
At its best such a project becomes a laboratory for the creation of forms of 
social cooperation and subjectivities that arguably would form the basis of a 
post-capitalist world, and cultivate them in the here and now. I found that 
this argument resonated greatly with my personal experiences of working, 
which by and large are not designed to extend and deepen forms of 
autonomous cooperation and workers self-activity. Indeed, I can remember 
clearly the reason why I started to wonder about alternative forms of work 
organization, which was spurred on by working in a gas station and mini-mart 
for several years. It seemed obvious to me that the organization of the 
workplace was utterly absurd and there must be more sensible ways to 
organize people’s lives and labour--from the alienation I felt going about 
what seemed like absurd tasks, arranged and coordinated in bizarre ways 
dictated by company policy, to the disenchantment I could palpably sense 



 

Stevphen Shukaitis 

63 

from almost every person who wandered into the store on their way to work 
at 6 a.m.  
 
Being aware of the very real disenchantment felt by almost everyone I knew 
about their jobs--the workers, to borrow Erik Petersen’s words, whose “song 
weighs a thousand pounds”--there was much focus in ERR on building links 
and forms of solidarity between various projects and networks that shared 
goals similar to ours. The idea was not just to develop sociability within forms 
of autonomous self-organization, but also to build solidarity in between and 
amongst them. And to connect organizing and struggles around what might 
be more clearly recognized as economic, workplace, and labour issues with 
broader concerns about sexuality, race, state oppression, and other 
concerns. And perhaps even more importantly, to create links between 
projects working on creating forms of self-organization and directly 
democratic relations usually separated from more directly contestational 
forms of political action. 
 
Thus ERR at various times worked on events and campaigns with groups such 
as Food Not Bombs, New Jersey Anti-Racist Action, Palestine Solidarity, the 
New Jersey Indymedia Center, and various unemployed workers unions and 
community groups in Argentina. An important part of creating this web and 
networks of solidarity and cooperation was organizing and planning 
workshops, events, conferences, and encuentros (gatherings) where people 
could meet, exchange information and experiences, and find common 
grounds from which various struggles could cross-pollinate. Among these 
events was the Festival del Pueblo, multiple years of National Conference on 
Organized Resistance, the Life After Capitalism gathering, and Enero 
Autonomo in Argentina. 
 
Forms of autonomous self-organization and self-management in the 
workplace operate as immanent critiques of existing forms of work 
organization as they stipulate, in practice, that there exist other possibilities for 
how workplaces might operate. They function in ways that could be 
described as (even if this is not usually done) forms of “propaganda of the 
deed” and as direct action.13 This is not to say that they are in any way 
violent or confrontational at all, as is often assumed about such practices, 
but rather that they embody a form that follows this spirit and inspiration, 
namely that of taking political action without recourse to the state as a locus 
of making demands. For example, the idea behind acts of “propaganda of 
the deed” is that they will inspire others to take part in forms of political action 
and organizing that they would not otherwise. Worker self-management then 
can be understood as overturning the violence of dispossession and 
command instilled in wage slavery from the founding acts of originary 
accumulation to the myriad methods of discipline, control and surveillance 
often deployed on the job directly. Similarly, direct action does not 
necessarily indicate any form of violence at all, but rather acting outside the 
mediation and forms designated by the state or other bodies. So, while this 
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can take the form of a blockade outside of a questionable financial meeting 
or military base, or intervening in situations based on notions of the 
illegitimate authority of the state, it can equally be understood as the 
creation of spaces and methods for autonomous self-organization and 
community without appealing to the authority or assistance of those that are 
not directly involved in the process of co-creation. 

 
Problems of self-exploitation 

 
In the days of Marx, the main problem was the liberation of the 
working-man from the capitalist. The contribution of Yugoslavia 
to socialism is the liberation of the working-man from the state. 
But socialist labour-management cannot assume the position of 
leading the world system, which belongs to it, until it liberates the 
working-man from himself as a collective capitalist.  

~ Jaroslav Vanek14 
 
Worker self-management, at its best, takes part in creating times and 
relations that are, at least partially, outside of the existing reality of capitalist 
work. But, perhaps not surprisingly, not all is sunny and sweet in the land of 
creating forms of self-management. Indeed, this is perhaps not all that 
surprising, because as much as self-managed spaces aim to create the 
incipient forms of organization and sociality that forms the basis of a more 
liberatory society, they also exist within the confines of the present, and thus 
have to work against the ways in which current conditions constrict these 
possibilities. And this conflict leads to many tensions, ambivalent dynamics, 
and other problems that cannot just be wished away. This wishing away 
occurs not necessarily through obvious and visible means, but rather through 
the assumption that self-directed creative labour is inherently other to 
alienating and exploited labour. This is a widespread assumption that is often 
found in many places that are otherwise very critical in analyzing the 
workings of capitalism. In an issue of Capital & Class on the cultural 
economy, Gerard Strange & Jim Shorthouse draw a sharp distinction 
between artistic work (which they see as an expression of creative capacity 
through self-determined labour) and managed creativity (which they see as 
reduced and alienated work within orthodox capitalist relations of 
production), from which they argue that  “artistic labour is inherently linked to 
autonomy and self-determination, if it is to be a real and genuine expression 
of creative labour power.”15 
 
The problem with such an argument isn’t that artistic labour and creativity 
cannot be part of creating conditions of autonomy and self-determination, 
but that they are not as nearly discrete or separated as this kind of distinction 
would have it. The assumption that artistic labour is inherently tied to 
autonomy and self-determination, reduced to managed creativity within 
capitalism, overlooks the ways in which self-directed forms of artistic labour 
are always tied up within various fields of power which complicate things 



 

Stevphen Shukaitis 

65 

even within self-managed forms of cultural production and economic 
arrangements. This is a point explored by Jacques Godbout, who notes the 
common desire for artists to want to constitute some form of lost community 
composed only of producers (for instance in the avant-garde call to merge 
art and everyday life, to create situations with no spectators, i.e. all 
producers). The goal of this process is to assert this autonomy based on its 
perceived connection with artistic creation. The irony is that within actually 
existing capitalist production artistic labour acquires a valorized but 
undervalued status, a “kind of mythic negation of the fact that the real 
production system destroys the producer.”16 This finds its expression in the 
form of the struggling artist. Through holding together creativity and 
authenticity, the struggling artist fulfills a useful role for capital in how this 
renewal of “authenticity” underpins willingly self-exploited labour. Andrew 
Ross, in his excellent study of no collar workers, refers to this dynamic within 
circuits of artistic labour as “sacrificial labour,” one that is essential to the 
continued workings of the cultural economy. Artists (and also those involved 
in forms of labour that come to take on aesthetic qualities in the labour 
process)  
 

are predisposed to accept nonmonetary rewards--the 
gratification of producing art--as partial compensation for their 
work, thereby discounting the cash price of their labour. Indeed, 
it is fair to say that the largest subsidy to the arts has always 
come from art workers themselves, underselling themselves in 
anticipation of future career rewards.17  

 
When I first heard the idea of self-exploitation being discussed in workshop on 
self-management at the Festival del Pueblo in Boston in 2002 it struck me as 
being absurd. After all, if one’s labour is not alienated by being commanded 
by a boss, if it is self-directed and self-organized, then surely it could not be 
alienated labour, at least not the in the usual sense. And, if one is organizing 
and directing one’s own tasks during work, then the answer to self-
exploitation would seem quite easy as one could just reduce, alter, or 
transform the way in which one was working. Maybe simply just work less. But 
silly or not, self-exploitation is indeed a real problem and concern precisely 
because of how easily the pleasures of self-directed labour (especially 
creative labour) and forms of self-exploitation can mingle and overlap. Self-
exploitation is also--in a strictly Marxist sense--directly linked to selling one’s 
labour-power in the market and producing for the market a commodity, two 
realities that still plague self-managed firms or projects that compete in any 
form of marketplace. That is, both the labour-market and the commodity 
market means that one’s labour is commodified, that surplus labour is being 
(self)exploited because both depend on socially necessary labour time.18 
 
The quandary of worker self-management is that in self-directed projects it is 
quite easy to put much greater amounts of energy, effort, passion, 
commitment, time, and work, all the while often expecting far less from it, or 
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excusing it if it does not happen otherwise. This is to integrate much more of 
one’s creative capacities and abilities than normally one would if it were 
being directed by someone else (and this is similar to the way that many 
small businesses manage to succeed, because those initiating them are 
willing to put immense amount of work beyond the usual into starting up 
precisely because the endeavor is self-directed). To put it in autonomist 
terms, the formation of the social factory involves the dual movement of 
capitalist work relations outside of the workplace and greater energies of 
social creativity into the workplace. For instance, while working with ERR I 
often would work many more hours, at not terribly convenient times, and for 
amounts of money so low that if it were any other job I would most likely be 
throwing a fit. Why did I do this? Why does anyone? There are many reasons, 
most of them involving a desire to see the project succeed, an agreement 
with the political aims and objectives of the project, and the very real forms 
of pleasure and enjoyment that often characterize self-directed projects. 
Another was the notion, which we often reminded ourselves, that as the 
conditions improved in the project (in terms of generating revenue) we 
would have built the conditions for ourselves to be involved in a form of work 
that was enjoyable, politically satisfying, and so forth. In other words, that it 
was building towards something worthwhile. It should be readily obvious that 
it is extremely unlikely that any of us involved in the project of ERR would have 
accepted the less satisfying aspects (low pay for the hours, etc.) were it not 
for these other aspects. 
 
At its worst WSM can become little more than the self-organization and 
management of one’s own misery and exploitation, gladly taken on and 
exalted as a positive thing. This is not to say that all projects of self-
management go in this direction--as indeed many do not--but that does 
mean that the potential (and usually the tendency) towards such a direction 
is present. After all, ultimately it is impossible to create conditions of self-
management in an unrestricted sense under capitalism because one is still 
subordinated by the demands of market forces, of having to generate 
profits, etc.  As p.m. argues in his classic text bolo’bolo, as long as the 
planetary work machine continues to exist, self-management and autonomy 
“can only serve as a kind of recreational area for the repair of exhausted 
workers.”19 Creating a haven of internal economic democracy does not 
necessarily by itself do anything to change the large macroeconomic 
conditions, contribute to ecological sustainability, or even guarantee that 
what is produced by the particular project is desirable. 
 
Forms of self-management tend as they persist under capitalism to 
increasingly take on characteristics of more typical capitalist forms. This is 
perhaps not so surprising, for dealing with certain forms of market pressures 
over time (for instance the basic imperative of keeping costs low enough so 
the project remains viable, etc.) can easily erode the desire for self-
management, especially as the initial impulses and political drives which 
often led to the foundation of the self-managed project get forgotten or laid 
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by the wayside (or perhaps there are new people involved in a project who 
do not necessarily subscribe to the core notions that brought it together).20 
This can be seen in the way that many cooperatives after enjoying a period 
of success are sold out by their original members and come to take on the 
structure of a much more traditional capitalist firm. 
 
It has been noted, by Harold Barclay for instance,21 that forms of worker self-
management and cooperatives are much more likely to appear historically 
during periods of economic crisis and generally instability and for these same 
projects to tend toward more typical forms of capitalist organization once 
this period of crisis is completed. As Hajime Miyazaki has argued, how this 
process occurs is largely dependent on the particulars of the interactions 
between different projects and the political, economic, and social 
environments they exist in.22 In this way one can distinguish between forms of 
self-management emerging out of moments of crisis or rupture--for instance 
through factory occupations or after business have been abandoned by 
their owners as in Argentina in recent years--versus those that are created 
and inaugurated as cooperative enterprises from their inception. This is 
supported by the work of Ann Arnett Ferguson, who makes the argument, 
drawing from an ethnography of a cooperative bakery in the Bay Area of 
California, that when considering the longevity of collective projects one 
cannot separate the particular project from the social context in which it 
exists.23 This is particularly important for understanding the long term success 
of cooperatives in places like the Bay Area, which can easily form vibrant 
networks to support each other, exist in a community where there is a great 
deal of support for this kind of work, and have a steady supply of highly 
motivated or politically sympathetic employees.24  
 
Perhaps one of the sharpest critiques of self-management, even if a bit 
overstated, was produced by the Negation Collective in response to the 
worker takeover and management of the Lip watch factory in France in the 
early 1970s.25 The takeover of the factory, which occurred after it was 
abandoned by its former owners, was argued not to represent a positive 
stage in the socialization of the productive apparatus, but rather the 
socialization of the Lip workers themselves into the role of collective 
capitalists.26 Based on this, it was argued that Lip (and similar forms of self-
management) was potentially counterrevolutionary in that the crisis was 
limited to one industry (or one firm for that matter), and thus did not represent 
any real break with the logic of capitalist command. Thus the actions of Lip 
workers could inadvertently end up functioning as means of shoring up a 
temporarily flagging sector of the economy, securing rather than rupturing 
capital’s valorization as a total process. There is some truth to this, embedded 
in the ambivalent character of self-management, although perhaps the 
better question is building upon the social energies unleashed through such 
moments and struggles so that they are not trapped and confined into a self-
limiting position and into the roles of collective capitalists.  
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Another potentially unsettling dynamic that can emerge with self-
management is found in patterns of self-surveillance. To take an example 
that is perhaps fairly well known, there is one scene in the documentary on 
self-managed factories in Argentina The Take, where during a discussion with 
some of the workers from a plant, it is mentioned that while the factory was 
under the control of the previous owner it was acceptable for the workers to 
look for ways to take extra breaks, to slack off here and there, and to find 
ways to make a little space for themselves in the work day. But now that the 
factory is owned and run by the workers and that they are all responsible for 
the project, to do so would be too bourgeois; now everyone was to watch 
everyone else to make sure that no one was slacking off or neglecting their 
tasks. I experienced a similar dynamic in Ever Reviled as we came up with 
better-developed accounting and labour tracking methods. Although the 
situation was much different it yielded a similar dynamic: a willingly 
embraced form of self-surveillance and discipline. This, of course, is not to 
dispute that there were not valid and useful reasons for why these sorts of 
dynamics occur (for instance in order to know how to effectively plan and for 
everyone to do one’s fair share of work). Nevertheless, that doesn’t change 
the fact that even the best intentioned and thought out self-managed plans 
and projects can develop dynamics and practices that can indeed run 
counter to the intent of the project.27 The higher levels of time and concern 
that often goes into a self-directed project--part of the amorphous webs of 
what Tiziana Terranova describes as “free labour”--eventually exhaust 
themselves.28 Perhaps this process has created greater possibilities for 
creating new forms of sociality and politics based upon the wealth of this free 
labour, but oftentimes this simply does not occur in a significant way when 
the vast social wealth of the common is held back via privatization by capital 
and the mechanisms of the enclosure of that wealth. 
 
The most important question to be asked of self-management for considering 
its relevance and usefulness for radical political projects is really quite simple: 
What kind of selves does the particular arrangement of self-management 
tend to produce? In other words, as a process of socialization does it tend to 
create forms of subjectivity and interactions that provide building blocks for a 
larger revolutionary social process? This is an important and often difficult 
question to ask for self-management projects precisely because of the 
historical trends for self-management to appeal to more particular 
compositions and strata of workers: namely those with higher levels of skill 
and technocratic knowledge who often already possess greater degrees of 
job autonomy to begin with. Or, as Sidney Verba & Goldie Shabad put it, self-
managed projects can bring about conflicts between “egalitarian and 
technocratic values, between democratic and meritocratic criteria for 
participation, and between tendencies towards “workers’ solidarity and 
tendencies towards functional and status differentiation based on 
expertise.”29 Vladmimir Arzensek argues that in situations where unions are 
not autonomous from the structures of self-management this tends to 
reinforce the bias of workers’ councils toward highly skilled and professional 
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workers.30 Similarly Rudy Fenwick & Jon Olson claim that those with perceived 
higher levels of job autonomy tend to be more supportive of worker 
participation and forms of self-management.31 While Robert Grady points out 
that forms of possessive individualism can be used to further self-
management and industrial democracy.32 The question for Grady, then, is 
how self-management could unfold in a way that does not recreate the 
same patterns of power it is attempting to move beyond. That is, how can it 
not lead to a further reinforcing of the dynamics where those who already 
possess more empowering and rewarding forms of work tend to argue for 
greater forms of participation and those who do not, don’t. These astute 
observations obviously pose problems for more revolutionary projects of self-
management. If, following the Comrades of Kronstadt, it is held that “the 
concept of worker’s autonomy bases itself on a qualitative change in human 
relations, not simply changes in the ownership of the means of production,” 
then the existence of tendencies of self-managed projects towards favouring 
the participation of a particular strata of workers over others creates the 
implicit reinforcing of certain questionable forms of power dynamics and 
hierarchies within the workplace despite increasing degrees of 
democratization.33 

 
Movement of the imaginary away from self-management? 

 
Capital affords us to project ahead, work it from within, knowing 
all too well that it will be quick to instrumentalize any creative 
move, turning it into binary opposition, however radical they 
claim to be, proven recipes that failed repeatedly because they 
have become inadequate to think the complexity of the 
contemporary reality. 

~ Sylvere Lotringer34 
 
While worker self-management played an important role in the imaginary 
and formulation of demands during the late 1960s in the New Left,35 since 
then there has been a general shift away from a focus on self-management 
as a locus of revolutionary energies. While it has been argued that one of the 
reasons for this shift post-1968 was due to the division between an artistic and 
social critique and their differential trajectories--Boltanski & Chiapello’s 
suspect distinction--this is highly questionable because of how fused together 
these elements of radical thought were in the radical imagination of the 
time.36 For example, the Situationists heavily stressed WSM and council 
communist ideas, and they more or less borrowed a large chunk of these 
ideas from Socialsme ou Barbarie when Guy Debord was a member. Despite 
that, the Situationists are used as the very emblem of an artistic critique that 
had already forsaken class dynamics! In reality, the actual reasons for such a 
shift in the composition of the radical imagination from a focus on self-
management are multiple and complex. One explanation for this shift 
includes the increased importance throughout the 1970s of various other 
struggles not strictly based on class distinctions, such as feminism, student 
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movements, struggles against racism and homophobia, and so forth, which 
broke down the hegemonic imaginary of the industrial worker as the central 
and most important locus of struggles. Another explanation for the shift away 
from self-management for the radical left is the fact that many of the 
aspirations for self-management were actually realized during the 1970s--in a 
form, however, nearly inverse from the desires of those struggling for them 
from below, and in directions that can’t be described as particularly 
liberatory.37 As an example, proposals to use state subsidies to fund workers 
taking over their workplaces--a proposal which is still sometimes touted as a 
radical project (for instance currently by some movements in Argentina)--was 
actually advocated for by parts of the World Bank and the Wharton Business 
School during the late 1970s and early 1980s as one way to regenerate the 
economy. It was even argued that this represented a new form of industrial 
policy even if it might be marked by some overtones of class struggle which, 
in any case, was seen by these elites as no longer posing much danger. 
 
Similar to the way that demands for flexibility at work and the widespread 
refusal of work came to be realized as imposed forms of precarity, energies 
of social insurgency channeled through demands for self-management 
came to be realized in inverse form through managerial schemes and 
methods that were about co-opting and even mobilizing these 
dissatisfactions. “Responsible autonomy,” “co-determination” schemes, 
“work quality studies,” “total quality management,” “employee 
participation,” and a whole host of other terms and practices developed 
during the 1970s to address the very real dissatisfactions and complaints 
which were causing massive industrial unrest.38 This is not to say that these 
responses to the “blue collar blues” and the discontent with people’s working 
lives did not address some real concerns in occasionally positive ways 
(because, almost despite themselves, such measures sometimes did). The 
relevant point to make here, rather, is that these efforts addressed real 
worker concerns in ways that, by partially but not totally addressing these 
sources of discontent, provided necessary forms of social stabilization in the 
post-Fordist plant while at the same time harnessing increased forms of social 
wealth and creativity brought into the workplace by these participatory 
schemes. 
 
It also has been argued that this period and its transformations ushered in an 
era where the social forces congealed around the potentiality of living 
labour were no longer sufficient to provide social insurgencies and the 
radical imagination with the fuel for inspiring continued resistance and revolt. 
Jürgen Habermas, for instance, describes the situation where we find 
ourselves as “the New Obscurity,” a condition, while seemingly characterized 
by the retreat of utopian energies from historical thought, reveals rather the 
end of a particular configuration of utopia based on the potential of a 
society rooted in labour. For Habermas, these social energies no longer have 
the same social resonance  
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not only simply because the forces of production have lost their 
innocence or because the abolition of private ownership of the 
means of production has clearly not led in and of itself to 
workers’ self-management. Rather it is above all because that 
utopia has lost its point of reference in reality: the power of 
abstract labour to create and give form to society.39  
 

While it is true that the twentieth century is littered with remnants of 
revolutions showing that simply eliminating private ownership of the means of 
production does not necessarily guarantee a revolution that goes all the way 
down to address the multiple forms of social domination, this is nowhere close 
to meaning that all potentiality for revolt through the labour of the imaginary-
-the imagination of labour--has disappeared. 
 
What occurred following the revolts of the 1960s and 1970s, leading up the 
present situation, was not a total transformation or withdrawal of the 
subversive potential of labour’s imagination, but a series of transformations 
and permutations in how these imaginaries, movements, and practices were 
conceived. These reconceptualizations meant a displacement of a 
hegemonic imaginary by a diffuse, multiple, and often contradictory and 
conflicting array of imaginaries. In other words, it’s not that there were class 
movements and forms of labour organizing (existing as unified, hegemonic 
wholes) that were replaced by a series of fractured and diffuse movements 
(i.e. the so-called movement toward identity politics, environmental politics, 
feminism, questions of cultural and ethnic difference, etc.). Rather, beneath 
the image of the unified and coherent class movement already existed a 
series of multiplicitous subjectivities, that, while they indeed embody varying 
forms of class politics, are not simply reducible to them. Rather than there 
now being “new” concerns which were different than those found within 
“old social movements,” ones that because they might at first seem quite 
different and distinct from previous politics might even be looked at with 
suspicion, it’s a question of seeing how those “new” demands and desires 
were already there but lumped together and erased by the false image of a 
necessary unity that could not accommodate difference within it. This 
embrace of difference within a radical labour imaginary was not something 
new, as the history of the IWW and the movements of migrant labour and the 
multitude of workers who have always been precarious show. One can also 
see, for instance, the older embrace of difference beyond the workplace in 
Gerald Raunig and Gordon Clark’s explorations of the varied forms of 
neighborhood self-organization and constituent practice underlying the Paris 
Commune of 1971.40 Rather, it was these very movements that had been 
erased by the enforced imaginary of the institutional left, the very imaginary 
that was shattered post-1968. This isn’t to deny that there has been 
transformation in the internal composition of the radical imaginary, but rather 
that this is a constant and on-going historical process. No, the embrace of 
difference was not a new phenomenon by any means. What was new was 
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the recognition of a transformation in the imaginary rather than a sharp or 
sudden break. 
 
Perhaps self-management is a fish that is only well suited to swim in the 
struggles of Fordist waters. That is, one that is suited for struggles occurring in a 
productive context based on the necessity of certain forms of dead capital 
(machinery, equipment, factories and so forth) that are worth struggling over. 
To the degree that post-Fordist labour is founded on forms of social creativity, 
on forms of imagination and labour that are already and immediately 
collective, struggling to possess them in common makes little sense because 
they already are in common (because as much as management may wish it 
was possible to colonize and harness all the cognitive labour, this is simply not 
possible). That is not to deny that there are still great proliferations of 
mechanisms, laws, and procedures to ensure capitalist valorization from this 
productive common because, whether intellectual property laws or forms of 
legal enforcement and government funding of new forms and institutions for 
these forms of production, there clearly are. Rather it is to indicate that the 
imaginary that used to fuel drives to self-management--for instance, that we 
can take over the factory and use the tools in a liberatory way now that they 
have been collectivized--makes less and less sense because the tools are 
already owned in common, are founded in cooperation. The struggle then 
must become one of subtracting oneself from actual forms of capitalist 
valorization, the parasitic rent on the productive commons,41 without 
recreating the collective self as yet another form of collective capitalist. This is 
the problem that Jarsoslav Vanek identified in his analysis of self-
management, and in many ways it remains the problem of worker self-
management today. 
 
The question then is not trying to restate a notion of WSM or labour radicalism 
as a hegemonic imaginary that could exist within present conditions, but 
rather to consider to what degree the ideas and practices of self-
management can take part in constructing a form of social resistance that, 
much like the potentiality of labour itself, is always predicated upon an ability 
to go beyond itself, to be super-adequate to itself--to not let its constituted 
form inhibit the continued expansion of its constituent potentiality.42 This 
would be to reconsider self-management not as creating a set and stable 
economic arrangement to be defended against the pressures of the 
capitalist market, but rather developing such spaces with the intent of 
creating resources and possibilities to expand and deepen other struggles as 
well. This is not a restatement of the usual “spillover” or “contagion” 
argument, or that forms of industrial democracy and worker participation 
would tend to lead to other forms of democratic renewal in other spheres of 
life. Not to say that spillover cannot happen; that liberatory transformation in 
one area of social life is closely connected to other areas makes a good 
deal of sense. But that does not mean that this necessarily occurs in any 
easily predictable or mechanical manner. In other words, projects of WSM 
divorced from broader based social reorganization and movements tend to 
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reinforce market-based behavior rather than subverting them, which is 
almost the direct opposite of what a “spillover” model would expect.43 
Constructing a form of WSM super-adequate to itself necessarily means that 
this would be a self-management of constant self-institution, of the collective 
(and individual) shaping of the imaginary in ways that create resources for 
expanding radical forms of social movement, such as squatting, the 
autoreduction of prices, and other forms of labour struggles spreading 
beyond recognized work places all over the social field. It is these labour 
struggles outside the recognized factory spaces that congealed during the 
1970s into the autonomist’s notion of the struggle of the socialized worker and 
Raoul Vaneigem’s call to move from wildcat strike to generalized self-
management.44 In other words, to retain the subversive core of labour 
struggles and movements towards to self-management, but stripped of their 
narrowly workerist focus. 

 
Between Sisyphus and self-management 

 
And so where does this leave the conceptual territory and practices of self-
management? Best consigned to the dustbin of history? Tempting, perhaps, 
although to do so would be a bit hasty, and likely an instance of throwing out 
the baby with the bathwater of our discontent. WSM can play a vital role in 
social resistance, but one that is more limited than I thought several years 
ago when I started thinking about this more deeply. WSM can play an 
important role in creating networks of knowledge and cooperation 
laboratories for experimentation and the development of resources and skills 
for “building the new world within the shell of the old,” to use the old Wobbly 
phrase. But it is important to never forget that this new world is being built 
within the shell of the old, within the iron cage of capitalist rationality, which is 
far more likely to impinge upon its growth than to be torn asunder by other 
forms of social life developing within it. Practices of WSM exist in a cramped 
position as a form of “minor politics” and composition. Their radicality rests in 
this position, in WSM’s capability to create resources and time, and in 
consciously avoiding becoming a “major” or representative form.45 In other 
words, WSM can help to create space and time that foster the cultivation of 
other possibilities--for other possible worlds emerging. But that does not mean 
that we can just “buy back the world” from the capitalists, or that WSM can 
serve as a means to overcome without difficulties the vast arrays of power 
that still exist. WSM is not an unambivalent outside to the realities of 
capitalism. But it can create time that partially is one. 
 
It is also fundamentally important that self-management, as an affirmation of 
the creative potentiality of non-alienated labour, does not unwittingly find 
itself sliding back into an affirmation of “the dignity of work” that has haunted 
various forms of labour organizing and radicalism from times immemorial and 
that has been the target of radicals more prone to celebrate the refusal of 
work and argue for its reduction, from Paul Lafargue to the Italian 
autonomists, Bob Black to the Situationists. The idea would be rather to 
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extend and deepen the relation between the refusal of work and its self-
management, as when Vaneigem called for the unity of workers’ councils 
and the refusal of work.46 This is not nearly as paradoxical (or silly) as it might 
seem at first. Rather it is an argument based on the realization that socialized 
labour’s potentiality is revealed most clearly by its absence, which is the 
basic concept underlying strikes after all. Therefore, the way to affirm such 
potentiality is not under conditions which limit it absurdly within the present 
but by the constant immanent shaping of a collective imagination and 
creativity that will not allow itself to ever be totally bound within a fixed form. 
 
This is to understand and learn from WSM such that it acts, to borrow the 
argument of Maurice Brinton, as a means to liberation rather than liberation 
itself.47 One could extend this argument further, as the Comrades of 
Kronstadt do, to argue “the only valid self-management activity for the 
workers is therefore that of self-management of struggle, that is direct 
action.”48 But not just any old direct action, but direct action as an open-
ended activity that consciously avoids closure and fixity within any given 
form. Perhaps this is quite close to what John Asimakopoulos, meant when he 
called for a “new militant working class strategy of direct economic civil 
disobedience,” one linking radical actions with real outcomes.49 
 
And this is why Sisyphus is paradoxically a quite appropriate image to think 
about the nature of worker self-management. The tragedy of Sisyphus is that 
he is fully aware of the impossible nature of his condition. Sisyphus is cursed 
by the awareness of the futility of his position, much in the same way the 
proletarian condition is cursed by an awareness of ultimate futility of trying to 
create forms of non-alienated life and self-determining community that can 
continue to exist under the current conditions of capitalism. The boulder is 
pushed up the hill, only to roll down again, yet another round of enclosure, 
counterrevolution, recuperation, or whatever your preferred name for the 
process might be. This of course does not mean that there is no value in the 
pushing, as absurd as it might often seem. The resilience of Sisyphus’ insurgent 
spirit, his overcoming of his position, is found within his capacity to find joy 
and possibility in walking back down the hill: through this he overcomes his 
cursed position and defies his fate, for “at each of these moments when he 
leaves the heights and gradually sinks towards the lair of the gods, he is 
superior to his fate.”50 Indeed, there is no fate that cannot be overcome by 
scorn. 
 
The labour of the imagination, or the imagination of labour, is based on the 
realization that self-determination within existing conditions is ultimately 
absurd. But that does not mean that practices of self-determination and the 
building of autonomous communities are useless, rather that the conditions 
preventing the emergence of such are infinitely more absurd and deserve to 
meet their destruction. Perhaps it is useful to understand it in the way that 
Boltanski & Chiapello describe the absorption of critique by capital, which 
they also describe using the image of Sisyphus: “But the effects of critique are 
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real. The boulder does indeed go up the full length of the slope, even if it is 
always rolling back down by another path whose direction most often 
depends on the direction it was rolled up.”51 Between the changing 
directions of the boulder’s role and the grimaced face of Sisyphus pushed 
against it is the space of an absurd freedom. And so with the machinations of 
the gods and the weight of the heavens pressing down upon us. It very well 
might be time, then, for another storming of the heavens.52 
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39 Habermas, J. (1989) The new obscurity: The crisis of the welfare state and 
the exhaustion of utopian energies. In S.W. Nicholsen (Ed.), The new 
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conservatism: Cultural criticism and the historians’ debate (pp. 48-70). 
Cambridge: MIT Press. 
40 For more on this, see: Clark, G. (1984). A theory of local autonomy. Annals 
of the Association of American Geographers, 74(2), 195-208; Raunig, G. 
(2007). Art and revolution: Transversal activism in the long twentieth century. 
New York: Semiotext(e) 
41 Vercellone, C. (2008). The new articulation of wages, rent, and profit in 
cognitive capitalism. Generation Online. http://www.generation-
online.org/c/fc_rent2.htm. 
42 Spivak, G.C. (1985) Scattered Speculations on the Question of Value. 
Diacritics, 15(4), 73-93.  
43 For more on the “spillover model,” see: Greenberg, E. et al. (1966). Industrial 
work and political participation: Beyond “simple spillover.” Political Research 
Quarterly, 49(2), 305-330. 
44 Vaneigem, R. (n.d.). From wildcat strike to total self-management. In 
Collection of desires (pp. 51-82). Richmond, VA: Paper Street. 
45 Thoburn, N. (2003). Deleuze, Marx, and politics. London: Routledge. 
46 Vaneigem, R. (1994). The movement of the free spirit. New York: Zone Books 
(p. 277). 
47 Brinton, M. (2004). For workers’ power. Oakland, CA: AK Press (p. 33). 
48 Comrades of Kronstadt, p. 33. 
49 Asimakopoulos, J. (2006, February 27). Loot the rich: Economic civil 
disobedience. Infoshop.org. 
http://news.infoshop.org/article.php?story=2006loot_the_rich. 
50 Camus, p. 121. 
51 Boltanski & Chiapello, p. 41. 
52 This image is first used by Marx in 1871 in a letter to Dr. Kugelmann about 
the Paris Commune. It has since been picked up and used within varying 
contexts, such as in the Italian autonomist milieu of the 1970s (and was then 
used as the title for Steve Wright’s book on the history of Workerism). It is also 
alluded to in Ellio Petri’s 1971 film Classe Operai va in Paradiso (The Working 
Class Goes to Heaven). 
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A Buzz between Rural Cooperation and the Online Swarm 
 
Andrew Gryf Paterson1 
 

Abstract 
 

This article introduces and explores connections between rural 
traditions and contemporary projects of voluntary cooperation 
within emergent online network practices. The key examples are 
mainly from Finland, the Baltic Sea region, and USA. Reflections 
are made on the emergence of such connections during a trans-
disciplinary seminar organised by the author. The main body of the 
essay mixes social and network culture history, including rural 
village community support, known as “talkoot” in the Finnish 
language, its establishment within cooperative development 
during the 20th century, and the information communications and 
technology society of contemporary Finland. Discussions of 
collaborative web platforms such as wikis, the BitTorrent protocol, 
and “crowd-sourcing” open up questions considering their relation 
to older cultural traditions. The paper concludes with 
contemporary examples of where traditions of rural cooperation 
have conceptually assisted several Finnish entrepreneurial and 
activist projects. Throughout the paper “the swarm” is identified as 
a concept worth exploring further to illustrate where the expansive 
potential of network culture meets concentrated local action. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
I write reflecting upon connections which emerged from planning the 
Alternative Economy Cultures (Alt.Econ.Cult) programme of Pixelache Festival, 
during winter 2008-2009 and, in particular, the seminar event on April 3, 2009 in 
Helsinki. To give some contextual background to this event, Pixelache is both a 
cultural festival and an organized network.2 It brings together people interested 
in topics such as: electronic arts; participatory cultures and subcultures, 
including the exploration of grassroots organizing and networks; politics and 
economics of media/technology; media literacy and engaging environmental 
issues. Social, intellectual, financial and institutional capital at Pixelache has 
gathered over the years since 2002, but it is still based mostly on volunteer or 
part time work. 
 
As initiator and producer of the Alt.Econ.Cult programme, my intention, in the 
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spirit of open-minded research, was to create a “gathering-forum” to “see-hear-
glean” intuitions, curiosities, overlaps, agendas, connections, and antagonisms 
in/between alternative economics, creative practice, activism, 
entrepreneurship and network cultures. Similar to that ambition, this paper sets 
out to foster and develop conversation between rural, network-culture, and 
cooperative studies researchers, organizers, activists, and cultural practitioners 
of different generations. 
 

Peer nominations, encounters and connections 
 
Not claiming to be an expert of “alternative economics,” I asked among my 
peers--Finnish natives and fellow immigrants, artists, academics and activists 
based in Helsinki and Tampere--for locally-specific nominations to the 
programme. In communications, and aspects of organizing, I was advised and 
assisted by Perpetuum Mobile (Marita Muukkonen and Ivor Stodolsky) and 
Roope Mokka of Demos Helsinki. My linguistic handicap of not reading or writing 
the Finnish-language well meant that searching and identifying related Finnish 
topics or information was challenging, although I was also operating in an 
international context. Speakers for the seminar emerged from a combination of 
direct personal invitations--most of the international speakers--and peer 
nominations solicited for native/local nominations from within my social networks 
and those of my associates. The Alt.Econ.Cult programme, introduced above, 
emerged on the basis of social connections and what Pierre Bordieu describes 
as “social capital.”3 I mean by this that it was built on the wealth of social 
relations which I had accumulated during my organizational practice over 
several years based in Helsinki, and travels elsewhere.  
 
Andrea Botero, one of my doctoral student colleagues at Medialab, suggested 
to include in the seminar the Finnish tradition of talkoot, a rural voluntary 
cooperative tradition and ongoing contemporary practice. Indeed, this form of 
cooperation is also known among Finnish urban dwellers. Botero knew it also as 
minka or minga, the Andean tradition known in her native Colombia. After 
asking around several times to find an academic historian of this common 
practice, a sponsor of the seminar, Ruurik Holm, director of Vasemmistofoorumi 
(Left Forum) nominated Tapani Köppä. Professor Köppä is the research director 
of Cooperative Network Studies at Ruralia Institute, in the Mikkeli branch of 
Helsinki University. Köppä thankfully accepted the invitation. 
 
Some of the highlights of the one-day seminar programme on April 3, were: 
keynote presentations made on peer-to-peer theories, participatory economics, 
and speakers sharing their practices or research on open-source software 
development and sustainability, pirate and remix economics, online 
collaboration, free and grassroots cultural production, green capitalism and 
peer-funding systems. Moreover, Köppä’s presentation, “Remarks on Rural 
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Cooperation in Finland,” was identified and promoted as a “local cultural 
heritage” keynote in the early-afternoon of the seminar.   
 
This presentation, conducted in English, began to open up, for me at least, 
conceptually and textually the ability to engage with the Finnish tradition of 
talkoot (known among Swedish-speaking Finns as talko), and compelled me 
soon afterwards to seek it out in other cultures. I have been involved in many 
such cooperatively-focused volunteer activities, both formally and informally, 
both in Finland, and elsewhere, but I did not have a word for the practice and 
concept until then.  
 
Inspired by this insightful seminar event, in the next passages I share some of the 
histories, anecdotes of, and references to the rural cooperative tradition with 
hopes that the reader will also have the chance to imagine the same. Later in 
the article, I set up this tradition’s encounter with the information communication 
technology (ICT) society which is common in Northern Europe and particularly 
identified with contemporary Finland. Revealing the “buzz” in contemporary 
collaborative contexts for the tradition’s online-offline network potential, in the 
final sections of the article I tentatively probe for trans-disciplinary connections 
which can be of interest to researchers of peer-to-peer theories, rural and 
cooperative studies, social capital and history, as well as cultural practitioners 
and activists promoting collaboration, social and environmental change. 
Throughout this text, I present my findings as emerging lines of flight for future 
research activity between different partners. 
 

Rural cooperation 
 
Tapani Köppä, in the presentation referred to above, identified all of the 
following characteristics of talkoot cooperation: “People getting together for 
joint work efforts, based on voluntary participation, and collective reward 
through hospitality and enjoying of the shared work performance.”4 As 
neighbourly assistance, work is unpaid, and hospitality would normally mean 
food and drinks, maybe music, singing and dancing at the end, provided by the 
one who has called for the talkoot. Interestingly, the term is almost always 
referred to in plural form. “Temporary or occasional needs of united action,”5 
writes Köppä, is another characteristic, including regular seasonal events such 
as spring tidying of common yards, autumn harvests, or “assistance in 
constructing houses, roads, bridges, community festivals” and later also 
“material resources or fundraising campaigns.”6 Supporting weaker neighbours 
or those in need, for example, “in case of burnt house, lost crop, illness or death 
of spouse [sic],”7 would also be a shared responsibility in the community.  
 
Köppa calls these basic elements combining to form a “win-win” situation, 
including shared benefits which increase the prosperity of the community and its 
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members, making participation socially, emotionally and economically 
rewarding. He argues that it makes cooperation “profitable in the long-run,” 
easy to learn, and flexible in application.8 
 
However, an individual’s reticence to engage in this common practice might 
prove to be costly for the individual and the community, which is why the 
talkoot also includes forms of peer-pressure to participate; “one’s honour  and 
reputation may be severely damaged if one doesn’t show up, or proves to be a 
poor worker,” while being stingy in rewarding the work may “result in a person 
being persecuted for the rest of his or her life.”9 Whether this is true or not, when 
traditionally many rural families lived in isolated farms, many kilometres from the 
nearest village, the positive benefits of participating are easy to imagine, and 
likewise the negative consequences of not contributing one’s share. 
 
In explaining the historical roots of talkoot, Köppä made reference to the 
combination of extreme climate in Finland--long winters, short summers--and 
tough agro-ecological conditions, which have encouraged cooperative 
energies in the country’s rural communities. Similar conditions prevail in other 
northern climates. Not surprisingly, then, if one looks to other cultures and 
languages of Northern and Eastern Europe, the Finnish word talkoot can be 
translated.10  
 
Latvians and Lithuanians use the word Talka, while in Estonian it is described as 
Talgud. The Belarusian word, Талока (Taloka), is said by some to be a linguistic 
borrowing of one of the Baltic languages, and possibly refers to the ancient 
word for the pagan spirit of harvest and fertility.11 Furthermore, there is a very 
similar word in Ukrainian, Толока (Toloka), and in Polish it is known as Tłoka 
 
For Russian speakers the word Толока has slightly different connotations of being 
close to “busyness,” with many people around. However, the Bolshevik 
Revolution in Russia introduced the word Субботник (Subbotnik) and Lenin 
famously involved himself in promoting this mass voluntary cooperation in his 
communique of 1920: “From the First Subbotnik On The Moscow-Kazan 
Railway.”12  
 
Western Northern Europe also has similar words. In Norway, for example, the 
equivalent word is Dugnad, after the old Norse word for “help.” The root of the 
English term “bee” is similar. But this word should not be confused with that of 
the social insect. Instead, it refers to a circle of persons meeting in order to ease 
the boredom of a repetitive activity (as with spinning or husking grain).13 
German-language speakers use the word Nachbarschaftshilfe, more clearly 
referring to whom the help is directed: neighbours. European settlers to North 
America in the 18th Century instead referred to what was often being done, for-
example, barn-raising. 
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Historical durability of mutual aid 

 
Many of these words are in regular or semi-regular use still. All these words for 
voluntarily working together, adding efficiency though sharing with kin and 
village community structures, are synonymous with what Peter Kropotkin 
described as “mutual aid.”14 Kropotkin published a series of papers, collated 
under the title Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution, in 1902. Within them, he argued 
against then-current social Darwinist thinking, countering that mutual aid was 
just as important a factor in human evolution as self-assertion, common to 
people all over Europe and other parts of the world. It was his understanding 
that this practice had been knowingly suppressed in recent centuries by various 
state-based institutions. As Kropotkin wrote: 
 

The village communities were bereft of their folkmotes, their courts 
and independent administration; their lands were confiscated. 
Political education, science, and law were rendered subservient to 
the idea of State centralization.  It was taught in the Universities and 
from the pulpit that the institutions in which men formally used to 
embody their needs of mutual support could not be tolerated in a 
properly organized State; that the State alone could represent the 
bonds of union between its subjects; that federalism and 
“particularism” were the enemies of progress, and the State was the 
only proper initiator of further development.15 

 
Kropotkin was a firm believer in the durability of rural life-ways, “honeycombed 
with habits and customs of mutual aid and support; that important vestiges of 
the communal possession of soil are still retained.”16 He saw these social and 
mutually-beneficial ways of doing things being also reconstituted in the industrial 
societies. Writing as an anarchist-communist activist, in a period of emerging 
modern European nationalism and state capitalism, he was inspired and 
encouraged by the labour and counter-movement of his time, which included 
socialism, unionism, free association, and cooperativism. These were movements 
he heard of and witnessed in his day in Germany, Holland, Denmark, France, 
Switzerland and England. Beyond the labour movements, he also was inspired 
by a similar energy coursing through all aspects of people’s lives:  
 

I ought perhaps to mention also the friendly societies, the unities of 
oddfellows, the village and town clubs organized for meeting the 
doctors’ bills, the dress and burial clubs, the small clubs very 
common among factory girls, to which they contribute a few 
pence every week, and afterwards draw by lot the sum of one 
pound, which can at least be used for some substantial purchase, 
and many others.  A not inconsiderable amount of sociable or jovial 
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spirit is alive in all such societies and clubs, though the “credit and 
debit” of each member are closely watched over.  But there are so 
many associations based on the readiness to sacrifice time, health, 
and life if required, that we can produce numbers of illustrations of 
the best forms of mutual support.17 

 
Cooperative development in Finland 

 
At the time when Kropotkin’s theories of mutual aid were being published, 
Finland, as a restless autonomous grand duchy of the Russian Empire, was still 
largely an agrarian country. Of a population of three million, four-fifths lived and 
worked in the forests and fields. It was also the time when the organized 
cooperative movement arrived in Finland. Following travels in Germany and 
Austria and inspired by the farm economics which they witnessed there, Hannes 
and Hedvig Gebhard decided to pioneer cooperatives in Finland. Formalised in 
1899, they set up the “Pellervo Society.” As Markku Kuisma reminds the reader in 
the introductory chapter of The Pellervo Story: “Emerging industries, particularly 
the forest industry, depended on rural resources and labour…. The distress of the 
landless masses…was one of the most serious social problems of the age” [17]. 
The organized cooperative movement in Finland, based on social capital and its 
economics, was an attempt to tackle such issues and encourage a way of 
developing political consciousness among farmers. 
 
Modern forms of talkoot developed during the Winter War (1939-40) and the 
Continuation War (1941-45) with the Soviet Union. Köppä writes that people of 
the “home front”--mostly women filling roles in productive work as farm-heads, 
industrial workers, and other professionals--became involved in less-traditional 
forms of volunteerism: gathering raw materials, scrap metal, foraged food, 
paper, rags and other energy forms, “keeping the infrastructure alive” both in 
the city, and in the countryside.18 Köppä describes how during the war period 
Suomen talkoot (Finland’s-bee) was established as an organization, and later, 
Suurtalkoot (Great-bee), a coalition of 58 national civil society associations. As a 
consequence, a great amount of economic activity was accoomplished 
despite the hardships facing a country at war; in 1942, work made by talkoot 
volunteers, Köppä continues, was counted to exceed 3 million hours in 
ploughing and seeding (toukotyöt), and 12 million hours in harvesting.19 
 
The reconstruction period following the war strengthened and consolidated the 
talkoot cooperatives. They eventually formed into small financial institutions, 
supporting the mechanisation of farms and market providers of farm goods. For 
women, the war-time experience led to their advocacy for sustained presence 
within several new professions in the labour market. Finland also witnessed rapid 
industrialization and urbanization during the 1950s to the 1970s. Many families 
gave up farming, moving from the countryside to the southern cities of Helsinki, 
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Espoo, Vantaa, Tampere, and Turku, or emigrating to Sweden to look for new 
employment. In the 1970s, as explained by Köppä, rural development policies 
were decisively influenced by the local and national voluntary associations. 
Furthermore, the rural exodus and centralizing bureaucratic trends of the period 
encouraged those still active in the countryside to set up village committees. 
These committees expanded around the nation, also in part thanks to action 
research by groups of university students and researchers such as Köppä and his 
colleagues.20 At the same time, the village committees organized talkoot 
events, inviting local inhabitants to work together towards their common needs, 
such as fighting for the maintenance of threatened local services, repairing the 
village house, or introducing entrepreneurship projects to the village. 
 

Social capital in the urban context 
 
Research studies in social capital, inspired by the work of Pierre Bourdieu, 
developed rapidly from the mid 1980s onwards, gathering momentum in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s. As noted in Laura Iisakka and Aku Alanen’s 
introduction to Social Capital in Finland, the concept of social capital “has its 
roots in the notion that a proper understanding of welfare and the economic 
situation of a society can only be achieved if the social dimension is also taken 
into account, i.e. society’s capacity for collective action and the networks that 
support collective action.”21 
 
The concept of social capital has also been applied to better understand 
workplace communities, health and well-being, regional economies, and 
communication media. Research on social capital also connects well with the 
concept of talkoot and its focus on voluntary and neighbourly help. Jouni Häkli 
and Claudio Minca, making case-studies of Finland and Italy in their most recent 
book, Social Capital and Urban Networks of Trust, acknowledge that both 
nations hold ample amounts of social capital. In the case of Finland, however, in 
some contrast with the Italian case, there are many highly formalized and 
institutionalized forms of social capital, both planned in the Nordic welfare-state 
model and promoted through membership in civil associations.22 
 
Despite this, in contemporary Finland, where just over 60% of the population live 
in urbanized areas,23 informal volunteering and support are still important factors 
in everyday life. According to Hannu Pääkkönen,  
 

people [in Finland] spend almost one hour a day in social capital 
activities such as socialising, neighbourly help and volunteering; 
and almost one-third of the population engage in volunteering 
each month. Each month 60 per cent of the population offer 
neighbourly help.24 
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Making international comparisons with fourteen other countries in Europe, 
Pääkkönen finds that “people in Germany, Finland and Poland as well as in 
France and Estonia spend the most amount of time on organisational activities 
and neighbourly help.”25 
 
In the following sections I show how this long tradition in voluntary cooperation 
encounters the information communication technology (ICT) society, which is 
well represented throughout Northern Europe and, in particular, in 
contemporary Finland. 
 

The information society 
 
From the late 1980s onwards, Finland’s contribution to the international 
telecommunications and information technology revolution has been significant 
for a small nation of between 4.9 to 5.3 million people. For example, Finnish 
computer science students and researchers have been pioneers in open-source 
software development. Most famously, Finns such as Linus Torvalds initiated the 
Linux operating system 1991, Michael “Monty” Widenius in 1994 co-developed 
the Swedish-Finnish MySQL server architecture, while Jarkko Oikarinen was key in 
developing peer-based online communications in the form of Internet Relay 
Chat (IRC) starting in 1988. In each of these cases the work of programming was 
never done alone and calls for support were made to develop them. 
 
While the code-base for these software solutions remain open-source or the 
software is free to download, large for-profit enterprises have also built 
businesses around these software solutions by offering services based on them. 
And often, their initial developers encouraged this entrepreneurialism while 
reminding them of the software solutions’ collaborative roots. In an interview 
reflecting upon his original experience of developing MySQL, and in “forking” a 
new non-profit version of the architecture called MariaDB SQL, Widenius gave 
advice to new people starting out in open-source business: “Remember that if 
you are working in the open-source space, everything is about trust. You need 
to be as open as you can about everything you do and never betray the trust of 
your customers or users.”26 Like in talkoot, there are social protocols to uphold 
and maintain when doing cooperative software work. Furthermore, much 
economic profit and technical benefit has been gained on the basis of the 
social efforts of the open-source movement, so stakes are high. 
 
In other fields of technology innovation, Finnish corporations have also grown to 
be global leaders. Nokia Corporation, focused on mobile telephony and 
network hardware, and with its well-known slogan “Connecting People”, is 
nowadays the world’s largest manufacturer of handsets. Sulake Corporation’s 
Habbo is another recent example of a world-leading Finnish technology 
innovator, growing since 1999 a virtual and social networking environment for 
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teenagers. At the time of writing, they have 132 million avatars registered 
worldwide, and almost 12 million unique visits a month.27 The early image-sharing 
website IRC Galleria, initiated in 2000 by Tomi Lintelä, is also popular with Finnish 
teenagers and young adults, with 500,000 registered community members. Even 
if both platforms are used by different age-groups (Habbo attracts younger 
teens, and IRC Galleria older teens) and contain different forms of social 
capital--for example, collective action at one online site and a large aggregate 
number of community members totaling 850,000 users per week as of 2008--they 
are clearly producing something of much social value.28 
 
Clues to how and why the above examples happened in Finland--beyond 
individual talent, determination, and tenacity--can be found in a higher 
education and research system with strong technical and engineering focuses. 
Moreover, when one wasn’t at work or studying in Finland, there was a generous 
support system in the Nordic welfare model which, informally-at-least, supported 
“free” home production time for developers. 
 
In 1999, Finnish futurologists, technologists and social researchers gathered in a 
symposium called “Life Beyond the Information Society.” As a keynote speaker, 
the organizers invited Manual Castells, the Catalan sociologist who led the 
discourse at the end of the 20th century concerning the relationships between 
information technology, economy, society and culture. He was fascinated by 
Finland as a case-study, and wrote a few years later in a book called The 
Information Society and the Welfare State: The Finnish Model, co-authored with 
Finnish philosopher Pekka Himanen:  
 

Finland shows that a fully fledged welfare state is not incompatible 
with technological innovation, with the development of the 
information society, and with a dynamic, competitive new 
economy. It provides the human foundation for labour productivity 
necessary for the informational model of development, and it also 
brings institutional and social stability, which smoothes the damage 
to the economy and to people during periods of sharp 
downturns.”29  

 
This contemporary context of the last 20 years has, not surprisingly, raised 
research questions about social capital. For example, Juha Nurmela has set up 
an inquiry entitled “Does the use of communication media add to social 
capital?” in the book Social Capital in Finland.30 He found that involvement in 
collective action, one of the main variables describing social capital, “also 
correlates with active use of information and communications technology” and 
that the “progress of the information society appears to be strengthening it.”31 In 
2008, as many as 80% of the population of Finland between the ages 16 and 74 
reported they used the Internet daily, or almost daily.32 
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Upon reflection, the connections between social capital and institutional and 
organizational support for ICT development are not surprising. National 
characteristics, such as strong engineering and computer science education, a 
Protestant work ethic which emphasises self-relience, and state-welfare support 
are credited by Castells and Himanen with the strength of the information 
society in Finland, in addition to practices such as transborder hackerism.33 The 
networks in Finland and beyond its borders were--and still are--spreading wide 
and fast, separate from state control. What might be the implications of all this 
social capital growth? Who is benefiting from it? Is the growth actually 
cooperative, for mutual benefit and aid, or part of the continued 
commodification of the networked society? 
 

Platforms 
 
To consider these questions, it is necessary to shift attention to a place where 
social capital is being both stored and distributed. Since Castell and Himanen’s 
observations, Internet-centred technological innovation has continued to 
progress thanks to government promotion and support, as well as large amounts 
of venture or speculative for-profit capital investment. A key aggregator of both 
volunteer and corporate energy and investment, the entrepreneurial honey-pot 
of Silicon Valley, USA also had much to do with this growth, attracting both 
open-source and commercially driven software developers. 
 
As part of this process, participatory online interfaces on the World Wide Web 
were re-branded by Tim O’Reilly as a “platform” and as “Web 2.0.”34 The often-
sourced origin of this re-branding is O’Reilly’s 2005 news blog entry “What Is Web 
2.0: Design Patterns and Business Models for the Next Generation of Software.”35 
Media theorist Olga Goryunova has gone on to explain that the term Web 2.0 
had been coined and trade-marked by O’Reilly’s partner organisation 
LiveMedia (now CMP) conference organizers, in late 2003 “to market the 
phenomena of online collaboration, sharing and communication with the 
interfaces of wikis, blogs, collaborative mapping or tagging platforms.”36 A 
diverse mix of free (but mostly corporate) services were subsequently designed 
“enabling Internet users to participate, exchange, link, map, upload, post, and 
comment--all in all, to create online within a certain social dimension.”37 
Goryunova recognizes she was not alone in taking a skeptical eye to this 
supposed “programming upgrade” for the social and participatory aspects of 
sharing information, text, data and media online, referencing inventor of the 
HTTP protocol Tim Berners-Lee’s own opinion of the hype: What O’Reilly claimed 
was new in Web 2.0 was, for Berners-Lee, “what the Web was meant to be all 
along.”38 
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WikiWiki 
 
It may be argued that the best case of continuity of the old (the talkoot?) in 
these so-called “new” Web 2.0 platforms is that of the “wiki,” originally 
conceived and initiated as WikiWikiWeb by Ward Cunningham in 1994. As a 
summary, WikiWikiWeb is still described on the front page of the site as “a 
composition system; its a discussion medium; it’s a repository; it’s a mail system; 
it’s a tool for collaboration. Really, we don’t know quite what it is, but it’s a fun 
way of communicating asynchronously across the network.”39 Dramatically 
opening up the ability to edit content--at first text, and in later versions of wiki 
software, multi-media content--and accessible through any Internet browser, 
WikiWikiWeb dispensed with the problem of logging in to servers to put or edit 
online. Emphasis of ease was reflected in the choice of name: wiki is the 
Polynesian Hawaiian word for “quick,” hence translated it means 
“QuickQuickWeb”. 
 
WikiWikiWeb was shortened to Wiki in other developments of the software, and 
has over the years become a popular tool and platform for collaborative and 
accumulative information sharing. One of the main legacies of Cunningham’s 
initiative emerged from a clone of WikiWikiWeb, UseModWiki, which eventually 
became known to Larry Sanger and Jimmy Wales who then used this wiki-
technology to technically support Wikipedia when it launched in 2001.40 Another 
offshoot project of UseModWiki, called MeatballWiki, founded by Sunir Shah, 
adopted the talkoot-like concept of “barn-raising” as it’s key metaphor for 
making the “impossible possible” and making friends.41 And arguably, with the 
focus on collaborative information gathering and building, both these things are 
exactly what Wikipedia has gone on to do. 
 
The non-profit Wikimedia Foundation, based in San Francisco and founded by 
Jimmy Wales, emerged a few years later, in 2003. The foundation’s mission, as 
stated in its “Frequently Asked Questions” page, is “to empower and engage 
people around the world to collect and develop educational content under a 
free license or in the public domain, and to disseminate it effectively and 
globally.”42 The foundation relies on public donations and grants, operating 
essentially as a charity. To achieve its objectives, Wikimedia Foundation focuses 
on free, open content wiki-based internet projects, the most well-known being 
Wikipedia (encyclopedia), Wiktionary (dictionary), Wikimedia Commons (media 
repository), Wikispecies (directory of species), Wikinews (news), and Wikiversity 
(pedagogical materials), among others.  
 
Wikimedia Foundation also provides the same wiki software platform for 
individuals or organizations to freely install on their own servers and use for their 
own purposes. As Erik Möller, Deputy Director of the foundation, posed at the 
Wikimania 2009 Conference: “Can Wikipedia become a 300 million people 
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movement by 2020?”43 On the matter of scaling up, Möller referred to the 
following statistics as an indication of the issues they would face to achieve this 
goal: While by the first half of 2009 the Wikimedia projects had garnered over 
300 unique visitors, only about 90,000 of those visitors made 5 or more edit 
contributions, half that number made 10 or more, and only around 11,000 made 
more than 100 edits.44 In the presentation, Möller gave an indication of the 
factors which influence this disparity: complexity of correct syntax (also known 
as “wiki mark-up”), the increasing scrutinization of contributions by editing 
committees, and the hardening of contribution rules.45 In contrast, a people’s 
movement for Wikimedia, according to Möller, would be “to motivate every 
10th reader to become an active participant.” He proposed steps of 
improvement towards better interfaces for contribution, new opportunities for 
collaboration, community governance (via notability and verifiability), and 
interestingly, dedication of physical spaces.46 The suggestion I would like to 
make here is that the Wikimedia Foundation is proposing organizing something 
resembling, as might be said in the Finnish language, a “maailman tietotalkoot” 
(an global info-bee)--a vast project of voluntary information sharing and 
knowledge construction on a global scale. 
 
However, this global ambition, as the imagined dedication in the future to 
physical spaces suggests, really begins at a local level. In her article “Forms: On 
Platforms and Creativity,” Goryunova, in reflecting on her collaborative 
curatorial project runme.org and the process of designing an online space for 
software art, defines the term “platform” as follows:  
 

A platform differentiates itself from other websites by the relations of 
creative, social, instrumental, educational and historical character it 
establishes and is involved in. A platform is aimed at supporting and 
stimulating creative initiatives and work, and it provides a possibility 
for continuous exhibition of the artefacts, often accompanied by 
reactions to them, various discussions. Sometimes there is also a set 
of instruments for particular kind of creative work available. A 
platform often also puts efforts into translating digital creative 
processes into offline and more official cultural scenes, establishing 
connections between cultural movements of different times and 
orders. Most platforms organize (ir)regular “real-life” gatherings such 
as festivals, concerts, workshops or those of a less formal nature.47  

 
When platforms such as Wikimedia software are set up on a server it first begins 
as a localized affair. Another self-constructed phrase in Finnish that attempts to 
conceptualize this platform situatedness might be: “Paikalliset tietotalkoot” 
(local info-bee). Such a tietotalkoot may be installed and “called” for many 
specialized purposes, including creative processes, as Goryunova’s paper’s title 
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suggests. Moreover, wiki platforms can, and often are, used to gather, organize, 
activate, and nourish offline activities.   
 
An example tietotalkoot, called Keosto, is a network/collective of independent 
cultural workers and activists using Wikimedia software which anyone can edit. 
The project is a closely connected affinity grouping of persons, distributed 
between different towns and cities in Finland. The group’s logo is placed on the 
top-left corner of the site and resembles a stylized wasp motif, or possibly a flying 
ant. On the bottom right corner is a stamp-style logo, with the slogan “Mekin 
rakennamme Turusta alakulttuuripääkaupunkia 2011” (“We build a city of sub-
culture in Turku 2011”).48 The reference alludes to an alternative festival of events 
that could take place in parallel to the official European City of Culture, to be 
held in Turku, south-west Finland and Tallinn across the Gulf of Finland in Estonia 
in 2011.   
 
Keosto’s webpages specialize as an open information space for alternative 
culture in Finland (currently most text is in the Finnish language). Keosto is also a 
place to gather together representative bodies of information and a forum for 
discussion and debate on plans. In essence, it is a website that enables 
cooperation and project development between different cultural actors. 
Keosto’s affinity groups adopt an agricultural--or one could argue, rural 
cooperative--metaphor for bundling together information. Singular subjects on 
the site are known as “straws” (korsi). Those who are gathered together are 
conceived as being in a “haystack” (kekoja). On Keosto’s front page, under the 
title “how Keosto works,” is the declaration that Keosto’s content (including the 
manual) is 99% the responsibility of the users. Only the final 1%, it goes on to say, 
is the voluntary efforts of the work of public, scientific, and technical moderators. 
 

BitTorrents 
 
Emerging in the mid 2000s, another online computing development which 
appears relevant to introduce in the context of cooperative relationships and 
talkoot is the BitTorrent protocol, known as a solution for fast and efficient peer-
to-peer (P2P) file-sharing of large amounts of data.49 This protocol has become 
synonymous in recent years with both legal and illegal downloads of music and 
video content. 
 
American programmer Bram Cohen designed the protocol in 2001 after working 
for the MojoNation (now known as Mnet) project. This open-source software was 
further developed by a collective of hackers to allow distributed, peer-to-peer, 
file storage online (a virtual place where you can put files in, and from where 
you can get files). It worked by breaking up the data “load” into small chunks 
and distributing them around other computers which were running the same 
software. In “pure” peer-to-peer networks, peers act as equals, merging the 
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roles of clients and servers, with no central server managing the network, and no 
central router directing the traffic. 
 
Cohen aimed to make an improvement on previous P2P file-sharing networks, 
for example Kazaa, which shared the file from one source, one peer, as one 
long download. The  new decentralized approach Cohen designed for 
BitTorrent protocol was the one he was familiar with at the MojoNation project, 
and was programmed as a “forced” cooperative method for getting what you 
wish for.50 When one starts downloading the file one wishes, also by default--no 
choice in the matter--one is helping others, making bits of the file more 
available. In other words, similar to the peer-pressure of talkoot, there is a “hard-
coded” social rule with BitTorrent networking: if you wish to receive bits of data 
freely, you also have to give bits away freely. What makes the protocol also 
different from other methods is that it gets the bits at random, based on a “rarest 
first” algorithm. This means that the more peers there are downloading, the more 
likely it will be that you will receive those rare bits faster. It could be understood 
as an online example of the “win-win” situation, which Tapani Köppä speaks of 
when describing voluntary rural cooperation. 

 
The increasing efficiency with increasing numbers in P2P has created the 
terminological, visualizational, and conceptual metaphor of the “swarm.” For 
example, one BitTorrrent client program, Vuze (formerly Azureus), has a 
graphical visualization option when downloading. The  peer using the software 
on his or her computer is situated in the middle of a network, sharing in the same 
ambition of gaining the same file as fellow peers that surround him or her. It is a 
shared purpose among individuals, even though the different peers are unlikely 
to ever meet in person, and most likely don’t live in the same village, city, 
country or even continent. As such, the peers are geographically dispersed but 
virtually connected, each one at the middle of his or her own swarm. Because 
of the reciprocal protocol, little bits move backwards and forwards between all 
peers. The more peers online, connected via the same torrent file loaded in their 
BitTorrent client software, the more chances that one will receive the complete 
seed file, multiplying the options for direct download. And the faster the little bits 
move, the sooner the work is completed. In essence, all these peers make up a 
virtual swarm. 
 
According to IsoHunt, a torrent tracker-site interest forum and blog, the total 
amount of content shared through the internet in Autumn 2008 was 1.1 
Perabytes (1000 x 1000 GB) of data.51 Due to the efficacy of the BitTorrent 
protocol, it has become very popular in recenty years and one of the main 
transfer protocols for online data. Is this one of the Internet’s greatest 
“cooperative” successes? Perhaps.  
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Among this mass of data-flows and swarms of peers, there are several groups of 
facilitators, both “legal” and “illegal.” Early on, Cohen took steps to “legitimize” 
the legal transfer of media via the BitTorrent protocol, founding BitTorrent Inc. in 
2002, a private company set up to deliver fast and efficient legal media 
distribution with the protocol. BitTorrent Inc. serves, for example, the Hollywood 
film industry, small-scale independent media companies, and individuals keen 
on sharing their creative productions.   
 
On the other side of the legal line, gaining much infamy and publicity are those 
groups advocating “pro-copy” anti-copyright, as proposed by the term 
“Kopimi,” a Swedish neologism of “copyme.” Often self-identified and accused 
by the mainstream as pirates, those who are pro-copy find the intellectual 
property laws that create artificial scarcity of data/media/files completely 
inappropriate to the nature of the World Wide Web. 

 
One such group in the pro-copy/anti-copyright camp, Piratbyrån (The Bureau of 
Piracy) from Sweden, has gained global exposure for initiating The Pirate Bay 
torrent tracker-site in 2003. This website has been accused of being one of 
largest facilitators of illegal downloading. The individuals who maintain the 
website were recently charged and jailed in Swedish court in April 2009, but 
already the case is up for appeal by the defendants, posponed until the 
autumn of 2010.52  
 

Piratbyån would be best described as a creative collective of artists, theorists, 
activists and advocates, rather than an organization, although its members 
prefer to call it an “ongoing conversation”: “We are [reflecting] over questions 
regarding copying, information infrastructure and digital culture...in our daily 
encounters with other people. These conversations often bring about different 
kinds of activities.”53 Their communications work and participatory projects have 
gained growing recognition, especially within the media and network culture 
scene in Europe.  For example, in 2009, they won the Prix Arts Electronica (Linz, 
Austria) for Digital Communities 2009, which is one of the most prestigious and 
respected juried awards internationally for electronic arts. 
 
Piratbyrån’s most recent ambitious offline project began at the time of this 
writing. It was based on an invite to contribute to the first Internet Pavilion at 
oneof the most established international “art world” events, La Biennale di 
Venezia (The Venice Biennial) in June 2009. Their simultaneous presence in 
Venice and on the Internet was called Embassy of Piracy and employed an 
interesting mix of online and offline participatory methods to gather support and 
publicity for the Kopimi/anti-copyright cause. Offline, they made a public 
presentation of the project and orchestrated a performative “pirate raid” on 
motor boat at one of the Biennale’s gala events. Online, they invited the 
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Internet (and supporters of “piracy”) to download a cut-up paper pyramid and 
to colour, augment, and adjust it with personal features. These pyramids 
symbolised “embassies” of piracy around the Internet, and thus also 
ambassadors for the cause. The media documentations of the result were 
encouraged to be uploaded or syndicated to the Embassy of Piracy webpage.  
 
As can be read in the Embassy of Piracy “About”:  “[The] Internet today is not 
some virtual entity, but a network that can materialize in everything from court 
systems, parliaments and phone networks to memes, music and art systems. 
Internet is a methodology, not a place.” In their summary press-release, posted 
to their blog several days after the Biennial opened, Piratbyrån wrote:  
 

We love the Internet and we share this love with a multitude of 
people around the world. With Embassy of Piracy, we want to make 
informal network connections stronger. By a set of simple copyable, 
reproducible, and remixable acts of sharing we want to start to 
open the gates to these stories and experiences and build 
connections between them.54 
 

The Embassy of Piracy project claimed to “multiply the forces of Internet,” calling 
upon the social capital they had been gathering among “seeders,” “peers,” 
and “leechers.” This action raises the question: What happens when a network 
materializes and distributed peers act together to make something, to make a 
noise, to create music? Inviting the Internet (and the people who support The 
Pirate Bay) to take the role of being an ambassador for the symbolic Embassy of 
Piracy, the initiators of the project shared their media, files, and data,. They not 
only shared raw materials but their product, too, in a similar way to the pioneers 
of open-source software. 
 
In doing so, Piratbyrån also created a space for other peers to use, remix, 
upload and publish, call, communicate and develop. On their wiki webpages 
(using Wikimedia software),55 they give a list of things that Piratbyrån members 
needed: a place to stay in Venice, a place to host events. There was also a list 
of things that a peer (or “ambassador”) could, and can continue, to do: code, 
write/review/translate text, graphics work, communication, spread the word, 
make remixes of the “Pirates of the Internet” theme-tune. People could “Cutmi 
Pastemi Kopimi” (“Cut me, Paste me, Copy me”) paper-pyramid embassy 
models. Lastly, ways to extend the network were suggested to create a “buzz”: 
Join a Facebook group or via Twitter, SMS, IRC, etc. 
 
Piratbyrån cleverly and efficiently employed and encouraged the use of all the 
social capital enhancing tools and social-networking platforms available, both 
open-source and commercial for-service tools. Like many other contemporary 
projects online, they used volunteer cooperation among affinity groups which 
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transcended local and national borders. Unlike Cohen who transformed his 
BitTorrent protocol to suit the established means of for-profit media distribution, 
the Embassy of Piracy “talkoot” for gathering resources and making temporary 
actions, was made to argue against the established mainstream practices. 
Infact, the project was highlighting new and organic practices of online 
collaboration, copying, and adaptation. Despite the negative court-case in 
Stockholm, for this generation of young people and adults distributed around 
the globe, The Pirate Bay and Piratbyrån have made their collective argument 
and statement: keep the infrastructure of open BitTorrent and unrestricted 
media sharing alive. 
 

Neo-traditional forms of talkoot 
 
The P2P theorist and researcher Michel Bauwens in his paper “The importance of 
neotraditional approaches in the reconstructive transmodern era,” located on 
the Foundation for Peer-to-Peer Alternatives wiki website (also using Wikimedia 
software installation), asks “Can the transmodern peer to peer ethos be mixed 
with neotraditional approaches”? In other-words, can the distributed computer 
networks, with living labour sitting behind them--as exemplified in peer-to-peer 
media-sharing, open-source software development, and peer-production of 
value seen in wiki platforms--share similar, if wider reaching, goals with pre-
modern social networks of help and support?56 
 
In Finland, where rural-based cooperative support is, for the majority of the 
population, only one or two generations removed, the connection between 
contemporary ICT-based and traditional forms of cooperation perhaps comes 
to mind easier than in other places. Certainly talkoot is a word which cuts across 
generations, managerial and political classes, and technological spheres. 
 
To support this claim, it is appropriate for me to return to the Alternative 
Economy Cultures seminar. As a chair of the afternoon session, Roppe Mokka of 
Demos Helsinki (an independent think-tank on progressive democracy), shared 
the following anecdote when introducing Tapani Köppä’s presentation:  
 

This morning we [Demos Helsinki] were presenting to the parliament 
futures committee, what the next phase of the information society 
will be. Yes, it is going to be based on sharing. Alot of these things 
that are peer-to-peer, are very difficult to understand, but as soon 
as we showed a picture of talkoot, Juha Mieto and other Finnish 
parliamentarians suddenly captured what this is about, and you 
could see smiles coming to their faces, and they started explaining 
how fantastic it is to take part in these activities.57 

 
It was not the first time the connection had been made by members of Demos 
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Helsinki: For example, they made the connection in conversations with the 
Bristol-based National Endowment for Science Technology and the Arts (NESTA), 
who have a remit to explore and foster all aspects of innovation in the United 
Kingdom.58 Further, in late October 2008, one of Finland’s well-known 
technology bloggers, Tuija Aalto, researcher and journalist for YLE national 
broadcast corporation, wrote an entry titled “Crowdsourcing=Talkoot?” on her 
Tuija TV blog (now called Tuhat Sanaa). She qualified this by commenting that 
“Finns always knew how to get a big project done. Be it building a new sauna or 
an operating system: invite the whole community to do the job.”59 Aalto was 
particularly making the connection with a new business and organizational 
model called crowdsourcing, described by Brooklyn-basd culture and 
technology journalist Jeff Howe as “the act of taking a job traditionally 
performed by a designated agent (usually an employee) and outsourcing it to 
an undefined, generally large group of people in the form of an open call.”60 
 
To support her inquiry, Aalto further included a short interview with Finnish film 
entrepreneur Peter Vesterbacka, who was inspired by one of the first large 
online crowdsourcing projects in his sci-fi parody feature film series Star Wreck 
(1992-). Vesterbacka now also acts as marketing and PR person for such talkoot 
models via the Wreck-a-movie project, which facilitates collaborative feature 
film-making. In this case, open-source thinking and online networks are used to 
distribute and divvy up labour among many persons in different locations for the 
production of animation and feature-films. For Vesterbacka, the Finnish word 
talkoot is just waiting to expand beyond Finland, soon to enter into the world’s 
crowdsourcing vocabulary.   
 
In principle, I agree with Vesterbacka’s claim. I have been suggesting several 
examples and associations of neo-traditional forms of talkoot throughout this 
article, such as its relation to wiki collaboration and the BitTorrent protocol. It is 
clear, however, that the word talkoot is already being used in contemporary 
Finland in a wider context than its usual rural and urban/domestic uses, and that 
new associations with online networks are already being made. Talkoot has in 
the last year or so, in Helsinki at least, entered other entrepreneurial and 
agenda-based contexts, such as for mobilising people and businesses. 
 
Three major universities in Helsinki, the University of Technology, University of Art 
and Design, and Helsinki School of Economics, merged at the end of 2009, and 
the combination is now called Aalto University. Earlier in the year, a group of 
associated students decided to create an Aalto Entrepreneur Society. One of 
their first gatherings was called a “Start Up Talkoot,” held on 24th April 2009 in 
one of the new research lab/office spaces for Aalto University, called the 
“Design Factory” in the Otaniemi district of Espoo, the neighbouring city of 
Helsinki. On their webpages they wrote the following for the event:  
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As you might know, talkoot is the Finnish word for a group of people 
gathering to work together, for instance, to build or repair 
something. AES is gathering students, entrepreneurs, investors and 
other experts together to work on Aalto startups.61 

 
They group goes on to write that the Aalto Entrepreneur Society “strives to 
create an entrepreneurial eco-system in Aalto University. Our goal is to catalyze 
50 ambitious startups per year.” One of their goals is to adopt a positivist and 
accumulative philosophy where “success breeds success and activity.”   
 
While the new adaptations of the talkoot concept are indeed full of 
collaborative promise for a new form of online and offline cooperativism for our 
times, these “new talkoots” do raise for me a critical question. When talkoot is 
referred to as a positive force today, who is benefiting?  Private organizations or 
public bodies? If these are not open, and cooperative or voluntary forms of 
labour ventures, is it an appropriate use of the word? 
 

Reflections and responsibilities 
 
In advance of the seminar, Roope Mokka, my collaborator in the Alternative 
Economy Cultures events, used the term “Talkoot 2.0” in the Finnish-language 
press release.62 This term expressed my wish to bring traditions from outside 
Internet culture--in this case rural cooperation--to bear in a seminar within a 
festival of electronic/participatory arts and network culture. There was little, if 
any, press response. No newspapers or magazines picked up the lead, and 
beyond a few online syndications, the phrase did not spread. I think, in 
reflection, that it was a good thing it slipped quietly away. 
 
Following the Alternative Economy Cultures programme of Pixelache 2009, with 
its long processes of production, promotion, and post-production, I reflected 
upon how we introduced the connection between older cooperative traditions 
and newer trends in cooperation in digital culture. I now believe, after the 2009 
programme, that we do not need an “upgrade” or a “2.0” of something which 
has a long and living history such as talkoot.  We do need, however, to reflect 
more upon what we are doing in these new digital and networked terrains, and 
whom is benefitting from them-- individually and, especially, collectively. 
 
I am thankful, as an immigrant to Finnish society, that their language has a 
specific word for “community effort” which is still in everyday use. In this process 
of research, I have also learned of other words in regional languages already 
mentioned. In some places and cultures, such as in Finland, older words are 
being resurrected when thinking about newer cooperative practices in newer 
networked spaces. Elsewhere, older forms of cooperation and mutual aid--and 
the words that name them--seem to have already been forgotten, or at least 
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are not on the “tip of one’s own tongue.” In the land where modern (urban) 
cooperativism was founded, Scotland, and the roots of my own cultural 
heritage, what might the Scots’ word for talkoot be? I don’t know. Similar 
concepts were certainly not promoted while I was growing up in the 1980s, 
during the so-called “Thatcher years,” or even during the UK’s economic boom-
time of the 1990s. I am surprised at my loss, given that I grew up in the central 
Scottish countryside, next to small-holdings and farms, and even helped in 
harvest activities as a boy. Moreover, much of my creative and cultural 
production activity as an adult has been based on voluntary collaborations with 
others. And still, I do not use a native Scots (or English) word for talkoot in my 
own vocabulary. Now, as a resident of Helsinki, Finland, in the Baltic Sea region, 
in Northeastern Europe, I am borrowing and asking help from others in order to 
know more about a concept for what I have been practicing for a long time. 
 
Over some three months in 2009, I took up the task of translating the word 
talkoot, with the help of online translators and dictionaries. This process revealed 
to me the English word “bee.” And in an associative trick, all I can think about 
now is the swarm. Today, for me at least, the swarm has grown in relevance, 
thanks to the hyper-speed of contemporary telecommunications and networks. 
It seems to me that there is a real power to a potentially new vocabulary 
buzzing around, nourished and energized on social capital, inter-dependent 
among and on others. Ideologically, it exists for me as the “swarm of peers,” and 
it is, most likely, heading in your direction, if it is not already buzzing around your 
thoughts. 
 
The highly networked society in the contemporary global North, dominated by 
information technology and communications, has been closely positioned in this 
text with older, traditional ones. There is an explicit ambition for viewing such 
patterns--to learn more and set up research and action-based platforms for 
making trans/inter-disciplinary, trans/inter-local, and trans/inter-generational 
weaves. We have to engage substantially, some say immediately and 
unconditionally, with our material, natural and social environment…our habitat. 
We have to take individual and collective responsibility for these environments, 
and encourage others to engage also. We should kindly remind ourselves and 
others to avoid spending imbalanced and excessive time alone in virtual 
environments and information sites. As I hope is tangible in the textual gatherings 
above, there are many good examples from historical and online contexts to 
map out ways in which we can come to rebalance our collective lives. 
Paikalliset tietotalkoot (local info-bee): Keep looking for connections. 
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Abstract  
 

Dalit women farmers in the district of Medak, Andhra Pradesh, India 
formed a mutual aid credit cooperative (MACC) in the early 1990s 
with the support of a development NGO, the Deccan Development 
Society (DDS). In India, mutual aid credit cooperatives come out of 
a new wave of reform that emerged within the Indian cooperative 
movement as transnational financial institutions began to gain 
control of microfinance banking. Taking the DDS-MACC as an 
example of the “new cooperativism,” this essay reports on the work 
and struggle of nonliterate and landless Dalit women farmers in 
organizing a network of credit and marketing cooperatives into an 
egalitarian political body of production they call a Sangham (a 
term derived from Buddhist traditions). The essay outlines the 
conjunctural transformations through which the subordination of 
Dalit small farmers to national and world-scale assemblages of 
domination and accumulation by dispossession have increased in 
recent decades; it describes the formation of the Sangham network 
and its projects for gaining autonomy and draws some general 
theoretical conclusions from the Sangham strategy regarding the 
historical situation of the new cooperativism. 

 
 

Crisis, credit, and mutual aid cooperatives 
 
Only when the world’s most powerful social classes saw their blue-chip ponzi 
scheme collapse like a house of cards did news of a crisis of capitalism briefly 
infiltrate the sound-byte synthesizers of corporate media. Not only was it a freeze 
up of credit, but also a failure of trust, it was eventually and incredulously 
conceded. Yet the vast majority of the world’s population have had their lives 
thrown into crisis ever since the structural adjustment policies of the 1980s forced 
the deregulation, privatization and commodification of collectively produced 
value serving a wide range of public and social needs, enabling its transfer to a 
new alliance of transnational ruling classes. If the new cooperativism is indeed 
new, it has its roots in the survival strategies invented by the dispossessed out of 
their experiences of such crises.  
 
This essay describes one such experiment in the new cooperativism of our times 
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and tries to draw some general theoretical lessons regarding the politics of 
cooperative strategy by examining the historical limits through which the new 
cooperativism proceeds. To this end, I report here on the work and struggle of 
nonliterate and landless Dalit women farmers in organizing a network of credit 
and marketing cooperatives in Andhra Pradesh, India.    
 
Such cooperatives are called “mutual aid credit cooperatives” (MACC) in India 
and they come out of a new wave of reform that emerged within the Indian 
cooperative movement after transnational financial institutions gained control 
of microfinance banking. Working with a development NGO, the Deccan 
Development Society (DDS), in the early 1990s the Dalit women in the Andhra 
Pradesh district of Medak (about 100 kilometers northwest of Hyderabad in 
central India) formed the DDS-MACC. At the time, Andhra Pradesh was the 
epicenter of both farmer suicides and the entrance of transnational agribusiness 
corporations into Indian agriculture. In the face of such developments, these 
women embarked upon a larger political-existential project involving the pursuit 
of a range of autonomies. Backed by the tenuous financial resources of the 
DDS- MACC, they seek to achieve autonomy over food production, access to 
seeds and other natural resources, access to markets and, through all of these, 
autonomy in their livelihoods and for their communities’ future. To this end, they 
began to organize themselves into a network of village based councils they call 
“the Sangham.”  
 
The term Sangham derives from the Buddhist conception of an egalitarian and 
cooperative political community that was formed by the Buddhist movement in 
the fifth century BCE. The term’s use in this context can be understood in light of 
the revival of Buddhism by Dalit mass conversions in the twentieth century. The 
great Dalit intellectual-activist B.R. Ambedkar (1891-1956), who is also the author 
of the Indian Constitution, converted to Buddhism in 1956 after developing a 
socialist political theory and praxis based in Buddhism as a cultural strategy 
against Brahmanical hegemony. Subsequently, more than ten million Dalits have 
followed Ambedkar’s example. 
 
My discussion of the Dalit women’s cooperative Sangham strategy is organized 
in three parts. First, I outline the conjunctural transformations through which the 
subordination of Dalit small farmers to national and world-scale assemblages of 
domination and accumulation by dispossession3 have increased over the last 
thirty to forty years. Drawing on interviews with Sangham women and DDS 
personnel I carried out in December 2005, I then describe the formation of the 
Sangham network and its projects for gaining autonomy. I finally draw some 
general theoretical conclusions from the Sangham strategy regarding the 
historical situation of the new cooperativism. 
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The real subsumption of subaltern production 
 
Agriculture in post-colonial India can be usefully considered in terms of three 
conjunctural periods: (1) a national-development era in the decades 
immediately following national independence in 1947, (2) a transitional period 
during the 1980s over which the agricultural sector was largely privatized and 
multinational agribusiness corporations entered the scene, and (3) the current 
post-liberalization period beginning in 1991 and characterized by the “Gene 
Revolution” and the dominant political roles played by U.S. based 
biotechnology firms and multinationals. 
 
The national-development era laid the groundwork for the transformations that 
followed in several ways.4 As the Indian peasantry occupied a key strategic 
position in the configuration of interests making up the decolonization 
movement led by the Indian National Congress, and as self-sufficiency in food 
production was initially seen as a priority by the political elite, the first thirty years 
after national independence in 1947 saw agriculture protected and supported 
through various input subsidies and infrastructure development programs. Two 
significant achievements of this era were the establishment of the Public 
Distribution System for Foodgrains (as a measure for averting famines) and the 
Agricultural Price Commission in 1965 (to assure minimum price supports for 
farmers and food security for poor consumers).5 Such “pro-poor” policies were 
viewed with some urgency as means of securing the hegemony of the industrial 
elite over both urban and rural middle and subaltern classes, as peasant 
political mobilization in India, and Asia more generally, remained a 
characteristic geopolitical feature of the emerging Cold War conjuncture.6 In 
fact, Andhra Pradesh was annexed into the Indian Union when the Nizam of 
Hyderabad invited the Indian Army in to suppress the Telangana peasant revolt 
in 1946-51.7 (A peasant insurgency has emerged once more in the region--part 
of the so-called “Maoist movements”--as the crisis I describe below deepened). 
The “non-aligned” hegemonic classes, playing both sides of the fence, 
collaborated with the American Cold War strategy of the Green Revolution 
which sought to pull out the “root causes” of communism, so it was said, by 
“solving” the problems of hunger and poverty in the countrysides of the former 
colonies of Europe. However, the modernization and industrialization of 
agriculture was carried out unevenly in India. Anxious to prove the Green 
Revolution experiment a success, the government directed resources to regions 
already possessing better irrigation and transportation infrastructure, larger 
landholdings, and more political influence in New Delhi. In turn, big farmers were 
able to draw more resources toward themselves. Connected with all this was 
the collapse of the national liberation movement’s promise of land reform to the 
rural subaltern classes, leaving intact landlordism in the midst of growing 
numbers of landless peasants. The result was a belt of better-resourced 
agriculture concentrated mostly in Gujarat, the Punjab, and Haryana. On the 
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other hand, small farmers on holdings of less than 2 hectares produce the 
largest share of food for domestic consumption, without access to any irrigation 
at all.8 While some areas of Andhra Pradesh are irrigated, high on the barren 
and rock-strewn Deccan Plateau, the Dalit farmers of Medak depend entirely 
on the uncertain seasonal rains.  
 
Uneven development, incomplete land reform, and the invidious class formation 
of the Green Revolution were by no means the only problems to emerge out of 
this “national development” era of postcolonial India. We need to note three 
further characteristics of the legacy of this period. First is the abysmal failure of 
the Indian welfare state to deliver social services to the countryside, not only 
health care but also--and especially--education. India’s mixed system of public 
and private schools allows those who can afford it to purchase quality 
education privately leaving the public system insufficiently supported through 
taxation in a state of disarray that is, in the words of Amartya Sen, “very 
depressing.”9 Not only are large numbers of Indian farmers left non-literate by 
this disarray of rural education, their non-literacy also exacerbates their 
dependency on the managerial complex of the agribusiness multinationals to 
the same degree as it secures the managerial complex’s monopoly of technical 
information over the farmers. The second characteristic of the legacy of the 
national development era in Indian agriculture is the “modernization” of caste 
and patriarchal ideologies turned virulent by the uncertainties and anxieties 
provoked by the faceless chain of dependencies of capitalist agriculture.  
 
Lastly, as Green Revolution ideologies and methods spread from northwestern 
India, farmers increasingly became dependent upon a national network of 
agricultural research institutes, private companies, public authorities, and a 
technocratic apparatus of agricultural management. This dependency has two 
main aspects to it that are both sites of struggle in the Sangham women’s 
search for autonomy. On the one hand, there is a dependency based on 
access to key farm inputs, especially seeds and fertilizer, as seeds bred by 
research institutes and private companies displace those which used to be 
collected and saved by farmers themselves. Along with industrially produced, 
petrochemical based fertilizers, seeds and pesticides would, moreover, now 
have to be purchased. On the other hand, these “modern” components of 
agriculture now require monopolized instructions on their use, immediately 
disqualifying and rendering obsolete whatever agro-ecological knowledge 
farmers have traditionally taught across generations. Over the 1980s, national 
and multinational agribusiness corporations increasingly gained access to 
markets created by this managerial complex.10 With the official liberalization of 
the Indian economy in 1991, American and European based multinationals 
have gained even greater control over agricultural policy. 
 
But in the project of neocolonizing Indian agriculture, the agribusiness 
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multinationals have not had to go it alone. They have been able to count on 
the World Bank’s sustained attack on the Indian Public Distribution System for 
Foodgrains. For ideological and strategic reasons--but citing real problems of 
bureaucratic ineptitude and corruption--the World Bank leaned heavily on the 
Government of India to scale back and reduce the scope of the PDS, if not 
scrap it altogether. In 1992 the government caved to these pressures, and, in the 
name of more efficient targeting of the poor, tightened access to the program 
and reduced its scope. Most commentators and critics of the Indian PDS agree 
the program was in need of reform. (The Sangham women have moreover 
argued that the PDS’s reliance on wheat and rice as staples was not the best 
nutritional alternative.) But the World Bank’s prescriptions have only increased 
the endemic hunger of the poor and worsened the incidence of malnutrition, 
especially of women and children.11 The second aspect of the post-national 
development era rural crisis that is crucial to understanding the struggles of the 
Sangham involves the efforts of large agribusiness, led by Monsanto, to impose a 
second Green Revolution--sometimes called the “Gene Revolution”--on Indian 
farmers. U.S. biotechnology corporations have lobbied persistently to get 
markets established for their products in India and they have pushed 
aggressively to obtain the regulatory changes that would allow this. Their major 
victory in this campaign was the 2002 National Seed Policy soon followed by The 
Seed Bill of 2004. The former completed a process begun with the New Policy of 
1988 and opened wide the door to the agribusiness multinationals to market 
their seeds in India by freeing the import and export of all seeds. The Seed Bill of 
2004 went further by making seed registration compulsory for farmers who 
saved, exchanged or sold their seeds for agricultural purposes. The bill, in effect, 
made the traditional practice among small farmers of saving and exchanging 
seeds illegal.12 The new legislation thus not only sought to secure a monopoly 
space for agribusiness seed producers but also posed the danger that seed 
registration would facilitate biopiracy wherein biotechnology companies 
appropriate indigenous agro-medical knowledge and gain intellectual property 
protection for such knowledge in the U.S. But the small farmers were cornered in 
a dilemma, since without seed registration biopiracy would take place anyway. 
These regulatory changes consequently struck at what little autonomy the small 
farmer retained after the reorganization of agriculture by the first Green 
Revolution, intensifying their exploitation and the expropriation of value through 
the articulation of local and global markets with the anti-market of corporate 
monopolies.    
 
Moreover, Monsanto introduced Bt. cotton13 in India at a time when the news of 
farmer suicides could no longer be ignored. Caught in debt and facing crop 
failure just when whatever minimal social security publicly organized during the 
national development era was being withdrawn, thousands of farmers were 
being driven to suicide across India. The situation in Andhra Pradesh has been 
particularly dire.14 Indeed nothing else makes as starkly apparent the 
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devastating crises of agriculture that have followed in train of the attempt by a 
coalition of Indian and international ruling classes over the last quarter century 
to subsume, as Karl Polanyi15 argued, rural society under the market mechanism. 
The Dalit women farmers of Medak thus face the greatest adversities of the 
subaltern classes of the region. Caste discrimination during land reforms after 
national independence resulted in their receiving the least arable land. 
Patriarchal inheritance norms then leaves many Dalit women landless and most 
enter farm wage labour, as sexist and caste assumptions underlying the division 
of labour (along with illiteracy) bar these women from many other better 
protected occupations. The retreat of the state from rural development and 
privatization in the agricultural sector, especially after liberalization in the early 
1990s, however, has also greatly reduced the availability of rural employment. 
Men and women continue to leave the countryside, making for a ready supply 
of low wage, politically vulnerable labour in the cities. Women in particular are 
absorbed in the informal sector, especially in domestic service as well as the 
poorly regulated construction industry where many women are employed 
building India’s high tech IT parks.16 The contradictions and conflicts between 
rural and urban India (and ultimately, the urban world economy) thus continue 
to intensify. For the rural crisis, it needs to be noted, is of considerable benefit to 
the more privileged corners of the world economy as the lowest wages in any 
economy keeps the cost of all other wages down and the relayed savings is 
thereby available to trickle up toward any effective monopolies as privately 
appropriated profit.17 As these social and ecological crises began to grow, the 
Dalit women of Medak began to organize themselves into a network of 
agricultural Sanghams. 
 

The Sangham strategy 
 
The Deccan Plateau is where the cooperative movement in India first broke 
ground. Agrarian uprisings of the indebted poor, who were losing their land to 
the exactions of money-lenders in the late nineteenth century, prompted the 
British imperial government to establish credit cooperatives. The cooperative 
movement has since become a large and omnipresent feature of social, 
economic and political life in India. After independence, cooperatives were 
promoted by both state level and central governments with mixed results. The 
network of producers, credit and housing cooperatives of the Self Employed 
Woman’s Association (SEWA) and the national dairy cooperative, Amul, are not 
only successes but rank among the world’s largest cooperatives.  The latest 
wave of expansion among the cooperative sector, dating from the early 1980s, 
involved the growth of microfinance credit cooperatives in response to rural 
crises remarkably similar to that which brought about the inaugural Cooperative 
Societies Act of 1904.18  
 
In 1983, community development activists founded the Deccan Development 
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Society (DDS) and began working in Zaheerabad, Medak in order to convert a 
development project abandoned by a private company into environmentally 
sustainable rural employment by bringing stony and degraded fallows into 
cultivation. Following trends in both the Dalit civil rights movement and the rural 
cooperative movement in Andhra Pradesh and other regions of India of the late 
1970s and early 1980s, Dalit women in Medak began to organize themselves into 
affinity “self-help” groups or voluntary associations for organizing microcredit 
funds in order to rent fallows. The DDS facilitated the process and arranged a 
state start-up grant for the initiative. After liberalization of the Indian economy in 
1991 and the emergence of private commercial banks after 1992, Mutually 
Aided Cooperatives began to be set up as a reform movement in the 
cooperative sector in order to counter the take-over of microfinance self-help 
banks by large private commercial banks such as Citi Financial, GE Money and 
HSBC’s Pragati Finance.19 The current Sangham network of agricultural 
cooperatives have their roots in these “chit fund” Mutual Aid Cooperatives. Their 
credit and marketing cooperative, the Deccan Development Mutually Aided 
Credit Cooperative Society, remains the core institution from which they have 
over the years launched a range of collective projects for autonomy.  
  
The women’s Sangham councils are now active in about seventy-five villages 
and over five thousand women belong to the credit cooperative. In the 
intervening twenty years, the Sangham have brought under organic and 
biodiverse cultivation over ten thousand acres of degraded land and produce 
over six million kilograms of local millets, sorghum, and pulses annually. Over the 
years, the Sangham women have also assumed responsibility for more and more 
aspects of the everyday operations of the DDS and now form the major part of 
its think tank and core management team. Bringing these women together with 
environmental scientists and development workers, the DDS serves as an 
advisory board for the Sangham network as well as their fundraiser for seeking 
and receiving development project funding from a wide range of sources 
including the Indian government, Indian and European development agencies 
as well as on occasion UNESCO and the International Development Research 
Council of Canada (IDRC).  In this way, the DDS also gives organizational form to 
a political alliance between literate, mostly urban, environmental movements 
and the rural, subaltern feminism of non-literate women.    
 
The Sangham network attempts to embody a principle of autonomy through 
placing emphasis on access and local control. In this they understand 
themselves to be bringing back to life both Buddhist egalitarian political ideals 
as well as traditional norms of Dalit community self-organization. Membership in 
a village Sangham costs roughly a third of a day’s wages per month which 
covers administrative costs for each Sangham’s bank account with the credit 
cooperative.  Sangham savings make up 25% to 45% of the credit fund with the 
remainder made up of grants from various government rural assistance 
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programs and matching grants from DDS brokered international development 
project funds. As the DDS puts it “it is crucial for local communities to take over 
certain spheres of autonomies to protect themselves from being trampled over 
by invisible globalising forces.” In the process, the focus of the DDS- Sangham 
collaboration has shifted from food security and technology transfer to 
programs addressing food sovereignty, gender justice, environmental 
sustainability and local peoples’ knowledge which are designed through 
participatory rural assessment (PRA) protocols.  
 
The Sangham network has thereby undertaken several cooperative community 
projects aimed at securing its members’ autonomy. In response to the World 
Bank’s successful attack against the Indian PDS, the Sangham women 
organized their own Alternative Public Distribution System (APDS), which is based 
on their locally administered Community Grain Funds. It involves over three 
thousand women in fifty villages who produce more than a million kilograms of 
extra sorghum annually and thus are able to distribute more than a thousand 
extra meals per member family a year. This surplus storage of food serves the 
critical food needs of the poorest and most destitute during lean times of crisis or 
emergency, especially in droughts. The Community Grain Funds are managed 
by councils in each Sangham village, made up five women elected by the 
village who administer each village’s Grain Fund account. Family entitlements to 
the Community Grain Fund are determined through a public audit also 
designed and managed by each Sangham. Their autonomous media 
production unit, the Community Media Trust, has made videos which explain 
how this program works and advertise its availability. A key point APDS members 
emphatically made to me is that they have demonstrated, through their APDS, 
that once poor farmers are in control of their agriculture and their natural 
resources, “with a bit of help and access to financial resources,” they “do not 
have to seek out Genetically Modified crops or multinationals to feed [them].” 
This marketing cooperative thus enables the women to produce for local needs, 
not for global markets, and this is crucial for bolstering local food security. But it 
also allows nutritionally dense, environmentally better adapted varieties of 
millets, peas and sorghum to be brought back into cultivation.  
 
The Sangham network also manages several forest commons of over a 
thousand acres, which they have regenerated near their villages. Furthermore, 
in thirty villages they maintain medicinal commons where over sixty different 
species of medicinal plants are conserved. Another key autonomy struggle 
against biopiracy and seed monopoly has led to their invention of the Agro-
biodiversity Register and the establishment of Community Gene Funds in sixty 
villages where more than eighty species of cultivars have been retrieved from 
extinction and conserved as collective public property. Designed by themselves 
for themselves and other non-literate farmers, the Agro-biodiversity Register has 
been adopted into the Indian National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan. 
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The Sangham network also runs several balwadis (daycares) and night-schools 
for older children, a women’s legal defence committee, and a women’s shelter, 
while the DDS maintains a special school for working children and an agro-
sciences research institute (Krishi Vigyan Kendra) where agricultural scientists, 
enviromentalists and farmers collaborate on participatory agricultural research 
on biodiversity conservation and organic farming. The Sangham network is thus 
equally an agricultural cooperative and a knowledge cooperative. They also 
operate a mobile market or consumer cooperative as well as a restaurant in 
Zaheerabad which features a cuisine based on the women’s produce. 
 
One particularly striking feature of this Sangham network is its many links with 
environmental and national, regional and international global social justice 
networks.  These include the Organic Farming Association of India, the Southern 
Alliance Against Genetic Engineering, South Asian Network For Food, Ecology 
and Culture (SANFEC), South Against Genetic Engineering (SAGE), Biodiversity 
Action for Sustainable Agriculture (BASA-Asia), as well as local farmers unions 
and women’s “self-help” associations. In this, we find traces of the peculiar twist 
the Indian national liberation movement gave to Fanon’s20 famous primal scene 
in which the student from the city escapes to the countryside and finds shelter 
and political enlightenment in the hospitality of the subaltern, and a 
revolutionary decolonization process thus comes into being.  The agronomists, 
biologists, social scientists, journalists, environmentalists, policymakers, and 
activists from urban India and beyond who attend the DDS’s consultations, 
hearings, workshops, and public fora all walk paths historically laid down by both 
the Gandhian and Communist mass movements’ tireless organizing work among 
the rural poor. Faced with the neoliberal offensive as well as assertive Dalit self-
organization from the 1980s on, both movements have been forced to rethink 
their politics from first premises and the DDS is one conjunctural experiment in this 
critical process. Through this organizing work, the Sangham network has 
succeeded in opening a site of struggle within the Indian state’s managerial 
complex for agriculture. The risk of cooptation involved then makes the 
Sangham network all that more crucial to the women’s struggles. For the 
Sangham network, on the other hand, has not only raised the status of the 
women who belong to it and enabled them to assume many kinds of leadership 
roles in their villages, but their pedagogic and recruitment efforts--especially 
through their organization of an annual biodiversity jathara--have extended 
these women’s influence throughout a wider class formation. Following 
developments in Dalit political mobilization nationally, the Sangham network has 
become more bahujan21 in character by forging solidarities with a broader class 
of poor women including Muslims, Gollas (a cattle breeder caste), Tenugus 
(marginal peasants and fisher-folk), Mangalis (a caste of barbers), and Sakalis (a 
caste of washers).  In all these respects, the women have been engaged in a 
veritable biopolitical “class struggle through the networks,” as the counter-
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globalization theorists Hardt & Negri (2000) would come to call it, against the 
further subsumption of their agriculture under monopolies managed by the 
multinational agribusinesses and the leverage these multinationals have with the 
Indian state.  
  
And yet for all the Sangham network’s strenuous efforts and emphatic assertions 
regarding autonomy, it must be said that the network and their projects remains 
very dependent on development funding. While I do not doubt that their credit 
and marketing cooperative is an achievement and enables them to rent land 
and produce surpluses for their Community Grain Fund, many of their other 
projects seem to remain quite dependent on development donors, as was 
clearly apparent recently when their balwadies almost closed when a funding 
agency pulled out and another had to be found. It seems to me that the 
Sanghams of Medak remain a long way away from their own ideal of 
autonomy. Admittedly, however, not many cooperatives strive for such a wide 
range of autonomies. Moreover, the gains in food security, in biodiversity, 
advances in agro-environmental knowledge and practice, as well as the 
benefits of rural employment itself cannot be easily expressed on a balance 
sheet. Nevertheless, the question of whether they will ever be able to reach their 
own ideals is an important one not only for them but also for more general 
theoretical lessons we may be able to learn from their cooperative experiment. 
However, rather than trying to hastily pass judgment on whether their 
experiment in autonomy will be able to extricate itself from this contradiction, or 
second guess whether this experiment will succeed or fail, I think it is more useful 
to take the Sangham strategy as a limit case--a kind of degree zero of the 
cooperative strategy, a cooperative that is poised on the very threshold of its 
cooperative self-actualization but for that reason still linked to the wider world 
and its institutions, as all cooperatives inevitably are--in order to deepen our 
theoretical understanding of the limits within which the new cooperativism must 
perforce operate. It is to these considerations that I now turn. 
 

Limit lessons 
 
Cooperatives and cooperative movements have re-appeared persistently ever 
since the Industrial Revolution because they emerge out of and seek to displace 
several key contradictions of capitalist social reproduction. In this regard, 
cooperative movements in India and elsewhere can and have been 
understood as an example of what Polanyi called “the principle of social 
protection” said to assert itself in the face of attempts to reorganize social life 
under the “stark utopia” of the market mechanism.22 But for this very reason, 
cooperatives are crucial sites of re-politicization and transformative struggle, as 
well. Consequently, two key questions have been posed with regard to 
cooperative strategy time and again: How can a cooperative mode of 
production be sustainable? How can cooperatives traverse the passage from 
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enclave to delinking and autonomy? Much of the critical and theoretical 
literature addressing these questions has been organized around the issue of the 
failure of cooperatives, either to endure or reproduce themselves down 
generations or to prevent themselves from becoming much like other 
“capitalist” enterprises, i.e., “cooperatives of shareholders.”23 Or else discussions 
of the political possibilities of the cooperative strategy have returned time and 
again to late nineteenth and early twentieth century debates between the 
cooperative and socialist movements and have more or less remained within 
the binary oppositions of those debates.24 While both sets of discussions are 
crucially important and have generated key insights, they also have their 
limitations. I take my point of departure here from two specific limitations of such 
accounts: These have either explicitly or implicitly limited themselves to the 
nation-state as their “unit of analysis” rather than the global scale of historical 
capitalism itself.25 They have also not paid sufficient attention to how the 
historical path to dependency of the cooperative strategy resituates 
cooperatives among a multiplicity of immanent contradictions. Given the 
urgency of these historically long-standing questions in the present conjuncture, 
marked as it is by the proliferation of crises of global capitalism,26 the theoretical 
task of rendering these questions more precise and appropriate for the current 
conjuncture is surely a worthwhile task. The discussion below will seek to move us 
along in this direction. 
 
One of the key contradictions of capitalist social reproduction that producers’ 
cooperatives seek to keep at bay, of course, consists of the necessity for wage 
dependents to compete with each other in the labour market and yet 
cooperate with other wage dependents in the production process itself. Indeed, 
one of the remarkable features of our conjuncture in which multinational 
corporations have “ruled the world”27 is the spread and intensification of tacit 
anonymous cooperation wherein people cooperate with others they will never 
know nor ever meet. This tacit and anonymous cooperation now takes place 
through a complex multiplicity of mediations, ranging from the organization of a 
world-wide division of labour (and therefore of the situations of class struggle on 
a world scale), politics at the level of nation-states, right through to the politics of 
re-framing cultural narratives of all kinds. Nonetheless, it is this “globalization” of 
tacit and anonymous cooperation that connects the cooperative strategy to 
the Utopian exclamation “another world IS possible.” For what else is a 
revolutionary situation but one of generalized crisis--economic, political, cultural, 
social, personal crisis--in which people refuse to cooperate with all existing forms 
of leadership and command and must therefore claim back and redirect all the 
movements of mediation which makes their social reproduction possible? In that 
case, it could furthermore be said that the capacity to organize and keep 
viable producers’ and other cooperatives is crucially necessary in such a 
situation of proliferating social crises if that situation is not to be manipulated into 
racist-sexist violence of the weak against the weaker.  Here, the Sanghams of 
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Medak have a few things to teach us, especially about the place of ideology 
and cultural production in the cooperative strategy, to which I will return below. 
 
But first let us consider two further aspects of the Dalit women’s situation and 
their struggles.  The very fact that the Sangham women’s struggle is at once a 
feminist struggle, an environmental struggle, an anti-casteist struggle as well as a 
struggle over the conditions and means of production brings into sharp focus 
crucial features of the condition of wage dependency itself. First of all, we are 
reminded that underpinning Marx’s “quantitative” theory of exploitation --the 
expropriation of surplus value via some quantity of non-remunerated 
expenditure of labour power--is his deeper insight into the historical emergence 
of capitalism, which we could call his “qualitative theory of exploitation.” For a 
wage dependent is a wage dependent insofar as she has no other viable 
productive access to nature and is therefore compelled to sell her labour power 
for a wage; the wage now mediates her productive access to both nature and 
the fruits of social cooperation. What is crucial here, as Marx pointedly 
underscores, is the class violence mobilized now over hundreds of years through 
which communities have been and continue to be “separated” from their 
productive access to nature; whether through enclosures, ecological 
destruction, forced relocation or war. The commodification of labour power 
presupposes this violent history of proletarianization, of the creation of wage 
dependency.28 But this violence includes separation from all kinds of 
technologies as well, their privatization, confiscation, destruction, suppression, 
obsolescence etc.  Indeed, since technology is nothing other than nature 
embodied by human history, since technology never stops following the laws of 
nature, this separation too is a separation from a community’s erstwhile 
productive access to nature.29 The Sangham women’s struggle is directed 
precisely against both aspects of this accumulated violence: They seek 
autonomy from their fate as migrant labour in construction, domestic service, 
piece-work in petty commodity production of all kinds and prostitution. But, as 
we have seen, they also seek autonomy from agricultural deskilling and from the 
real subsumption of their agriculture by multinational agribusiness.  Here, their 
fundamental problem of landlessness, we have also noted, is directly 
conditioned by patriarchal inheritance laws and norms and by caste 
discrimination. One key implication of their situation of struggle then is that it is 
far too simplistic to understand the links between exploitation and various 
modes of domination as the so-called “intersection” of variables of gender, race 
and class; since these are not “variables” at all but the historical contents of a 
specific, social situation of political struggle.  For this reason, neither does it seem 
to me helpful to pose the problem as a question of “class and its others.” The 
point of making analytic distinctions between exploitation and other kinds of 
domination is that we are then better able to understand their tactical 
supplementations and strategic mediations; how in some given situation of 
struggle, each lends to another some kind of ready-to-hand accumulated 
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violence. To want, as has been argued, “to open up their relations to the 
contingencies of theory”30 seems in any case to lead only to, well, precisely that, 
the arbitrariness of mystification. 
   
Moreover, anthropologists and historical sociologists have long pointed out that 
any social formation is constituted out of many articulated modes of social 
reproduction.31 The global rise of capitalism over several centuries is actually the 
consolidation of its position, in Althusser’s terms, as the dominant mode of 
production among many others. There are two important insights to be drawn 
from an understanding of what Wallerstein thus calls “historical capitalism.” First, 
the historical formation of free wage-labour has never taken place without its 
articulation with the value production of unfree and non-waged labour.32 The 
historical conditions of possibility of free wage labour has been its linkage in a 
circuit of value with both unfree and unwaged labour in the various world-
spanning imperial systems of accumulation from the fifteenth century right 
through to the present. Secondly, the politically relevant and socially actual 
institutional form of wage labour, as many social scientists have pointed out, is 
the household, which include children, the elderly, extended kin, etc.33 
Considered historically, and over the intergenerational span of its reproduction, 
wages make up only one component of values that enables the social 
reproduction of labour power in its actual situation in the household. The survival 
or even well-being of households have always depended on many different 
kinds of modes of production of use-values serving historically determinate 
needs: modes of production conserved as traditional practices, subsistence 
production, collective and cooperative modes of production, those 
incorporating forms of community reciprocity and barter as well as through state 
enterprises. All of these modes of production are crucial to intergenerational 
reproduction of the household even where the wage input is relatively large in 
relation to the total, but especially so where the wage ratio is relatively low.   
 
The accumulation of capital, then, has long involved the geopolitical 
articulation of various modes of production such that the production of historical 
and singular use-values can be appropriated as exchange value through 
commodification and the wage does not anywhere have to cover the full cost 
of the social reproduction of labour power. The circuit of expanded 
reproduction of capital has always had this moebius strip like “outside-in” 
character wherein capital accumulation depends both on its historical path 
dependency and on the heterogenous forms of social life emerging from the 
various paths of the past for the synchronic supplementation of surplus value 
that makes accumulation possible.34 The contemporary persistence of this 
outside-in structure of the circuit of value and the accumulated violence on 
which this structure rests is one reason why I do not think Hardt & Negri’s claim 
“Empire has no outside”35 is very helpful. But this also why restricting theoretical 
attention only to the redistribution of surplus labour36 will generate a North-
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centered populist politics since it fails to grasp the global scale and historical 
duration of what David Harvey calls “accumulation by dispossession.”37 
 
These theoretical considerations, however, enable us to return to another 
aspect of the Dalit women’s struggle to which we must now briefly attend, 
which also, on the one hand, sheds light on the crucial question of the 
relationship between the cooperative strategy and class struggle and, on the 
other, the “success/failure” problem regarding cooperatives. At the core of the 
Sangham strategy we saw was their formation of a credit and marketing 
cooperative, the Deccan Development Mutually Aided Credit Cooperative 
Society. Through this cooperative, the women hope to resolve two problems 
faced by small farmers: that of obtaining credit and securing relatively stable 
prices for their production. Indeed, the exacerbation of this problem and the 
extreme rural distress of hunger and immiseration that results has been a 
characteristic feature of neoliberal globalization. As we have already noted, 
precisely for this reason social movements organizing credit cooperatives have 
seen a resurgence in recent decades (as they did in the 1930s & 40s), including 
the formation of the Cooperative Development Foundation and the MACs 
movement in Andhra Pradesh specifically.38  
 
Now the problem of accessing credit has two sides: the problem of obtaining 
adequate credit and that of obtaining affordable credit.39 But both problems 
are connected to the women’s dispossession of collateral, which in this instance 
stems from their landlessness. From the women’s point of view, however, their 
vulnerability to the agribusiness contract farming complex results from the force 
of an absolute tautology: they are landless because they are women; they are 
dalit women because they are landless…so they have no collateral. But 
presupposed in this tautology is the persistence of the core-periphery 
relationship of domination. Those who question the contemporary pertinence of 
core-periphery inequality usually make the mistake of understanding core and 
periphery to be two boxes into which you can sort different nation-states. But 
core-periphery names a relation, even a spatial relation, though one that is a 
social and political relation, too. It is mediated by geographical space but not 
identical with it. Given the spatial transformations widely identified with 
globalization (e.g., the new capital flows, the economic proceessing zones 
(EPZs), global cities, etc.), it may now be more useful to designate the 
persistence of the same core-periphery geopolitical system of domination 
through wholly new kinds of postmodern space as the duration of a difference 
between overdevelopment and underdevelopment. In any case, it is precisely 
this difference that we see at work in this instance when these women were 
unable to access adequate and affordable credit just at the time when cheap 
credit had been abundantly available to the world’s high financiers and to 
North American consumers. The credit that the global economy did make 
available to these women and others in similar situations came in the form of 
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either contract farming for agribusiness or transnational banks tapping 
microcredit networks. But this credit then comes at the price of losing all control 
over the production process of their agriculture (i.e., real subsumption) and the 
high risks of crop failure, market failure, and debt servitude to local intermediary 
moneylenders and transnationalized financial institutions.40 Their credit and 
marketing cooperative not only addresses this issue of credit supply and stable 
prices but also liberates them to grow crops their families and communities can 
themselves eat rather than cash crops for the global market. In this regard, the 
cooperative shores up their food security and serves as a crucial survival 
strategy.  The very fact that exploitation by merchant-money lenders (and now 
by the agribusiness contract farming system) is both a historically long-standing 
vulnerability and one that is common to communities of small farmers and 
peasants throughout the periphery points precisely to the endurance of a core-
periphery relationship of domination as a difference between the 
overdevelopment and underdevelopment of global capitalism. But their very 
struggle against the trap of debt servitude is also what connects them to 
struggles of the poor around the world. The very commonality of struggles is 
what reterritorializes particular struggles into a utopian form of universality, as the 
form taken by the class struggles of our times. 
 
If we understand the cooperative strategy to be immanent to a globally 
reterritorialized class struggle and not its displacement, then we are able to 
clarify our understanding of the success and failure of producers’ cooperatives. 
One line of criticism directed at cooperative movements has argued that when 
cooperatives succeed, they fail.41 That is to say that when cooperatives are 
viable and accumulate capital they eventually become more or less like any 
other capitalist business enterprise. Sooner or later they begin to pursue the 
expansion and diversification of their activities through the employment of wage 
labour instead of admitting more members.  Indeed, Mondragon itself provides 
a paradigmatic case of a successful producers’ cooperative crossing the 
barricade.42 Is the cooperative strategy then fated to be accommodationist? As 
Mondragon and other examples testify, the danger of co-optation is a real one. 
Moreover, the question of why some cooperatives succeed and others fail is a 
crucially important one. But considering these two limit cases, Mondragon and 
the Sanghams of Medak together enables us to usefully alter our perspective on 
this question itself. 
 
One way to put the issue is to note that just as the crises of the capitalist mode 
of social reproduction result from its very successes, so the very successes of the 
cooperative strategy seeds its own crises. What is needed then is an approach 
to the question of success and failure that studies a given cooperative strategy 
in relation to the fullest range of contradictions in which it is embedded, 
including those which derive from the global division of labour and class struggle 
on a world scale. Empirical case studies of cooperatives demonstrate that their 
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success or failure is contingent upon a wide range of contextual factors. In the 
case of failure, either state policies are hostile to cooperatives or there is 
bureaucratic interference resulting in market failure or credit problems and the 
like. In other cases, there is ideological drift or disillusionment; poor decision-
making, confusion, free-riders and so on. Whereas in the case of cooperatives 
that have endured, these factors have been favourable.43   
 
Here we need to remember that the real-world context of any actually existing 
cooperative is not only the regional or national context but always includes the 
world context, as well. As a memory aid, let me sketch a quick napkin diagram 
of this otherwise unrepresentable totality. This context is both deeply and finely 
hierarchical and presupposes the historical accumulation of violence on which 
the capitalist mode of social reproduction rests. First of all, let us consider the 
contradictions and conflicts between proprietors of capital and wage labour. 
The reasons why so many have been tempted to think that the era of class 
struggles is over are several: The postmodern production of space through 
which global assembly lines and supply chains have spread around the world 
from the late 1970s on have introduced the mediations of a complex hierarchy 
of state bodies, from local authorities to national agencies as well as the 
proliferation of bodies that seem both governmental but also somehow beyond 
the purview of the state such as transnational NGOs, the World Bank and the 
IMF, trade and professional associations, the shadow banking sector, etc. Each 
of these new layers of technocratic management, reform, and regulation 
generates its own institutional politics through which class interests are absorbed 
and redirected.44 Secondly, the number, kind, and size of business enterprises 
have greatly expanded, diversified, and multiplied with the giant multinational 
corporations operating in what Fernand Braudel45 called the commanding 
heights of “anti-market” monopolies and “monopsonies.”46 Many of those 
stratospheric Braudelian spaces are protected by a fortress that were until 
recently the G-7 states (now that this has become the G-20 shows that there is 
considerable conflict and competition among the world’s transnational ruling 
classes). Underneath this stratosphere, however, is a wide range of national and 
local scale productive enterprises, firms, suppliers, and contractors operating 
with organizational forms of great social and cultural diversity, many in 
intensively competitive markets, especially toward the bottom reaches of the 
global division of labour. Capital accumulation in the Braudelian monopoly-
monopsony “anti-market” stratosphere of this hierarchy is far greater in scale 
than in any other location in the vaster body of this hierarchy. Its current 
geopolitical design is such that a penny saved anywhere in the circuit of value 
running through it will tend to trickle up sooner or later to those monopoly-
monopsony spaces.47 But the social spaces of wage dependent households has 
also vastly increased over the last several decades. These spaces are also 
deeply stratified and finely segmented by the differences making up the division 
of labour and by differences of identity of all kinds.  
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Considered in light of this sketch of global stratification, we see the practice of 
cooperatives hiring wage workers instead of admitting members is not nearly so 
simple to assess. Firstly, all productive enterprises which successfully accumulate, 
whether capitalist or cooperative, participate in the political and economic 
system of exploitation through the global circuit of value; though I suppose there 
is something to be said about not doing it directly yourself. Secondly, most cases 
of upward mobility through the global hierarchy cuts across a small number of 
proximate segments of an otherwise extensive range of inequalities, unless it 
involves off-shoring production from the core to the periphery as in the case of 
Mondragon’s operations in Latin America. Moreover, as in, let us say, the case of 
the differences between wage workers in Canada and the EPZs in Malaysia, the 
effective political and social rights connected to a wage can be as important 
or more so than one’s legal economic status as either wage-earner or 
proprietor. 
 
The struggles of the women of the Sanghams of Medak make one thing clear, 
however. The most important aspect defining the success or failure of the 
Sangham strategy is its relationship to the broad range of global social 
movements through which class struggle is carried out from below in our times. I 
was told that one major problem the Sanghams were facing was that young 
people were leaving for the cities, a common problem faced by many rural 
agricultural cooperatives around the world.  As a survival strategy for the very 
desperate and poor, the Sanghams are no doubt a success. But it is equally 
obvious that many Sangham youth also perceive them to be locked into limits 
the strategy cannot transcend. Whether wage dependants in the cities are not 
also locked into similar limits is another issue. Indeed they are. Which path the 
youth will be better off choosing depends to a large extent on the victories and 
defeats of the global social justice movements both on the subcontinent and 
around the world. In light of this, the Sanghams’ insistent and emphatic 
ideological affirmation of egalitarianism and its organizational efforts to minimize 
distinctions of social status is especially significant. This ideological commitment 
derives from their participation in the subcontinent’s dalitbahujan movement, 
while their autonomous media production enables them to actively participate 
in global social justice movements as well.48  
 
The Sangham’s strategy suggests that the most important questions we should 
ask about the new cooperativism are the following:  How far do they pursue 
their egalitarian axiom? What kinds of utopian cultural production can they 
invent?  
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Decomposition and Suburban Space 
 
Conor Cash1 

 
Abstract 

 
This essay provides a case-study of the development and 
decomposition of a number of organizing initiatives taking place in 
Long Island, New York during the late 1990s and early 2000s, and is 
particularly concerned with the relationship of these initiatives to 
suburban spatial organization and the institutional left and non-
profit sector. Discussing the activities that these organizations 
cohered around as prefigurative of a new cooperative political 
ethics through their emphasis on direct participation, democratic 
decision-making processes, and a rejection of the commodity form, 
it eventually describes the subsumption of these emancipatory 
political mandates by the institutional logic of the non-profit sector 
and the decompositional effects of suburban space. 

 
 
Considering the rapid deterioration of the credit and housing markets in the 
United States in the context of the current global financial crisis, this essay is 
more interesting now than when it was originally completed in September of 
2008. The American suburb appears as a failing accumulation strategy, while 
the Obama administration enthusiastically draws attention to an already fading 
liberalism. While the American suburb has served as a class strategy on a global 
scale2 that has been successful in attacking the institutions, practices and social 
memory of the American working class, cooperative practices and informal 
networks of solidarity persist. Indeed, these practices evade formalization by co-
opted or inadequate organizational forms. The “new cooperativism” seems to 
melt into the air in the face of bureaucratization. 
 
For those of us in the United States the spatial relationships, financial frameworks 
and apparatus of governmentality that compose the suburb are important 
functioning elements of spectacular production, the division of labor, and 
capital flow. Rather than being the life in the sitcom, in the magazine ad, in the 
idyllic future, those of us who have lived, worked and organized in the suburbs 
recognize it as a terrain of struggle. 
 
Levittown, Long Island’s first community, was designed in the 1940s with a keen 
eye to the recent past and all the gains made by the working class of the 1920s 
and 1930s. Built with the intent of capitalizing on the GI bill by selling homes to 
soldiers returning from World War II, developer William Levitt constructed 
planned single-family homes.  From building materials and labour-power utilized 
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in the construction of homes to the organization of space both inside and 
outside the cookie cutter housing, suburbia presented an opportunity to avoid 
the networks of support and dynamics of interaction that the spatial 
relationships of the city allowed for. The development of Long Island arrived right 
alongside Keynes’ wage/productivity deal and all its racist implications and 
Fordist approaches to production. Blacks and other minorities were excluded 
through legal prohibitions against black homeownership, as well as through an 
entire arsenal of more subtle discriminatory practices.3  

In suburbia, the deliberate separations of sites of reproductive labor from the 
workplace are retaining walls for relationships of work. Where in other 
spatial/productive regimes those who worked together often lived in close 
proximity to one another, in the suburb the dominance of personal automotive 
transportation and the single family home limits communication and 
connections between labor in the workplace and consumption in the home. 
The most telling manifestation of dominant power relations in the suburb is an 
absence of public space and participatory institutions. Levittown’s construction 
predated the realization and need for an organization of life that answers to the 
hyper-productivity of social relationships now. Through price discipline, 
deadening spatial striation and spectacular production, Long Island has 
managed to constrain activities that exist outside of work discipline and prevent 
the development of new social practices.4 Alienation is fully realized as a 
disciplinary structure in the suburban organization of life. Indeed, Long Island is 
the archetypal suburb and the stage setting experiment in the psycho-
geography of North America. The architecture of suburban housing placed the 
household under a watchful paternal gaze by positioning bathrooms and 
bedrooms around the “master bedroom,” often in ways that made plumbing 
and other utilities more expensive and complex to install. The locus of social life 
became the single family home and its own systems of governance and 
governmentality.   

Needless to say, it’s a lousy place to grow up and an even lousier place to be 
grown up. It is one of the most expensive suburban areas in the United States, 
with a real living wage for a single adult (correlated to housing prices) ranging 
from roughly $40,000 to $60,000 annually5. A report published by the Rauch 
Foundation in 2003 found that 53% of 18-35 year old Long Island residents have 
considered leaving Long Island, with 41% finding the region “unappealing.”6 The 
principle reasons for the desire to leave were living costs, amount of taxes, the 
price of housing, and lack of job opportunities. 
 
I came of age moving against the grain with a community of young radicals in 
America’s first suburb. Moving from the explicitly militant Modern Times 
Collective to the culturally focused professional non-profit Long Island 
Freespace, the community surrounding these initiatives managed to maintain a 
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discourse around the nature of space and the practice of politics in suburbia for 
nearly a decade, advocating cooperative practices and ethics in opposition to 
the alienation of the suburban landscape  
 
What follows is an attempt to identify contributing factors to these communities’ 
successes and failures through the lenses of suburban space, the politics of 
scarcity implicit in the institutional left and the possibilities in our attempts and 
failures to move beyond both of these.   
 
Long Island Freespace was an attempt to rescue ourselves from the material 
conditions of young adulthood on Long Island, functioning as a cultural space 
for progressive, radical and do-it-yourself youth culture for 10 months of 2004. It 
was the last project to arise in nearly 10 years of organizational efforts by a 
community of young radicals, representing our most ambitious work and our 
most glaring failure. 
 
Located in Ronkonkoma, New York, Freespace served as an all-ages concert 
venue, a meeting place for political projects, and hosted educational events 
designed and initiated by young people on Long Island. From January to 
October of 2004 Long Island Freespace hosted roughly 607 all-ages concerts 
with a door price of 10 dollars or less, several feminist themed events, a number 
of DIY flea markets, hosted speaking engagements by academics Conrad 
Herold, Sylvia Federici and George Caffentzis, and organized several art-shows 
by local youth. Once a week, the Freewheel Bike Collective offered technical 
assistance in bicycle repair and maintenance, and refurbished bicycles for 
donation to low-income Long Islanders. 
 
Freespace developed as an initiative of the Modern Times Collective, which 
was, in turn, an organizing project that arose from Long Island’s thriving late ‘90s 
punk and hardcore scene.8 In spite of the obstacles suburbia presented to their 
development, bands, venues, zines and record labels proliferated on Long 
Island; entire scenes and their social practices developed around these rallying 
points. Within Long Island punk and hardcore there was a deliberate discourse 
taking place around mandates of participation and DIY concepts. There was a 
conscious effort on the part of those creating punk media to stress collective 
ownership of the scene. Indeed, there was a mandate to participate. Individuals 
were responsible to their peers to start a band, a magazine, a record distribution 
table, or an activist group. Punks were involved in an effort to take over all 
aspects of the production of their culture.9 Instead of a bad or good student, 
participants could become writers, musicians, designers, technicians, or 
organizers of events and activities. Dialogical elements were explicit in punk and 
DIY culture. DIY approached politics as a series of moments and encounters, 
where practices prompted discussions between participants, resulting in new 
practices. 
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Throughout the course of their existence, both Freespace and Modern Times 
Collective enjoyed heavy participation from local band members, ‘zinesters, 
show promoters and “scene members” who lived their lives through punk and 
hardcore. Chris Jensen, the founder of Mountain Records, editor of Mountain 
Monthly, and member of the bands Countdown to Putsch and Halfman 
founded the Freewheel Collective. Craig Hughes, former drummer of the 
hardcore band Contra and former editor of the zine United We Stand organized 
speaking events and the Freespace zine library.   

Freespace drew its organizational strength from its position as a point of 
development for the existing resistance activities of a strong and vibrant youth 
culture on Long Island. Initial Freespace activity did not develop these cultures 
towards new activities. Rather, it provided a vehicle through which the activities 
and tendencies that existed within these cultures could be developed by 
participants. Freespace’s initial life as a set of dialogical practices was a 
productive catalyst--it provided a moment of encounter where desire and 
experience could be tied to a collective will. Before any other prescribed 
activity, Freespace was participatory and horizontal.  

Modern Times Collective represented a significant break from earlier progressive 
organizing on Long Island. Established groups ran the gamut from local initiatives 
against the construction of a nuclear power plant to national organizations like 
ACORN. With some notable exceptions, Modern Times members found other 
organizations to be more interested in electoral activism and appeals to 
governmental bodies than direct action and empowerment. There were some 
efforts at co-optation by organizations like the Long Island Progressive Coalition, 
and some decrying of the group; the director of the Nassau County Civil 
Liberties Union referred to Modern Times as “Bomb throwing anarchists.” Indeed, 
the activities of the left preceding the founding of Modern Times was a 
motivating factor in the formation of the group. Founding members met through 
protests against the Clinton administration’s bombing of Iraq. Disgusted by the 
protest tactics of the time, in which picket signs were sold to protesters, the idea 
for a direct-action youth organization was formed.   

Modern Times saw its first incarnation as a network of activist groups that in 
hindsight seem pretty funny: A pacifist chapter of ARA, an IWW made up entirely 
of students, an inexplicable group called the Peacesmiths.... Nevertheless, 
Modern Times drew young people from across the Island to educational events, 
small protests and Food Not Bombs feedings, and mobilized for larger events in 
Manhattan.10 Over time, Modern Times abandoned the network form it had 
been utilizing and developed into a collective body focused on educational 
events and building a cohesive and inclusive organization. Increasingly, in late 
1999 and early 2000, Modern Times Collective became involved in the national 
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mobilizations against neoliberal capitalism, organizing educational events and 
conferences and coordinating protests.   

In May of 2000, Modern Times Collective threw a public, un-permitted street 
party in downtown Huntington, the retail center of one of Long Island’s larger 
townships, to recreate suburban space and democratize it. Promotional 
materials railed against the alienating aesthetic and deadening uses of spaces 
and structures on Long Island and called for a direct intervention. 

For months prior, flyers had been distributed, march routes planned and roles 
rehearsed. We adapted the strategic approach we had observed through our 
participation in NYC Reclaim the Streets, A16 actions against the IMF/World 
bank and the Seattle protests--a core group of direct actionists occupying and 
holding a key location, coinciding with a publicly announced and transparent 
assembly or march.11 

Over 100 young people attended the march from Huntington Station. As they 
entered the village of Huntington, a large tripod was erected and a banner 
unfurled that read “This is what democracy looks like.” For the next hour, 
preceding 6 arrests, kids danced and interacted freely with onlookers and 
passersby. While this was not the last time MTC/Freespace participants would 
liberate space for their own purposes, it was the end of a deliberate, public 
presence in opposition to suburban spatial relationships. 

As Modern Times began to participate in the East Coast summit protests of the 
early 2000s, a political shift occurred within the group. While these large protests 
were exhilarating and we found in them the joy, glory and power of a successful 
undermining of the mandates of striated space, we also saw the ease with 
which dominant social relationships are re-established, and began to question 
the sustainability of a national movement with no local base. We got a taste of 
the new, a glimpse of liberated space, and enough of a cold shower upon our 
return to know that we wanted it always: Alienation did not originate at these 
summits and power was not won or established on that terrain, but rather in the 
practices and interactions of everyday life.  

After our attendance at the Republican National Convention of 2000, we 
returned to Long Island dejected. Many of us had been arrested, and although 
our lock-down had been successful, the action overall had been a failure as the 
affinity group and spokes council structures of earlier protests had not been 
utilized correctly and many out-of-town participants had to make logistical 
decisions that they were not adequate to. Upon our return, we decided to 
disengage ourselves from the models of activism we had formerly been 
participating in, and to attempt to build an infrastructure that would allow for a 
sustainable financial and legal framework for social struggles on Long Island. 
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Seeing this as a need but wishing to approach any new project as a 
community-wide initiative, MTC organizers decided a new tool was needed.  

With this realization, we intended to create on Long Island an encounter around 
everyday life. Participants were drawn from Long Island’s many youth 
subcultures and student activist groups. Through this process, participants began 
to cite a desire for a permanent, publicly accessible space to allow for a 
continuity of the thought and action of what was increasingly a cohesive, 
interconnected youth culture on Long Island. 

For years Modern Times Collective had maintained a close and friendly 
relationship with Robert Lepley, the radical executive director of an otherwise 
moderate organization, the Long Island Alliance for Peaceful Alternatives. Two 
MTC organizers worked for this organization as student organizers, using time and 
resources for MTC projects and initiatives. Robert Lepley’s former organizing 
work, initiating Freirien dialogs to solve community problems in Brownsville, 
Brooklyn, presented fascinating parallels with aspects of Modern Times’ own 
organizing processes. As discussions internal to Modern Times Collective 
increasingly dealt with the idea of a new organizing initiative, members of the 
collective approached Robert Lepley about initiating this dialogical practice 
within the group as well as with the larger community. As mentioned above, all 
facets of Modern Times’ work began to incorporate this spirit of dialog. Taking 
place between August, 2000 and July of 2002, these dialogs produced a 
community mandate for an open-access, participant run arts and performance 
space to make Long Island’s “radical” youth community more accessible and 
participatory. In 2002, it was decided that the proper financial and legal 
framework for this project was that of a 501c3 tax-exempt organization--that is, 
as a non-profit organization. 

This marks a very unclear beginning of what was to be Freespace’s terminal 
decline. In the years following the decision to move forward with the acquisition 
of a space, much of the organization’s work became subsumed to fund-raising, 
real estate acquisition, and the creation of functioning “programs” that would 
justify funding to the organization. The dialogical work that had been at the fore 
of Freespace’s earlier organizing approach as Modern Times Collective was 
neglected for shorter and more efficient working meetings, and the 
organization’s previously aggressive stance on and transitory relation to space 
(as expressed at the Huntington “Reclaim the Streets” protest,  and through the 
more prosaic practices of Food Not Bombs chapters and the use of residential 
spaces for concert events) was subsumed to a newly expressed desire for a 
permanent space of our own. 

After several years of searching for a commercial space that satisfied the needs 
of the group, and attempting to occupy the space legally by conforming to all 
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zoning requirements and municipal ordinances, Freespace procured a building 
that was grossly inadequate and extremely overpriced. A large warehouse 
space was rented for $4,800 a month when Freespace was nearing bankruptcy. 
With an evangelical Christian landlord and numerous residences nearby, this 
was an act that perpetuated the project for nearly a year longer but ultimately 
resulted in the further subsumption of radical youth culture to the needs of a 
non-profit organization. The organization, promotion, and shit-work of concerts 
occupied the time and energy of the organization’s core volunteers. Freespace 
failed to attract new participants due to cultural insularity and physical isolation-
-the placement of the Freespace building in the middle of Long Island, rather 
than making it accessible to all, made it annoyingly distant for everyone.   

In seeking a space of our own, we failed to realize that our earlier overt protest 
activities while operating as the Modern Times Collective were essentially about 
space. Rather than acknowledging the significance of Food Not Bombs or the 
Reclaim the Streets in the context of Long Island and our demand for space, we 
regarded them at the time as ideologically motivated “activism.” In reality, 
these activities represented a remarkably different use of space and produced 
an affect that opposed and disrupted suburban spatial relationships. In seeking 
a space of our own by bringing our prior activity into the rubric of a non-profit 
organization and a single space, we validated suburban space and defused 
the potential of our own activity.... The attempt to now earn a space that 
became the core of Freespace’s activity was an acceptance of the restriction 
of space that suburbia presented. Prior to this drive for a commercial space, 
Modern Times Collective and Freespace had hosted events at churches, in 
private residences, and in public spaces. These dispersed activities allowed the 
organizations to come into contact with young people outside the immediate 
community and to build relationships with institutions and organizations across 
Long Island. As well, this allowed the MTC and Freespace to serve as umbrella 
organizations for youth from various spatially and culturally defined cultures. 

The activities that arose from Modern Times Collective and the DIY punk scene 
previous to Freespace could survive and confront the spatial relationships of 
suburbia. They were moving, fluid, able to exist in one place one day and then 
arise the next week miles away. Participants carried practice and analysis with 
them, rather than being subsumed by one space drawing numerous subjects 
“home.” With the gradual change in organizational priorities, Freespace itself 
came to stifle activity and limit the potentiality of its constituent parts. For us to 
open a permanent space ultimately subjected us to the same boundaries and 
economies of scarcity that apply to all activity in the suburbs: zoning 
designations, fire codes, noise ordinances... we used to find our power in being 
fluid, in moving around and at the outside of those boundaries. When we were 
articulating a demand for space, we should have been articulating a demand 
for all space. We failed to realize the value of immediacy. The dialog process 
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that Freespace initiated occurred in the context of a community, and 
communities are not static things--they move through levels of composition. 
Over the course of two years our community changed dramatically as young 
people moved from Long Island, were carried away by work and school, or 
simply lost interest or hope in the project. By subsuming a dialogical imperative 
to the mandates of a legal entity we allowed the processes of decomposition at 
play in the suburban landscape to begin disassembling us from the outside. 
Unwittingly, we attempted to become part of the institutional left and 
participated in a milieu of activity and institutions dedicated to the 
maintenance of the very social relationships we were opposed to.  

The times when Modern Times/Freespace was most successful was when it 
rejected a solid organizational form or pre-determined set of activities. The 
moments when it began to fail were when it abandoned its earlier practices for 
bureaucratic structures, where it failed to act on its own political perspective, 
and indeed, where it failed to utilize its own analytical tools by attempting to 
bureaucratize the self-activity of its participants. Its real potentiality was most 
visible in four distinct tendencies and trends of activity: (1) a reappropriation of 
space through occupation, (2) the production of affects, (3) the creation of 
new social relationships, as well as (4) the utilization of dialogic processes and 
direct democracy for the formulation of community initiatives. Unfortunately, in 
discarding the immediacy of our demand for space, we exchanged an 
unfolding, liberatory process for the staid and tired trope of a failed non-profit. 
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Endnotes 
                                                
1 Conor Cash is a member of the Team Colors Collective and a student at the 
School of Geography and Regional Development, University of Arizona. 
2 Consumer debt in the United States has allowed for the maintenance of a 
large consumer market concurrent with falling real wages, an integral part of 
neo-liberal class strategy. See: Midnight Notes Collective. (2008). Promissory 
notes. http://www.midnightnotes.org/Promissory%20Notes.pdf. 
3 Sarah Mahler points out that “blacks were expressly excluded from Levittown 
and other subdivisions by restrictive covenants….” Further, Mahler explains that 
“The aggregate effects of blockbusting, racial steering, discrimination in bank 
lending, and redlining on Long Island have resulted in its being one of the most 
segregated areas in the United States” (Mahler, S. (1995). American dreaming: 
Immigrant life on the margins. Princeton: Princeton University Press (pp. 188-213)). 
For a foundational narrative of the history of blacks on Long Island, see: Day, L.R. 
(1997). Making a way to freedom: A history of African- Americans on Long 
Island. Interlaken: Empire State Books. For a useful analysis of the ways in which 
urban renewal programs worked for the cause of segregation, see: Wiese, A. 
(1995). Racial cleansing in the suburbs: Suburban government, urban renewal, 
and segregation on Long Island, New York, 1945-1960. In M.L. Silver & M. 
Melkonian, Contested terrain: Power, politics, and participation in suburbia (pp. 
61-70). Wesport, CT: Greenwood Press. 
4 Barbara M. Kelly quotes William Levitt that “[n]o man who owns his house and a 
lot can be a Communist; he has too much to do.” Kelly argues that a major 
factor in the development of post-World War II suburban housing plans 
developed from a fear of social unrest: “In the closing months of World War II, 
the federal government returned its attention to the postwar economy. Among 
the concerns was the need to implement reconversion that would reduce the 
appeal of the socialist agenda which had gained strength during the 
Depression.” Further, in the immediate aftermath of World War II, “[t]he 
combination of labor unrest and the shortage of housing loomed as a genuine 
threat to the peace….” The new suburban homes, underwritten by the federal 
government, led to purchasers beginning to “derive… their political identity from 
their new status as landowning members of the American middle class.” Kelly, 
B.M. (1993). Expanding the American dream: Building and rebuilding Levittown. 
Albany: State University of New York Press (pp. 163-168).  
5 Muchnick, D. (2003). The crisis of affordable housing for Long Island's working 
people. A report prepared for the AFL-CIO. New York: New York State AFL-CIO. 
6 Ibid., pp. 8-9. 
7 This number is an estimate made by former booking coordinator Bryan Winston. 
8 Interestingly, the Long Island punk and hardcore scenes have received more 
documentation than many others that were thriving in the mid to late 1990s and 
early 2000s. The foremost document on this is the documentary Between 
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Resistance and Community: The Long Island DIY Punk Scene (Traffic Violation 
Records, 2002). 
9 Ben Holtzman, Craig Hughes and Kevin Van Meter argue that DIY has provided 
one major base from which the U.S. branches of the struggles against 
neoliberalism have developed. See: Holtzman, B., Hughes, C., & Van Meter, K. 
(2007). “Do it yourself” and the movement beyond capitalism. In S. Shukaitis & D. 
Graeber (Eds.), Constituent imagination: Militant Investigation // Collective 
theorization (pp. 44-61). Oakland, CA: AK Press. 
10 On Food Not Bombs, see: East Bay Food Not Bombs. (1999). East Bay Food Not 
Bombs. Berkeley, CA: Self published; Edmonson, R. (2000). Rising up: Class war in 
America from the streets to the airwaves. San Francisco: Librad Press (pp.26-73); 
Butler, C.T. & McHenry, K. (2000). Food Not Bombs. Tuscon: See Sharp Press. 
11 What has been called the “anti-globalization movement” has been subject to 
what seems like countless studies, many steeped within academic isolation and 
lacking relevance to the movements themselves. However, there have been 
useful documents that have either come out of the movements themselves, or 
served as points of dialogue between the movements and the academy. The 
Midnight Notes Collective contribution stands out as one of the most insightful 
documents into the circulation of struggles in the 1990s and early 2000s: Midnight 
Notes Collective. (Eds.). (2001). Auroras of the Zapatistas: Local and global 
struggles from the fourth world war. Brooklyn: Autonomedia. Another work that 
brings to the forefront the interconnectedness of these struggles is: Notes from 
Nowhere Collective (Eds.). (2003). We are everywhere: The irresistible rise of 
global anticapitalism. London and New York: Verso. On the Seattle protests, the 
most useful collection of essays can be found in: Yuen, E., Katsiaficas, G., Rose, 
D.B. (Eds.). (2001). The battle of Seattle: The new challenge to capitalist 
globalization. New York: Soft Skull Press. Also see: St. Clair, J. and Cockburn, A. 
(2001). Five days that shook the world: The battle for Seattle and beyond. 
London and New York: Verso (pp. 1-69); Guilloud, S. (Ed.). (2000). Voices from 
the WTO: An anthology of writings from the people who shut down the World 
Trade Organization. Oregon: Evergreen State College Bookstore. Finally, for an 
analysis of the ways in which the Seattle civil disobedience was organized and 
reflections on the summit protests by participants, see: Whitney, J. (2004). Days of 
dissent: Reflections on summit mobilizations. Self published (pp. 19-23).  
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Justseeds Artists’ Cooperative 
 
Dara Greenwald1 
 

 
Justseeds/Visual Resistance Artists’ Cooperative is a decentralized 
community of artists who have banded together to both sell their 
work online in a central location and to collaborate with and 
support each other and social movements. Our website is not just a 
place to shop, but also a destination to find out about current 
events in radical art and culture. Our blog covers political 
printmaking, socially engaged street art, and culture related to 
social movements. We believe in the power of personal expression in 
concert with collective action to transform society. 

~ www.justseeds.org 
 
 
Justseeds Artists Cooperative originally began as a one person mail order 
business started by artist Josh MacPhee2 in 1998. MacPhee found that there were 
few venues for him to distribute his inexpensive political art and zines. As 
someone coming out of the punk scene the solution to the problem of both 
cultural production and distribution was always, do it yourself, or DIY. As his 
project grew, he began to distribute other artists’ work but his operations 
remained small with him packing envelopes in his living room and walking them 
over to the post office. As punk/DIY infrastucture began to become more 
institutionalized, a larger entity offered to take over his order fulfillment and thus 
he was able to outsource the shipping.  
 
Even though some of his responsibilities had been lifted when he outsourced the 
order fulfillment, as someone who was critical of capitalist social relations, he was 
uncomfortable acting as a middleman between artists and buyers and in his role 
as a business person he felt that it actually wasn’t making sense for him to be 
administering all the work. He felt that it was important to begin experimenting 
with a different kind of community and economy, but as he said in an interview, 
“Since we still live under capitalism, it was also a business decision.” In June 2006, 
he sent out an email to many of the artists he distributed and/or had 
collaborated with asking if they were interested in forming an artists’ cooperative 
using the Justseeds name that he had been promoting for almost 10 years. Six 
months later, the company that had been doing his order fulfillment went 
bankrupt taking with it over $8000 owed to Justseeds. It was then that a decision 
had to be made: either Justseeds folded or it transformed into a cooperative. 
The latter is what happened. 
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Justseeds is now a twenty-three person, decentralized, artist run cooperative that 
is a cross between a producers’ cooperative, artisans’ guild, artists’ collective, 
and artist-run space. Members are geographically dispersed across North 
America from New York to Wisconsin to California, Montreal to Mexico City and 
elsewhere. This type of cooperative model is facilitated by the world wide web. 
Although order fullfillment takes place in one location (and is done by coop 
members), the main public interface for the coop is an on-line store, 
www.justseeds.org. The site also has artist portfolios and a blog.  
 
All of the members are artists but also all had prior expierence in a variety of 
collective and cooperative endeavors not neccesarily related to distributing their 
artwork. Some had lived in housing coops or worked in cooperative food stores 
or had been involved in horizontal political organizing. Others had participated in 
bands and performance groups. Although the focus of Justseeds is different, 
these prior experiences contribute to the groups cooperative process. Although 
the labor is spread out amoung all members, the members who do shipping, 
order fullfilment, and accounting do get paid out of coop funds. Decisions are 
made using a modified consensus process and all members maintain their 
individual art practices and can voluntarily participate in group-identitified 
projects. 
 
Members contribute a small start-up fee to participate and commit to producing 
a minimum of five sellable pieces of art per year to be sold on the Justseeds 
website. The artists name their own prices for their work. One of the advantages 
for artists to sell their work through a cooperative business model is their ability to 
control the profits. In a traditional gallery relationship, the gallery takes fifty 
percent or more of the money from sales. In newer models of on-line sites (where 
individual artists can sell their work), the site takes a percentage that the artist 
cannot control. In the Justseeds model, the artist gets fifty percent of sales and 
the other fifty percent goes back to the  cooperative of which the artist is a 
member. Thus the artists get to collectively control the surplus value of their 
product. In Justseeds’ case, the coop meets at a once a year retreat and 
everyone together makes decisions on how that money is spent. Some of the 
money may go back into the business to make improvements, it may fund other 
social movement projects, or new collectively produced Justseeds projects.  
 
Justseeds also does collective exhibitions off-line. 
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“Which Side Are You On?” A Justseeds collective exhibit at  

University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee 
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Justseeds portfolio projects 

 
The 2008 portfolio project was about the prison industrial complex and was given 
out to groups working on prison issues for them to use as educational and 
fundraising tools. 2009’s project was about climate change. They have also 
worked with other social justice organizations developing graphics and posters. 
Various combinations of people in the cooperative collaborate with each other 
while each maintaining their own individual arts practices. These collaborative 
projects provide motivation and opportunities for members to learn more about 
each other and the collective creative process. 
 
The Justseeds blog (www.justseeds.org/blog/) is another way in which a 
cooperative model can be beneficial to artists.  
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Screencap of the Justseeds blog 

 
Instead of having to keep up on your own individual blog, with a cooperative of 
over twenty people anyone can make a blog post on the collective blog. Since 
the group is spread out geographically, the cooperative lends itself to networked 
communication. Through the blog, members can learn from and share with each 
other exhibition opportunities, personal stories, engage in critical debates about 
art and culture, and promote events in their areas. This format also allows for 
others not in the cooperative to engage with these same ideas, events, and 
opportunities. 
 
In order to facilitate decentralized communications and decision making, 
Justseeds has been working with a political technology collective called 
riseup.net who have been developing Crabgrass, “a software libre web 
application designed for group and network organizing, and tailored to the 
needs of the global justice movement.”3 Crabgrass is a mix of social networking, 
wiki, and decision making software. The Wiki component facilitates easy to 
follow, focused discussions about specific projects rather than Justseeds 
members having to filter tons of emails each day. The Wiki also allows for the 
uploading of images so that coop members can share designs for promotional 
items or collaboratively create new images remotely or for them to share new 
work with each other for critique and feedback. The voting mechanisms help the 
decentralized group make decisions all year, not just at the once-a-year 
member retreat. Many of these technical capabilities are available with 
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corporate and propriety web services but Justseeds use of Crabgrass falls in line 
with their mission of supporting other groups whom they share values with 
including trying to enact new economies and cooperative values.  
 
Justseeds is an experiment of artists trying to find new ways to make a living, 
support each other, and support social transformation while also making hand 
made art more accesible. Although not perfect, their efforts are an attempt for 
them to be more connected to what they produce and how it is used in the 
world while creating other forms of support with like minded people. While it is a 
closed cooperative (they are still figuring out the optimum size of a cooperative 
such as this), it is a new and flexible cooperative model worth examining. 



 

Justseeds Artists' Cooperative 

150 

Endnotes 
                                                
1 Dara Greenwald is a media artist, writer, and curator. You can check out her 
projects at http://www.daragreenwald.com/.   
2 Although not a coop member, Greenwald often collaborates with MacPhee 
and Justseeds. 
3 Crabgrass. (n.d.). Welcome to Crabgrass. http://crabgrass.riseup.net/.  
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Solidarity Food Cooperatives? 
 
J. Howard1 
 

Abstract 
 

Within the production, distribution, and consumption of food there 
is often a lack of social solidarity. This is true even within the 
cooperative movement. Here I report on my experience with a 
multi-stakeholder food cooperative, relating both the possibilities it 
might offer and the problems that it struggles to address.  

 
 
Although there are hundreds of retail food coops in Canada and the United 
States, the majority of them are only consumer cooperatives. In other words, 
these consumer cooperatives do not have a formalized way of integrating 
producer concerns or worker concerns into their organization. They lack the 
substrate wherein solidarity takes root. The following paragraphs explain my 
involvement in a multi-stakeholder food cooperative--something which I prefer 
to call a solidarity food cooperative. 
 
I live in Pennsylvania, in neither Pittsburgh nor Philadelphia. The social agenda of 
many whom I work with varies drastically with my own. What brings us together is 
a desire for local, healthy and organic food. Initially the adverts for involvement 
with our food coop centered on a “full-service storefront.” However, that call to 
action, in an area of 500,000 people, gathered only about 35 members; we 
were asking from $150 to $250 for a household membership. To make a long 
story short, we could not gather enough capital for a storefront; we had to 
change our action plan. 
 
Some Board members left; others continued. We decided to follow in the 
footsteps of Oklahoma Food Co-op, which has an internet-based distribution 
system that services much of the state. From what I’ve gathered, this food co-op 
was started by people who have affinities with the distributist movement. The 
interesting thing for me is that their cooperative is jointly owned by buyer-
members and producer-members. In recent years many communities 
throughout Canada and the United States have begun using this model as well.2 
I have heard of this multi-stakeholder approach elsewhere, albeit not in a food 
network, but rather as a solidarity cooperative. That being said, this model 
coalesces well with the solidarity economics movement, as it promotes solidarity 
between buyers and growers. 
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We have the opportunity of using the momentum of the local food movement--
what has been labeled the “locavore movement”--to re-introduce and 
resituate the food cooperative movement. Within Canada and the United 
States, the cooperative movement often mirrors the capitalist organization of 
allegiances, i.e., it divides society into groups of buyers and sellers. There exists a 
long history of producer cooperatives, as well as a long history of consumer 
cooperatives. However, the line between the two has remained fairly firm; it 
often appears to be more of a wall. 
 
While Community Supported Agriculture operations (CSAs) have worked 
somewhat against this trend, they also have their limitations. For example, in the 
midst of their popularization, they have become less about community farming 
and more about subscription-based purchasing patterns.3 Farmers often offer 
pre-defined market baskets rather than actual shares of the year’s vegetable 
wealth. Also, CSAs often do not have protocols for cooperating with other farms. 
On the other hand, a solidarity food cooperative provides a mechanism for 
doing so. Furthermore, by promoting solidarity between local farmers and local 
buyers solidarity food cooperatives have the potential to facilitate the creation 
of a comprehensive community-based food system. Granted, this is only a small 
beginning for an anti-capitalist food network. But I do believe it might be a 
powerful one as it brings alienated growers and alienated buyers into a shared 
space wherein anti-capitalist ethics may take root. As long as we are stepping 
away from practices of alienation, we are stepping in the right direction. 
 
Admittedly, this does not solve some foundational problems.   
 
First, I am not aware of a food coop that involves, in any organized fashion, the 
three parties that make up a regional distribution system--the consumer, the 
farmer, and the distributor. At present, the cooperative I am involved in only 
differentiates between buyer-members and producer-members. The third party 
that needs integrating into this system is the group of workers who does the 
distributing. In the Oklahoma Food Co-op model there is only one paid worker, 
who also happens to be the founder. The other workers are buyer-members who 
are compensated with minimum-wage credit per hour of volunteering. There 
are worker-owned and governed food co-ops, such as Rainbow Grocery 
Cooperative in San Francisco and The Big Carrot in Toronto, Ontario. But it is time 
we transcended this divide between the retailers (if I may use such a term), the 
buyers, and the producers without capitulating to hierarchical management 
schemes.   
 
Secondly, this is still a system that, on the whole, does not take inequality into 
account. I remember well our initial research into our consumer base for the 
cooperative in 2008. Funding agencies wanted to see that enough people were 
around who would buy organic and local food. Their concerns were what 
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clusters of consumers buy such food? Because of the high pricing of such food, 
this means usually the financially secure. In our area of Pennsylvania, this means 
mostly white, educated people. Local and organic foods have become niche 
products for such consumers. They are often more expensive than 
“conventional” produce, and understandably so, seeing as their production 
often excludes exploitative practices (but, of course, not always). But whenever 
people’s lives are governed by low wages, do they have the luxury of paying for 
egalitarianism or “fair-trade”? I do not feel we have adequately dealt with this 
issue in the cooperative I work with. In truth, it is not the concern of many I work 
with. However, I believe, we have made one small step in the right direction. We 
have been attempting to integrate a member of the Time Bank network into our 
operations. Unfortunately, we are limited in our ability to accept non-dollar 
payments as the food coop is still merely a meeting point between members 
that seek the exchange of commodities. In order to truly make the “time dollars” 
a viable alternative to monetary transactions, the farmers would need to find a 
use or reason to accept them. As of yet, they have not been either capable or 
willing to do so. 
 
So far, we have only been operating as a multi-stakeholder cooperative for less 
than a year. I do not know where our discussions will lead; nor do I know if all will 
find this consortium of interests reconcilable. However, the discussion exists--that 
alone is a triumph. 
 
Despite these obstacles, I hope that solidarity food cooperatives may operate 
as places where truly anti-capitalist livelihoods may be re-imagined, activated, 
and sustained. It is certainly not the only way, but it may prove to be useful one. 
Whatever the case, it is time we reevaluate the relational architecture of 
collectives involved in food production, distribution and consumption. Where 
else but around food--that most basic of things--can we begin to build an anti-
capitalist network? 
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Endnotes 

                                                
1 J. Howard is interested in collaboratively building non-capitalist systems of 
sustenance. He lives in Pennsylvania and can be reached at: 
jjhoward.food@gmail.com. 
2 Local Food Cooperative. (n.d.). Who’s using it? 
http://www.localfoodcoop.org/installed_base.php.  
3 I owe this insight to a friend of mine, who has been involved with CSAs for 
years. 
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Cooperatives and the “Bolivarian Revolution” in Venezuela 
 

Tom Malleson1 
 

Abstract 
 

This article looks at the vibrant cooperative movement within the 
context of the “Bolivarian Revolution” in Venezuela. While the 
cooperatives represent one of the most encouraging signs of 
radical democratic potential in Venezuela, there are conflicting 
trajectories within the country that make the future of the 
“Bolivarian Revolution” unclear. This paper argues that the 
cooperative movement can only be sustainable and transformative 
of Venezuelan capitalism if it is integrated into a larger project of 
economic democracy.  

 
 

Introduction 
 
For many progressives, Venezuela is the most exciting place in the world at the 
moment. Since Chávez was elected into office a decade ago the country has 
witnessed enormous changes. Poverty and inequality have dramatically 
dropped; health, literacy, educational attainment, and other social indicators 
have consistently improved. Unemployment is down and GDP is up. This all 
reflects the deeper tectonic shifts that are changing the political landscape in 
Venezuela. The country has made a swift U-turn from the neoliberal policies of 
the 1990s and is currently moving in an entirely different direction under the 
slightly nebulous banner of “21st Century Socialism.”  
 
One of the most intriguing aspects of the Venezuelan political process is the 
emergence of various forms of new democratic structures and institutions. A 
main focus of this essay is the emergence of a movement of democratic 
workplaces in the form of workers’ cooperatives that is growing in leaps and 
bounds. In addition to cooperatives, there are experiments with workers’ control 
of state-owned enterprises, as well as experiments with participatory budgeting. 
Democracy is also flourishing at the community level through the emergence of 
new forms of local, participatory government, primarily Communal Councils.  
 
The democratic elements of the so-called “Bolivarian revolution” are, however, 
only one side of the story. Like every example of a country in extreme political 
turmoil, there are diverging trajectories, conflicts and oppositions. Crime in the 
capital Caracas is notoriously bad and worsening,2 state control of the 
economy is growing,3 advocates of workers’ control complain of state 
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sabotage,4 opposition media have been shut down,5 and political power is 
heavily centralized with Chávez, whom opponents denounce as tyrannical and 
authoritarian. Chávez himself is a complex and enigmatic figure. He calls himself 
a socialist but not a Marxist.6 He claims to be inspired both by Jesus and by Che. 
He sees himself a democrat as well as a friend of Castro. He is a military leader 
who is head of state, yet he also hugely funds and politically supports grassroots 
movements. He vociferously defends the constitution (which he helped pass) 
yet he amends it to stay in power longer.   
 
At present, the cooperative movement in Venezuela is one part of a haphazard 
agenda of social reform. Not haphazard in the sense of being random or 
irrational, but in the sense that one can clearly detect divergent, and even 
contradictory, tendencies within the “Bolivarian Revolution.” On the one hand, 
there are clearly aspects of the movement that could be called “democratic 
socialist” or anarchistic in that they represent a strong bottom-up democratic 
impulse. On the other hand, there are also aspects that are top-down, state-
directed and authoritarian. Part of the problem is that the ideology of the 
“Bolivarian Revolution”--so-called “21st Century Socialism”--is incredibly vague. 
The term seems to imply a break, if not a repudiation of 20th century state-
socialism, but the degree to which Chávez envisions Venezuelan socialism as 
distinct from, say, Cuban socialism, remains largely unclear.  
 
The dynamic cooperative movement is one of the most exciting political-
economic developments in Venezuela because it represents a clear break from 
capitalistic production practices. Instead of workers renting their labour to an 
owner in exchange for a wage, Venezuelan workers are increasingly acquiring 
economic enfranchisement--a direct say in the direction and organization of 
their firm, and thereby an increasing capacity to control their own lives. 
Hierarchy and subservience at work are being replaced, to some degree at 
least, with democracy and popular sovereignty. However, given the current 
context, the long-term significance and transformative potential of the 
cooperative movement is difficult to ascertain. 
 
The thesis of this paper is that if the workers’ cooperative movement in 
Venezuela is to be sustainable, as well as instrumental in transforming 
Venezuelan society in an anti-authoritarian socialist direction, it needs to be 
integrated into a larger project of economic democracy. There are two reasons 
for this. Partly because cooperatives require a broader infrastructure of 
economic democracy in order to flourish, and secondly, because the reasons 
that one would care about workplace democracy in the first place are reasons 
that motivate democratization throughout the broader economy. Transforming 
Venezuelan capitalism tomorrow, I shall argue, requires a sturdy basis of 
economic democracy today. 
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The Venezuelan context 
 
The Venezuelan trajectory changed course dramatically in December 1998 
when Hugo Chávez was elected president. In 1999 a constitutional assembly 
was established with broad grassroots involvement that resulted in drafting one 
of the world’s most progressive constitutions--eventually ratified with 72% voting 
in its favor. The first several years of Chávez’s government saw a dramatic 
reversal of neoliberal policies, and an explosion of anti-poverty and social 
programs funded largely by the nation’s substantial oil wealth.7 The years 2002-
2004 witnessed an attempted coup against Chávez, an oil strike, and a recall 
referendum, all of which Chávez managed to resist due to mass popular support 
among the citizenry and within the army; indeed, from 1998 to 2006 Chávez won 
ten elections and referenda with majorities from 56-86%.8 Since 2006 Chávez has 
been calling for a move towards “21st century socialism” and a deepening of 
the democratic and participatory elements that had been developing across 
Venezuela for the last several years. In 2007 he lost a referendum to amend the 
constitution to abolish presidential term limits, however a similar referendum was 
passed in February 2009.  
 
Since Chávez acquired control over the state oil company PDVSA in early 2003, 
the economy has grown massively. Real GDP grew by 94.7% over 5.25 years, or 
13.5% annually. By any historical or international comparison, this is extremely 
rapid growth. Importantly, most of the growth has occurred in the non-oil private 
sector. Unemployment has dropped from 11.3% to 7.8%. In the 10 years that 
Chávez has been in power, the percentage of households in poverty has been 
reduced by 39% (from 42.8 to 26%). Extreme poverty fell by over half, from 16.6% 
to seven percent. In addition, inequality has significantly decreased--the Gini 
index has dropped by almost six points, from 46.96 to 40.99. (Interestingly, this is 
almost the exact opposite of the worsening of US inequality during the neoliberal 
era, 1980-2005, where the Gini went from 40.3 to 46.9.) Infant mortality has 
dropped by one-third. Educational enrollment has increased at all levels. And 
the number of primary care physicians has skyrocketed from 1,628 to 19,571.9 
 
In the first several years of Chávez’s administration the political and economic 
reforms were mainly social-democratic in nature. They involved ceasing 
privatizations, a few nationalizations, and increased social spending. Oil wealth, 
which had previously enriched a small elite, came to be spent more broadly on 
public programs and social security. The political process was basically liberal 
and constitutional, and the economy was mildly regulated capitalism, marked 
by the typical authoritarian relations of production, private control of 
investment, and severe inequality of ownership.  
 
Since his reelection in 2006, however, Chávez has been more vocal about 
moving beyond social democratic capitalism to a socialist society. At the World 
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Social Forum he declared that “[w]e must reclaim socialism as a thesis, a project 
and a path, but a new type of socialism, a humanist one that puts humans, not 
machines or the state, ahead of everything. That is the debate we need to 
promote around the world”.10 
 
Yet what does “21st Century Socialism” actually mean? Probably the best way to 
get beyond the rhetoric is to look at the concrete political and economic 
changes that are taking place. It’s immediately obvious that the changes are 
haphazard and somewhat inconsistent. On the one hand there are a series of 
reforms that seem to imply that 21st Century Socialism is about participatory, 
bottom-up, democratic socialism, involving the profound democratization of the 
political sphere, and, fundamentally, the democratization of the economic 
sphere. On the other hand, certain aspects of change are top-down, state 
controlled, and seem much closer to the authoritarian state-socialism of the 20th 
century.  
 
Consider first the democratic socialist trends. First and foremost is the 
spectacular growth of the cooperative movement. Although Venezuela has a 
variety of different types of cooperatives (worker, consumer, etc), the focus here 
is on workers’ cooperatives, which have largely come to define the economic 
model of the Bolivarian Revolution.11 In 1998, there were fewer than 800 legally 
registered cooperatives in Venezuela with roughly 20,000 members--a similar 
number to the US. By mid-2006, however, the National Superintendence of 
Cooperatives (SUNACOOP) reported that it had registered over 100,000 coops 
with over 1.5 million members.12 By some accounts cooperatives now constitute 
18% of the entire workforce.13 The government has been actively facilitating the 
creation of new worker coops by providing cheap credit, preferential 
purchasing, and technical support.14 For instance, the Vuelvan Caras Mission 
graduated 260,000 students in 2005 with training in various technical, 
managerial, citizenship and cooperative studies. The students were encouraged 
to form cooperatives, and nearly 70 percent did, resulting in 7,600 new 
cooperative businesses.15 This is a prime example of the state providing the 
infrastructure for workplace democracy, without actually controlling the 
workplaces themselves. State help has been instrumental in facilitating the 
expansion of the cooperatives across the economy, without compromising the 
independence of the firms.  
 
The expansion of cooperatives is an important step in the direction of 
democratic socialism,16 and Venezuela is presently home to the most vibrant 
cooperative movement in the world. Democratic workplaces are vital for 
increasing the everyday freedom of working people. An expansion of 
cooperatives represents an expansion of freedom in two senses--it increases 
freedom for workers from the (potentially) arbitrary power, coercion and bullying 
of those in authority, such as bosses or managers. This is the sense of freedom as 
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equality (not being told what to do by superiors) and unfreedom as 
subservience.17 Secondly, workplace democracy means freedom in the sense 
of self-determination or sovereignty, the lack of which is unfreedom in the sense 
of helplessness or incapacity to collectively decide the direction of the firm.18 
This notion of freedom as encompassing a democratic voice is a decisive 
advance over liberal understandings of freedom, which usually mean only the 
freedom to exit and the freedom to attempt to negotiate a fair contract. Such 
freedoms are not unimportant, but they ignore the importance of freedom in 
the workplace itself. Workplaces are communities of central importance to 
people’s lives, and so it doesn’t make sense to think of freedom simply as 
capacity to exit them. Instead freedom must be conceptualized as self-
determination in community. It is particularly this recognition of the communal 
dimension of freedom that is currently being institutionalized through workplace 
democracy.  
 
Of course, in the real world, things are not this straightforward. The degree to 
which cooperatives really do translate into genuine workplace democracy 
depends on a number of factors. On the one hand, there is the question of the 
formal structures of democratic governance within the co-op (such as joint 
ownership, a guarantee of equal decision-making power, access to information, 
etc.), and in addition there are informal but substantive factors of participation--
does everyone, particularly the lower skilled and women, actually participate? Is 
there skill sharing? Is there collective monitoring of each other to prevent free 
riding? Are their opportunities for workers to learn the skills necessary to 
manage? In a recent study Harnecker presents limited but encouraging 
evidence to show that many Venezuelan cooperatives do seem to foster 
genuine workplace democracy.19 However, access to information, and relative 
lack of participation of the less-skilled and less-educated, were notable 
concerns. The study emphasizes the importance of state-provided training 
centres like Vuelvan Caras in helping workers develop both the technical ability 
and the desire to participate more fully in managing their own firms. 
 
Alongside cooperatives, the second major development in a democratic 
socialist direction is the Communal Councils. In April of 2006, the government 
passed “The Special Law on Communal Councils” that empowered local 
citizens to form neighborhood-based elected councils, and administer local 
projects and community development. Article 1 of the Law reads as follows:  

 
Within the framework of a participative and protagonist 
democracy, the Communal Councils represent the means through 
which the organized masses can take over the direct administration 
of the policies and projects which are created to respond to the 
needs and aspirations of the communities20  
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Within the councils, jurisdiction is limited to a geographical area of between 200-
400 families (down to 20 families in rural areas, and 10 families in indigenous 
areas). Decisions within the councils are passed by majority vote in a direct 
democratic fashion.21 The councils are autonomous, though they often 
coordinate with municipal government, and receive funding from different 
government levels. Since their inauguration, the Councils have been immensely 
successful. They are hugely popular among the citizenry, particularly in poorer 
areas and the barrios (urban neighbouhoods), and have grown dramatically in 
number. There are now over 16,000 Councils.22 Like every new aspect of 
democracy in Venezuela, the success of the Communal Councils has been 
facilitated (but not controlled) by the state; in 2006, for instance, they received 
over half a billion dollars out of a total national budget of only $53 billion.23 
 
The cooperatives and the Communal Councils are the strongest examples of 
grassroots empowerment taking place in Venezuela. But there are other, more 
marginal experiments happening as well. Certain cities have had experiments 
with participatory budgeting, though nowhere as successful as the attempts in 
Porto Alegre, Brazil. In addition, various strategic companies such as the 
electricity company CADAFE and the aluminum production plant ALCASA, are 
being run by co-management (co-gestión) whereby the firm management is 
derived 51% from the state and 49% from the elected workers of that enterprise. 
Although their workers do not directly control these firms, they can still be seen 
as democratic in the sense of being accountable to the affected community, 
which in the case of strategically important firms is not simply the immediate 
workers but the nation as a whole.24 Co-management is thus an attempt to 
balance national strategic concerns with workers’ empowerment.  
 
Mention should also be made of the Missions. Beginning in 2003, the government 
generously funded various social welfare programs (Misiones) that are organized 
through mass participation at the grassroots level. The Missions deserve much of 
the credit for the improved social welfare of average Venezuelans. Perhaps the 
most ambitious experiment concerns the Social Production Enterprises (Empresas 
de Producción Social or EPS’s). EPS’s are cooperatives that commit to transform 
their production practices to transcend usual market practices by producing in 
dialogue with the Communal Councils in an interlocking, democratic fashion 
aimed at mutuality “over the values of profitability or gain”.25 The government is 
facilitating the creation of EPS’s by allowing registered EPS’s to qualify for 
preferential treatment from the state (accessing low-interest credit, gaining 
state contracts, etc.).  
 
There are, however, a number of aspects of the changes in Venezuela that 
appear anti-democratic, and at least potentially authoritarian, in that they are 
top-down and show the creeping expansion of state control.  
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In my estimation, the biggest internal threat facing Venezuela’s democracy is 
the over-involvement of the state.26 (This is, of course, not to mention the 
constant external threat from the US and Colombia.27) The biggest worry is that 
the democratic institutions--the cooperatives, the co-managed firms, and the 
Communal Councils--will get centralized and co-opted by the state. Such 
centralization undercuts democracy at the grassroots, concentrates power at 
the top, and starts to resemble the authoritarian Soviet-style socialism of last 
century. Trends of centralization can presently be detected from Chávez, and 
to some degree within broader political and economic areas of society.  
 
Some of the strongest centralizing forces in Venezuela occur because of 
Chávez himself. As a vastly charismatic leader he has been able to unify the left, 
which has historically been fragmented. However, such a unifying force has 
developed concurrently with a Chávez personality cult. It is not rare to hear 
Chavistas say things like “he who is against Chávez, is against the revolution.” 
Unity always brings with it the risk of homogeneity. And to a large degree the 
movement has come to be defined by Chávez himself, and not by his (and 
other people’s) ideas. Steve Ellner, for instance, has pointed to the insufficient 
avenues of internal dissent within Chávez’s political party the PSUV.28 For the 
movement to survive past Chávez’s tenure, it will need to be able to unify 
people around core ideas--hopefully (from my perspective) ideas of economic 
democracy and democratic socialism--instead of around a sole personality. A 
state that is seriously attempting to institute profound forms of freedom needs to 
remember Rosa Luxemburg’s famous words that “freedom is always and 
exclusively freedom for the one who thinks differently”.29 
 
Politically, the attempt at Constitutional Reform in 2007 was to a certain degree 
an example of undemocratic centralization. Although there were elements that 
seemed to point towards a decentralized democracy, such as mandating the 
state to continue funding the Communal Councils, the changes were profound 
enough to require a Constituent Assembly, as in 1999, to be really legitimate. Yet 
only two months were allowed for popular discussion of the reforms, and they 
had to be voted on in bloc, which had the predictable result of turning the 
debate into one of for-or-against Chávez, instead of the more useful debate 
about specific reforms and what “21st century socialism” should really mean. 
Instead of generating mass debate from the grassroots about the future of 
Venezuelan society, the reforms were decided on from above and rushed 
through with the inclusion of some things--like the abolition of presidential term 
limits--that even Chávez supporters seemed hard pressed to justify in the name 
of Venezuelan democracy.30  
 
Further evidence of centralizing political authority is the recent centralization of 
the nation’s ports and airports, which were previously under local state 
authority.31 There has also been a sizable, and immensely exaggerated furor in 
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North American media about the closing of the RCTV news station. Although 
often portrayed in a draconian light, there is very little evidence that the state is 
trying to eradicate free speech.32 
 
Economically, the threat of centralization is the threat of nationalization, and co-
optation of the co-managed firms. Since Chávez’s reelection in 2006, he has 
nationalized joint venture oil production projects, the largest steel plant, the third 
largest bank, and the cement, telecommunications, and electricity industries. 
2009 saw nationalizations of several more gas, steel, and iron companies, which 
Chávez justifies as being necessary for building a “socialist industrial complex”.33 
However, at this stage it seems clear that there is no desire to totally nationalize 
the “commanding heights” of the economy. Nationalization is used more as a 
threat to uncooperative business, than it is an active economic policy. 
 
In addition, there are worrying signs that the movement for co-management 
has stalled. In 2005 the largest union, the National Union of Workers (UNT) had a 
million people marching under the banner “Co-management is revolution.” The 
UNT was demanding that the 800 closed factories across the country be bought 
by the government and handed over to workers’ control. Three years later, 
however, the UNT is in disarray, only a handful of factories have been taken 
over, and even where co-management is in place workers have complained of 
bureaucratic stalling and state sabotage.34 Although Chávez himself tends to 
support workers’ control, at least publicly, several of the more radical, 
autonomist unions--such as FRETECO (the Revolutionary Front of Workers in Co-
managed Factories) and C-CURA (United Revolutionary Autonomous Class 
Current)--have been increasingly critical of the government’s lack of progress in 
terms of co-management.35  
 
The bottom line is that political change in Venezuela is a haphazard affair.36 The 
“Bolivarian Revolution” contains both bottom-up democratizing elements, as 
well as top-down, centralizing ones. Probably the most important lesson that can 
be gleaned from the political changes so far is the importance of state 
facilitation. The democratic aspects of the movement that are flourishing--
particularly the cooperatives and the Communal Councils--have not done so on 
their own. There is a belief among certain autonomists and anarchists that all 
that is required for movements to grow is the state to back off; that the fact of 
autonomy is sufficient for movements to flourish, like daffodils that will suddenly 
and spontaneously bloom with the departure of the clouds of state. In fact, the 
successes of the “Bolivarian Revolution” to date have been due to the 
successful intermingling and mutual support of the state and grassroots 
movements. State facilitation has provided the funds, the technical support, the 
legal apparatus, and the ideological encouragement for democratic 
movements to grow. Indeed, it is impossible to imagine that 100,000 
cooperatives and 16,000 Communal Councils would have independently 
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sprung up by themselves had they not had tremendous help from the state. Yet 
the state has, for the most part, refrained from taking over, or controlling these 
democratic movements. This too is unusual, given that the history of socialism 
shows the proclivity of the state to constantly expand its influence. Rudolf 
Rocker’s warning that those who try to conquer the state end up by finding the 
state has conquered them, has often been prescient in this regard.37  
 
So far, however, the state in Venezuela has managed (for the most part) to play 
a role of facilitator not controller. It has galvanized instead of undermined the 
democratic movements. And it seems that if the democratic aspects of the 
“Bolivarian Revolution” are to deepen and expand, it will be necessary for the 
state to continue in this vein so that it’s modus operandi is facilitation not control, 
and its motto becomes something to the effect of: “Do not plan for others, 
facilitate planning by others.”38  
 

The sustainability and transformative potential of cooperatives 
 
The cooperative movement is one of the most vital and vibrant aspects of the 
“Bolivarian Revolution.” Cooperatives have multiplied tremendously in recent 
years, yet since they are still so young the central question remains their 
sustainability. The significant support from the state obviously raises the worry of 
what could happen to them should state support decline. Indeed, one of the 
central reasons that cooperatives have historically found it difficult to flourish is 
that they were forced to compete in a capitalist environment (usually with a 
hostile state, antagonistic creditors, lack of examples to simulate, and a lack of 
cooperative management expertise).39 The Venezuelan economic environment 
is currently only mildly supportive of cooperatives. Government tax credits and 
training programs such as Vuelvan Caras are definitely helpful, but they need to 
be entrenched and supplemented with other forms of institutional support, 
particularly public banks or credit unions that can supply long-term, sustainable 
financial support independently of the state.  
 
There’s also a question as to the transformative potential of the cooperatives. 
Whether the legal form of cooperation will translate into concrete practices of 
worker participation in the economic decisions that affect their lives remains to 
be seen. In addition, it might be objected that cooperatives retain many of the 
vices of traditional capitalist firms. They react to supply and demand in order to 
maximize profit, and although this may be useful in terms of allocative efficiency, 
it raises many traditional socialist worries: won’t coops try to get ahead by 
externalizing their costs of production onto the community (including things like 
pollution), while internalizing the profits? Won’t inequality between rich and poor 
cooperatives result in the same market absurdities that result from rich and poor 
people in capitalism--whereby, for instance, Pfizer invests more in drugs for 
baldness and impotence than malaria (because there is more effective 
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demand for the former even though there is much more popular demand for 
the latter)?40 Won’t large cooperatives have incentives to lie, cheat, and exploit 
both the community and other smaller cooperatives? In other words, it seems 
that the market system, even if the primary actors in such a system are 
democratic workplaces, has difficult issues of antidemocratic tendencies and 
perverse moral incentives.41 
 
I want to make the argument that in order for cooperatives to be sustainable as 
well as transformative of Venezuelan society, they need to be integrated into a 
larger project of economic democracy. By “integration” I definitely do not 
mean that they should become wards of the state, rather I mean that they 
need to become supported and embedded in an economy that is more 
radically democratic than presently exists. “Economic Democracy” has been 
taken to mean a variety of different things by different authors.42 I use the term 
to refer simply to a series of democratizing reforms around three core areas of 
the economy: democratizing the market through active state intervention; 
democratizing workplaces through the promotion of cooperatives and the 
union movement; and democratizing finance through the creation of public 
financial services. The implicit vision is of an economy composed largely of 
coops, financed through public funds, that interact in a heavily-regulated and 
redistributive marketplace. These reforms build on each other so that economic 
democracy involves a trajectory of reform away from present capitalist 
institutions in the direction of a syndicalist or democratic socialist society.  
 
Let us first consider the question of sustainability. To date, the most exhaustive 
compilation and synthesis of the empirical evidence on cooperatives is Gregory 
Dow’s Governing The Firm. Dow argues that the three fundamental obstacles 
that cooperatives face are: (1) the difficulty of starting up in first place (mainly 
due to the poverty of workers to buy out their firms), (2) the difficulty in acquiring 
finance and credit, and (3) collective action problems (resulting from the 
heterogeneity of workers’ preferences).43 My argument is that these obstacles 
are unlikely to be overcome by Venezuelan cooperatives themselves. Rather a 
successful, sustainable and flourishing cooperative movement requires a 
movement towards greater economic democracy. 
 
The first problem is best addressed by direct and indirect state involvement. For 
instance, direct subsidies to workers who wish to buy out their firms, or 
expropriation of bankrupt firms on behalf of workers, as well as indirect tax 
credits and other incentives to encourage members of traditional firms to 
transform themselves into coops. Venezuela has been quite successful in this 
regard. It could, and should, go further by the state taking a leading role in 
providing the capital for workers to buy out their firms wholesale. This would be 
enormously expensive, but it is feasible as part of a long term project whereby 
the state provides a portion of the capital for workers to buy out their firms, and 
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recuperates this money through a variety of taxes--presumably an inheritance 
tax on large estates as well as a tax on corporate profits that could either be 
paid directly to the state or remain in the firm as workers’ shares.44 In this way, 
the democratization of workplaces would go hand-in-hand with an incremental 
redistribution of wealth, so that progressive taxation is used to fund 
democratization. This would effectively link two central goals of the movement--
equality and democracy--into a coherent political project. 
 
The second problem of finance can in part be addressed by the state, through 
things like state loans. But it would be more secure, and provide for greater 
autonomy, if cooperative financing were to be arranged through some sort of 
public financial institutions, at arms-length from the state, such as public banks 
or credit unions. A public bank would have a legal mandate to provide finance 
(as well as technical support, etc.) to cooperatives. It would attempt to balance 
traditional criteria for loans (such as profitability and sustainability) with social 
criteria (such as full employment, expansion of democratic workplaces, 
environmental sensitivity, etc.) 
 
Finally, it is difficult to conceive of a vibrant cooperative movement without an 
energetic and radicalized union movement. Unions are vital on a micro-scale for 
solving collective action problems. They can help to organize a mass of 
heterogeneous workers into a coherent and unified position that is necessary for 
worker-led takeovers of firms to be successful, or even to get started. Unions are 
also vital on a macro-scale in terms of providing a mass movement that can 
propel the cooperative movement forward by articulating a clear vision of 
economic democracy. Union movements such as FRETECO and C-CURA, which 
are militant, syndicalist in orientation, and politically independent, are clearly 
vital in this regard.  

 
Let us now turn to the question of transformation. Cooperatives are a vital part 
of a transformative agenda; they constitute a core element of any desirable 
socialist future, but their transformative potential can only be reached when 
embedded within a broader system of economic democracy. Workplaces are, 
after all, only one part of the economy. True, they are an absolutely vital part, 
but it does not make sense to concern oneself only with democratizing work 
while ignoring the lack of democracy that is so prevalent elsewhere in the 
economy. The same ethical impulse that propels the cooperative movement 
forward--ideas of people controlling their own lives from the ground up, 
abhorrence of subjugation, and the belief that people should not be 
disenfranchised from having a say in decisions that deeply affect them--extend 
beyond workplaces to the economy as a whole. Cooperatives need to be 
integrated into a larger vision of economic democracy because much of the 
economy beyond workplaces is severely undemocratic.  
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This means that a concern with democracy needs to move beyond the 
workplace to consider the market. The state must use its popular mandate to 
regulate the market in order to curb its undemocratic aspects.45 For instance, 
negative externalities (e.g. companies dumping waste into rivers) are 
undemocratic because they affect a group of people who had no say in 
making the decision, or ability to hold the decision-makers to account. The state 
needs to ensure market accountability by imposing protective regulations (e.g. 
taxes as disincentives, or outright bans, depending on the case) to force firms to 
internalize these costs. In addition, markets tend to generate inequality, and 
inequality is dangerous for democracy in two respects. Firstly, extremely wealthy 
people are disproportionately more able to influence political decisions than the 
poor (through lobbying, networking, etc.). And secondly, inequality generates 
undemocratic market outcomes (because markets respond to dollars not 
people), so that markets tend to produce what the rich fancy, not what the 
poor need. The state can ameliorate these undemocratic tendencies by using 
its tools of taxation, subsidy and transfer to set limits on levels of inequality that 
the community sees as acceptable.46  
 
Furthermore, a concern with democracy needs to move beyond the 
workplaces to consider finance and the system of investment. It is clear that in 
today’s economy the provision of finance is of vital public concern. The 
withdrawal of credit and finance is paralyzing to business and devastating to 
people’s lives (witness the current economic crisis). This means that the 
collective action of investors has a huge impact on the health of the economy. 
As a class, investors have enormous power to upset the economy, should they 
so desire, which gives them influence (if not de facto veto power) over 
legislation that they see as undesirable.47 This undermines the economic 
sovereignty of people to decide their own destiny. For instance, it is practically 
impossible for a population that desires to redistribute a portion of its wealth to 
do so given private control of investment because attempts to redistribute 
would result in capital strike and flight, leading not to greater equality but to 
great depression. Chile under Allende is a powerful reminder of this. So public 
finance, as well as things like capital controls, are integral to economic 
democracy as it avoids the utter dependence on private profit-seeking investors 
in maintaining the health of the economy.  
 
This vision of economic democracy--with cooperatives at the centre, 
supplemented by an interventionist state and a public system of finance--has 
enormous transformative potential. It has such potential because each aspect 
of this reform program is imminently feasible. The reforms are ambitious, but they 
are not at all utopian; they are all plausible, and to some degree already exist in 
the Venezuelan context. Furthermore, the main components of economic 
democracy outlined here are precisely the components that a future 
democratic socialist society would require. Economic democracy provides the 
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cornerstones on which a future democratic socialist society could plausibly be 
built. It is thus possible to actually envision transition from a society with 
economic democracy to a democratic socialist society. This is vitally important 
because discussions of socialism are so often void of clarity about how we’ll get 
from here to there. Discussions of future society often rely on the theoretical 
crutch of revolution, whereby one can imagine any set of institutions one likes 
sprouting magically out of the ground like mushrooms “after the revolution.” But I 
do not think that we can expect democratic structures to appear miraculously 
at the dawn of the revolution. If we want to end up with such structures, we 
need to start building them now, in a spirit of flexibility and experimentation. To 
do otherwise is to trust in a wise and benevolent vanguard of the future. But the 
wisest vanguard is less wise than the experience of popular experimentation. On 
this question, Bakunin was exactly right: the means that we use to build towards 
the future society must embody the ends to which we strive.48 This is the great 
strength and transformative potential of economic democracy--that it allows us 
to see the core institutions of the future developing in the womb of the present.49  
 
To see this more clearly consider one vision of democratic socialism that seems 
particularly powerful--that of David Schweickart.50 Schweickart articulates a 
model of a future socialist economy built upon three fundamental components: 
the market (which operates within parameters set by the state), cooperatives, 
and public finance. In this society there are no capitalists in the form of bosses 
because all workplaces are democratically controlled by the workers 
themselves. Likewise, there are no capitalists in the form of private investors living 
off the labour of others, because there is no private finance--the stock market 
has been abolished, and financing is provided instead by public banks, funded 
through general taxes and rooted in local communities.  
 
Part of the attraction of this model is that it’s easy to see the continuities 
between this future society and a society like Venezuela at present. In other 
words, it is much less utopian than some models because we can easily 
recognize the core institutions--we can see them functioning in the real world 
and don’t have to theorize a radical rupture with the present to achieve them. 
The three main components of Schweickart’s democratic socialism are precisely 
the three main aspects of economic democracy, the germs of which already 
exist in Venezuela. Venezuela already has a market system, as well as a state 
committed (at least ostensibly) to regulating it in a democratic direction. 
Venezuela also has a vibrant cooperative movement. Finally, Venezuela has an 
elaborate system of state finance, and some limited banking control, which 
could perhaps develop into an arms-length public financing system. If these 
elements were to deepen in the direction of economic democracy then 
Venezuela would be well on the way to laying the groundwork for a democratic 
socialist future.  
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The future of Venezuela is unclear. There are contradictory trends that could see 
the country degenerate into an authoritarian state socialism, or solidify into a 
powerful grassroots movement with vast emancipatory and democratic 
potential. At this point it is impossible to tell. But what is clear is that if we are to 
see Venezuela progress in a democratic direction, then “21st Century Socialism” 
must retain a notion of economic democracy right at its very core. If it does so, 
and the successes of the cooperative movement are able to deepen and 
expand to other parts of society, then Venezuela has truly extraordinary 
potential to develop into the world’s first genuinely democratic society.  
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Social Centres and the New Cooperativism of the Common 
 
Andre Pusey1 
 

Abstract 
 

In recent years a network of self-managed social centres has been 
spreading across the UK and further afield. They take their 
inspiration from an array of previous experiments in autonomous 
space, including the centri sociali in Italy and the Autonome squats 
of Germany and the Netherlands. This article looks at several 
examples of social centres, based on interviews and online 
responses with participants, as well as the author’s own involvement 
in social centres. At the heart of these spaces are principles of 
autonomy and collective struggle. This article argues that they 
represent examples of the production of “new commons,” and as 
such are an important demonstration of self-management and the 
“new cooperativism” in practice. 

 
 

Introduction 
 

We are passing through Leeds city centre, attracting looks of 
disbelief from passing shoppers. We are a motley crew, some on 
bikes, others on foot, bike sound-system in tow and all clustered 
around a pirate ship, flying the Jolly Roger flag. The “ship” is 
constructed from discarded shopping trolleys and covered in 
salvaged wood to make a deck, mast and body for the ship. The 
sails are emblazoned with a huge squatting symbol. We are 
handing curious onlookers leaflets explaining that we are “A-
Spireates” from a local squatted social centre called “A-Spire” and 
have been evicted to make way for luxury apartments. The leaflet 
outlines some of the principles of A-Spire: people before profit, 
mutual aid, and cooperation.  

 
The above is just one example of the creative resistance embodied within the 
social centres movement. Social centres are self-managed “autonomous 
spaces.” They are diverse spaces found, in various guises, across much of 
Europe and beyond. As I discuss below, they have their roots in the Italian 
autonomia and German autonome movements of the late 1970s and early 
1980s, and the associated politics of autonomy and social struggle. 
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This article will use interviews with participants, as well as the author’s own 
experience in the movement, in order to link the creation of social centres and 
autonomous spaces with the concept of the common(s). It argues that the 
production of social centres and autonomous spaces creates “new commons” 
which embody experimental and prefigurative demonstrations of self-
management and are examples of the “new cooperativism” in practice.  
 
By the “commons(s)” I mean both the wealth of the material world, such as 
water, air, and land, but also the products of social production such as forms of 
code, knowledge, and information.2 All of these forms of the common(s) are 
sites of struggle in different parts of the world. It is my argument that as part of 
the battle over these common(s), struggling subjects reproduce the common(s) 
as part of a process of self-valorization. I contend that this self-valorization is 
deployed by activists to construct new forms of common(s) in the guise of social 
centres. 
 
The concept of the common(s) is being developed through the work of a 
variety of thinkers, from a range of political traditions and movements, most 
notably autonomist Marxist theorists such as Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, as 
well as others closely associated with this tradition, including Nick Dyer-Witheford 
and Massimo De Angelis.3 These perspectives view the common(s) as 
embodying a liberatory capacity that goes against the thesis put forward by 
others, such as Garrett Hardin, who suggest there is a “tragedy of the 
commons”4--that commoners are possessed by a selfish “Hobbesian egoism”5 
that leads them to exploit the commons until there is nothing left. 
 

Social centres and autonomous spaces 
 
Many city centres are becoming increasingly dedicated to the further 
reproduction and circulation of capital through endless consumption. Alongside 
this, gentrification and regeneration, or “regentrification,”6 is changing the 
dynamic of vast areas of towns and cities. In response to these developments, 
social centres represent an attempt to open up pockets of space that are 
dedicated to “people rather than profit.”7 These are spaces where people can 
experiment, relax, and become involved in a plethora of activities based on 
cooperative principles at a grassroots level. 
 
These “autonomous zones,” through the process of occupying and opening up 
space that would otherwise be private and closed, facilitate the creation of life 
“held in common.” Employing the practice of self-management and principles 
of autonomy, participants aim to create an example of an alternative to 
contemporary capitalist society: a form of prefigurative politics. 
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Social centres take many forms: collectively owned, rented, squatted, 
temporary, or more permanent… but they all rely on collective and cooperative 
principles. They are ways in which activists experiment with new ways of 
organizing, tackling problems of participation, burn out, or repression, as and 
when they occur. 
 
Social centres represent points where we can meet face to face. They offer a 
solution to local changes which mean it can be increasingly hard to find 
meeting spaces (especially cheap/free) in pubs and community centres. They 
can be viewed as a way to put down roots or establish movement infrastructure, 
in a similar manner to traditional working men’s clubs. To a limited extent some 
social centres aid the redistribution of surplus through “free shops” (bring what 
you don’t want, and take what you do) and the use of “dumpstered” food that 
would otherwise go to waste. 
 
Social centres rely on cooperation throughout: from the process of organizing 
the opening of a new squat or the forming of a legal structure with which to 
manage a collectively rented or owned building, but also through the day-to-
day management of the space. Social centres make private space “common” 
and are run on non-profit values. They act as both an ideological and material 
form of opposition to capitalist logic and its enclosures.8 Social centres therefore 
take up both physical and ideological space and can be seen as a direct 
response, and in resistance to, the neoliberal message that “there is no 
alternative.” 
 
Some social centres are registered cooperatives, and even contain other 
cooperative bodies within them, for example the Cowley Club in Brighton is also 
a housing coop, and the Sumac Centre in Nottingham is a base for a workers 
coop. Both of these centres are part of Radical Routes, a network that supports 
radical cooperatives across the country. 
 

Back to the future 
 
The reclamation of space for social uses by the oppressed is a recurring theme 
throughout history. Is has been essential for the experimentation with 
alternatives, such as those “utopian socialists”9 like Robert Owen (1771-1858) 
and Charles Fourier (1777-1837), to the creation of communes by the counter 
culture during the 1960s. The historical cooperative movement is also full of 
examples of such projects.10 Social centres and autonomous spaces are a more 
recent development along this trajectory.  
 
Social centres and autonomous spaces have a rich history across Europe. In 
Italy, the occupied social centres movement emerged from operaismo and 
autonomia during the 1970s and again in the early 1980s.11 In Italy, social centres 
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often act as the cultural and political hub of a community. For example, Italy’s 
rap music scene developed from the squatting movement, and the US hip-hop 
collective Public Enemy chose to play in an occupied social centre in Milan 
rather than a traditional concert hall.12 Parallel to the development of Italy's 
occupied social centres, there were large squatting movements developing in 
Germany and the Netherlands that were accompanied by an emergent politics 
of autonomy.13  
 
In England, squatting movements have developed at various points in history. 
Squatting is argued to have been in existence as long as there has been private 
ownership of land.14 There was a large post-World War II squatting movement 
comprised of a “vigilante movement” made up of ex-service personnel. This 
movement was largest in resort towns on the south coast and acted as a protest 
against holiday homes that were left empty most of the year and then rented 
out at great expense during the holiday season.15 Empty military camps were 
also squatted around the country by some 45,000 people.16  Post-1968 there was 
a new wave of squatting which had its roots among political radicals in the 
“Committee of 100” and “Vietnam Solidarity Campaign.”17 This wave emerged 
in London and accelerated throughout the 1970s around the country.18 
 
Squatting and autonomous spaces were also an important part of the anarcho-
punk counter-culture here in Britain during the 1980s.19 Spaces opened during 
this period, sometimes called “autonomy clubs,” including the Autonomy centre 
in Wapping, the Autonomous centre of Edinburgh (ACE), and the Station in 
Gateshead. Some centres such as the 1in12 club in Bradford and 121 Centre in 
London acted both as venues for bands and as an autonomous space, imbibed 
with anarchist and autonomist politics with which to organize political 
campaigns, direct action and other projects fostering mutual aid.20  Both the 
1in12 Club and ACE are still running today. 
 
During the 1990s another series of spaces opened, including the Anarchist 
teapot in Brighton, OKaisonal cafe in Manchester, the Cooltan21 and Rainbow 
centres in London, and A-Spire: temporary autonomous zone, in Leeds. Many of 
these ran concurrently with rural protest camps, or were started when protest 
camps had begun to wane. 
 
As we can see, autonomous spaces often arise out of a particular cycle of 
struggle. The 1990s were a period of social movement activity around a series of 
injustices, from the Poll Tax to the Criminal Justice Bill and the government’s road 
building program. One of my research participants relates this to their 
involvement with A-Spire: “A-Spire is part of a generation of squat cafes which 
picked up the baton dropped at the end of the CJB [Criminal Justice Bill] era, 
when there were absolutely loads of squatted centres as part of the Freedom 
Network.”22  
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During this period, spaces rarely called themselves “social centres,” opting more 
often for “infoshop” (for example 56a in London) and simply “squat cafe” (e.g., 
Cookridge Street cafe in Leeds). Recently, however, there has been a newer 
wave of spaces established, explicitly identifying as “social centres” and taking 
their influence from Italy’s Occupied Social Centres. In particular, activists visiting 
Milan for a Peoples Global Action Meeting in 2001 came back inspired to 
establish similar spaces in the UK.23 This can be likened to the influence the 
Europe-wide autonomist scene had on 1980s/90s spaces such as 56a Infoshop 
and 121 Centre.24 This cross-fertilization between movements, struggles, and 
spaces is an important element of autonomous politics.  
 
The different cycles of struggle in which these spaces were established make 
their mark in a variety of ways. The Criminal Justice Bill struggle of 1994 brought 
together free-party goers with direct activists, and many of the spaces that were 
established in this period had a strong emphasis on hosting parties. In the 1980s, 
anarcho-punk, claimants unions, and the miners strike were the dominant 
politico-cultural markers for centres such as the 1in12 club in Bradford. The 
spaces established in the 2000s emerged from the post-Seattle political 
landscape and were largely embedded within the struggles of the “movement 
of movements.”  
 
Processes of gentrification also have an effect on social centres and 
autonomous spaces. During the 1970s and 1980s many urban environments 
were in disarray, with empty buildings relatively easy to find in many cities. This 
created an environment in which a vibrant squatting movement could establish 
itself. However, with processes of gentrification changing the faces of many 
towns and cities, it has become increasingly difficult for squatted spaces to exist, 
especially for any length of time. To some extent London is the exception to this, 
though with the recent eviction of the RampART social centre after five years, it 
is evident that it is becoming harder to establish long-term spaces here as well. 
 

Autonomy in the UK 
 
As we have seen, social centres in Britain today are spreading, and are used by 
activists for a plethora of activities, from raising funds for campaigns to English 
speaking classes for asylum seekers.25 A Social Centres Network has begun to be 
established to help facilitate communication, organization, and networking 
between spaces.26 This growing network of autonomous spaces are run not-for-
profit or not-for-private gain and along alternative models of organizing, such as 
cooperative ownership or expropriation through squatting and consensus 
decision making. They both further the vision that another world is possible and 
attempt to start making that world in the here-and-now through a prefigurative, 
participatory politics.  
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Some have suggested social centres act as post-action “safe spaces”: 
“temporary zones to which we can retreat after a protest, gather our thoughts, 
and re-compose ourselves before we sally forth again.”27 But in addition to this 
they are sometimes intense experiences or “moments of excess’28 in and of 
themselves, laboratories of cooperation in which to push the boundaries of what 
is possible and the limits of our capacities for openness, horizontality, and 
collectivity. 
 
In Leeds, there have been numerous examples of autonomous spaces and 
social centres. Currently there is The Common Place, which is in its fourth year of 
existence. Previously there have been a number of occupied spaces, such as 
the Chaos Embassy29 and Maelstrom, which focused heavily on ideas around 
the surveillance society, disciplinary measures, and new technologies of control. 
A collective called Queer Mutiny has put on shorter-term squatted projects that 
open up space to discuss and celebrate queer politics, and challenge hetero-
normative praxis. Also, as already mentioned, in the late 1990s and early 2000s a 
series of squatted spaces were organized called A-Spire, which I will explore in 
further detail below.  
 

A-Spire: Temporary autonomous zone 
 
A-Spire was a fluid collective that organized a series of squatted spaces in Leeds 
between 1999-2005. Although all these incarnations differed, some of the 
common examples of what constituted A-Spire include: DIY-based 
entertainment, such as live bands, parties and open-mic nights; political film 
showings, workshops and meetings; and a cafe providing healthy, ethical, 
vegan food. Some one-off activities included an indoor skate-ramp built by and 
for local skaters, almost entirely from materials found in local bins. There was also 
the building of a “pirate ship” which, as described above, after the eviction of 
an A-Spire, was “sailed” by “A-Spireates” through the city centre, accompanied 
by a bicycle-powered sound system and leaflet distribution. The leaflets 
explained what A-Spire had been attempting to achieve and why participants 
thought it important to have spaces such as this in Leeds.    
 
In each incarnation Aspire has had a commitment to providing self-organized 
food, shelter and entertainment, on a not-for-profit basis, and wherever possible 
for free. A-Spire represents an attempt to create a common resource, belonging 
to no individual or group, but freely available to use by those that need and/or 
desire to use it. In this sense we can see A-Spire’s values as being implicitly anti-
capitalist and in opposition to the enclosures being introduced both locally and 
globally. 
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A-Spire acted as a point of commonality between various threads within the city 
of Leeds: students, the DIY music scene, as well as political activists and people 
who just walked in off the street. All these strands came together to cooperate 
on a common project, the production of a common: a desperately needed 
space to be creative, to escape the pressures of a city increasingly based on 
consumption, and to explore new forms of activism. A-Spire was also a space in 
which to make visible what is sometimes invisible, underground, or off the map. 
Through a project such as this, the space becomes a point of interaction 
between worlds, a chance to see what possibilities exist to further collaborate 
on projects of mutual needs and desires. 
 
One of the purposes of A-Spire was to open up space for people to use and to 
collaborate in order to create something that can be worked and held “in 
common.” It is important to differentiate the concept of the “common(s)” from 
the “public” and the “private.” Whereas the conception of the public/private 
creates a dualism between state and private ownership, the common(s) is 
entirely different. The common(s) is inherently anti-property, and rather describes 
a situation where us commoners have access to our commonwealth, and 
engage in its collective management. Thus creating a rupture: public/private // 
common(s). 
 
Important elements of A-Spire include its anarchist(ic) and anti-capitalist politics, 
its commitment to providing food and entertainment for free, and its focus on 
the collective and communal. Through the principles of self-management and 
“each according to their ability, to each according to their need,”30 a space is 
created in which people are free to experiment in creating new ways of 
organizing and looking at the world, as distinct to capitalist social relationships. 
As the A-Spire website states: “This social centre was founded through a spirit of 
cooperation, solidarity and mutual aid.”31 A participant states that A-spire was 
based on “collective organizing, anarchist principles, anti-capitalist movement, 
direct action/ environmental movement & DIY culture.”32 
 
Capitalism restructures itself through a process of endless enclosure, in what 
David Harvey terms “accumulation by dispossession.”33 But Leeds, as a city, is 
also regenerating itself through the increased privatization and commodification 
of life.34 Whether this is through Private Finance Initiative (PFI) projects, new bars, 
or city centre apartments, the result is the same.35 In response to this, A-Spire 
occupied space, without asking for “permission,” and helped build and open 
up a venue that is the antithesis to capitalist enclosure: non-profit, non-
hierarchical, and anti-capitalist. 
 
As an interviewee affirms: “A-Spire would be challenging the everyday capitalist 
life we were confronted with, especially living in the ever-expanding ‘financial 
centre of the north,’ that was rapidly becoming unrecognizably gentrified.”36 
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The website for the first A-Spire made this very clear: “Leeds is becoming a 
centre for overpriced, corperate [sic], entertainment outlets that are more 
about grabbing your cash than providing a useful social function.”37 An 
interviewee reflects that the mainstream, capitalist world “can be very 
expensive and therefore exclusive if you’re skint, it can be really plastic and 
dull.”38 Another interviewee, when asked about A-Spire’s influences, stated: 
“collective organizing, anarchist principles, anti-capitalist movement, direct 
action, environmental movement, and DIY culture.”39 When asked what their 
personal highlights of A-Spire were, one person stated: “collective action, 
shared motivation and vision, meeting interesting people, feeling a sense of 
belonging and family.”40 This can be seen as an example of community 
building. All these reflections can be viewed as examples of the “new 
cooperativism” as embodied in the practice of social centres and autonomous 
spaces.  
 

“Commonism” 
 
As we have seen, autonomous zones have a long history and provide a range 
of facilities. The people involved give their time, not for selfish motivations such 
as profit, but in order to take part in collective organizing and self-
management.41 As such they both operationalize value practices and foster 
social relations that are contra to those of capital. They operate on principles of 
autonomy which “has its roots in the ancient tradition of the commons.”42 
 
The reclamation of social space, whether in terms of common ground for 
community use and subsistence or the establishment of autonomous spaces, 
has been a site of continuous struggle throughout history. The creation of “new 
commons” is a potentially productive and practical way of discussing 
alternatives to, and ways out of capitalism. Social centres are one of the ways in 
which we can experiment with the production of new social commons in the 
present, as well as bases from which to organize resistance against further 
enclosures. Cooperation is fundamental to the production of the common, 
however it is important not to overstate the links between cooperation and the 
common. Contemporary capitalism also relies heavily on cooperation, 
especially through some forms of immaterial labour. Thus cooperation does not 
always imply liberation. However, we can look at the production of the 
commons as a means to reorganize life along cooperative principles in the 
here-and-now, within and despite, inside and against capitalism.  
 
Through embedding and expanding the commons in their multiple forms, as well 
as resisting the destruction of those already in existence, we can further develop 
communities based on cooperative principles and partake in acts of creative-
resistance. The occupation of space through tactics such as squatting brings 
together the antagonistic and creative/playful side of politics--the “negative” 
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and “positive.” The reproduction of the common, through the act of 
“communing,” can aid us in our remaking of the world, from one based on 
capitalism and its endless accumulation and exploitation to a “commonism’”43 
based on a praxis of cooperation, mutual aid, and collaboration. 
 
By creating commons we are simultaneously resisting the enclosures imposed by 
capital, for example, within cities through resisting processes of 
“regentrification,” capitalist planning, and the neoliberalization of city centres. 
To some extent, spaces such as A-Spire represent an example of this resistance. 
Many of the buildings A-Spire occupied were due to be demolished to make 
way for the city’s wide-reaching luxury housing projects (many of which now 
stand empty), or were evicted to make space for yet another characterless 
chain bar. At points, A-Spire attempted to comment on or in other ways criticize 
this process. As an interviewee states: “there was one [A-Spire] that had a focus 
on gentrification issues due to the buildings that they were in being demolished 
to make way for flats.”44 This was A-Spire 4 where, as discussed above, 
participants took the “pirate ship” around Leeds city centre, with publicity 
proclaiming: “They gentrify our areas; we will downgrade theirs.”45 However, A-
spire lacked the capacity and/or the political willpower to directly challenge 
gentrification in Leeds. 
 
For De Angelis,46 the creation of commons is a way to create “outsides” to 
capitalist social relations. Sometimes these “outsides” can manifest themselves in 
material space. These can be small subversive spaces (such as temporary 
autonomous zones), other times they are engaged in open revolt (for example 
protest camps or urban spaces reclaimed through street parties or riots). As De 
Angelis states, these “struggles bring values, their tensions, and boundary lines to 
the forefront, and this creates the outside as an emergent property.”47 
 
De Angelis suggests we create new commons through 
 

occupations of land and the building of communities; by struggling 
against rent positions of intellectual property rights threatening the 
lives of millions of Aids patients; by simply downloading and sharing 
music....48 

 
Examples could include anti-road protests camps, self-managed social centres, 
and anti-copyright and copyleft licenses. We have seen already that social-
centres aid the creation of community; they are also a base for launching a 
variety of social struggles. The Common Place runs skill shares for using open 
source/free computer software and operating systems, such as Linux. The 
promotion of these alternatives to proprietary software can be seen as an 
extension to both the values of cooperation and mutual aid fostered throughout 
social centres and an important way of showing collaborative alternatives 
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based on the knowledge commons as opposed to closed systems resting on 
“info-enclosures” and capital accumulation.  
 
In this sense, those resisting place themselves and their relationships as the 
potential “outside,” in which they can attempt to overturn capitalist social 
relations. Yet the contradiction is that until capitalism is deconstructed this 
“outside” is internal to capital and bears to a greater or lesser extent its marks.  
 
However, there are real questions to be posed about the nature of a 
conception of an “outside” to capital. The pure “liberated spaces”49 discussed 
by some involved in autonomous spaces may not exist, or even be possible 
without a total break from capitalist social relationships. In tension with the idea 
of a “pure” liberated space, Harry Cleaver suggests: “we craft autonomous 
environments and activities but we do so in spaces scarred by capitalist 
exploitation and with commodities and personalities at least partly shaped by 
the process of valorization.”50 I think this is a productive way of approaching the 
problems inherent in the messy politics of autonomy, autonomous space, and 
the constitution of “outside(s).” As others have stated: 
 

Many [social centres] simply reflect the reality of practising radical, 
self-organized politics simultaneously “in and against” capitalist 
society and the difficulty of putting into practice the values of anti-
authority, horizontality, and solidarity.51 

 
We can frame the conflict between the principles of autonomy and processes 
of self-valorization and those of capital in terms of value struggles. These value-
struggles relate heavily with the creation of “outsides” discussed above. One of 
the ways in which these alternative value practices are experimented with is 
through autonomous spaces. As Chatterton states:  
 

Self-management is an experiment in group self-discipline--how do 
participants (re)regulate themselves and others, not relying on 
values in our individual capitalist lives, but those to which we aspire 
in our collective non-capitalist lives?52 

 
From capitalist valorization to self-valorization 

 
It has been suggested that “activists need to think about ways in which we can 
move beyond a cycle of struggles based only on resistance to capital to a 
cycle of struggles that consciously includes post-capitalist possibilities.”53 This 
attempt to practice new post-capitalist ways of living and generate new values 
can be seen at work in social centres and autonomous spaces, such as A-Spire. 
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Using the autonomist Marxist concept of self-valorization, we can view social 
centres as an experiment in use-value versus surplus value. As Paolo Virno & 
Michael Hardt state: “Self-valorization… refers to an alternative social structure 
of value that is founded not on the production of surplus value but on the 
collective needs and desires of the producing community.”54 Social centres can 
be one of the ways in which we engage in processes of self-valorization… and 
partake in what Carlsson calls “nowtopia.”55 Indeed, social centres often form a 
base for various nowtopian projects, such as DIY bike repair workshops, urban 
gardening, and feminist health groups, to name just a few.  
 
Hardt & Virno go onto elaborate that in Italy, self-valorization has been used to 
“describe the practices of local and community-based forms of social 
organization and welfare that are relatively independent of capitalist relations 
of production and state control.”56 What Hardt & Virno are describing is present 
within autonomous spaces such as social centres. As an interviewee reflects 
regarding A-Spire: “I think it’s generally been one of the best opportunities to 
make the world how you want it to be that I’ve ever experienced.”57 While 
another states: 
 

Reclaiming space from private ownership to create social space 
and public space…, to provide things which aren’t provided for by 
the market, that governs society today in Britain…, to spread ideas 
of how to live differently, effectively… for less money so you don’t 
have to get a job that ties you into working in capitalism or not 
having enough time to do other things you want to do.58 

 
This example of A-Spire as “life despite capitalism” is illustrative of self-
valorization. 
 
Following Karl Marx, the present contains the seeds for the future world, so to 
some extent it must contain potential “outsides” to capitalist social relations. 
These seeds need to be nurtured alongside our resistance to capital, because 
as Monty Neill states: 
 

The working class cannot beat capital only with resistance and 
opposition. The class must keep in mind Marx’s observation that the 
new society emerges from the womb of the old and try to protect 
and hasten the development of the embryo.59 

 
The process of self-valorization is one of the ways in which this “embryo” is 
developed and nurtured. Another way of stating this is that “communism is not 
an ideal to be realized: it already exists, not as a society, but as an effort, a task 
to prepare for.”60 Experiments in autonomous space and other forms of self-
valorization could be argued to be preparation for a new society. They 
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engender experimentations with the new cooperativism: non-hierarchical ways 
of organizing and self-management becoming bases through which campaigns 
and resistance are organized. As Antonio Negri states, “from resistance to 
appropriation, from reappropriation to self-organization... In short this is a journey 
through the various figures of self-valorization.”61 These are all present within 
social centres and autonomous spaces, we appropriate through occupying 
space and then reappropriate it for anti-capitalist ends and organize according 
to principles of self-management.  
 

Challenges and contradictions 
 
Social centres and autonomous spaces are not without their problems. 
Breakdowns in processes of consensus and cooperation can and do happen in 
these spaces. Specialization of tasks can occur, something that can lead to 
burn out as well as the development of informal hierarchies. There is the 
potential for a hegemonic politics to evolve, where the space becomes a 
“ghetto” or “pure” space in which participants project their moral lifestyle 
choices out upon others in the wider society. Tensions can arise over how best to 
use a space, for example: should having a large party mean that the centre 
isn’t in any condition to run a mass meeting the next day? Drugs and alcohol 
can become a problem too, not least because it can cause an 
atmosphere/environment that limits inclusivity. As a report from a recent 
squatters network meeting in Bristol illustrates: 
 
The subject of gender was, inevitably, introduced in connection with the issue of 
safer spaces and the problems of maintaining an open door policy. Several 
examples were given of squatted social centres that failed because of the 
presence of drug users and it was pointed out that chaotic spaces 
automatically become exclusive because “when things get rough, it is the 
women that leave.”62 
 
Instead of a public point of interaction between worlds, autonomous spaces 
can become a bunker in which to lockdown and reaffirm sub/counter cultural 
choices/identities. This can become a problem for wider participation in the 
space. However, it is important not to see counter-cultural forms as purely 
negative. There is a fine line between the playful and subversive rebellion of 
cultural movements and the capture of these forms within restrictive 
indentitarian and moral frameworks. The various manifestations of contestation 
and creative experimentation present within counter-cultural practices are a 
scream of refusal--a “No!”63--to the disciplinary frameworks of the nuclear family 
and the (social) factory. As Hardt &Negri state, these movements that the 
traditional left like to relegate to being “merely cultural” have “profound 
political and economic effects.”64 
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In 1994, an inquiry in the form of a survey of sixteen of Rome’s social centres was 
conducted. Among many other things some of the following criticisms were 
raised: a tendency towards being self-referential, a lack of politics, an inability to 
communicate with people, a tendency towards ghetto formation, and a 
position of illegality and anti-conformism at any cost.65 
 
A commonly discussed problem within social centres is the risk of becoming an 
alternative service-economy, picking up the pieces from a welfare state (where 
it exists) that is increasingly under attack. Another common criticism is that social 
centres can drain energies from other forms of activism.66 Spaces can become 
blocked, too rigid and stuck in one way of organizing/responding to problems. 
This can result in an unproductive dogmatism in place of real critical 
engagement. 
 
Practical considerations such as rules and regulations, health and safety 
requirements, and especially money, can interfere with more gratifying elements 
such as taking part in direct action and organizing events in the space. This can 
especially be the case within spaces which are rented or owned and therefore 
subject to tighter regulations, for example through licensing acts.  
 
An example of this is The Common Place, a social centre in Leeds which has 
recently had its performance licence taken away, largely thought to be a result 
of its decision to show a film about the Smash EDO anti-militarism campaign in 
Brighton. Many spaces that were screening the film up and down the UK were 
subject to pressure not to show the film. The removal of The Common Place’s 
licence has made it hard for them to continue. Not only do they need the 
revenue through bar sales to pay the rent and bills, but without a licence they 
are unable to publicly show films or have any other form of entertainment such 
as live music. This makes it hard to organize events in the space other than 
meetings and suchlike.  
 
In recent years there has been debate within the social centres’ movement 
regarding the relative merit of squatted and bought/rented spaces.67 Rogue 
Element, authors of a critique of rented social centres, were involved in a 
squatted project called Maelstrom, and had been involved with A-Spire (both in 
Leeds). They put forward arguments against rented social centres, claiming that 
renting a social centre was not only a waste of money, but that the legal red 
tape involved (fire regulations, health and safety procedures, etc.) would inhibit 
the creative experimentation that had been the hallmark of many squatted 
social spaces. An interviewee involved with A-Spire echoed many of the same 
points: 
 
I think the existence of ongoing social centres are related but different to 
squatted social centres… I think the idea of temporary autonomous zones are 
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really interesting for me, and the idea that the temporariness are part of the 
delight and freedom of it, and the fact you don’t have to go along with 
licenses, the fact you’re sort of off-radar and off-limits of the institutions of 
mainstream culture, that limit what you would otherwise be able to do in a 
venue, because of health and safety regulation, because of licensing hours, 
because of all those issues which you know, A-spire, essentially burns all that 
bollocks.68 
 
Hakim Bey poses a similar problem in an essay on “Permanent Autonomous 
Zones” (PAZ): “how can the PAZ renew and refresh itself periodically with the 
‘festival’ aspect of the TAZ [temporary autonomous zone]?”69 This question 
would appear relevant to both Rogue Element’s critique and the above 
interviewees’ comments on rented social centres. It is further elaborated by an 
A-Spire participant interviewed for someone else’s project: “the reason that I like 
temporary social spaces are the lack of bureaucracy the lack of a need to fulfil 
[sic] criteria to meet legislation, the feeling that you can all decide to leave if 
you want to.”70 These comments can certainly now be related to the legal 
problems at the Common Place in Leeds.  
 
However, Rogue Element’s criticisms are not without acknowledgment of the 
pitfall of occupied spaces. They point out the potential for squatted projects to 
become formulaic and staid, citing A-Spire’s recent experience as one such 
example.71 In response, one of the authors behind Text Nothing, noted the 56a 
Infoshop squat in London had started paying “peppercorn rent,” having 
squatted the building since 1991. If the collective had decided not to pay the 
rent, they would almost certainly have been evicted and all the projects they 
run from the building would have ended.72 
 
A commentator on my research wiki states that: “the growth of rented social 
centres has, predictably, correlated with the disappearance of squatted 
ones.”73 This supports Rogue Element’s criticisms that “state-approved social 
centres can have a damaging impact on other projects.”74 
 
Rogue Element raises some interesting questions about the temporal element of 
squatted and rented social centre projects, the potential pros and cons of 
permanency. However, their critique sets up a false binary between 
squatting/renting and legal/illegal. In their eagerness to respond to and 
comment on specific local political developments, they generalize and fetishize 
illegal political activity or activity that is on the borders of legality, such as 
squatting. Ultimately, they fall into a moral position and reify “radicalism” into 
one dimensional “militancy.” 
 
These debates raise important questions about the governance of the 
common(s), the process of commoning, and about the social reproduction of 



 

Social Centres and the New Cooperativism of the Common 

190 

the common(s). The creation of new commons is never an easy process--it 
involves contestation and antagonism. The common(s) do not represent pure 
spaces, where all the answers have been worked out, but are constantly in a 
process of becoming.   
 

Conclusion: Omnia sunt communia 
 
The new cooperativism, as embodied in social centres, is messy and deliberately 
unfinished, constantly in the process of “becoming.” There are no easy answers 
or blueprints to creating a new world, but through the process of constant 
experimentation, creativity, and collaboration we can make a start in the 
production of developing alternative practices and ways of being. 
 
The value practices developed within social centres and other autonomous 
spaces are in stark contrast to those driving the new enclosures around the 
world. The commitment of these to providing food, shelter, and entertainment 
for free, on an empowering self-managed rather than charitable basis, creates 
a common resource. This common resource belongs to no one individual or 
group but, rather, is freely available for use by those that need and/or desire to 
use it, along the principles of omnia sunt communia (all things are common). As 
such they are engaged in value struggles that are implicitly part of the 
resistance to the new enclosures.    
 
Although not without their tensions and contradictions, autonomous spaces 
embody a prefigurative approach to politics that has been prevalent in much 
of anarchist and autonomous practice throughout history. A form of self-
management is alive and well and being put to work within social centres: the 
self-management of space and the practicalities this implies, problem solving, 
conflict management, and much more. They foster experimentation in 
developing new ways of living and organizing, inside/outside, against and 
despite capitalism. To this extent they represent an example of an attempt to 
reclaim and expand the commons. It is through both this extension and defence 
of the commons that the new enclosures are resisted and experiments in the 
new cooperativism are begun.  
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The New University Cooperative:  
Reclaiming Higher Education:  
Prioritizing Social Justice and Ecological Sustainability 

 
E. Wilma van der Veen1 

 
Abstract 

 
Recognizing the state of massive and concomitant crises facing 
humanity and the planet, from climate change to disparities of 
wealth to war, and that the current system of higher education 
contributes to the perpetuation of these crises, there is great 
impetus for a new approach to how we engage in higher 
education. From this basis, academics, students, activists, and 
community members from across the country met to create a New 
University in Canada, with a vision holistically founded on principles 
of ecological sustainability and social justice, inclusive and 
accessible to all. This article will provide a brief critique of higher 
education and its role in society arguing it does not provide the 
leadership and knowledge needed to meet these challenges and 
instead contributes to the perpetuation of these crises. The 
discussion will then articulate what a higher education institution 
profoundly grounded in ecology and social justice using a 
cooperative organizational structure would look like in practice.  

 
 

 
 
 

 
Student 

 

“What do I have to learn this stuff? I just don’t see how this is 
relevant to my life and the life I want to live. Why aren’t we 
learning how to change the way things are in the world? Why 
am I always told by my professors that this is the way it is and 
there isn’t much we can do about it?” “This is so boring.  Why 
does he always just lecture in each class. I want to have some 
discussions.” “Why are these classes so big?  Why bother 
showing up to class when I am just a number.” “University is just 
getting so expensive.  I don’t want to graduate with a massive 
debt.” 
 

 
 
 

Professor 
 

“I am sick and tired of just getting contract work. I never know if 
I am going to teach until days before the semester begins. I 
work so hard and I get lousy pay and no benefits.” “Why do I 
have to teach such big classes?” “Why do I have to do 
research when my passion is teaching?” “I am so stressed out 
with this tenure application game I have to play.” “I am just 
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another worker with no real say in what happens here.” 
 

 
 
 
 

Administration 
 

“I am fed up with students being rude to me, and then there 
are the arrogant professors who think they know it all.  Who do 
they think they are?  Just because I don’t have a PhD doesn’t 
mean I am stupid.” “I really wish I could take some courses as 
part of my job. I work at this university but I can’t afford to take 
a course.” “I really like my job as VP of this institution but why 
does every decision have to be based on money?” “The board 
is really conservative. I wish they would think outside of the box 
but then I have to be careful not to rock the boat.” 
 

 
The above statements are just some of the common complaints you hear about 
the experiences of students, professors, administrators, and other support staff in 
today’s colleges and universities across Canada and the US and other Western 
nations. Sound familiar? In the world of the corporate and elitist university should 
we be surprised?  
 
Students are for the most part now considered customers (by themselves and by 
the institutions) where they pay for a service and expect to attain a skill so that 
they can gain well paying employment in a capitalist economy. All too often, 
universities and colleges have become job-training centers, where, in essence, 
they churn out cogs in the machine. For many students today, the cost of 
getting a higher education is making it out of reach for many, or students end 
up carrying a debt load that cripples them in carving out a place of their own. It 
is clear that gaining further education is essential to acquiring employment, 
however does this education provide them with the knowledge, understanding, 
and skills to address the problems our communities face so that progressive, 
ecologically sustainable, and socially just societies will be created?  
 
In terms of professors, they too are cogs in the machine of the corporate 
university, both as a result of their own making but also constrained by factors 
outside of their control. Those who are fortunate enough to have a permanent 
position face the pressure to conduct research or publish (or perish!) in order to 
bring in funds to the institution, and the concomitant competition for limited 
research dollars. The empty rhetoric of academic excellence means nothing 
except in terms of capitalist interpretation--read profit. This limits the type of 
scholarly work academics will seek or engage in since their position will be 
dependent on the funds acquired and since the research must produce a 
marketable good. This latter point has seen much research and development 
costs (R&D) being absorbed by the public but the financial benefits are 
accrued by the corporation that uses the R&D to mass produce the good. And 
then there are those instructors who simply go from contract to contract 
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experiencing the type of working life very similar to any other exploited worker--
lousy pay, no benefits, no job security.  
 
In the corporate world of higher education, the style of management adopted 
is one of managerialism, where the bottom line is the determinant of success. 
University and college leadership is drawn from the corporate world instead of 
the academic world. In terms of the operations of post-secondary institutions, 
despite seeking input from students and employees, this is simply lip service 
where the real power resides at the top. Hierarchy reigns supreme and your 
survival depends on your knowing where you stand in the academic pecking 
order.  
 
So what is one to do?  Consider the following statements: 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Student 

 

“I feel I have a voice in how this university is run. I am a 
shareholder in my university. Here my opinion counts, there are 
regular meetings and forums in which I can share my opinion 
and it will be listened to.” “It is so great to have small classes.” “I 
feel like all my professors are mentors to me, and they really 
care what issues are important to me.” “I’m glad that this 
school is really a green place, from the buildings we take our 
courses in, to the food we eat on campus, to the curricula in all 
my courses. Everything is a springboard for ecological 
sustainability.” “I can afford to actually be a student here. I get 
to work on campus making this place an even better place.” 
 

 
 
 
 

Professor 
 

“I just love the students. They are so committed to changing the 
world. They enrich me just as much as I hope I enrich them.” “I 
know I have a direct say in how this place is run and that my 
input is meaningful.” “I am glad that I am free here to pursue 
what I want, either teaching or research, all the while being a 
student myself.” “I am free to assess my students in ways that 
work for them and me.” “It is so great to have small classes. I 
really have the opportunity to get to know my students.” “I love 
being part of this local community.  I feel so enriched knowing 
there is a deep connection between the local residents and us 
educators.” 
 

 
 

 
Administration 

 

“I love it here. I can be an employee and a student.” “I get to 
work alongside students and professors, and I feel equal to 
them.” “I am able to offer my skills to others at this campus.  I 
didn’t know that I could actually teach something to 
someone.” “I feel I have a responsibility to contribute to the 
university in order to keep it running and I get much meaning 
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from this knowing that my voice is heard and has an impact.”  
 

 
Imagine if these were what you heard regularly instead. Well, the New University 
Cooperative (NUC) is creating a progressive post-secondary educational 
experience where these statements would be common refrains.   
 
Given the massive and concomitant ecological and social crises facing the 
planet and humanity today, from climate change to disparities of wealth to war, 
the current role and function of higher education in society requires significant 
realignment and revisioning. Out of a critique that higher education is indeed 
fuelling paradigms of unlimited economic growth, violence, anthropocentricism, 
and social injustice, there was impetus to develop a new approach to how we 
engage in higher education. The NUC arose out of a gathering of three-dozen 
people--academics, students, activists, and community members--who came 
from across Canada to meet outside of Montreal in the summer of 2005.  This 
became the founding meeting for a grassroots initiative dedicated to the 
creation of a new innovative institution of higher education in Canada with a 
vision holistically founded on principles of ecological sustainability and social 
justice, inclusive and accessible to all, creating actively engaged citizens who 
are fully enabled and engaged to deal with the crises. 
 
The NUC incorporated as a federal multi-stakeholder cooperative in the fall of 
2007. This structure was chosen as it represents the most democratic form of 
organization enabling all shareholders to have a direct role in the development 
of the NUC, where the hierarchical relationships between students and faculty 
and administrators are minimized. Membership types include the typical 
categories of students, educators, administrators (the latter two being termed 
employees), individuals, and organizations. Each member has equal voting 
power. The decision-making process adopted is that of consensus. Despite the 
national designation of the NUC, with tele- and videoconferencing technologies 
available at no cost through shareware, meetings can be held to gather input 
and make decisions. The NUC envisions being a coordinating body where NUC 
campuses, permanent and temporary and virtual, would be managed locally 
and autonomously (abiding by NUC principles and themselves being 
cooperatives). Other educational organizations would affiliate with the federal 
organization to create a far-reaching network of progressive higher education 
programming.   
 
Other principles of the NUC are that of lifelong and holistic learning and 
knowledge. It is imagined that all members are students and teachers 
throughout their work with the NUC regardless of their primary involvement in the 
organization. As well, the curricula will be made up of rigorous academic 
material from various subjects and from a multi- and inter-disciplinary focus, 
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drawing from schools of thought found throughout the world (not simply the 
West) and practical and applied material incorporating a range of life skills, 
such as learning to grow food, build structures, and make clothes. NUC will also 
create campuses where new structures will need to be built or existing ones 
modified. These activities, however, will in themselves be courses of the NUC, 
incorporating the latest green building designs and techniques.   
 
Since its inception, the New University Cooperative has held several national 
meetings, organized lectures and presentations, coordinated weekly 
conference calls, and undertaken extensive electronic discussions, focusing on 
furthering the critique of higher education and expanding the cooperative. 
Most recently, in January of 2009 a three-day symposium was held entitled 
“Reclaiming Higher Education for All” in Nova Scotia, and in the summer of 2009 
we organized the first Short Course Programme, a pilot project for our vision of a 
sustainable and holistic curriculum. As well, we held the second annual 
symposium in British Columbia in May 2010 entitled “Reclaiming Activism in 
Academia.” If you would like NUC representatives to visit your community, then 
please visit the website www.newuniversity.ca. Our three and five year strategic 
plans call for the creation of a masters program and undergraduate courses 
and the establishment of a physical campus by 2013. 
 
The New University Cooperative has drawn from past and current models of 
progressive higher education, but it is unique in its organizational structure. It is 
also revolutionary, as it aims to be truly accessible--that is affordable--by 
keeping tuition and other costs to a minimum, using a variety of means. One 
such means is to set up social enterprises. Examples of such endeavours might 
include organic farming on the grounds of the campus, renewable energy 
production and distribution, green building technologies, conflict mediation and 
meeting facilitation services, etc. Another means will be to have students work 
at the campus in exchange for tuition--for example, teaching or maintaining the 
buildings or working in one of the social enterprises. And yet another will be to 
create a visiting scholars program where educators on sabbatical can teach 
short-term courses at the NUC in exchange for room and board and the 
experience of being part of a truly innovative institution of higher learning. It is 
envisioned that each campus will be fully integrated into surrounding 
communities, working with members of these communities to offer 
programming, meeting local needs, and engaging in sustainable business 
practices where different forms of exchange (not just cash-based) will be 
undertaken, such as incorporating barter and LETS systems (Local Economic 
Trading Systems).   
 
Join the New University Cooperative to create a university with an ethos based 
on ecological sustainability and social justice, inclusive and accessible for all. 
Visit www.newuniversity.ca for more information.  
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1 Wilma van der Veen is primarily an educator, including college professor of 
sociology and criminology, and trainer in non-violence, diversity, and 
environment. Her teaching draws upon a foundation of popular education and 
radical and transformative pedagogy. She is an activist academic using her 
position of privilege to assist community groups to seek social change in various 
areas of social justice, such as peace, environment and development, and to 
advocate on behalf of marginalized groups in society, including youth at risk, 
inmates, women, people who are poor, people with disabilities, and people of 
colour. Van der Veen is a writer and researcher on issues of power and social 
justice and has been an organizer, facilitator, coordinator, and spokesperson for 
various small and large non-profits and non-governmental organizations. She is 
also a traveler and networker. 
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Recycling Technologies and Cooperativism: Waste for Life 
 
Caroline Baillie and Eric Feinblatt1 
 

Abstract 
 

Waste for Life (WfL) is a loosely joined network of people who work 
with waste collecting cooperatives to co-develop, apply, and 
disseminate poverty-reducing technologies for repurposing 
scavenged waste. This paper explores questions the WfL team raise 
as they critique their impact on the ability of the cooperatives they 
work with in Buenos Aires to remain self-sufficient under increasing 
economic and governmental pressures. 

 
 

Positioning 
 
Waste for Life is a loosely joined network of scientists, engineers, educators, 
designers, architects, and cooperatives that work together to develop poverty-
reducing solutions to environmental and social problems. We meet at the 
intersections of waste and poverty, using low-threshold/low-cost technologies to 
add value to resources that are commonly considered harmful or of minimal 
worth, but are often the source of livelihood for society’s poorest members. Two 
WfL team members visited Buenos Aires (BsAs) for six months in 2007 and again in 
2008 for an additional month. There, we met and worked with several cartonero 
(waste pickers, or literally “cardboard pickers”) cooperatives. This paper presents 
a view of these cooperatives through the lens of WfL and the potential effects 
our intervention may have on coops working within BsAs’ vast garbage 
collection and recycling machinery.  
 
Caroline is a Professor of Engineering at the University of Western Australia. Eric is 
a filmmaker, photographer, and educator from New York. We spent six months 
in BsAs beginning in July 2007 intending to find out something about garbage, 
discover who the key “waste-players” were, connect with some cooperatives, 
learn from them, and work with them collaboratively to investigate the 
appropriateness of the technical knowledge we brought with us and its 
usefulness to them in their day-to-day lives. We have no “facts” here. At best 
these data are anecdotal and inter-subjective as they have come to us through 
the mouths of many players in the complex world of garbage, but they serve to 
provide a context and a small window into the richness of the world we 
encountered.  
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Background 
 
One consequence of the 2001 Argentinean economic crisis was massive 
overnight unemployment. Up to 100,000 people became cartoneros, 
scavenging the streets of Buenos Aires City for recyclable materials to sell and 
swelling the ranks of the 2% of the population of Latin America and Asia who 
earn their entire living as waste pickers.2 Even though, eight years later, their 
numbers have diminished, there are still an estimated 6,000 to 25,000 
cooperative, family, or individual cartoneros (officially referred to as 
recuperadores urbanos, or uban recoverers) who collect, separate, sort, and sell 
waste as their sole economic activity.3 The informal recovery of materials from 
waste is known to be an important survival strategy for marginalized groups in 
developing countries.4 Martin Medina argues that “waste picker cooperatives 
can increase the income of their members, improve their working and living 
conditions and promote grassroots development.”5 He goes on to say that 
“community based systems take advantage of the creativity and 
entrepreneurial abilities of individuals who are familiar with their communities, 
with the surrounding environmental and the opportunities it offers to them.”6 For 
the most part, these unpaid informal workers live in outlying shantytowns but 
move through the streets of BsAs with their carts at all times of the day, collecting 
and recycling 90% of whatever Buenos Aires regurgitates and finally recycles.7 A 
2005 report to UNESCO claims that almost half of the cartoneros who work in 
Buenos Aires are children and adolescents, and 39% are from migrant families.8 
Most of the recycling waste that is collected is sold directly to agents or 
middlemen, though some more organized cooperatives separate, sort, and sell 
the materials directly to industry. In rare instances cooperatives have the 
machinery to reprocess the waste, fetching higher prices than simply sorted 
waste and, in one very special case, a cooperative manufactures a saleable 
product from the waste it collects. Income generated by the cooperatives 
(approximately US$160 per month) is generally higher than what individual 
cartoneros gain, though is still 34% below the official 2007 government poverty 
line of $914 pesos (US$245) per month. As Medina points out, “low incomes can 
be explained by the low prices paid by middlemen.”9 Apparently, before 2001, 
there were some cartoneros at work within the city centre area but not in the 
outer districts, and they operated differently--collecting directly from city offices 
and not so much from the streets. Cartoneros appeared in their current form in 
2001, although some suggest that the ancient cirujeo, or “bone-pickers,” are 
their legitimate antecedents, though they did not have official legal status. In 
December 2002, the Buenos Aires legislature passed Law No. 992 as a first step 
toward designing a systematic approach to urban waste management, 
including recyclables, for the city.10 The law and its regulatory Decree No. 622 
created a national registry of waste that was to be the target of mandatory 
recycling and a registry of cooperatives and small and medium-sized 
enterprises, which would participate in that recycling.11 It also officially 
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legitimized the informal work of the cartoneros by creating a registry of 
Recuperadores de Materiales Reciclables, or people who recover recyclables, 
and provided those who registered with credentials, work uniforms, and 
vaccinations. A government office, the Programa de Recuperadores Urbanos 
(Urban Recoverers’ Program, or PRU), was established to coordinate activities 
that aligned with the objectives of the law. 
 
Basura Cero (Zero Garbage) went into effect in late 2005 as part of a 
comprehensive law dealing with urban waste.12 It stipulates that the total 
amount of garbage in landfills is to be reduced by 50% by 2012 and 75% by 2017 
from 2004 levels, and one of its ancillary benefits is that recyclable materials will 
no longer end up in landfills. Though, on the surface, this appears to be a 
desirable outcome, its consequences for most cartoneros whose livelihood 
depends upon collecting recyclables, is potentially dire. It will be impossible for 
the government to professionalize the work of thousands of informal workers and 
absorb them into a “legitimate” workforce in order to fulfil Zero Garbage plan. 
This is causing strife amongst the different cartonero groups and with 
Greenpeace, which was instrumental in drafting the legislation and has always 
been a strong and dependable ally of the cartoneros. As pointed out by 
Medina, “scavengers respond to market forces not to environmental 
considerations. If there is a demand for a particular material and the price is 
right, they will collect it.”13 
 
In 2006, decree No. 350 allotted authority and funds to morph the PRU into the, 
Dirección General de Políticas de Reciclado Urbano (General Directorship of 
Urban Recycling Policy, or DGPRU), as part of a larger, more coordinated 
scheme to manage municipal solid waste in Buenos Aires City.14 It had a clear 
mandate to provide credentials, gloves, tunics, vaccinations, and to register the 
cartoneros (over 15,500 have been registered as of July 2007). The office also 
promoted the formation of cooperatives as safer, more supportive environments 
for the families to work in and coordinated implementation of the Centros 
Verdes (Green Centers, see below), which became the focal point of 
governmental efforts to get a handle on garbage, recyclables, and what was 
popularly referred to as “the cartonero situation.” The current City government 
under Mauricio Macri expresses a public attitude toward waste and waste 
pickers sharply different from its immediate predecessor, though it is not 
completely clear how this is influencing official policy, so we will leave discussion 
of this for a future publication. However, it did become evident to us during our 
second visit in 2008 that some cooperatives were receiving substantial support 
from the government while others were left to languish. The support went 
beyond the small stipend that properly registered cooperative members 
received, and included items that “professionalized” their activities such as 
vehicles, uniforms with logos, and similar branding artifacts. More importantly, it 
assured the regular delivery of waste to certain privileged Centros Verdes, a 
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lifeline without which it was not possible to survive. The result, intended or not, 
was a rift in the former solidarity between waste collecting cooperatives. The 
integrity of the research functions of the DGPRU have been impinged upon, and 
all of the people who we knew there have left for other positions in and outside 
of government.  
 
Garbage collection in Buenos Aires is almost entirely privatized. The city 
government contracts five different trucking companies, each of which is 
assigned to specific city districts. Each company is responsible for cleaning the 
streets of waste and hauling that waste to transit points or directly to the CEAMSE 
(Coordinación Ecológica Area Metropolitana Sociedad del Estado, or 
Ecological Coordination Metropolitan Area Society of the State) landfill. In 1977 
the military government created CEAMSE in order to centralize management of 
urban waste and to replace incineration practices with government 
monopolized landfill disposal, and for more than 30 years it has remained the 
biggest player in this whole story. It is worth noting that CEAMSE is a Rorschach 
test for porteños’15 beliefs, fears, and prejudices. It is regularly referred to as a 
quasi-Mafia organization in an attempt to link it to organized crime, as a 
contemporary vestige of authoritarian rule, or as a generally benign, albeit 
powerful, player in the waste scheme which, through its participation in the 
government’s decentralization program Sin Desperdicios (Without Waste) is 
actively helping to generate local, social management of waste.16 CEAMSE is a 
municipal and regional government amalgam with private affiliations, which 
manages the landfill(s) that receives the waste of the 13,000,000 people of the 
greater metropolitan area of Buenos Aires in 1,000 trucks per day. CEAMSE has 
only one landfill that is currently operational, Norte III, a little over an hour’s drive 
from the city centre; others have either collapsed or are being turned into “eco-
parks.” Buenos Aires does not yet have a visible and/or official systematic 
recycling program, though it’s citizenry generate about 4,500 tons of garbage 
everyday, 11% of which is disposed of by the cartoneros. The municipal 
government has partnered with the private trucking companies to build six 
sorting centres, or Centros Verdes, scattered around the city, two of which are 
currently up and running. Each centre will be managed by a different 
cooperative and receive waste hauled to it by one or more of the trucking 
companies. They can also receive recyclables brought to them by cartoneros in 
trucks (only). The sorted waste is sold somewhere up the recycling food chain 
and all of the proceeds benefit the cooperative. But six centres will probably not 
be able to support more than 300-400 cartoneros by giving them the opportunity 
to turn their informal work into formal work.  
 
The question of who owns the waste is a constant theme in Buenos Aires. 
Residents are aware that they do not own it once they put it in the street. The 
private hauling companies, which own the trucks that collect the waste, believe 
they own it but they have little environmental incentives since they are paid to 
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deliver all waste to the landfill. (We did witness some truckers breaking open 
rubbish bags to retrieve recyclables that they would sell on the side competing 
with the cartoneros, but there seems to be some sort of unspoken agreement as 
to whose territory belongs to whom.) The cartoneros who pick their way through 
the bags left on pavements late at night know they don’t own the waste, but 
they are legally allowed to take the recyclables as long as they have registered 
with the DGPRU. And CEAMSE doesn’t really care who claims waste ownership 
as long as all of it is hauled to their landfill. They, of course, are remunerated by 
the tonnage they receive and dispose of. 
 
The cooperatives mainly collect and sort the waste materials and have 
developed little in terms of products. I (Caroline) am an engineer who has 
worked with reduced environmental impact reinforced plastics made from 
waste for some time. These are plastics like fibreglass, where the fibre makes the 
plastic stronger and give it better properties. Hence waste plastic might be 
turned into a toy or a hoody but waste plastic reinforced with fibre might 
become building material. In different countries the potential natural fibres vary 
according to growing conditions. These can also be waste, e.g., waste from 
sugar cane in Brazil; flax stems after oil extraction in Germany; hemp stems in 
Canada; rice husk in China. In BsAs the cartoneros collect waste paper and 
plastic that they could potentially use to make natural fibre composite material 
products, which could be far more valuable to them than the waste alone. 
Some forms of plastic, e.g., bags and bottle tops have very little market value, 
and so are generally ignored by the cartoneros. If they are collected they yield 
little value (4-8 cents US per kg). When visiting Cairo a few years ago, I saw how 
the local family run rubbish pickers were purchasing small processing machines 
called extruders and using these to recycle the plastic themselves and sell an 
interim product, a pellet of plastic. This is easier to move around and much more 
valuable a product than squashed up “bales” of waste plastic. After visiting 
Argentina and seeing the paper and plastic being collected by the cartoneros, I 
wondered if this idea, combined with my knowledge about reinforced plastics, 
would be useful to them to remain independent and economically 
autonomous. I realized that the machine needed to process the composites, a 
“hotpress” that heats and presses the materials together, was too expensive, so I 
asked my colleague Darko Matovic at Queens University in Ontario, Canada to 
design a machine costing $1000 that would function like a commercial $100,000 
machine. 
 
The narrative of what we did, whom we did it with, and how we did it is fairly 
easy to tell. The questions, the heartache, and the uncertainties are not. We did 
not enter into this project lightly. We did not go down to Buenos Aires with the 
hope of a holiday and an interesting hobby, nor did we go there innocently 
hoping to “help.” We were constantly plagued by questions and these 
increased in number as we remained in BsAs and after we left. This paper is not 
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the place to describe in detail the whole project, which can be found on the 
project blog, wasteforlife.org. In the sections below we will present our 
interactions with nine different cooperatives and some of our self-critiques about 
this process and lessons learnt. We attempt to address some of the following 
questions: 
 
Can Waste for Life help cartonero cooperatives remain independent and 
economically self-sufficient? How can the cooperatives sustain the momentum 
after the life of the WfL project? Is it possible for engineering to be co-developed 
and applied in a counter hegemonic way to support cooperatives through 
initiatives such as WfL? 
 

Engineering for people not profit 
 
There are many well-founded criticisms for doing this type of work. The 
development agenda, as James Ferguson points out, has become a machine 
that implements technical solutions to problems that are far from technical in 
nature.17 Ferguson critiques the idea of “developers” socially constructing a third 
world in such a way that the technical solutions the North has to offer seem to 
be the solution to move towards “progress.” He does not completely reject the 
idea of people from the North working together with those from the South, but 
gives certain criteria for this: groups should understand the politics surrounding 
the particular issues and these groups should be counter hegemonic, 
representing a movement toward local empowerment. In order to actually work 
together and ensure that these criteria are met, we attempted to understand 
what it might mean to share technical knowledge with the cartonero 
cooperatives while remaining cognizant of asymmetries of privilege and status.  
 
Despite much recent attention to “public dialogue” with science, in my 
(Caroline’s) opinion this is not more than governments wanting to suppress the 
complaints of the public so that innovations can reach the market more quickly. 
It is often stated that the “lay” public does not know enough science to be able 
to contribute to the discussion.18 There are, however, several groups that actively 
try to create programs for communities and citizens that are responsive to 
technical needs analysis.19 In Street Science, James Coburn20 describes the work 
with citizens in New York who became worried about air quality following 9/11. 
Locals knew through their experience that the air quality couldn’t be good. 
“How can two 100 story buildings that were never meant to disappear into thin 
air--given all the things in those buildings that were never meant to disappear 
into thin air--and that air be perfectly safe to breathe?”21 Coburn follows one 
community and describes how residents organized community knowledge to 
improve scientific enquiry. He also presents the case of community generated 
maps of local toxic sites in Brooklyn, New York by a group called the Toxic 
Avengers. Coburn tries to revalue different forms of knowledge. When locals 
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experience conflicts with the conclusions of experts, questions arise about how 
professionals “create, define and prioritize problems which warrant attention.”22 
Coburn raises the contentious political questions that professional “techno” 
science tries to silence by often claiming that an issue is “purely technical.” A.K. 
Gupta tells us that  
 

formal scientists do not recognize, respect and reciprocate the 
informal scientific knowledge, creativity and innovation at 
grassroots levels in society. The science underlying the successful 
overcoming of some of the day-to-day struggles of economically 
poor but knowledge rich people does not get articulated or 
acknowledged....23 

 
His solution to move beyond the barriers, blending excellence in formal and 
informal sectors is the “honeybee network,” in which 75 countries draw on 
technological and institutional innovations for sustainable natural resource 
management developed by people unaided by NGOs, market or state. In BsAs 
they call this “socializing knowledge,” and it works on a much more local level. 
One of our first encounters with cooperatives was encouraging: we were told, 
“you share the knowledge with us and we will share it with others.” They had the 
“scientific” knowledge about what could and could not be recycled locally and 
what processing methods were realistic and manageable. We had the 
knowledge of how to make the composites. The challenge was to work in this 
shared, non-exploitative, counter hegemonic way with the cooperatives in BsAs.  
 

Mapping the territory 
 
Most of our Northern colleagues were incredulous when they discovered that 
neither of us had any firm contacts when we arrived in BsAs. We had been given 
the names of one activist university professor of architecture, one DGPRU 
government researcher, and three cooperatives. We made it clear to the 
cooperatives that we did not represent our universities in any formal way but 
that we were there to support their efforts if we could, in any way we could. If 
we came to BsAs with anything pre-planned, it was that we would remain as 
steadfastly unaligned as possible, which proved to be a prescient decision of 
ours given the country’s long history of divisiveness. We asked questions, we 
spent hours on local buses, we reflected, we asked more questions. We reached 
out in a rhizome-like way to anyone and everyone who could help us 
understand the complex maze of garbage and the role of the cooperatives 
within that maze. We recorded much of our experiences and encounters in our 
WfL blog, and on video, and are in the process of making a documentary about 
WfL in Argentina. Though our main purpose was to act and not record, we 
diligently created contemporaneous text, audio, and visual documents and 
commentaries on our work. I (Eric) knew from my experience in a “theatre for 
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development” project in Lesotho the year before, that this multi-media 
journaling would help us clarify our thinking in situ, and be invaluable to us after 
the fact when we would need to explain our project to others. We wanted to 
find out if the technology was useful, what products they thought could be 
made and sold in local markets, if the hotpress machine could be made by 
local ERTs (empresas recuperadas por sus trabajadores or worker-recuperated 
enterprises) with local resources, if the money they would make would be worth 
the effort, if they could borrow the money to make the press from the local 
micro credit organization we discovered, The Working World (La Base), if this was 
a good idea and, most importantly, would it support them in their struggles to 
stay autonomous and survive economically. Or, should we just retreat and go 
back to North America? The following section presents a short description of the 
cooperatives we encountered, shared ideas with, or with whom we moved 
forward to taking collaborative action.  
 

The cooperatives  
 

El Ceibo 
 
To the world outside of Argentina, El Ceibo, which is made up of 50+ families, is 
the most recognizable cartonero cooperative. It has been studied by university 
researchers and featured in the popular press. Cristina Lescano, its founder, has 
more than 20 years experience as a successful community organizer, and she 
was the very first person we met in Buenos Aires. We didn’t have much to offer 
Christina in July 2007. Waste for Life was simply an idea. We had no hotpress in 
Argentina; we had no product; we had no idea whether it would be 
economically advantageous for her group to spend time collecting and sorting 
the plastic bags and cardboard--time spent away from doing other work. El 
Ceibo is renowned because of its tantalizingly successful collaboration with 
residents of the up-scale Palermo neighbourhood in BsAs who sort their own 
garbage and make the recyclables available to the cooperative. Christina 
would work with us when we were more certain that our technology could be 
turned into a commercial success. Until then, she suggested, we should spend 
time with Carlos Levinton’s researchers at the University of Buenos Aires’s Faculty 
of Design, Architecture, and Urbanism.  

 
Bajo Flores 

 
The Bajo Flores Ecological Cooperative of Recyclers was the first cooperative to 
benefit from the Zero Garbage law and, during our 2007 visit to Argentina, it was 
the only one of six planned Centros Verdes in operation. According to IPS News, 
“The Buenos Aires city government built the plant, bought the machinery, and 
loaned the installations for five years to the members of the cooperative.” Bajo 
Flores is supposed to receive the raw garbage of 5-star hotels and over-19-story 
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apartment buildings from the exclusive Puerto Madero district of Buenos Aires. 
Two of the five private trucking companies and the single government-run 
company that are responsible for cleaning the streets and hauling the city’s 
garbage to the CEAMSE landfill were charged with bringing the waste to the 
cooperative to be sorted. The cooperative members separate the different 
types of recyclable plastic, bottles, carton, paper, etc. from the soft garbage--
which is then hauled to the CEAMSE landfill--and then sort and sell it to the 
industries that recycle them into paper and other plastic and glass products. In 
theory, it’s a good system: the cooperative is responsible for sorting and selling, 
but not collecting, and it bypasses all of the middlemen that stood between its 
members and the final destination of the recyclables when they were working 
informally as cartoneros on the streets. The members share the profits more or 
less equally, less garbage goes to the landfill, and the plastic and bottles and 
cardboard are reused. The city government, for the price of a warehouse, two 
pieces of equipment, and a small subsidy that goes to cooperative members, 
gets much waste processed here--a small price to pay to keep the peace. But 
during our 2007 visits to Bajo Flores it was obvious that this Centro Verde was 
working much below capacity. What was happening to the garbage along 
route? Though destined to Bajo Flores and the 40+ families working there, we 
learned that the truckers or the hotel employees or the apartment building 
janitors were diverting it, and someone was selling the recyclables on their own. 
There are lots of competitors for garbage and many people could profit making 
certain that Bajo Flores failed. By the time of our return visit in 2008 Bajo Flores 
had fallen out of favour with the current government and was barely 
functioning.24 
 

Villa Angelica and Etilplast 
 
Two cooperatives funded by The Working World, Etilplast and Villa Angelica, are 
examples of small family coop organizations that buy waste plastic and 
reprocess it to add value to the chain. Villa Angelica has a yard full of waste 
and two machines that chop up the plastic. When we visited we were told that 
they had recently lost their only client--their truck and small extruder had broken 
down, and they couldn’t seek new buyers until they were mended. But they 
didn’t have the funds to do so. All of their equipment was priced in terms of the 
number of tons of plastic waste they had traded to get them, and these 
machines were worth less than a few thousand dollars. Villa Angelica was in too 
fragile a position to even consider working with us. A more successful 
organization, Etilplast, had an enormous industrial extruder, which they had built 
themselves over some eight months. They were comparatively thriving and were 
interested in collaborating with WfL, recognizing that the combination of their 
extruder with the hotpress could very effectively manufacture products.  
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Avellaneda 
 

Carlos Perini and his cooperative Avellaneda, south of BsAs, have moved 
through several stages since we met them in 2007. They appeared very 
disorganised and dysfunctional on our first visit, but a few months later had 
organised a cooperative to collect, hand sort, chop, wash and dry plastic for 
sale by type. They suffered, however, as have all of the cooperatives and all of 
the street cartoneros from the precipitous decline in the value of recyclables 
due to the 2008 world economic crisis, and by the time we returned they had 
closed this part of their business to focus on a scrap wood furniture making 
sideline. While previously they were able to support 50 cartonero families, this is 
now down to 25, but we are moving ahead to work with them and are seeking 
funding for a hotpress in their organisation. They have a waste wood chip 
product that would work well as reinforcement fibre for the composites and they 
already have the furniture making skills to consider a range of products.  
 

Reciclando Suenõs 
 
Reciclando Suenõs is the only coop we know that has moved to manufacturing 
from collecting, sorting and selling. They have a product--a painting sponge--the 
handle and backbone of which is made from recycled plastic. They chop, 
clean, dry and injection mould the plastic and then assemble the parts, selling 
them each to a local wholesaler for $1.10 pesos (29 cents US). This cooperative 
has an interesting position in relation to the municipal government in La Matanza 
where they are located. They consider their work a public service that the 
government has failed to provide, and see no sense in the current arrangement 
of paying large companies to collect waste. They have refused up to now to 
accept (or rather apply for) any form of government welfare checks or work 
plans, insisting that their work is legitimate, and the municipality should pay them 
for the services they provide. In 2007 Reciclando Suenõs was well positioned to 
move forward with WfL, but in December of that year their warehouse burned 
down. The problem is that plastics are very flammable and take up much 
storage space and get placed in the same warehouse as faulty electronic 
equipment. They have since been recuperating from their losses. 
 

Cooperativa El Álamo 
 
In 2007 El Álamo was working out of a damp pit at the side of a railway track in 
Puerreydón on the outskirts of Buenos Aires. It had been designated to manage 
one of the city’s Centros Verdes, but the selected location triggered a powerful 
NIMBY (not-in-my-backyard) backlash. It was unclear how we could work with El 
Álamo because they concentrated on collecting only cardboard. By the time of 
our return in 2008, they had relocated to brand new warehouse facilities 
adjacent to Bajo Flores. The cooperative was prospering and was clearly 
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benefiting from the largesse of the current Buenos Aires city government. New 
trucks were moving in and out of their facilities all of the time, and cooperative 
members were clothed in uniforms blazoned with their logo. This was in stark 
contrast to its neighbour, Bajo Flores, which had become only a shell of its former 
self. 
 

Abuela Naturaleza 
 
Maria Virginia Pimentel of Abuela Naturaleza has decided to spend her life 
working with waste recycling. Formerly, a cartonero organizer, she has been 
involved in recycling efforts since the 1980’s and now teaches children about 
recycling in schools and fetes using puppets and other creative techniques. She 
insists on being called an “urban recoverer” and has organized her local 
community to separate products that can be recycled, which she collects in a 
van. Virginia has found a market for practically everything she collects and 
showed us a huge number of items that she had sorted with the help of the 
three other cooperative members. Maria Virginia is currently working with WfL to 
develop a recycling box made of waste for her neighbours to use to make 
separation easier for them (no initiatives like “blue boxes” are provided by the 
government). She goes to the Faculty of Architecture, Design, and Urbanism 
(FADU) at the University of Buenos Aires once a week to work with the hotpress 
and Levinton’s group to develop product ideas and experiment with different 
materials.  
 

Civic associations 
 

Renacer Lanzone 
 
Renacer Lanzone, known as the Pheonix of the barrio Lanzone, is not in fact a 
cooperative but a civic association whose president is Adam Guevara. Over 
twenty years ago Guevara had the idea that CEAMSE should divert the trucks 
carrying garbage to its landfills to groups of cartoneros who could strip them of 
their recyclables, leaving less waste to eventually bury. He tried to persuade 
many CEAMSE directors to adopt this idea, but was unsuccessful until three years 
ago when the current director agreed and the official Sin Desperdicio program 
took hold (see above). Adam was allowed to establish a model “social factory” 
sorting centre in the Lanzone barrio across from the Norte III landfill. The project 
has been so successful that there are now four centres and four more planned 
on the CEAMSE site itself. It is difficult to determine how independent Guevara’s 
group is from CEAMSE at this point, but they are very keen to work with WfL. 
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Worker-recuperated enterprises 
 

Unión Solidaria de Trabajadores (UST) 
 

UST (Union Solidaria de Trabajadores) in Villa Dominico is a cooperative and an 
worker-recuperated enterprise (ERT) that extracted itself from the withdrawing 
corporation TECHINT and successfully negotiated with CEAMSE to become 
contract workers who would maintain regenerated land on top of a large 
former landfill. Their expertise is sanitary engineering, but they work alongside 
and support other cooperatives that work in a variety of areas including 
recycling and building. UST says it has the skills to build a hotpress, but we have 
not had the opportunity to pursue further collaboration ideas with them.  

 
19 de Diciembre 

 
Cooperativa de Trabajo (worker cooperative) “19 de Diciembre” is a 
“recuperated” metallurgical factory. It continues, as before, to manufacture 
auto components for the automobile industry and, ironically, one of its principle 
clients is its former owner who has created another factory which buys and 
assembles the components and sells them on to the large automobile 
manufacturers (Ford, VW, Mercedes Benz). 19 de Diciembre employs about 5 or 
6 outside skilled workers who work the more complex die machinery and are 
paid around $16 Argentine pesos (or US$4) per hour, which is twice as much as 
the 30 or so cooperative members earn. (It is typical for skilled workers to either 
leave or not join cooperatives because they can make more money as 
“independent” employees.) It is important for us to find a local “recuperated” 
factory that is able to manufacture and sell the hotpress as a niche business, 
and Enrique Iriarte, the Cooperative’s president, expressed interest in doing so. 
 

WfL and cooperativism 
 
Our work with the cooperatives demonstrated that different groups work within 
(and outside of) the system in different ways. Some critiqued privatization, saying 
that government should take over garbage collection and employ the 
cartoneros--that they were in fact “shirking their responsibility” by leaving it to the 
cartoneros to clear up the city’s waste. Others supported the “sin patron” 
(without a boss) notion of independence--that cartoneros were quite happy 
working for themselves, and any way of assisting them to do that would be 
welcomed as long as they could remain unencumbered by allegiances. Some 
welcomed government subsidies and others refused them. But it became 
quickly clear to us that few rank-and-file members had any political critique or 
motivation for what they were involved with or the way they were working. They 
wanted to eat, to feed their families and in all cases, they wanted to share and 
help others do the same--not out of a sense of duty but out of solidarity first and 
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an historical belief borne from experience that no government will help us so we 
have to help each other. We certainly saw examples of people who were very 
vocal in rejecting cooperativism because they felt it infringed upon their 
independence, and others who embraced it because the mutual 
dependency/responsibility enabled them to survive, but we witnessed only rare 
instances of ideological commitment to cooperativism and, less often, a political 
analysis. When these did occur, it was a cooperative spokesperson, leader, or 
president who articulated them, and we were never certain how deeply or 
strongly within the organizations that commitment or analysis reverberated.  
 
It did not serve our purposes to map the cartoneros’ experiences to the mostly 
academic debates buzzing around clientelism, automonism, or socialism. After 
all, we made a tactical decision to remain unaffiliated and, frankly, when we 
looked at cooperative participation that stretched along a continuum from 
situational expediency to ideological fervour, most of the people we met were 
closer to the former. What reverberated for us, and what was significant for WfL, 
which at its core depends upon open and collaborative knowledge building 
and dissemination, was the idea of “socializing or collectivizing knowledge.” We 
heard this phrase very often: “you help me learn about this technology and I will 
teach someone else.” It is a starkly different ethos than that held by small 
companies we see in North American and the UK, which have been taught to 
say: “Don’t tell the others or we won’t be able to sell so much.” There is tacit 
resistance to market economies and market values in the former phrase, 
whether that resistance is borne by a capitalist critique or the experiences of 
solidarity. Which brings us to our biggest question. Are we contributing to 
capitalism? Can the coops seriously offer any resistance to capitalism? Our work 
with the coops showed us that different groups work within the system in 
different ways. All fight for the right to work, to own their own time, to not labour 
for others but to share the proceeds equitably of the work they contribute. They 
have to--they have been forced to-- reorganize their working lives, do a grand 
“something else,” to provide for themselves and their families. Some important 
features of this include: 
 

• Assemblies and equal pay: Many coops function as the ERTs do, 
having weekly membership assemblies or workshops in which 
major decisions are made and issues of “being a cooperative” 
(which are neither evident nor easy) are collectively worked 
through. Reciclando Suenõs, for example, has two anthropology 
researchers helping facilitate these meetings. We had the 
privilege of attending one of these assemblies where members 
discussed, among other things, what should be done if one of 
them collected a pair of socks that was still wearable. Should 
they bring that pair back to the coop or keep it for themselves? 
It was decided they would bring the socks back, eventually sell 
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them, and share the proceeds (though, parenthetically, none of 
them were wearing socks that winter day).  

 
• Sin patrón: Despite the fact that all the coops we worked with 

had a designated leader, this person, for the most part, did not 
have any power over wages, conditions of work, or any other 
important considerations. Decisions are made together in a non-
hierarchical, participatory decision-making process, and in most 
cases pay is equally distributed. Although we heard this phrase 
sin patrón (or, “without a boss” or “without and overseer”) most 
often from independent cartoneros who used it to differentiate, 
positively, their lives from those subject to the collective decision-
makings of a cooperative, sin patrón gained currency as an 
idea during the worker-recuperated factory/self-management 
movement that began with the 2001 crisis and is grounded in the 
ideas of cooperativism. 

 
• People before profit: One of the clearer forms of resistance we 

encountered was how people were brought into the coops. In 
most cases, if they needed to be included in group or family 
cooperatives, they were included. Civic associations have a 
different structure of non-profits--they are not legally 
cooperatives--and they do have a president and wages. 
However, Renacer Lanzone adhered to the same principles as 
the cooperatives. When asked on what basis he selects people 
to work in the association, Adam Guevara told us “on the basis 
of need of course.” For instance, if an unemployed woman has 
five children and another, three, then the first one gets the job. 
This is clearly unskilled labour in the main, but it is a far cry from 
the merit competitive systems of the neoliberal agenda. 

 
We worked to reinforce these features, not counter them in any way. Faced with 
no jobs, no social welfare, and plenty of garbage, these individuals and families 
have grouped together to make a go of it and eek out ways to survive. The 
coops have found many imaginative ways of gaining more income. For 
example, Renacer Lanzone sought out education, and were trained by 
representatives from the Instituto Nacional de Tecnología Industrial (National 
Institute of Industrial Technology, or INTI) to categorize and sort different plastics, 
which increased their income by 300%. El Ceibo, Abuela Naturaleza, and 
Reciclando Suenõs have organized neighbourhoods to separate waste before 
their members collect it. Etilplast and Villa Angelica process much of the plastic 
they collect, which they sell at higher prices than the raw material alone. And 
Reciclando Suenõs has ventured into small manufacturing.  
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Many saw our intervention as another way of contributing to their self-
sufficiency, of helping them resist so they could continue to explore their 
alternative modes of social and productive life. However, the long-term 
influence of what we are doing is yet unknown. WfL is very much at the 
beginning of its relationships with the cooperatives that are in a position to work 
with us. Having languished uselessly at INTI for one year, at this point our $1000 
hotpress exists in BsAs--it is now with Levinton’s research group at FADU, who are 
amongst our closest collaborators. They actively work on recycling projects with 
cooperatives and families in local barrios, and are co-developing products with 
the cooperatives and helping them learn the WfL technology before they 
decide if it is worthwhile for them to move forward. Three cooperatives are 
currently involved with this project, and we expect more to join in once this 
community-based application of technology proves to be successful. Ultimately, 
The Working World (La Base) will establish and administer a revolving hotpress 
loan fund to enable the cooperatives to purchase a hotpress. And then the 
cooperatives will be the innovators, the product developers, the street scientists.  
 

Final reflections 
 
All we knew for certain before coming to Argentina in 2007 was that our stay 
was finite. The time that separated our flight into and out of BsAs was 6 months; 
we knew very little else. We had some contacts and we had some technology, 
we had time and we had a way of working and resisting that we believed in 
and have honed together, but mostly separately, purposefully and sometimes 
haphazardly, in our academic and creative and activist lives over many years. It 
was our shared belief that we could challenge inequity’s inevitability, that we 
and our loosely joined network of people could create practical alternatives, 
that we could help make some small things possible where there seemed to be 
few possibilities. This, above else, kept us going and is at the core of WfL. It is 
what drew us to Buenos Aires, to the alternative subjectivities and inspirational 
practices of other economies and social realities that the cooperatives were 
playing out against all odds, but in hopeful solidarity with one another. I (Eric) did 
not doubt that I had the right to be there, to participate in and support those 
efforts as best I could, however I could, that WfL could make a difference, and 
that we should not curtail or mute our activities because of differences of power 
and privilege and experience.  
 
I (Caroline) was given some “advice” before I left Canada in 2007 by a scholar 
in Development Studies. He told me I should “stick to the science” and not get 
involved in the complexity of garbage. This could not have been further from the 
way I was thinking. I am constantly telling my engineering colleagues that: 
“Engineering is not in a vacuum--you need to understand and critique the 
context” or that “Engineers are the hired guns for any political system.” So why 
was someone from Development Studies telling me that somehow it was 
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possible to introduce a recycling technology anywhere in the world without 
making a choice about who I would share that knowledge with? This kind of 
attitude prevails--whether due to disciplinary pride or concern that engineers 
can never actually learn the necessary ways of thinking. However, it is extremely 
unhelpful to those of us who are actually trying to break out of the hegemony of 
capitalist engineering with its roots in the Industrial Revolution. I have been for 
many years now, exploring how to critique engineering through a social justice 
lens. I have been asking the questions: What for? Why? Who benefits and who 
pays? If engineers continue to function, I maintain, then they clearly need more 
exposure and the ability to learn about and critique socio-economic contexts 
and the role that technology plays in the development project and in the trans-
national trading and exploitative labour relations taking place within 
engineering organizations today. It may in fact be the case that engineering, 
the system, is irredeemable and that only technology, the tools and machines, 
can be progressive, if used to promote equity and freedom rather than 
domination and oppression.  
 
Meantime, just like the vestiges of capitalist market economy that the ERTs and 
cartonero cooperatives have to deal with and encounter, we need to move 
from where we are to somewhere else. How to do this is the question. Lay down 
our tools or use them to fight the enemy? If the latter, then we need to know 
that enemy well.
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each week in a support role much like the two anthropology researchers who 
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Abstract 

 
This paper situates Italian social cooperatives within the broader 
development of the Italian cooperative movement to explore the 
impact that Italy’s two major cooperative confederations, Lega 
and Confcooperative, have had in shaping social cooperatives’ 
civic capacity. Acknowledging that the capacity of social 
cooperatives turns critically on contextual factors related to the 
distinctive political, cultural, and legal environments in which they 
develop, my focus is on social cooperatives’ connection to the 
Italian cooperative movement, more specifically the extent to 
which traditional cooperative umbrella associations have fostered 
and/or impeded social cooperatives’ capacity to generate civic 
capital. In addition, by illuminating the ways in which long standing 
state-society interest groups, as represented by Italy’s two principle 
cooperative confederations, influence the development of “new” 
social actors, the paper seeks to provide a better understanding of 
the process of adaptation within the organizational culture of the 
cooperative movement. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Much has been written about the weakness of Italian civil society. Heavily 
influenced by the politics of the Cold War, Anglo-American scholarship in 
particular has tended to focus on amoral individualism, familialism, and social 
hierarchy as key factors in explaining chronic corruption and political instability 
in the Italian South, thus paving the way for contemporary analyses which tend 
to attribute the weakness of Italian democracy to a general lack of social 
capital.2 Less recognized is the fact that Italy has spawned a variety of vibrant 
social movements, chief among them the student and worker movements of 
the late 1960s and 1970s, the deinstitutionalization and social center movements 
of the 1980s and 1990s, as well as a thriving cooperative movement.   
 
Although the latter is often relegated to the annals of 19th century Italian history, 
the Italian cooperative movement continues to be of particular interest in 
understanding contemporary developments in Italian civil society due to its 
continued importance in mobilizing workers, consumers, and communities, 
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which includes the recent flourishing of social cooperatives. While the first Italian 
social cooperatives appeared in the early 1970s, since the late 1990s they have 
become the dominant form of social enterprise in Italy.  Totaling approximately 
1,479 organizations in 1993, by 2005 the number of active social cooperatives 
had reached an estimated 7,363.3 Blending elements of traditional mutual 
societies with a contemporary form of social entrepreneurship to provide a 
variety of traditional and non-traditional services, programs, and activities in the 
areas of social assistance, education, health, recreation, and labor force 
integration, Italian social cooperatives represent a unique hybrid form of 
organization. Yet, what makes Italian social cooperatives particularly distinct 
from other community organizations is their connection to the cooperative 
movement. 
 
Situating Italian social cooperatives within the broader development of the 
Italian cooperative movement, this article explores the impact that Italy’s 
cooperative confederations have had in shaping social cooperatives’ civic 
capacity. Acknowledging that the capacity of new generation cooperatives 
turns critically on contextual factors related to the distinctive political, cultural 
and legal environments in which they develop, my goal is to provide a better 
understanding of the relative distinctiveness of Italian social cooperatives vis-à-
vis other so-called third sector organizations (traditional cooperatives, mutual 
societies, voluntary associations, etc.) and their specific role within the Italian 
cooperative movement more broadly. Drawing extensively on interview data 
and primary source material, I look more specifically at the extent to which 
traditional cooperative umbrella associations have sought to foster and/or 
impede social cooperatives’ capacity to generate civic capital, understood as 
part of a broader process of enhancing cultural expression and extending social 
and economic solidarity to diverse members of the broader territorial 
community in which individual cooperatives are embedded. In addition to 
shedding light on the relevance of social cooperatives for the development of 
Italian civil society, by illuminating the ways in which “old” interest intermediaries, 
as represented by Italy’s two principle cooperative confederations, influence 
the development of “new” social actors, I hope to provide a better 
understanding of the process of adaptation within the organizational culture of 
the cooperative movement.  
 

Italian social cooperatives  
 
Among the more interesting aspects of Italian social cooperatives is that they 
represent an extremely coherent and consolidated reality. Though a relatively 
small portion of the so-called Italian third sector overall, they have developed at 
a pace that has outstripped other types of third sector organizations, not only in 
terms of aggregate numbers but also in relation to both the scope of their 
activities as well as their geographical distribution. In addition to providing 
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traditional forms of care giving and mutual self-help such as day care, 
residential care, and home help, social cooperatives generate programs and 
activities related more centrally to social solidarity and community development 
objectives. They provide festivals and cultural events for communities; puppet 
theatre and after school programs for kids; temporary housing, counseling, and 
language assistance for refugees; and stable work, remuneration, and 
community integration for disabled youth, former convicts, and otherwise 
marginalized persons in the labor market. 
 
While they developed organically in northern Italy during the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, in 1991 the Italian government created national legislation 
establishing a unique legal framework for social cooperatives (Law 381/1991), 
which has in turn fostered their proliferation throughout Italy. While the first major 
report on social cooperatives published in 1994 indicated approximately 67% of 
Italian social cooperatives were located in the north, 15% in the Center and 18% 
in the South,4 by 2005, the proportion of social cooperatives in the South had 
grown to 34%, thus producing a more even distribution throughout the country, 
with 47% of social cooperatives located in the North and 19% in the Center.5  
 
Law 381/1991 categorizes social cooperatives into two types. The first category 
(designated A-type cooperatives) is made up of social cooperatives that 
operate in the areas of recreation, health, social assistance and education. The 
second category (B-type cooperatives) contains social cooperatives that are 
engaged primarily in programs, activities, and services related to labor force 
integration, providing stable work and remuneration to disadvantaged and 
marginalized persons in the labor market. While social cooperatives are subject 
to framework legislation which is distinctive from that applied to traditional 
production cooperatives (Law 59/1992), they exhibit a number of related 
properties, chief among them, paid employment, limited profit distribution, and 
democratic management structures. While unpaid members comprise roughly 
21% of the total membership among social cooperatives, unlike most civic 
associations, they do not constitute their primary stakeholders.6  Moreover, they 
are subject to the same rules applied to other cooperatives according to the 
Italian civil code. For the most part these have to do with the organizational and 
structural parameters of cooperative societies (i.e. the regulation of their 
constitution and liquidation, requirements for membership, the structure of 
governance, and the budget process). For example, members participate in 
establishing cooperative policy and in making related decisions according to 
the principle of “one head, one vote.” 
 
In many ways, however, social cooperatives are quite distinctive from traditional 
cooperatives. Attempting to establish a unique role for them within Italian civil 
society, Law 381 designates social cooperatives the responsibility of pursuing the 
common good vis-à-vis the provision of benefits for third parties. To this end, the 
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law provides for the exemption of “volunteer” members from a variety of 
regulatory and normative standards applicable to worker members and 
mandates that disadvantaged workers comprise a minimum of 30% of the total 
work force in Type-B cooperatives. When combined with tax advantages 
generated from their fiscal status as not-for-profit organizations (Law 460/1997), 
such as a reduction of the valued added tax on sales of services, these 
provisions generate a number of fiscal benefits for social cooperatives 
unavailable to other cooperative societies. While assigned a particular value as 
production oriented economic entities by designating economic goals as a 
means to social ends, social cooperatives tend to subordinate economic 
productivity to realizing collective social benefits.7 Assigned by statute a public 
mandate to “pursue the community’s general interest for human promotion and 
for the social integration of citizens,” they are distinctive from more traditional 
cooperatives in that they incorporate explicitly social and civic aims.8 Members 
are not the primary service beneficiaries and Law 381 explicitly limits the 
proportion of unpaid volunteers to 50% or less of social cooperatives’ 
memberships in an attempt to ensure that volunteer members will be used as 
complements to rather than substitutes for remunerated workers. At the same 
time, the emphasis on diversifying membership by incorporating disadvantaged 
workers, marginalized social service users, and collaborative public and social 
partners extends social cooperatives’ membership base into areas of the 
community not otherwise involved in more traditional cooperative enterprises. 
Thus, as multi-stakeholder organizations, social cooperatives are less oriented 
toward promoting class interests than they are expanding civic participation 
and community wellbeing. 9 
 
It is this unique potential for blending internal mutuality among members with 
synergies among more and less privileged groups in society that lies at the heart 
of social cooperatives’ unique contribution to civil society. Thus, beyond their 
economic capacity for generating efficiency gains, much of social 
cooperatives’ innovation lies in their ability to generate a broad array of 
collective social benefits--from socializing need and enhancing participatory 
democracy to expanding social resources, promoting social inclusion and 
enhancing the of quality of life of communities, particularly their most 
disadvantaged members.10 Combining a social care function with citizen 
involvement, social cooperatives represent an important potential nexus for 
fostering civic capacity, both in terms of transcending intra-group parochialism 
and linking resources and ideas across institutional boundaries. 
 

Connection to the Italian cooperative movement 
 
The Italian cooperative movement represents some 71,464 cooperatives, 
encompassing over 11.4 million members.11 While numerically smaller than other 
European countries with strong cooperative traditions, the Italian cooperative 
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movement nevertheless remains one of the strongest cooperative movements in 
Europe.12  
 
The Italian cooperative movement is organizationally structured into three tiers: 
peak level representative bodies at the national level, sector-based regional 
and/or provincial offices and local level consortia. Individual social cooperatives 
subscribe to local consortia and/or regional or provincial branches of the 
cooperative associations and these bodies are in turn linked to national level 
representative bodies. As the legally recognized bodies representing the Italian 
cooperative movement, cooperative associations occupy a major role in 
promoting, protecting and assisting social cooperatives, and serve as the 
primary intermediaries between social cooperatives and the political, 
economic, and social arenas in which they operate, particularly at the regional 
and national levels. While estimates vary, data generated from the Cooperative 
movement combined with estimates culled from the most recent 2005 national 
ISTAT survey on social cooperatives reveals that the majority of social 
cooperatives in Italy--more than 65%--are formal members of a cooperative 
association, thus establishing a direct connection with the organized 
cooperative movement.   
 
In addition to submitting to an annual budget review--a requirement for all 
social cooperatives regardless of affiliation--cooperative association 
membership entails paying dues in return for technical and institutional support. 
Social cooperatives also benefit from Law 59/1992, which requires cooperatives 
to pay 3% of their profits to a general fund administered by the associations for 
the purpose of facilitating the development of new cooperative enterprises. 
Among a host of less tangible cultural, political, and social supports include 
assistance in establishing statutes, information on relevant legal and 
administrative provisions, project development, and commercial services. In 
addition, membership affords social cooperatives access to annual cooperative 
association meetings and general assemblies as well as joint projects and 
ventures, credit opportunities and a variety of other opportunities, such as 
conferences and training seminars. Supported through a network of national 
representative bodies or consortia at the national, regional, or provincial levels, 
cooperative associations provide an institutional infrastructure through which 
representatives promote common cooperative interests and ideas to third 
parties, coordinate and consolidate cooperative programs and activities, and 
help shape social cooperatives’ identity by delineating a set of principles and 
strategies that form a loosely defined behavioral code of conduct.   
 

Supporting or undermining civic capital? 
 
Culling the Italian literature on social cooperatives, there is much to suggest that 
cooperative associations’ are likely to have a neutral, if not dampening effect 



 

Italian Cooperatives and the Development of Civic Capacity 

230 

on social cooperatives’ capacity to foster meaningful forms of social and 
economic inclusion, let alone cultural expression.13  Though guided by strong 
ethical commitments to solidarity and democratic control, at heart, 
cooperatives are business enterprises dedicated to serving the collective 
though the private interests of their members. Forged by workers seeking to 
assert their control over their labour power and/or consumers seeking to 
increase their purchasing power, most traditional cooperatives strive for 
economic advantage for members in the particular markets in which they 
operate. Indeed many assessments of cooperative’s success (and failure) focus 
on size and turn over, management structures, and the expansion of productive 
capacity, which can easily jeopardize the very elements of cooperative 
enterprise that make them amenable to fostering social inclusion and social 
capital formation.14 Along with the problem of conflicting economic imperatives 
is the problem of organization. Organizational theorists, from Roberto Michels to 
Philip Selznick, have long drawn attention to the tendency of organizations to 
loose their mobilizing force over time to become more bureaucratic and 
hierarchical and thus less effective in achieving the heroic goals and objectives 
of their leaders, economic and social alike.15   
 
While these generalized arguments resonate with aspects of the Italian 
cooperative movement, most notably its high degree of centralization, its 
capacity to achieve considerable economies of scale through various mergers 
and acquisitions, and its particular strength in generating competitive business 
models,16 there are a number of reasons why we might expect the Italian 
cooperative movement to play a vital role in fostering rather than undermining 
social cooperatives’ civic capacity.    
 
Though all cooperative organizations, as social economy businesses, are linked 
in some sense to social purposes,17 the Italian cooperative movement in 
particular is rooted in a strong philosophical and material commitment to 
collectivist organizations “born from a society of people and not capital.”18  
Developed at least in part as a reaction against the charity and hierarchy of the 
Roman Catholic Church as well as labor agitation against the vagaries of 
capitalism, and later Fascism, the charge of political complacency and 
“ideological sterility” leveled against other European cooperative movements,19 
has been considerably more muted in Italy. Throughout its history the Italian 
cooperative movement has played a strong role in the realization of community 
based collectivist endeavors first in northern Italy and by the mid 20th century, 
throughout the country. By the end of World War II, the coop movement had 
become such a major force for expressing social change that its “social 
function” was granted explicit recognition in Article 45 of the Constitution of the 
Italian Republic. In addition, it has exhibited considerable success in drawing 
from all social and economic classes,20 a cross-class development which has not 
only allowed it to overcome difficult economic and political challenges but also 
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engage in a variety of social pursuits connected to workers and also to broader 
sets of community concerns. Thus, while the Italian cooperative movement has 
developed into a formidable economic force--representing the largest network 
of worker cooperatives in Western Europe21--it has balanced pragmatism with 
idealism to formulate and achieve collective endeavors that have gone well 
beyond the productive process. 
 
This said, it is critical to consider the political culture in which the Italian 
cooperative movement has arisen. In tandem with the polarized character of 
Italian political and cultural life--divided through much of the 20th century into 
socialist and Catholic subcultures--the Italian cooperative movement has 
traditionally been divided between two large cooperative confederations: Lega 
Nazionale delle Co-operative e Mutue (Lega), alligned with a “red” coalition of 
Communists and Socialists on the left, and La Confederzione Co-operative 
Italiane (Confcooperative), aligned with a somewhat more conservative 
Catholic-Christian Democratic coalition, typically identified as the “white 
coalition.”22 
 
Although there has been a significant erosion of the socio-political polarization 
of Italian society into “red” and “white” subcultures in light of the collapse of the 
Italian party system in the early 1990s and increased economic pressures 
associated with European integration and globalization more generally, this 
historical development suggests that cooperative associations’ influence on 
social cooperatives is likely to continue to reflect the institutional bifurcation of 
the Italian cooperative movement more generally. Set up as parallel 
infrastructures, Lega and Confcooperative are organized around sector based 
associations ranging from agriculture, construction, and production to culture, 
retailing, tourism and social insurance, each of which are in turn connected to 
one another vis-à-vis a territorialized, multi-level system of governance operating 
at the national, regional, and in many instances, provincial levels (See Figure 1).  
 
Illustrating a high degree of institutional isomorphism both cooperative 
confederations have approximately the same number of sector-based 
associations, two of which are devoted exclusively to social cooperatives: 
Federsolidarietà organizes and represents social cooperatives for 
Confcooperative and Legacoopsociali was recently established as an umbrella 
organization for social cooperatives within Lega.23 As is the case for all sector-
based associations within each Cooperative confederation, Federsolidarietà 
and Legacoopsociali are vertically integrated into a similar three-tiered network 
of national level, sector-based regional and/or provincial offices, and local level 
consortia. In addition to providing the infrastructure to help promote, 
consolidate, and coordinate cooperative activity, each cooperative 
confederation, and the respective sector-based associations which represent 
them, has a distinctive organizational culture. This organizational culture in turn 
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helps define the ideals, strategies, and normative codes which establish the 
basis for cooperative membership.  

 
Figure 1: Structure of Italy’s two main cooperative confederations as they relate to social 

cooperatives 

 
 

Assessing how cooperative associations impact  
social cooperatives’ civic capacity 

 
Given this legacy of divergent organizational cultures embedded in structurally 
similar institutional arrangements, a critical first step in attempting to flesh out the 
nature and extent of the cooperative movements’ influence in shaping social 
cooperatives’ civic capacity is to look more closely at the ways in which Lega 
and Confcooperative have sought to represent, promote and develop social 
cooperatives. This allows for a better understanding of whether the cooperative 
associations have developed distinctive models of social cooperative identity, 
and how, in turn, these models may contribute to promoting and/or 
undermining social cooperatives’ civic capacity.   
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To do this, I draw on data I gathered from primary source material as well as in 
depth interviews with key Lega and Confcooperative officials with the aim of 
providing a descriptive analysis of the ways in which each cooperative 
association has sought to support and help develop social cooperatives.  In 
addition to interviewing key officials at the national level, I conducted extensive 
interviews with over twenty regional and provincial directors and staff of each 
cooperative confederation in two key regions in northern Italy: Emilia Romagna 
and Lombardia. As key institutional representatives and support structures for 
social cooperatives both within and outside the cooperative movement, 
representatives who head the administrative divisions responsible for social 
cooperatives within Lega and Confcooperative served as critical sources of 
information for this study. Because they handle most of the advocacy and 
promotional activity specific to social cooperatives, they directly shape the 
“mission” for social cooperative development set forth by the cooperative 
associations. Along with the official political doctrine and socio-economic 
policies of each cooperative association, their ideas and preferences constitute 
a kind of “logic of appropriateness” through which social cooperatives set out 
their development objectives and strategies.   
 
In seeking to discern particular models of social cooperative development, and 
more specifically whether these models contribute to supporting or undermining 
social cooperatives’ capacity to generate civic capital, I focus on two key 
questions. First, to what extent does each cooperative association 
conceptualize and promote social cooperatives as social as opposed to 
economic actors and, related to this, how does their influence on social 
cooperatives’ organizational identity impact social coops’ broader potential for 
social and/or political transformation within Italian society? Second, to what 
degree do Lega and Confcooperative influence social cooperatives’ role in 
community building? In other words, how do these umbrella organizations 
promote and/or impede social cooperatives’ capacity to construct social ties 
across individuals and social groups facing different challenges and occupying 
diverse roles within Italian society.  
 

Identifying and promoting social goals  
 
In order for cooperative associations to have a positive impact on social 
cooperatives’ contribution to civil society, they must seek to develop social 
cooperatives not just as economic entities but as social actors capable of 
impacting the lives of community members beyond the delivery of services to 
individual clients and/or “service users.” Thus, at a minimum, facilitating civic 
capacity entails developing an organizational identity that bridges social 
cooperatives’ role as service providers with a broader social agenda that 
encompasses a set of explicit goals and/or obligations. Beyond this, as key 
intermediaries that not only assist and support individual cooperatives but also 
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represent them culturally and politically, cooperative associations are critical 
bridge-spanners and/or potential gatekeepers. Thus, it is critical to understand 
the type of institutional relationships they pursue in order to better understand 
the capacity of social cooperatives to contribute to broader social and/or 
political transformation within Italian society. 
 

LEGA 
 
Drawing on its traditional strength as a representative of worker and producer 
cooperatives,24 Lega identifies social cooperatives primarily as human service 
organizations, which use entrepreneurial means to accomplish social goals. 
Among the primary goals put forth in Lega’s agenda for social cooperatives 
from the late 1990s to the late 2000s was the creation and development of a 
new range of integrated, personal services, particularly in areas that have 
previously remained either uncovered or only partially covered. In pursuit of 
these goals, it sought to promote the growth of medium to large size services in 
overlapping sectors, particularly social assistance and health (i.e. home care 
and assisted living for the elderly) and social and labor market integration (i.e. 
job training for the physically disabled and mentally ill).25  
 
In an effort to facilitate the consolidation of an organic system of social 
interventions and services, Lega has upheld a model of active partnership with 
the public sector--a form of partnered subsidiary--which entails a proactive role 
for both the public and the private sectors as critical intermediaries in planning, 
producing and delivering social welfare. While promoting social cooperatives’ 
organizational and managerial role in the production of social services, Lega 
officials have tended to see social cooperatives in a predominately 
productionist vein, yet one which leaves social planning functions primarily to 
the public sector.  While the current crisis of the Italian public sector has caused 
Lega representatives to underscore the need to develop a more autonomous 
role in constructing a “new kind of welfare,” they continue to affirm the 
“absolute relevance” of maintaining relations with public administration and the 
need for more structured partnerships, particularly in the areas of accreditation 
and contracting.26 Viewing the regulatory functions of public entities as essential 
for generating a constructive role for non-public entities in reorganizing the 
welfare state, Lega upholds the role of the state in protecting citizenship rights 
while endorsing social cooperatives as a means of assisting the state in 
protecting the rights of vulnerable citizens. Thus, Lega representatives are strong 
proponents of concertation, a form of governance which shifts the character of 
public intervention away from procedural regulation toward models of 
intervention that promote a “network of social responsibility” between the state, 
civil society, and individuals.27  
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Along these lines, Lega officials emphasize the need to develop a broad, 
multifaceted social welfare system which focuses on the public good yet is 
attentive to the diverse array of needs which characterize different social 
groups and distinctive territorial communities. Affirming the vision of 
Legacoopsociale as rooted in “rights, social cohesion, equality and sustainable 
growth,” Vice President of Legacoopsociali, Sergio D’Angelo, states that “the 
force that social cooperatives have attained over the years is due to the fact 
that their objectives and the social interests they have protected have 
coincided with the objectives and interests of the collective.”28  
 
This perspective manifests itself through a number of policy priorities pursued by 
Lega. First, it actively promotes large-scale projects capable of creating a more 
equitable, comprehensive social market throughout the country. Thus, it 
prioritizes “projects and interventions for the general benefit” and supports the 
development of medium- to large-sized, multi-user, multi-service cooperatives.29  
This has translated into focusing energy on projects targeted at enhancing the 
quality of social cooperative services, programs, and activities, as well as equity 
issues, such as focusing resources on the traditionally undeveloped areas, 
particularly in the South. A second key way in which Lega manifests its policy 
priorities is through active lobbying for what it terms, “civic privatization.” This 
involves a broader political strategy committed to developing social 
cooperatives in tandem with the creation of a comprehensive, integrated 
welfare system capable of meeting the diversified needs of Italian citizens and 
workers.30 This in turn overlaps with a third key priority, which focuses on 
promoting “active citizenship” by creating opportunities for more direct 
involvement of citizens in making choices about service use as well as 
communicating with the public to promote awareness and knowledge of the 
resources available to them.31   
 

CONFCOOPERATIVE 
 
Like Lega, Confcooperative’s primary focus is on the development of the Italian 
social market. In contrast to Lega, however, it is openly critical of state 
dependency and what it views as current dysfunctions in public contracting 
and consequently focuses on strategies to develop greater independence from 
the state. According to Confcooperative officials, greater involvement in 
welfare contracting threatens to transform social cooperatives into a non-
specific labor pool for local public administrations by relegating them to a 
marginalized service provider role. Thus, as opposed to pursuing a social market 
model predicated on growth and competition, Confcooperative 
representatives stress their opposition to statalismo (statism), manifest in 
excessive bureaucratization, standardization and generalization. Instead, they 
advocate more direct mechanisms for producing collective benefits.  
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Although in recent years Confcooperative has made a more concerted effort 
to take advantage of new opportunities provided in the service sector as a 
result of welfare reform, it has continually emphasized community responsibility 
and participation in the production as well as consumption of welfare. Along 
these lines, Confcooperative has prioritized the systematic gathering and 
dissemination of “social” data related to membership composition and 
governance. As of 2008 this has enabled it to extend measures of “success” well 
beyond standard economic and organizational indicators to include, for 
example, the dissemination of information regarding the number of non-Italian 
members within social cooperatives as well as the extent of member 
participation in cooperative assembles.32 Defining the particular comparative 
advantage of social cooperatives, Federsolidarietà President Vilma Mazzocco 
emphasizes the importance of combining  innovation with solidarity, in order to 
“overcome the boundaries and security of the past” and embrace the 
“obligation to accept new challenges”33  While supportive of concertation, it is 
viewed largely as a mechanism to restructure public-private relations so as to 
overcome the perceived tendency of the public authorities to undermine the 
legitimacy of social cooperatives. Supporting a polycentric model of welfare 
which places the person, family, and territorial community at the center, 
Confcooperative seeks to assume greater co-responsibility not only in the 
delivery of goods and services, but in the content of social intervention as well 
as the mobilization of community support to promote this objective.34  
 
Cultivating an identity of social cooperatives as “alternative” organizations, 
generating bottom-up responses to locally defined need, Confcooperative 
officials view social development as predicated less on the successful 
implementation of welfare reforms than in a cultural shift that involves 
strengthening social bonds within local communities. By designating local 
consortia as the key interlocutors between the state and civil society, 
Confcooperative upholds a structural model of organization based on small-
scale individual cooperatives, which operate in solidarity with other community 
organizations in order to “substitute a network of businesses for a network of 
people.”35 This commitment to building the civic basis of social cooperative 
development is further evidenced by Confcooperative’s promotion of 
community embeddeness. As enshrined in its code of ethics, this principle affirms 
the importance of organic ties to communities. According to former 
Confcooperative president Felice Scalvini, “forming strong relations with citizens, 
social groups and institutions, all of them focused on social integration and the 
promotion of people,” are “fundamental aspects of the co-operative way”36 In 
addition to expressing a strong commitment to the philosophy of community 
development, Confcooperative officials advocate and promote extensive 
collaboration, both amongst social cooperatives as well as between social 
cooperatives and other civic-minded organizations. This link to the associational 
sphere is reinforced by Confcooperative leaders who have cultivated multiple 
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affiliations with other Italian associations, including leadership positions within 
Italy’s Forum del Terzo Settore, a national and regional representative body 
established in the mid 1990s to overcome cultural and ideological resistance to 
the development of the third sector, as well as a host of other foundations, 
research institutes, and community-based organizations. These factors lead to a 
strong affinity between social cooperatives and civic associations and thus the 
framing of social cooperatives as a kind of higher-order association representing 
an “authentic” expression of civil society.37  
 

Community building across social sectors 
 
In addition to its capacity to foster social as well as economic linkages among 
and across social cooperatives and public and private institutions more 
generally, the cooperative associations’ effect on social cooperatives involves 
the construction of alliances that foster (or potentially impede) solidarity 
between particular groups of people such as workers, those marginalized within 
their local communities, and/or consumers more broadly defined. Through their 
development of certain forms of support, their promotion of codes of conduct 
and ethics, and their advocacy efforts, cooperative associations help to embed 
and/or distance social cooperatives from local communities, thus influencing 
the scope and depth of social cooperatives’ civic capacity.  
 

LEGA 
 
Consistent with its promotion of other types of cooperatives, Lega assigns a high 
priority to workers’ rights and professionalism. Emphasizing the inherent 
compatibility between the core characteristics of cooperative organizations 
and those features needed to ensure optimal productivity within the human 
service sector, former Legacoopsociali president Costanza Fanelli underscores 
the advantage of greater worker participation in the organization and 
management of social cooperative activities and services.  As she states: 
“Through the realization of social cooperation, many workers have been able to 
express, and experiment with, their own vision of policies and interventions in the 
social sector.”38  
 
In general, Lega officials equate developing organizational and managerial 
efficacy and promoting workers interests with that of promoting citizenship more 
broadly. As the conditions and quality of workers improves, the quality of life of 
service users/beneficiaries and their families improves, which in turn generates 
positive externalities for civil society at large. This logic is particularly well 
illustrated in Costanza Fanelli’s observation that “[t]here cannot be a 
contradiction between the effort and the work that [Lega] exerts to improve the 
rights of citizens, whether disadvantaged or not, and the concrete situation and 
condition of the workers and employees that are in our enterprises.”39 
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Emphasizing competent management and qualified, motivated workers as a 
key value added of social cooperatives, Lega representatives work to dispel 
images of social cooperatives as substitute labor pools while fostering greater 
legal protections for workers. This is reflected both in Lega’s attempt to push for 
greater worker guarantees in the original social cooperative framework 
legislation, their active involvement in pushing for a national collective contract 
for social cooperative workers (in 1997 and more recently in 2008), and their 
commitment to providing opportunities for workers’ continued training, both 
within social cooperatives as well as for other third sector organizations, and, in 
some cases, also with public employees. 
 
Deeply committed to developing greater professionalism and 
entrepreneurialism within the social sector, Lega strives to distinguish social 
cooperatives from other types of voluntary or associational organizations by 
emphasizing service specialization, promoting innovation in management 
practices, and pursing the professionalization of its workforce. Additionally, it 
pursues broad-based initiatives to enhance inter-sectoral coordination, recently 
in the areas of mental health and housing, as well as better integration between 
social and health policies on the one hand and social and active labor market 
policies on the other.40 Although Legacoopsocali’s 2009 national congress has 
recently affirmed multiculturalism and active participation in the labor market as 
key priorities, it has expressed greater skepticism about the incorporation of 
volunteers or service beneficiaries directly into social cooperatives’ membership 
base. Concerned about the potential for greater conflicts of interests and 
slower, less-effective decision-making, Lega generally discourages the 
incorporation of non-paid members within social cooperatives and instead 
encourages them to establish external relations with local volunteer groups 
rather than mobilizing service beneficiaries to become members.41 
 

CONFCOOPERATIVE 
 
Identifying social cooperatives as a cross between organized self-help and 
community activism, Confcooperative endorses the “multi-stakeholder” 
character of social cooperatives. As such, Confcooperative officials advocate 
an inclusive membership policy that incorporates not only workers, but also user-
members, neighbors, relatives and friends, conscientious objectors, and 
community leaders. In addition to promoting social cooperatives as a locus of 
service provisioning through conferences, seminars, and speaking engagements 
in local schools and with community groups, Confcooperative officials reinforce 
the identity of social cooperatives as “movement-enterprises” capable of not 
only improving the quality of life in local communities, but also of empowering 
people by providing a forum for citizens from different walks of life to come 
together to achieve common goals and objectives.42   
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Although taking part in efforts to attain benefits for cooperative workers, such as 
national wage agreements, satisfactory insurance and pension plans, and fixed 
criteria for the treatment of cooperative employees, Confcooperative departs 
from the cooperative movements’ traditional allegiance to workers rights. 
Instead, it emphasizes democratic participation and the need to create trusting, 
solidaristic relationships among various stakeholders within social cooperatives. 
Confcooperative representatives reinforce and, to a certain extent, valorize 
volunteerism and community involvement while de-emphasizing the privileged 
position of workers. For many influential leaders within Confcooperative, the 
multi-stakeholder philosophy serves to protect social cooperatives from 
becoming dominated by any one interest, such as those of workers and 
particularly soci sovventori, (members that contribute financially rather than 
personally to the operation of the cooperative), who represent a threat to the 
fundamental cooperative value of solidarity in that they create internal divisions 
based on unequal salary levels.43   
 
This commitment to multi-stakeholding and community embeddedness is 
echoed in a number of principles, which according to former Federsolidarietà 
president Felice Scalvini are intricately linked to building faith and trust within 
these organizations as well as society at large. As enshrined in its official code of 
ethics, the principle of territoriality admonishes social cooperatives against large-
scale development, recommending instead a size that is “compatible with the 
possibility of developing positive relations of acquaintance and collaboration 
between fellow members” in order to ensure active participation and 
democratic decision-making and connection with territory. This relates to the 
principle of solidarity, which according to Confcooperative’s code of ethics, 
calls for “the general development of the diverse human resources that are 
united under the cooperative roof,” as well as a more explicit directives such as 
“an open door policy and social integration between paid workforce and 
volunteers and clients.”44  
 
Viewing social cooperatives as predominately altruistic, community-based 
institutions, Confcooperative representatives express particular concern over the 
risk that social coops will morph into traditional production cooperatives. In 
order to counter this, Confcooperative has traditionally favored a “strawberry 
patch” policy of promoting small, horizontally integrated cooperatives.45 
Encouraging “spin off” within cooperatives that become too big, this policy is 
aimed at maintaining a relatively flat administrative structure as well as active 
participation among stakeholders. While changes in public contracting, the 
growth of cooperatives in the south, and the realization of a sizeable and 
underserved group of larger social cooperatives has focused attention more 
recently to a new phase of consolidation, Confcooperative has continued to 
place significant emphasis on community relations and information campaigns 
aimed at reinforcing its mission among a broad range of stakeholders.46 This is 
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done through a number of means, including conferences, editorials, 
publications, speeches and training seminars. Confcooperative also engages in 
protocols and accords with a variety of civic organizations in order to foster 
broader participation. In 1985 it signed an accord with the Italian Ministry of 
Defense to promote civilian service, and continues to organize the civil service 
for approximately 1,200 Italian youth every year. Actively recruiting young 
conscientious objectors and establishing an infrastructure to place them within 
cooperative societies in different parts of the country, it has since become one 
of the top institutions providing civil service experience in Italy.47 It has also 
developed a protocol of common action with ARCI, one of Italy’s largest 
cultural associations designed to develop inter-personal exchanges and diverse 
forms of collaboration aimed at fostering civic engagement,48 and, more 
recently, has pursued greater engagement at the European level through its 
involvement with the Confederazione Europea delle Cooperative di Lavoro e 
Sociali (European Confederation of Worker and Social Cooperatives, or 
CECOP). 
 

Main findings and conclusion 
 
Analyzing the goals and strategies which underlie the Italian cooperative 
movement’s relation to social cooperatives reveals a social dimension that is 
often overlooked in contemporary studies of cooperative development. Rather 
than simply transferring the same set of ideologies and norms that they employ 
in the economic sector to the social sector, Italian cooperative associations 
have made a concerted effort to both revise old objectives and strategies, as 
well as create new ones. As a critical interest intermediary between state and 
society, Italian cooperative associations appear to play a key role in enabling 
social cooperatives to develop the type of hyphenated identity necessary for 
maintaining a tenuous equilibrium between their productive goal, aimed 
primarily at improving the efficacy of their projects, programs and services, and 
their civic role, which involves generating broader social and economic benefits 
for communities, both culturally and territorially defined. Thus, as a whole, the 
Italian cooperative movement has exhibited considerable vitality in its ability to 
adapt its primary role as a business association/union for worker-owners within 
economic enterprises to one of promoter and advocator of social enterprise--a 
point worth emphasizing in light of critics’ contention that contemporary 
cooperative movements are unwilling and/or unable to play an innovative role 
in the development of civil society. 
 
This said, it is important to recognize that historic cleavages within the Italian 
cooperative movement contribute to distinct, though for the most part 
complementary, models of social cooperative development. On the basis of 
how cooperative associations define their membership criteria, their primary 
objectives for social cooperative development, and the broader frame of 
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reference in which they seek to position social cooperatives, it is possible to 
identify two models of social cooperative development, a corporatist model, 
pursued by Lega and an associational model pursued by Confcooperative (see 
Table 1 below). 
 

Table 1: Divergent models of social cooperative development 
 Orienting Framework Membership 

Criteria 
Focus of Primary 
Development 
Objectives  

Lega- 
Corporatist   

Social Service System  Selective Social Production  

Confcooperative- 
Associational  

Community 
Development 

Inclusive Social Solidarity 

 
Reflecting its historic ties to the labor movement and its close relationship with 
the state, Lega attempts to work closely with the public sector to promote 
service quality while seeking to mobilize broader citizen interest in supporting 
more progressive social welfare objectives. In line with its general pattern of 
developing large, competitive cooperative enterprises, it seeks to promote 
social cooperatives’ capacity to meet the growing complexity of social needs 
via a corporatist model of social cooperative development that emphasizes 
producing socially and culturally integrated services by the most economically 
efficient means possible. Positioning social cooperatives within a social service 
framework, it privileges social production and sustainability as social 
cooperatives’ key development objectives and favors selective membership 
criteria in an effort to promote the identity and interests of workers and 
consumers as social cooperatives’ primary stakeholders. Thus, for Lega, social 
cooperatives’ key contribution to Italian civil society lies in their capacity to 
contribute to the country’s social safety net by promoting social efficacy in 
service provisioning as opposed to mobilizing marginalized social groups and/or 
promoting civic participation more broadly. 
 
By contrast, Confcooperative tends to view social cooperatives as an 
opportunity to enlarge the space for civic society vis-à-vis the state. In line with 
the Catholic concept of subsidiarity and its historic commitment to an ethic of 
social solidarity, Confcooperative favors maximizing independence from the 
public sector and advocates civic engagement and the direct involvement of 
community members in addressing socio-economic challenges. Thus, it tends to 
support social cooperatives as generators of social and cultural integration. 
Rather than focusing on employed workers or Italian citizens broadly defined, 
Confcooperative has sought to create an organizational culture aimed at 
developing solidarity among its different membership base. Reflecting a strong 
commitment to social solidarity and an inclusive, yet intensive orientation 
toward membership, Confcooperative promotes an associational model of 
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development that treats social cooperatives as generators of community 
development, thus placing greater emphasis on developing a shared 
“cooperative” spirit among territorially based communities 
 
The bifurcation of the Italian cooperative movement into two major and 
distinctive confederations plays a significant role in the way cooperative 
associations promote social cooperative development. Looking toward the 
future, it will be important that researchers, cooperators, and community 
activists take a closer look at how these distinctive models cross-cut one another 
in addition to the specific mechanisms by which they shape what goes on within 
social cooperatives situated in particular local contexts. How do these models 
actually impact the participation of diverse community members in the 
governance of social cooperatives and/or the priorities of cooperators in 
articulating, planning, and carrying out their particular social agendas? How do 
they influence social cooperatives’ ability to confront various social, cultural, 
and/or ecological challenges, and to what extent do they affect relationships 
with activist groups and/or their propensity to go after funding and/or contracts 
with local government? The answers to these questions will be critical not only to 
furthering our understanding of the civic capacity of social cooperatives as a 
unique form of cooperative, but also to the continued vitality of the Italian 
cooperative movement more broadly.  
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Abstract 
 

Argentina’s movement of worker-recovered companies (WRC) 
gained significant public visibility during and in the years 
following the institutional crisis of December 2001. In light of 
company shutdowns and dramatic increases in unemployment 
rates, many workers promoted the reopening of workplaces 
abandoned by their owners, giving origin to a movement that 
still exists to this day. Collectively, the actions centred on 
workplace and job “recoveries” have made up the 
distinguishing feature--or the “identity”--of the movement. Even 
though today’s conjuncture is somewhat different than 
Argentina at the turn of the millennium, the universe of WRCs 
continues to expand. Moreover, the movement’s new actors 
inscribe the earlier experiences of older WRCs onto their newer 
recoveries via their reinterpretation of collective memory. The 
objective of this article is to describe and analyze the 
characteristics of the expansion of the universe of WRCs in 
Argentina and compare the limits and potentialities between 
newer and older experiences of workplace recoveries. It also 
explores the specifics of how this expansion is due to a historical 
rereading of older worker experiences that influence how newer 
WRC protagonists self-identify with the broader WRC movement.  

 
 

Introduction: The two-way expansion of the universe of  
worker-recovered companies in Argentina 

 
Argentina’s worker-recovered companies (WRC) movement gained 
significant public visibility during the period that followed the country’s 
institutional crisis in December 2001. These self-managed companies 
constitute workers’ responses to imminent job loss due to shutdowns or 
failures of employer-managed firms. In most cases, employees were among 
the first creditors in bankruptcy processes due to the breaching of labour 
contracts before the shutdowns took place. Facing the improbability of ever 
receiving salaries, benefits, or pension contributions owed, and in light of a 
socio-economic context that made it difficult for workers to get back into the 
labour market, workers of self-managed companies seek to take control of a 
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firm’s administration in order to, first and foremost, guarantee the continuity 
of their source of income. Soon after gaining control of the firm, the form of a 
workers’ cooperative emerges as the legal construct that offers the most 
accessible solutions to these workers’ needs.  
 
Interestingly, a considerable number of more recent participating actors of 
the WRC movement link their experiences of converting a firm in crisis into a 
workers’ coop to earlier workplace conflicts that occurred during and prior to 
December 2001. Some newer WRCs identify with these previous experiences 
more than others. Moreover, as our research team continues to build on a 
substantive database of WRCs--what we call the “universe of WRCs”--and 
gather more and more of these experiences as self-identified by its very 
actors, we find that the first registered cases of recovered companies 
actually precede the conjuncture of 2001, going back to the late-1990s or 
even earlier.  
 
Today, the socio-economic context of Argentina has changed substantially 
in comparison to the period of acute national crisis around the turn of the 
millennium when the movement is said to have originated (Palomino 2008). 
Today’s economic and social conjuncture, even taking into account the 
current world financial crisis, bears witness to a significant drop in the rate of 
structural unemployment in Argentina when compared to 2000-2002. Since 
at least 2005, there has been an evident improvement in the living conditions 
of an important portion of the country’s working class. Nevertheless, the 
recovery of companies by employees continues to occur in Argentina, 
showing a clear continuity of the practice of worker-led workplace recovery 
within the country’s new socio-economic context. This continuity 
encouraged us to inquire about the methods of and motivations for current 
recoveries compared to those that took place during Argentina’s crisis of the 
late 20th and early 21st centuries. One of the tasks we take on in this article, 
therefore, is to compare the methods and motivators of workplace 
recoveries across the WRC universe based on the self-reported experiences 
of WRC protagonists themselves. 
 
The data that we present in this article clearly shows that, despite the 
conjunctural changes in Argentina over the past dozen years or so, the 
continuity of company recoveries up to the present has produced a 
systematic expansion of the universe of WRCs (see Table 1). This also suggests 
to us a continuation of the practice of workplace recoveries and conversions 
in Argentina well into the foreseeable future as these practices transform, in 
the expectations of workers and even the state, into legitimate solutions to 
job loss and business failure throughout the country. This raises questions 
linked to the conditions of possibility for the recurrence of these experiences 
in the future when new micro- and macro-economic challenges will 
undoubtedly still compel workers to consider the occupation and conversion 
of firms in crisis into workers’ cooperatives as viable solutions for saving and 
guaranteeing their jobs.  
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Curiously, the expansion of the universe can also be seen to extend 
backwards into the past, since new actors that might not have considered 
themselves WRCs in the early days of the phenomenon might now take on 
the identifying mark of a “recovered” company. Actors recently involved in 
newer workplace recoveries--recoveries and conversions that tend to be, for 
example, less conflictive than those that occurred at the height of the crisis 
years around 2001--also now bring with them memories and imaginaries of 
earlier workplace recoveries. These memories, we have been noticing, 
extend back to the earliest recoveries prior to 2001, the moment that the 
literature usually considers as the beginning of the movement. This suggests 
that it is the movement’s current protagonists--in their imaginaries and 
memories--that make these first “anticipatory” or “prefigurative” experiences 
with workspace recoveries and conversions still exist as such. This article will 
also explore the implications of these memories assimilated by the WRC 
movement for newer strategies and tactics of workplace recoveries and 
WRC organization. Indeed, these memories, we argue, have an important 
role to play in the steady and continued growth of the universe of WRCs.  
 

What constitutes a WRC and inclusion into the “universe” of WRCs? 
 
In the essay “Kafka and His Precursors,” Jorge Luis Borges refers to the 
following apologue by Han Yu, a Chinese prose writer of the IX Century:  

 
It is universally admitted that the unicorn is a supernatural being 
and one of good omen; this is declared in the odes, in the 
annals, in the biographies of illustrious men, and in other texts of 
unquestioned authority. Even the women and children of the 
populace know that the unicorn constitutes a favorable 
presage. But this animal is not one of the domestic animals, it is 
not always easy to find, it does not lend itself to classification. It is 
not like the horse or the bull, the wolf or the deer. And therefore 
we could be in the presence of the unicorn and we would not 
know for certain that it was one. We know that a certain animal 
with a mane is a horse, and that one with horns is a bull. We do 
not know what the unicorn is like.3 

 
When building the worker-recovered company (WRC) database we had to 
decide what companies to include, which led to questions about the unit of 
analysis: What is a worker-recovered company? And, in the words of Han Yu, 
as channelled by Borges, does this phenomenon “lend itself to 
classification”? 
 
Instead of trying to find a “proper” definition--perhaps layered with 
predetermining concepts that might not resonate with the protagonists of 
WRCs--we decided to guide our work according to the self-reported 
definitions provided by the protagonists of the WRC themselves, specifically 
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considering how they themselves define a worker-recovered company. We 
noticed that even amongst the movement’s protagonists there is some 
controversy about what defines a WRC, especially concerning which 
practices are emphasized and which are not in deciding what a WRC is.4 
Most curiously, we also noticed that the universe of WRCs seems to expand 
faster than actual reported workspace recoveries. We hypothesize that this 
discrepancy is mainly due to the fact that some workers participating in 
worker self-managed experiences in Argentina today, who originally did not 
consider themselves part of the WRC movement when their self-managed 
firms first emerged, now do.  
 
There are several cases of companies under workers’ administration before 
the recognized “emergence” of the WRC movement in late 2001. However, 
these particular early cases were comparatively few and isolated 
experiences and did not yet constitute a “movement” with the same 
widespread characteristics that took shape during and after 2000-2002. The 
workers of these earlier self-managed experiences seem, however, to now 
reinterpret their historical memory in light of other recovered cases that have 
occurred since 2000-2002, the moment of the phenomenon’s greatest public 
visibility. Clear examples of these earlier cases we have been documenting 
that now re-interpret their historical memory and self-include themselves as 
part of the WRC movement include: Campichuelo (founded in 1993), Unión 
Saladeña (Ex-Pindapoy) (founded in 1993), COTRAVESA (Cooperativa de 
Trabajo Vélez Sarfield) (founded in 1994), Adabor (founded in 1995), Puerto 
Vilelas (founded in 1995), Frigorífico Yaguané (founded in 1996), and some 
that even emerged before the 1990s, such as CITA (Cooperativa Industria 
Textil Argentina) (founded in 1952). 
 
Observing the data in our WRC universe of cases, and analyzing the changes 
inside the movement that noticeably occurred around 2005, a year which 
witnessed the consolidation of Argentina’s labour-market recovery,5 we 
subsequently asked ourselves: What differences do we find between “older” 
and “newer” cases (those that emerged during and after 2005)? What 
changes are there in the movement’s logics of association with other WRCs 
and in the organizational structures within WRCs as newer recoveries 
emerge? Could any of these possible changes or differences, if any, be 
related to the particularities of the expansion of the universe of WRC cases 
that we witness today? 
 
After comparing WRC cases that emerged before and during the crisis with 
those that emerged in the post-crisis years, we did indeed find certain 
differences in the experiences of the processes of company recoveries. First 
of all, more recent experiences are immersed in a conjuncture of economic 
and labour growth. Secondly, there are now, in the post-crisis context, new 
public policies promoted by different state agencies that reinforce the 
legitimacy of company recoveries. Therefore, while the first experiences of 
WRCs constituted an unconventional response by workers to macro- and 
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micro-economic crises, newer experiences of WRCs tend to operate within a 
quasi-institutional mechanism within the Argentine juridical-political system 
that, in essence, are newly legitimated methods for avoiding further 
company shutdowns and the needless sale of assets of companies facing 
commercial or legal failure.  
 

The universe of WRCs6 
 

The emergent notion of “recovered company” 
 
Our most recent survey of the WRC universe allowed us to update a previous 
database we initially developed in 2005.7 Our database now includes 221 
worker-recovered companies from all over Argentina. This database also 
includes emerging WRCs that are still going through the recovery process. 
We were also able to update the information on our previous list’s 170 
companies. (However, the 51 cases that update our initial database are not 
included this paper’s analysis because the available information still needs 
further corroboration by our team.)8 9 Interestingly, the small number of WRCs 
in our database that have dissolved since our original analysis (approximately 
16) points to the low mortality rate of the WRC phenomenon; that is, only 7% 
of WRCs have stopped functioning, while 93% continue to operate.10 Since 
the unit of analysis stemming from our multidimensional identification of WRC 
processes is in continuous transformation, the updating of the database is a 
constant challenge. 
 

Table 1: Recovered companies by date of recovery11 
Year of recovery Number of Companies 

Before 2000 24 14 % 
2000 to 2004 123 72 % 
2005 to 2008 23 14 % 

Total 170 100 % 

 
Table 1 shows that almost three quarters of the worker-recovered companies 
that exist today in Argentina were recovered during the 2000-2004 period, 
largely linked to the context of the period’s financial, social, and political 
crises; this segment of WRCs belongs to the period where many social 
movement groups and protagonists came to public light around the year 
2001. Throughout the rest of the article, we refer to this period as the period of 
initial company recoveries. This assessment entails a reinterpretation of 
previous experiences (mostly between approximately 1998 and 2000) 
immediately prior to the constitution of the WRC as a “movement.” That is, 
we also include in the “initial” period cases of companies managed by their 
workers that appeared before the formation of the broader WRC movement 
itself.  
 
This reinterpretation can be confirmed by one of the most emblematic WRCs 
that gave name to the movement: The notion of “recovered company” was 
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“born” in 2001 and was coined by the promoters of the worker recovery of 
IMPA,12 located in the city of Buenos Aires neighbourhood of Caballito and 
the largest aluminium products manufacturer in Argentina at one time. 
Interestingly--and unlike most other WRC cases--this plant was already a 
cooperative when it was “recovered” by some of its workers. In 1998, due to 
many years of mismanagement and negligence by its workers’ council, one 
group of workers decided to “recover” it by changing its board of directors. 
During the deepening of the crisis of 2001, and based on the historical 
reinterpretation of the processes of workplace recoveries that had already 
begun by 1998 with IMPA, the notion of “recovered company” began to 
gain momentum, in no small way via the dissemination of this concept 
through the political work of the Movimiento Nacional de Empresas 
Recuperadas (National Movement of Recovered Companies, or MNER), 
made up mostly of IMPA workers at the time. 
 
Since roughly 2005, newer WRC protagonist that subsequently began taking 
part in the movement also promoted their practices as “recoveries.” 
Interestingly, those that had been involved in recoveries prior to the crisis 
years of 2000-2002 also began to reinterpret their historical memory by 
identifying their pre-2000-2002 experiences with the worker-led workplace 
“recoveries” that emerged during the crisis years. 
 

Some distinguishing features of the WRC movement 
 
In this section, before moving on to analyze the impacts of the emergent 
notion of a recovered company to the WRC movement and to the 
organizational structures of its firms, we take stock of WRCs’ most common 
characteristics and most salient variances. 
 
Regarding their size, 70% of WRCs have less than 50 workers and only 4% 
have more than 200 (see Table 2). This allows us to characterize most of the 
cases of this universe as small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), except 
for very few cases, such as the famous worker-recovered ceramics factory 
Zanón which has around 400 workers. 
 

Table 2: Recovered companies by number of workers 
Number of workers Total % 

Less than 15 35 21 

15 to 49 85 50 

50 to 99 28 16 

100 to 199 16 9 

200 or more 6 4 

Grand Total 170 100 

 
As Table 3 shows, these experiences have taken place in a wide variety of 
economic sectors. They are especially prominent in industries such as food, 
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metallurgy, textiles, and the service sector (primarily in health and 
education). 
 

Table 3: Recovered companies by economic activity 
Activity Number Subtotal 

Industry Subtotal  130 

Food 38  

Metallurgy 26  

Textile 16  

Printing 7  

Ceramics 6  

Glass 6  

Electrical appliances 5  

Chemical 5  

Press 4  

Metal mechanical 3  

Plastic 3  

Shipyard 2  

Packaging 2  

Wood 2  

Automotive 1  

Building fixtures 1  

Others (rubber, tanning, paper) 3  

Services Subtotal  25 

Health 8  

Education 4  

Tourism (hotel management) 3  

Mechanic (repairing services) 3  

Service station 1  

Gas (fractionation and distribution) 1  

Radio 1  

Others (wholesale, workshop, paint, etc.) 4  

Transport Subtotal  5 

Commerce Subtotal  6 

Restaurant 3  

Supermarket 2  

Armaments 1  

Mining Subtotal  2 

Construction Subtotal  2 

Grand Total 170 170 

 
Table 4 shows that WRCs are concentrated in the industrial centres of the 
country. More than 50% of these companies are in the city of Buenos Aires 
(Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires, or CABA) and its surroundings (Gran 
Buenos Aires, or GBA), 15% in the rest of Buenos Aires province, 10% in Santa 
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Fe province, and the remaining 39 cases are distributed along the rest of the 
national territory. 
 

Table 4: Recovered companies by geographic location 
District Number of Companies 

GBA 58 

CABA 30 

Buenos Aires 26 

Santa Fe 17 

Córdoba 6 

Mendoza 5 

Corrientes 4 

La Rioja 4 

Chaco 3 

La Pampa 3 

Neuquén 3 

Río Negro 3 

San Juan 3 

Chubut 2 

Entre Ríos 2 

Tierra del Fuego 1 

Total 170 

 
Our analysis shows considerable heterogeneity regarding the methods of 
recovery, allowing us to detect diverse strategies and factors involved in the 
recuperation of jobs over the past dozen years or so. Understanding the 
various organizations that have supported some of the recoveries are key for 
understanding these different strategies. 
 
A group of interesting cases involves those in which trade unions were 
involved in the recovery of the plant. While some unions offered support or 
even guidance to recovery processes, other unions reacted negatively to 
these experiences or chose to not get involved with these conflicts (such as 
in the textile and food sectors). Unions which were supportive of WRCs 
include some sections of Argentina’s Unión Obrera Metalurgica (Metallurgic 
Labour Union, or UOM) such as the Quilmes, province of Buenos Aires local 
UOM Quilmes, the Federación Gráfica Bonaerense (Buenos Aires Graphic 
Labour Federation), the Asociación de Empleados de Comercio de Rosario 
(Rosario Commercial Employees’ Association), and the Central de los 
Trabajadores Argentinos (Argentinean Workers Central, or CTA). 
 
Similar inconsistencies can be found in the actions of local governments, 
legislative bodies, and juridical institutions. Certain political blocks within the 
legislative assemblies of the city of Buenos Aires, the province of Buenos Aires, 
some local governments such as the municipality of Gaiman in the province 
of Chubut, and other provincial governments such as La Pampa’s, chose to 
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support some WRCs within their jurisdictions, while other representative local 
and regional governments did not. The same can be said for certain 
bankruptcy court judges and judicial officials as they deliberated on the 
legality and viability of each WRC on a case-by-case basis.  
 
Finally, as we will discuss in detail in the last section of this article, several 
changes of positions and strategies throughout the years can also be 
observed in the different representative social movements and political 
groups that have “guided” the recovery processes to date.13  
 
These variables aside, it is possible that the variances and changes in 
strategies of workplace recoveries and conversions could also be related to 
the expansion of the universe of WRCs itself. First, because of the length of 
time it takes for the processes of workplace recoveries to play out, WRCs 
face new and changing challenges and difficulties throughout, at times 
forcing the self-managed workers to redefine their alliances and 
associational affiliations. For reasons that we will elaborate on shortly, there 
are also a plethora of new difficulties that workers have to confront once 
they have moved beyond the recovery stage and begin the task of 
stabilizing the business. Second, and, again, as we will elaborate on later in 
the essay, the reinterpretation of the historical memory of earlier WRC 
experiences in recent years has witnessed the increased participation in the 
WRC movement of labour and cooperative organizations that were not 
deeply involved in workplace recoveries during the “initial” period of WRCs. 
An example of an older organization that has recently integrated itself more 
with the WRC movement is FECOOTRA (see endnote 13), which has been in 
the recent past more closely aligned with the traditional cooperative 
movement that preceded WRCs (indeed, during the “initial” period of WRCs 
Argentina’s traditional and much older cooperative movement itself played 
a minor role in the WRC movement).  
 
There are also variances in the degree of conflict that WRCs have had to go 
through. It is, for example, possible to identify a group of WRCs that have had 
highly troubled experiences of recovery (e.g., Brukman, Zanón, and 
Chilavert), as well as another group that have had less-troubled recoveries, 
where, for example, the recuperation of the firm by workers emerged out of 
more “peaceful” agreements with the former owners (e.g., Cooperativa 
Metalúrgica Vicente Hermanos (or MVH) from Villa Martelli, Cooperativa San 
Carlos from Avellaneda, Cooperativa Campos de San Martín in the Provincia 
de Buenos Aires, the former Textil San Remo from Lanús, and Cooperativa 11 
de Junio from Berazategui, among others).  
 
In some cases, workers resolve the issue of taking over private property and a 
business’s assets and facilities via the now-legally recognized method of 
regional legislatures expropriating these firms on behalf of workers (see our 
discussion of this below), while others still operate under unstable legal 
situations (e.g., the city of Buenos Aires’s Hotel BAUEN). In other cases, 
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bankruptcy courts grant the workers’ cooperative use of the business’s 
machinery or buildings as payment for salaries due, or decide to rent or lease 
the business’s facilities to the workers’ coop in order to enable them to 
continue with the project of self-management. These various legal options 
allow these workers to break links with former owners and help WRCs 
maintain some of the same members of the labour group that had worked at 
the previous firm, while also helping to restart the firm as a new company, 
again, usually under the legal rubric of a workers’ cooperative. Table 5 shows 
the distribution of the 170 cases according to their methods of recovery. 
 

Table 5: Recovered companies by recovery methods 
Method Number of Companies 

Resorted to expropriation 98 

Acquired the company’s assets by other means 
(transfer, purchase, lease, rent, etc.) 

67 

No information 5 

Total 170 

 
In particular, Table 5 shows the importance of the expropriation mechanism 
for the process of workplace recovery in Argentina: 60% of the cases resorted 
to this legal instrument, while 40% acquired the firm’s assets and facilities by 
other means (e.g., transfer, purchase, rent, etc.). Of the 98 firms that have 
been expropriated to date, 94 of them have been authorised to operate by 
an expropriation act, while the other 4 are in a transition period of 
expropriation as the workers still await a bill of expropriation from regional 
legislatures. 
 
It is important to make clear that the expropriation procedure is the result of 
a case-by-case process. That is, there is no national law of expropriation for 
these firms. Instead, a unique legislative bill is passed for each case 
according to the political situation of the region and the particulars of each 
case’s conflicts. In this sense, even though a de facto recovery “mechanism” 
has been set up in Argentina, the bankruptcy act as such has not been 
amended as of yet in order to transform this mechanism of expropriation into 
an official institutional means of resolving the bankruptcy process for all cases 
of workplaces in conflict.   
 
Having just laid out some of the most common characteristics of the universe 
of WRCs, we return to the question posed at the beginning of this article: 
What aspects of the movement of recovered companies in Argentina are 
most important for distinguishing or delineating their experiences? 
Undoubtedly, this question has been one of the key points of reflection for 
researchers and observers of the WRC movement. Additionally, as the 
universe of WRCs keeps expanding, it may also be of interest to discern if 
whether, beyond just the symbolic relevance of WRCs,14 the movement has 
now reached a stage where it is large enough to begin to have considerable 
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economic impact in terms of the number of companies and workers 
involved.15 

 
Key criteria in defining a “recovered company” 

 
Some definitions and meanings in the WRC literature 

 
When exploring the emergence of the WRC phenomenon and the 
construction of the identifying characteristics of workplace recoveries, we 
are faced with different situations and options for designating a particular 
case or experience as a “worker-recovered company.” One way that 
researchers distinguish these experiences is linked to the specific origins of 
WRCs.  
 
For example, the literature tends to trace the experiences of factory 
occupations in Argentina with workers’ repertoires of collective action,16 or 
registers the processes of conversions within the evolution of cooperativism in 
recent years in Argentina.17 The literature also tends to agree as to the 
starting point of the WRC phenomenon, usually placing it somewhere within 
the crisis years of 2000-2002. Moreover, the literature suggests that this 
phenomenon deals with actions, strategies, and tactics capable of creating 
“ways out” or “defensive alternatives” in view of the very real risks of 
structural unemployment or loss of jobs in Argentina in recent years. That is, it 
tends to identify the real and felt consequences of desperation amongst a 
group of workers caused by the need to survive in a context of a labour 
market in deep crisis around 2000-2002, a crisis that motivated them to take-
on the risky actions of occupying and attempting to self-manage their failing 
firms.18 Furthermore, researchers looking at WRCs tend to agree that these 
actions were further motivated by the perception that there was, at the time, 
no possibility of relying on the Argentine state to support them, a state which 
was absent in terms of job promotion, although present in terms of 
liberalisation and deregulation of labour markets. Many authors agree that 
the origin of these experiences was a defensive response to the crisis rather 
than the product of an ideology of self-determination or workers’ control 
through cooperative or socio-economic projects.19 For these authors, WRCs 
are considered new forms of collective social practices, or the re-
collectivization of older labour practices within a context of deep social and 
institutional fragmentation that took place in the country during these years 
of crisis. As such, the option taken by some workers of re-grouping around the 
project of forming a WRC when collectively facing structural unemployment 
offered them concrete ways out of this during a time of deep social, political, 
and economic crisis.20 
 
But the evolution of these experiences also involved their symbolic re-
elaboration through which different actors in subsequent years reinterpreted 
the practices and concepts of occupying a failing firm and eventually self-
managing them as workers’ coops. As such, researchers have also focused 
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on different aspects of these reinterpretations. Some emphasize the 
collective component of the project,21 while others highlight a defining event 
such as the moments whereby workers’ physically occupy and squat the 
company as they await legal solutions and recognition.22 Some focus on the 
actual responses of workers living in a state of extreme necessity before 
imminent job losses.23 Other authors primarily emphasize the possibilities for 
change in these protagonists’ labour and social identities--that is, the 
changes that occur in their subjectivity--made possible by the experiences of 
recuperating a failing business.24 Some highlight the newness of this type of 
response to micro-economic crises, mainly as a new mechanism of job 
security available for a group of workers facing imminent job loss.25 Yet 
another group of investigators look mostly at the importance of these 
experiences in terms of a “demonstration” of the capacity of workers to self-
organise their productive activity.26 And, finally, a group of researchers 
suggest that these methods and experiences are not homogeneous but, 
rather, quite a diverse means to recover or save one’s source of income.27  
 

The actors’ own criteria 
 
Rather than appropriate these researchers’ definitions, we have decided to 
define the processes of workplace recoveries by relying on the very words 
and vocabularies used and emphasized by WRC actors themselves.28 We 
base our actor-focused interpretation on our own study of different cases of 
WRCs, on our explorations of the universe of WRCs from the first cases on up 
to present cases, on our analyses of the actual actions of WRCs’ various 
actors and of the diverse movements and organizations involved with WRCs, 
and on our study of the policies and practices of the various echelons of the 
Argentine state that take interest in these experiences.  
 
From out of this research, we have identified three processes of identity 
construction linked broadly to three related groups: 
 

(1) The definitions offered by WRC workers. We have found that 
workers tend to self-identify with the greater movement of WRCs 
and adopt the title of an “empresa recuperada” (recovered 
enterprise) or “fábrica recuperada” (recovered factory) from 
out of their own experiences. This can been verified not only 
within WRCs that are strongly associated with the origins of the 
movement, but also with WRCs that have emerged more 
independently in more recent years. 
 
(2) The definitions offered by outside actors working with WRCs--
for example, organisations that represent groups of WRCs and 
lobby on their behalf as allies and/or promoters of workplace 
recuperations. These organizations (see endnote 13) often use 
the word “recovered” in their names or include the term in their 
actions of collective representation or consultancy activities. 
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Here we are specifically referring to the different organizations 
that specifically call themselves “movements” (see endnote 13) 
and their protagonists, different labour or worker-based 
organizations that also contribute to defining WRC protagonists 
as political subjects (such as the CTA), and various government 
actors within institutions that participate in strategies of 
associating or assiting WRCs, such as: the Instituto Nacional de 
Tecnología Industrial (National Institute of Industrial Technology, 
or INTI) through its “Technical Assistance and Innovation Network 
for Recovered Companies” program; the government of the city 
of Buenos Aires through the “Buenos Aires City Recovered 
Companies’ Register;” and the Ministry of Labour through its 
“Self-Managed Labour Program.”29  
 
(3) The reinterpretation of the historical memory of the earliest 
WRCs when the protagonists of more recent WRCs self-identify 
their experiences with “recovered companies.” These 
reinterpretations unfold by means of newer WRC protagonists 
identifying with or otherwise connecting their experiences of 
workplace conversions with the collective memory of older WRC 
experiences from the “initial” period, or from earlier periods in 
Argentina’s labour history. This desire to self-identify with the WRC 
movement constitutes a key indicator of the movement’s lasting 
symbolic potential.30 Interestingly, and as we will explain shortly, 
the self-identification of newer workplace conversions with older 
WRCs tends to also be promulgated by newer protagonists of 
representative organizations that remained ancillary to the WRC 
movement during the “initial” phase of WRCs.  

 
When surveying the universe of WRCs in accordance with these three 
schemas of identity construction, three periods of the WRC phenomenon 
can be more clearly distinguished: (1) the aforementioned “initial” period 
revolving around the economic crisis year of 2001, when an actual 
“movement” of WRCs, and in particular MNER, enter the greater Argentine 
public’s awareness; (2) the “post-crisis” period, from circa 2005 up until the 
present, when new cases of recovered companies appeared within a 
context of an improved economy and the fall of national unemployment 
rates; and (3) the period previous to the 2001 crisis, within different socio-
economic conjunctures and varying experiences of “recoveries,” some of 
them occurring during earlier socio-economic crises in the early 1990s, the 
1980s, and even before. 

 
Diverse “methods” of recovery  

 
On the whole, the processes of identifying a recovered company, from the 
perspective of our analysis, usually involve recognizing the various common 
“methods” of actual workplace recovery, which include: (1) owners 
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“abandoning” their firm while the workers stay on in the factory so as to 
preserve their jobs and income sources; (2) owners selling or transferring the 
assets of the firm to the workers in compensation for unpaid salaries and 
benefits; or (3) workers acquiring the machinery from the previous firm while 
renting or even leasing a different workplace in order to continue with 
production. In some cases, companies actually went bankrupt and workers 
took over the plant after bankruptcy proceedings began. In other cases, 
bankruptcy was imminent but workers took the plant before court 
proceedings unfolded. In short, the conversion of a firm into a WRC is taken 
up by a collective of workers embarking on a project of self-management for 
various reasons via heterogeneous methods of recovery particular to their 
microeconomic context. This heterogeneity of recovery methods forces the 
observer, researcher, and the very protagonists of the WRCs to participate in 
a permanent process of conceptual definition, constantly redefining or 
expanding the notion of “recovery” as new WRCs emerge, and as the 
collective memory of past recoveries shift in the imaginaries of these workers. 

 
Old and new experiences of company recoveries 

 
From “movement” to “mechanism” 

 
Comparing WRC cases that emerged during the conjuncture of crisis of the 
“initial” period and those that emerged afterwards during the “post-crisis” 
period enabled us to observe certain changes in the experiences and 
processes of company recoveries. First, more recent experiences are situated 
within a scene of an improved national economy and higher employment 
rates, especially since 2005. Second, in the “post-crisis” period new public 
policies stimulated by different state entities appeared, increasing WRCs’ 
social, political, and legal legitimacy. Thus, while the experiences of the 
“initial” period were seen at the time to be unconventional responses from 
workers in light of a conjuncture of deep socio-economic crisis, newer 
recoveries now operate in what can be termed a quasi-institutional 
framework enabling more recent WRCs to circumvent some of the difficulties 
earlier WRCs faced, such as having to negotiate their legal status and the 
outstanding debts of former owners, or impending evictions, shutdowns, or 
the threat of asset liquidation. Moreover, more recent state policies have 
allowed, to varying degrees, the introduction of workplace conversions as an 
“out” for a collective of former employees desiring to self-manage a dying 
business--not only as way of saving jobs during severe macro-economic 
crises, but also as a precautionary measure of saving a business in crisis, and 
as a less-costly alternative to bankruptcy proceedings and closure or asset 
stripping by fleeing owners. Moreover, the mere threat of employees 
converting a firm into a WRC is now seen by many to be a new tool in the 
hands of Argentina’s workers for them to put pressure on bosses thinking of 
engaging in non-compliance of labour regulations. 
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In sum, while companies go bankrupt and others appear all the time, 
nowadays a new alternative set of tools exist in Argentina for a collective of 
employees: the worker-recovery of their companies. In the “post-crisis” 
period, a quasi-institutional mechanism of recuperation now operates 
enabling workers to recover or secure their sources of income. This 
mechanism is transmitted amongst workers from different plants and 
economic sectors through relatives, movement leaders, other players inside 
the movement, the media, the Internet, various sympathetic social 
movements, government actors, trade unions, etc. By mechanism we do not 
mean that labour issues at the point-of-production are now able to be 
resolved beforehand without much struggle. Rather, we mean that there 
now exists another set of options and certain accepted routines of company 
recoveries capable of being activated by workers when a firm begins to 
show signs of imminent closure. Via the media and myriad social networks, 
public visibility of the movement generated a feedback loop for this 
“mechanism,” now available for workers that face situations of crises or when 
sensing the imminent risk of job loss of closure of their plant. 
 

From survival to development 
 
When WRCs begin to overcome the immediate challenges of the first days, 
weeks, and months as a self-managed plant--what can be called a WRC’s 
“survival” period--their worker collective is then faced with the challenge of 
the continuity and development of their firms--that is, their long-term viability. 
Some recent studies on this theme have inquired into different aspects of self-
management, analyzing the main difficulties that different WRC experiences 
have to deal with in their actual processes of self-management.31 Among 
WRCs’ main weaknesses, the following tend to be stressed in the literature: a 
precarious legal framework that often prevents them from applying for 
loans;32 issues related to collective management bottlenecks and tendencies 
of self-exploitation;33 or current obstacles to building new identities as 
cooperators or as self-managed workers needing to work in solidarity.34  
 
One of the unresolved challenges of WRCs is the weak legal situation they 
tend to find themselves in. As we briefly touched on already, workers are 
usually afforded temporary use of the facilities in usufruct by legal institutions 
as previous debts remain unpaid or bankruptcy situations remain unresolved. 
Because these “solutions” are usually done at the local level on a firm-by-firm 
basis, they are always subject to possible changes in public policies. Indeed, 
as long as the state does not offer financial assistance to cover for expenses 
for expropriation proceedings, for example, previous owners may find it 
easier to begin reverse-expropriation trials to recover their workplaces.35 
Furthermore, although there are a considerable number of government 
assistance programs, these subsidies are usually not enough for the 
continued capitalization needs of medium to large WRCs which continue to 
face many difficulties in obtaining long-term loans to renew or fix machinery, 
which is frequently obsolete already by the time workers take over the firm. 
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Another difficulty is the paucity of professional, technical, and administrative 
staff at most WRCs since these employees are normally among the first to 
leave when the decision of occupying the workplace is taken. This 
deficiency results in many management struggles that various agreements 
with universities and government agencies have been trying to resolve, with 
dissimilar results. Moreover, the self-managed workers’ relationship with 
external professional personnel is complex: in some WRCs mechanisms of 
cooperation with external professionals were successfully set up. These cases 
depend on the confidence that the “external professional” is capable of 
establishing with the workers of a particular WRC and on the capacity of the 
professional to adapt to a logic that is different to that of a traditional, owner-
run company. In some occasions, the technical or feasibility reports 
produced by these professional consultants have considered key aspects of 
self-management--processes established by the very collective of workers 
themselves--as actual organizational deficits. From the perspective of 
professionals, such “deficits” might include the WRC’s reduced levels of 
supervision, their horizontalized and decentralized workplaces, and the 
frequency of workers’ assembly meetings. These anti-self-management views 
serve to de-legitimize these recommendations, and the professionals that 
author them, in the eyes of WRC workers.  
 
One unique experience that has managed to overcome some of the typical 
managerial challenges faced by WRCs is the case of the Pauny tractor 
factory in the town of Las Varillas in the province of Córdoba. Its continuity--
and subsequent growth--was secured through a co-management solution. 
Pauny was reopened as a corporation whereby the control of the property 
was redistributed as follows: 33% control was given to the workers’ 
cooperative (which is made up of the assembly-line and shop floor workers), 
33% to the original managers and administrative staff, 33% to the trademark 
licensor, and 1% to the municipal government of Las Varillas. According to 
Buffa, Pensa, & Roitman, this case opens up a debate at the core of the 
WRC movement: Through such a co-management “mechanism” a 
cooperative can end up being subsumed by the usual capitalist 
organisational model.36 Some protagonists of the WRC movement--such as 
Pauny’s own workers--have seen this particular case differently, however: As 
long as a mixed, co-management mechanism guarantees the continuity of 
income sources and preserves workers’ identities such a division of labour 
can still be considered as an achievement rather than as restrictive to 
workers. Indeed, by creating a cooperative under the umbrella of a broader 
corporation the Pauny workers managed to avoid the most typical legal and 
managerial problems faced by other WRCs. Moreover, the Pauny workers 
seem to have found a way to effectively coordinate knowledge and 
information sharing concerning production, design, marketing, 
commercialization, labour organisation, and administration issues with the 
other co-managers of the plant.37 Interestingly, the Pauny workers, in turn, 
have been able to reformulate and influence management methods at the 
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plant (for example, for the workplace to become more democratic) even 
though this version of co-management did not involve the complete 
restructuring of labour-capital relations at Pauny.38 
 
But the case of Pauny is an exception in the universe of WRCs. There are still 
important challenges to overcome in most WRCs as they struggle to more 
firmly institutionalize the processes available to workers aspiring to recover 
plants in trouble in Argentina. For example, the bankruptcy act has yet to be 
amended to better serve WRCs; the current legal bankruptcy framework falls 
short of meeting these companies’ most immediate needs during and after 
workers recover firms in trouble. Several legislative bills initiated in order to 
reform current bankruptcy laws, and introduced after the first WRC 
experiences, have since stalled. The continued inefficacy of bankruptcy laws 
for the sustainability of WRCs has found its protagonists looking for alternative 
solutions, such as the struggle to reform the Cooperatives Act, although 
concrete changes to the act have also yet to be finalized.39 Initiatives for 
better social security laws and policies for WRC workers have also stagnated 
and are desperately needed. The lack of strong social security policies for 
WRC workers is pushing many of them to look for alternative solutions in order 
to face the difficulties of loosing the social protection they had as 
employees. In the same way that standing cooperative law does not 
adequately respond to the everyday needs and realities of WRCs, the 
“monotributista” construct of social security delivery whereby “independent” 
workers such as WRC protagonists have access only to two of the five social 
security benefits guaranteed to other Argentine workers working for bosses 
(pensions and health services) is also inadequate for the broader needs of 
these workers. 
 
Nevertheless, in spite of the persistence of these difficulties, many authors are 
still optimistic about the future of WRCs.40  
 
Many organizations are now explicitly working with WRCs in their struggle for 
new legislation, legal status, and financial assistance in order to better 
facilitate their development. In this respect, the Annual Report of the CTA-
affiliated Asocación Nacional de Trabajadores Autogestionados (National 
Association of Self-Managed Workers, or ANTA),41 for example, included an 
amendment to the Argentine Expropriation Act to specifically consider the 
particularities of WRCs, the creation of a Technological Conversion Fund for 
WRCs, the approval of self-managed worker regulations, the remission of self-
managed companies’ debts with state organizations, the promotion of 
legislation to favour worker cooperatives provisioning products for the state, 
and, within the Ministry of Education, the creation of a social, popular and 
community management department. 
 
Specific answers to questions concerning the articulation and 
implementation of institutional support that would contribute to the 
development of these kinds of self-managed organizations within the so-
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called “social economy” are still pending and under debate. Such questions 
revolve around how WRCs can best transform into real productive 
alternatives and not merely be a means of survival for a few workers within 
the traditional labour market. How to best tackle these outstanding questions 
remains a challenge for each WRC, for their representative organizations, 
and for the state itself. Finally, it is clear that the Argentine state needs modify 
its logic of using “traditional methods” of saving jobs and supporting workers 
at risk by considering seriously the “new” situations of economic crises faced 
by workers in Argentina and their “new” responses to these crises. 
 

Transformations of WRC associations and “movements” 
 
As we have already suggested, the strategies applied by recovered 
company workers and other protagonists when forming WRC-based 
associations--or “movimientos” (movements), as they are also called in 
Argentina--have changed throughout the years. In this section, we will discuss 
some hypotheses that might shed light on these changes in movement- and 
association-building strategies by linking them to the expansion of the WRC 
universe itself.  
 
These changes are linked to the historically observable low “mortality rate” of 
recovered companies (see above). In the “initial” phase of WRCs, the main 
focus of its associations was to assist in securing the plant for the workers as 
quickly as possible, help the workers in legal matters, lobby state institutions 
on the workers’ behalf, and give aid in getting production started as soon as 
possible. In more recent years, with the “mechanism” for recovery more 
solidly in place, the issue that now tends to take up WRC associations’ time is 
how existing worker-recovered companies are to concretely face challenges 
to long-term organizational sustainability and expansion. 
 
In general, after a WRC at least partially solves the most common problems 
initially faced by the workers’ collective (such as overcoming precarious 
situations of property repossession, resistance to eviction threats, finding and 
securing initial capital and/or renegotiating agreements with suppliers, etc.) 
other issues soon arise. These latter issues are directly related to eventual job 
reorganization at the workplace, establishing adequate production levels, 
marketing requirements, management issues, and general administration 
needs--that is, issues concerning how to self-manage the firm. In most cases, 
there is also a permanent tension between a WRC’s growth expectations 
and the preservation of the sense of solidarity amongst workers. These are all 
common challenges that have existed throughout the history of WRCs. More 
recently, however, the existence of the quasi-institutional mechanism we 
discussed at length above has tended to speed up a WRCs passing from its 
initial situation of recovery to the stage of actual self-management and 
production. Also, the reinterpretation of the actors’ historical memory 
expanding the WRC universe backwards “into the past” brings to the 
movement more “traditional” concepts of cooperativism. 
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These factors explain some of the changes that have taken place with inter-
WRC associative methods and the current place of associations within the 
movement. Today, for example, one type of associative process sees WRCs 
from the same economic sector forming alliances. Another type of 
associative strategy sees a rapprochement with traditional cooperative 
groups. Both processes--building associations intra-sectorally and with the 
traditional, non-WRC cooperative movement--may overlap. At the same 
time, different WRC actors within these newer associations, and for different 
reasons, are starting more and more to refer more broadly to self-managed 
work as one of the central concepts up for consideration and debate, 
having specific implications for the alliance priorities of WRC organizations 
and “movements” existing today. These reprioritizations mark a noticeable 
change when contemporary WRC associations are compared with the 
mostly political interests of the associations that were present during the 
“initial” period of WRCs. 
 

Recovered companies, cooperativism, and 
 the formation of sectoral networks 

 
The relationship between the more traditional cooperative movement that 
preceded the WRC phenomenon and the recovered companies has 
changed throughout the years. During the period of WRCs’ highest public 
visibility (2001–2004), most members of the WRC organizations of the time 
tended to argue that they were making use of the cooperative model 
merely as a legal framework in order to more quickly resolve the otherwise 
precarious legal situations of WRCs. At the same time, during the “initial” 
period, WRC protagonists (for various reasons we map out below) tended to 
distance themselves from the traditional cooperative movement, continuing 
instead to identify more with the labour movements and economic sectors 
that they had belonged to when they were employees of the previous firm. 
Moreover, those having a more “radical” position of “nationalization” of their 
recovered firms under “workers’ control”--such as first advocated by the 
workers of Clínica Junín in Córdoba, Brukman in the City of Buenos Aires, and 
Zanón in the province of Neuqén--eventually ended up adopting the legal 
framework of a workers’ cooperative when the state refused to nationalize 
these WRCs. With no other legal options left during the “initial” period, and at 
a time when they were starting to experiment with and debate how to best 
proceed with the self-management of their firms and minimize the risks of 
eviction or state repression, most early WRCs reluctantly turned to the 
workers’ cooperative model as the quickest way to restart production. 
 
WRCs’ initial reluctance to reach out to the traditional cooperative 
movement was (and in many cases still is) based on two major factors: 

 
On the one hand, there has been an ideological rejection of cooperative 
values by some of the most militant WRC protagonists because, for these 
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workers, cooperativism is a conservative position and not a real alternative to 
the status quo capitalist system in Argentina; that is, cooperativism does not 
lay out any strategic anti-capitalist objectives. It was these WRC protagonists 
who most grudgingly adapted the worker coop model as an organizational 
solution for WRCs. While many WRC actors shared this anti-coop position in 
the “initial” period, it is less emphatically and less broadly shared today than 
in the years immediately following 2001, although it is a position still held by 
some protagonists. Among the staunchest advocates of the anti-
cooperativist position were those advocating the idea of reopening WRCs as 
“state-owned companies under workers’ control,” some leaders from ANTA-
CTA (see endnote 13), and the IMPA-wing of MNER most closely aligned with 
MNER’s former president, Eduardo Murúa (see endnotes 13 and 45).  

 
On the other hand, there is a more pragmatic position that questions 
cooperativism only in regards to the inadequacies of Argentina’s 
Cooperatives Act for meeting the specific and unique needs of WRCs. 
Advocates of this position particularly point out the Act’s blind spot 
concerning the specificities of worker-led recovery processes. In addition, the 
paucity of details concerning democratic principles in the Act means that it 
does not adequately reflect the actual democratic procedures practiced in 
most WRCs. Here, the Act is particularly seen as de-emphasizing workers’ 
participation in WRCs because it only considers the legal requirement of 
holding a yearly members’ assembly where coop policies and budget 
allocations are decided on and workers’ council members elected; the Act 
does not take into account the actual frequency of workers’ assemblies in 
most WRC experiences. This point is emphasized by many actors, especially 
by members of the Movimiento Nacional de Fábricas Recuperadas por sus 
Trabajadores (National Movement of Worker-Recuperated Factories, or 
MNFRT) headed by the lawyer Luis Caro (see endnote 44). In some 
experiences, the lack of legal recognition of the frequency of workers’ 
assemblies is resolved by informal means or by modifying the articles of 
association of each WRC.42  
 
Despite these two common critiques of cooperativism, hostility towards 
traditional cooperativism has been mellowing as of late, leading towards 
much more diffuse boundaries between WRCs and traditional cooperative 
organizations. These two cooperative sectors are increasingly sharing more 
spaces and talks, and second and third tier coop organizations have 
recently been forming between them. This does not, of course, mean that 
every recovered company worker embraces cooperative principles 
wholeheartedly, but we do see a definite trend of rapprochement between 
the two coop sectors, and believe that this newer development is worth 
understanding. It is, we believe, directly linked to the increased focus on the 
“how to’s” of self-management by more and more WRC protagonists who 
must now, in a different economic conjuncture and after some years into 
their cooperative project, think about sustaining and perhaps even growing 
their firm. 
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In the newer scene of association building within the WRC phenomenon, 
where cooperative values and practices are now emerging as key areas for 
development, the role of the aforementioned second-tier workers’ 
cooperative FECOOTRA, a much older organization than the WRC 
phenomenon (see endnote 13), has grown in importance. Originally founded 
in 1977 as the limited liability company Ferrograf during the last military 
dictatorship, and with the initial support of railway and graphics workers, it 
was specifically created to offer a solution to the persecution of unemployed 
trade union activists at the time. In 1988 Ferrograf became a cooperative, 
out of which, at the same time, FECOOTRA was founded on May 29th of that 
year--an emblematic date for the Argentine labour movement.43 The same 
spirit of labour-cooperative association and networking which was present at 
its founding accompanies the Federation to this day; one of the founding 
principles of FECOOTRA establishes the “integration of the associates to the 
trade union.” Even though some recovered companies could be found 
within FECOOTRA throughout the “initial” period, it maintained a low profile 
during these years while the main organizations that represented WRCs at 
the time--specifically MNER and MNFRT--were engaged in more outwardly 
activist, confrontational, and political practices. Moreover, FECOOTRA never 
has had aggressive policies for adding new members. Its goal, rather, has 
been over the past few years to work towards closer interlinking between 
traditional cooperatives, traditional labour, and WRCs. Indicative of this 
position, FECOOTRA states that it is not possible to talk about individual 
“recovered” companies but of “cooperative associations of recovered 
companies,” focussing the issue on the logic of continuity with the history and 
principles of the cooperative movement. FECOOTRA’s leaders have long 
emphasized this inter-organizational stance, having maintained strong 
connections with members of UOM Quilmes and the Federación Gráfica 
Bonaerense and, at times, with some leaders of WRC organizations such as 
Luis Caro from MNFRT or Rufino Almeida from ANTA-CTA.  
 
The WRC movement’s rapprochement with the traditional cooperative 
movement is extending to other, newer WRC associations that have 
emerged recently, such as the Federación Argentina de Cooperativas de 
Trabajadores Autogestionados (Self-Managed Workers’ Cooperative 
Federation of Argentina, or FACTA) (see endnote 13). FACTA, a second-
degree cooperative federation, was founded by a group of dissident former 
members of MNER based out of the Hotel BAUEN and by José Abelli, who 
used to head MNER’s work in the province of Sante Fe. It emerged out of the 
second fracturing of MNER in 2005 from internal disputes concerning whether 
the organization should continue to focus primarily on political and lobbying 
activities or whether, in the new, “post-crisis” phase of WRCs, the focus should 
be more on how to actually consolidate cooperativism within a WRC and 
how self-management can unfold most effectively.44 Today, FACTA actively 
promotes a rapprochement with the traditional cooperative sector as a 
central component of its platform. 
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In sum, there are three principle reasons why newer WRC organizations are 
emphasizing rapprochement with the traditional cooperative movement: (1) 
WRCs’ continuing need for assistance to solve their concrete and everyday 
issues concerning the “how-to’s” of self-management without putting at risk 
WRCs’ principles of solidarity; (2) the decreasing influence of the anti-
cooperativist views held by more radical WRC protagonists, mainly due to 
the loss of legitimacy of the position of “state-owned companies under 
workers’ control” and the fragmentation of MNER; and (3) the creation and 
increasing influence of FACTA, an organization that over the past two years 
has been openly promoting cooperative values and dialoguing with the 
traditional cooperative movement.  
 
The most important of these three points, we believe, is the first. It permeates 
and drives the reasons for the other two. Organizations linked to traditional 
cooperativism, including FECOOTRA, are established and have the 
knowledge and experience needed to more readily deal with institutional 
actors such as the government and financial organizations, as well as skills in 
building networks. In this sense, in the WRC phenomenon FECOOTRA’s 
leaders attentively observed a process emerging from the grassroots and 
had the necessary vision to help give it shape as well as organizational 
support.  
 
Another recent development in the formation of inter-WRC organizations has 
been the emergence of sectoral associations. For example, gestures of 
solidarity emerged at the end of 2006 among the recovered print and 
graphics sector companies in and near the city of Buenos Aires, eventually 
forming into the the Red Gráfica (the Graphics Network). This second degree 
cooperative gathers WRCs created during the first months following the 2001 
crisis, such as Gráfica Chilavert, and other more “historical” graphics 
cooperatives like the 50 year-old Cogtal (which, interestingly, also received 
the support of FECOOTRA and the Federación Gráfica Bonaerense trade 
union in the past). There are different working commissions in the Network 
with various concrete links to government agencies. These commissions have 
the explicit objective of coordinating productive capacity and social work 
between the different member print shops.  
 
An additional trend that has emerged in recent years is for WRCs to be 
members of and participate in various organizations at once. For example, 
belonging to the Graphics Network does not preclude one of its WRC-
members from the possibility of participating in other associations. FACTA and 
ANTA-CTA also engage in similar, non-exclusive membership practices. These 
flexible membership practices complicate delimiting the current universe of 
WRCs to organizational affiliations. While during the “initial” period a WRC’s 
participation in MNER, for example, did excluded it from also being member 
of MNFRT (and vice-versa), memberships in different WRC-focused 
organizations can, and do, overlap in today’s more conciliatory and outward 
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looking WRC movement, where a different, more inclusive and pragmatic 
logic of association prevails. 
 
Another sectoral space that has also gained consolidation and strength in 
recent years brings together metallurgic WRCs from the city of Quilmes in 
province of Buenos Aires belonging to UOM Quilmes. Although local 
metallurgic companies in Quilmes had always been well connected through 
this particularly militant local of the national metalworkers’ trade union, and 
while the local had also been particularly involved in the worker recovery of 
Quilmes’ metal shops, the past few years have seen this associational process 
reinforced as the UOM Quilmes-affiliated WRCs began working with the 
National University of Quilmes, the Italian NGO Cooperazione per lo Sviluppo 
dei Paesi Emergenti (Cooperation for the Development of Emergent 
Countries, or COSPE), and other local organizations such as Corporación 
Buenos Aires Sur.45 Moreover, in a further example of affiliation overlap, these 
companies also converge in the provincial organization of recovered 
companies known as Movimiento de Empresas Recuperadas de la Provincia 
de Buenos Aires (Movement of Worker-Recuperated Enterprises of the 
Province of Buenos Aires, or MERPBA).46 
 
The most recent development in this newer, “post-crisis” period of WRC 
organizations is the creation of a nascent third-tier cooperative organization 
(i.e., a cooperative of cooperative federations) that, up till recently, was 
known as the Unión de Federaciones de Cooperativas de Trabajo de la 
República Argentina (Union of Worker Cooperative Federations of the 
Republic of Argentina, or simply UF). It began to emerge as an organizational 
player in the WRC phenomenon with the release of a letter of commitment in 
May, 2008 signed by FECOOTRA, ANTA–CTA, FACTA, UOM Quilmes, and other 
cooperative federations from across the country with no previous 
connections to WRCs.47 Its main objective is to support the strengthening of 
practices of self-management and cooperativism in all of the country’s 
workers’ coops by acting as a cross-sectoral labour union of workers’ coops, 
by helping to build inter-regional and national coop networks, and by 
continuing to lobby, from a unified position of strength, for the reform of the 
Argentine Cooperatives Act so as to better favour all workers’ cooperatives. 
By May of 2009, 20 second-tier workers’ coop federations from across the 
country made up a larger version of UF now known as the Confederación 
Nacional de Cooperativas de Trabajo (National Confederation of Workers’ 
Cooperatives, or CNCT).48  
 
And what of the two older WRC representative organizations from the “initial” 
period, MNER and MNFRT? MNFRT has added some new recovered factories 
to its organization in recent years while mostly avoiding other processes of 
organizational unification such as the UF/CNCT initiative. MNFRT does still 
promote solidarity actions between their member WRCs but tends not to look 
for the creation of other types of strategic alliances with other WRCs not 
belonging to MNFRT. In turn, the IMPA-faction of MNER still led by Eduardo 
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Murúa continues to defend an informal, pseudo-autonomist logic of 
association. Its function remains as a political lobby group for new recoveries 
and WRCs in crisis. While they do recognize that every WRC faces the real 
need to finally consolidate its productive processes, so far, however, MNER 
has yet to find a way to put this recognition to practice for actually assisting 
the productive needs of firms associated with it.49 
 

Recovered companies and self-management  
 
In part due to the symbolic importance of the WRC movement, the last years 
have seen self-managed work practices stand out in the Argentinean labour 
scene. Although the Argentine Ministry of Labour and Social Security’s “Self-
managed Work Program” was specifically conceived of to offer support to 
WRCs, it is now not clear how many “recovered” companies could be 
assisted by the Program because, as we’ve been emphasizing throughout 
this article, some self-managed entities that might not have considered 
themselves “recovered” before, now might consider themselves as such.  
 
One organization that has specifically used the concepts of self-
management and recovery in a more expansive and inclusive way has been 
ANTA-CTA. Since its inception in late-2005 it has actively promoted the notion 
of “self-managed work” so as to expand the possibilities of including different 
experiences of self-management under one umbrella “union” of self-
managed enterprises. Its mandate is to defend the self-managed worker in 
the common struggle towards equality of rights with salaried employees, 
especially in terms of social protections (i.e., workers’ compensation, uniform 
health coverage, regular pension plans, etc.), which almost all self-managed 
workers in Argentina lack when compared to salaried employees working for 
bosses because WRC workers usually lose these benefits with the closure of 
the previous owner-managed company. This union-based idea is similar to 
the idea we touched on earlier that proposes a rapprochement with the 
traditional cooperative movement. Both the cooperative rapprochement 
and the ANTA-union model desire to diffuse the (perhaps artificial) 
boundaries between different types of Argentine self-managed workers.  
 
These recent trends have thus seen a merger between the myriad 
associations of self-managed workers and the appropriation of the concept 
of “recovered” factory or workplace by other firms that might not have 
considered themselves as such a few years ago. These emerging processes 
of association are contributing to the expansion of the universe of WRCs, as 
we’ve been arguing throughout this article, as companies recovered after 
2005 are, conceptually and practically, converging more-and-more with 
previous workspace recoveries that appeared around the year 2001 (and 
even earlier). These new associational developments are, in turn, forcing 
further reinterpretations of the historical memory of these experiences with 
other cooperative and self-management experiences that may or may not 
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have emerged in ways that the first WRCs are commonly understood to have 
emerged.  
 
As the universe of “recovered” enterprises expands, some workers feel that 
the “spirit” of WRCs’ is being lost (such as with some factions of MNER). Others 
appreciate the newer convergence of different experiences from different 
historical moments (i.e., FACTA, ANTA-CTA, UF/CNCT) and feel that this is 
strengthening, not weakening, the WRC movement in general.  
 

Conclusions 
 
Even though there has never been one definition of a “recovered company” 
that has satisfied all of the protagonists of the WRC phenomenon, the 
changes in these companies’ logics of association during the last years have 
been leading to a “merging” of WRCs with traditional cooperatives or other 
self-managed experiences in Argentina. At the same time, a redefinition of 
what a “recovered” enterprise constitutes demonstrates the impulse to revise 
or even re-establish objectives and strategies of collective organization from 
workers that have gone through processes and experiences of self-
management. These redefinitions by Argentina’s self-managed workers 
themselves are perhaps bringing them closer in strategic ways to sectors of 
the traditional cooperative movement or to trade unionism. In fact, a process 
of sectoral association on one side and a rapprochement to traditional 
cooperative sectors on the other is developing within the WRC movement. 
Also, for different reasons, various actors have started to refer to the idea of 
self-managed work more and more, having concrete implications for the 
methods of association and in the alliance practices of the movement.  
 
At the same time, the perception of earlier experiences of workplace 
recoveries has been transforming as the existence of the WRC movement for 
well over a dozen years now witnesses newer self-management experiences 
also claiming for themselves the identity of a “recovered” workplace. As 
such, we say that this phenomenon of reinterpretation of historical memory 
has made the universe of WRCs also “expand into the past,” as it were, as it 
incorporates cases into the movement that already existed before the 
“initial” period of WRCs. Desire for inclusion into the WRC movement for these 
older self-managed firms points to, moreover, the symbolic cachet that WRCs 
have achieved within Argentine society at large. 
 
On the other hand, the newer tendency of some WRCs to merge with other 
kinds of self-managed companies or find closer affinities with the traditional 
cooperative sector, as well as the new logics of association of these 
experiences, might perhaps lead one to pose new questions concerning 
what is new or what firms can be said to make up a “worker recovered” 
company. It certainly forced us as social science researchers of the WRC 
phenomenon to revise the theoretical and methodological assumptions 
employed in our approach to researching WRCs.  
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In this sense, it is necessary to ask again both from theoretical and 
methodological perspectives the following questions: How should one 
consider building a universe of cases of WRCs that expands both “forwards,” 
as new worker recoveries emerge, and “backwards” in time, as older 
experiences of self-management are reinterpreted by protagonists? Which 
experiences of workplace recoveries should be included in this emergent 
universe? Who is to take part in the construction of this universe and who 
decides inclusion in it? These problems are similar to those posed by Borges in 
the aforementioned essay “Kafka and His Precursors.” The solution to such 
questions suggested by Borges is radical: If Kafka had not existed, forerunners 
to Kafka would also not have existed as such. Something similar happens with 
the universe of WRCs: Current members of the WRC movement make 
“forerunner” experiences of workplace recoveries also “exist” as such. 
 
It is probable that the continued re-signification and re-interpretation of this 
movement will continue well into the future, as long as it carries on 
incorporating new experiences of workplace takeovers and self-
management and as long as new organizations and alliances of WRCs and 
other cooperatives emerge. Maybe the most important thing at this point for 
social scientists studying such emergent phenomenon is to simply attempt to 
show some of their transformational paths as they unfold. This has made us 
think about understanding the WRC movement as situated in a social, 
political, and economic sphere much larger than how the WRC movement 
has been conceived of to date by researchers. Hence, new hypotheses 
regarding the WRC movement must, we believe, more closely link these 
experiences to the new and burgeoning social economy in Argentina. 
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176-206). In H. Palomino (Ed.), La nueva dinámica de las relaciones laborales 
en la Argentina. Buenos Aires: Jorge Baudino Ediciones. 
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6 With the collaboration of the research team of the chair of Labour Relations 
at the School of Social Sciences, University of Buenos Aires, held by Héctor 
Palomino, which includes, in addition to the authors of this piece: Javier 
Antivero, Lorena Ciolek, Diego Kenig, Paola Salamida, Roxana Sánchez y 
Julieta Zocco. This team did extensive work in conducting interviews with 
workers and key informants from Argentina’s recovered companies, lawyers, 
social leaders and public officials between the months of January and July of 
2008. In addition, they have been conducting documentary analysis of press 
articles, academic papers, and documents issued by WRC actors, which also 
make up the data analyzed in this paper. 
7 It is worth mentioning that this research team was first engaged in an 
exploratory investigation of the recovered companies movement in the year 
2003, out of which our project of analyzing the universe of WRCs emerged.  
8 The survey was pending at the time of submission of this article. It still requires 
an exhaustive search of sources to guarantee data validity.  
9 The methodology used for this survey consisted in gathering information of 
different types (general data of each WRC case, their history, sectoral 
category, number of workers, and location, among other variables) based 
on different sources such as interviews of key informants, academic papers 
and congresses, seminars, journalistic articles, expositions and research on 
social economy and cooperativism in general and recovered companies 
and factories in particular.  
10 Moreover, we have information on 32 companies that at a certain moment 
made up part of the universe but which now no longer belong to it. In the 
future we would like to particularly analyze this segment so as to determine 
the cases in which companies were initially recovered by its workers could 
not continue to operate--estimated to include 50% of these 32 companies--
and those in which the recovery process could not be fully accomplished. 
11 Our database has been constructed from information taken from 
interviews of key informants, conference papers, seminars, press articles, 
social economy and cooperativism research, and particularly direct research 
with recovered companies and factories. From now on, we refer to our 
database--the source of our statistics and analysis--as BADUER (the Spanish 
acronym of our Universe of Recovered Companies Data Base). 
12 Industrias Metalúrgicas y Plásticas Argentina Cooperativa Limitada 
(Metallurgic and Plastics  Industries of Argentina, or IMPA) was founded in 
1910 with German capital. It was later nationalized in 1945 and turned into a 
worker cooperative in 1961. 
13 Some of the most important lobby groups and representative associations 
that have supported WRCs’ processes of recovery include the Movimiento 
Nacional de Empresas Recuperadas (National Movement of Recovered 
Companies, or MNER, founded in 2001), the Movimiento Nacional de 
Fábricas Recuperadas por sus Trabajadores (National Worker-Recovered 
Factories Movemen, or MNFRT, founded in 2003), the Federación de 
Cooperativas de Trabajo de la República Argentina (Worker Cooperatives’ 
Federation of the Republic of Argentina, or FECOOTRA, founded in 1988), the 
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Federación Argentina de Cooperativas de Trabajadores Autogestionados 
(Self-Managed Worker Cooperatives Federation of Argentina, or FACTA, 
founded in 2006)), and the Asociación Nacional de Trabajadores 
Autogestionados belonging to the Central de los Trabajadores Argentinos 
(National Association of Self-Managed Workers of the Argentine Workers’ 
Central, or ANTA-CTA, founded in 2005)).  
14 Palomino, H. (2003). The worker’s movement in occupied enterprises: A 
survey. Canadian Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, 28(55), 
71-98. 
15 We mention this in light of the point Héctor Palomino made earlier on in the 
WRC phenomenon: “the social impact of the movement of occupied 
enterprises is more closely related to its symbolic dimension than to its real 
strengths” (Ibid., p. 72). 
16 See, for example: García Allegrone, V., Partenio, F., & Fernández Álvarez, 
M. I. (2004). Los procesos de recuperación de empresas: Una mirada 
retrospectiva. In O. Battistini (Ed.), El trabajo frente al espejo (pp. 329-343). 
Buenos Aires: Prometeo Libros. 
17 See, for example: Fontenla, E. (2007). Cooperativas que recuperan 
empresas y fábricas en crisis. Buenos Aires: Fundación Centro de 
Investigaciones de la Economía Social (CIESO). 
http://www.monografias.com/trabajos51/empresas-recuperadas/empresas-
recuperadas.shtml; Vigliarolo, F. (2008). Empresas recuperadas: Análisis y 
evolución desde 2001 hasta hoy. Report in the project Emprendedores 
cooperativos: Recorridos posibles para los italianos de la Provincia de Buenos 
Aires. Buenos Aires: Ministry of Labour and Social Services of the Argentine 
Republic. 
18 See, for example: Fajn, G. (Ed.). (2003). Fábricas y empresas recuperadas: 
Protesta social, auotgestión, y rupturas en la subjectividad. Buenos Aires: 
Centro Cultural de la Cooperación, Instituto Movilizador de Fondos 
Cooperativos; Palomino, 2003; Ruggeri, A., Martinez, C., & Trinchero, H. 
(2005). Las empresas recuperadas en la Argentina: Informe del segundo 
relevamiento del programa. Buenos Aires: Facultad Abierta, Facultad de 
Filosofía y Letras, Universidad de Buenos Aires, Programa de Transferencia 
Científico-Técnica con Empresas Recuperadas por sus Trabajadores (UBACyT 
de Urgencia Social F-701); Vieta, M. (2010). The social innovations of 
autogestión in Argentina’s worker-recuperated enterprises: Cooperatively 
reorganizing productive life in hard times. Labor Studies Journal, 35(4), 
published online before print July 13, 2009, DOI: 10.1177/0160449X09337903; 
Fajn, G. and Rebón, J. 2005. El taller ¿sin cronómetro? Apuntes acerca de las 
empresas recuperadas. Herramienta 28. 
http://www.herramienta.com.ar/revista-herramienta-n-28/el-taller-sin- 
cronometro-apuntes-acerca-de-las-empresas-recuperadas. 
19 Almeyra, G. (2004). La protesta social en la Argentina (1990-2004). Buenos 
Aires: Ediciones Continente; Monteagudo, G. (2008). The white walls of a 
recovered factory. Urban Anthropology, 37(2), 175-210; Antón, G. & Rebón, J. 
(2005). El conocimiento en los procesos sociales: Una aproximación a la 
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conciencia de clase operante entre los trabajadores de empresas 
recuperadas. In LabourAgain: Factory takeovers in Argentina. Amsterdam: 
International Institute of Social History. 
http://www.iisg.nl/labouragain/documents/anton_rebon.pdf; Bialakowsky, 
A.L., Grima, J.M., Zelaschi, C., Costa, M.I., & Campos, O. (2005). Identidad y 
conflictos entre trabajadores en empresas autogestionadas: La 
recuperación del método. Paper presented at the VII National Congress of 
Labour Studies of the Asociación Argentina de Especialistas de Estudios del 
Trabajo (ASET), Buenos Aires, Argentina; Fajn & Rebón; Gracia, A. & 
Cavaliere, S. (2007). Repertorios en fábrica: La experiencia de recuperación 
fabril en Argentina, 2000-2006. Revista de estudios sociológicos 25(73), 155-
186; Ruggeri, A. (Ed.). (2009). Las empresas recuperadas: Autogestión obrera 
en Argentina y América Latina. Buenos Aires: Editorial de la Facultad de 
Filosofía y Letras, Universidad de Buenos Aires; Vieta, M. & Ruggeri, A. (2009). 
The worker-recuperated enterprises as workers’ cooperatives: The 
conjunctures, challenges, and innovations of self-management in Argentina 
and Latinamerica. In J. J. McMurtry & D. Reed (Eds.), Co-operatives in a 
global economy: The challenges of co-operation across borders, (pp. 178-
225). Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars Press. 
20 Wyczykier, G. (2007). De la dependencia a la autogestión laboral: Sobre la 
reconstrucción de experiencias colectivas de trabajo en la Argentina 
contemporánea. Unpublished PhD Thesis, Facultad Latinoamericana de 
Ciencias Sociales (FLACSO), Buenos Aires, Argentina. 
21 Echaide, J. (2003). Debate sobre empresas recuperadas. Un aporte desde 
lo legal, lo jurídico y lo político. Cuaderno de Trabajo, 25. Buenos Aires: 
Centro Cultural de la Cooperación, Departamento de cooperativismo; 
Bialakowsky, et al. 
22 Fernández Álvarez, M. I. (2004). Proceso de trabajo y fábricas recuperadas: 
algunas reflexiones a partir de un caso de la Cuidad de Buenos Aires.  In 
LabourAgain: Factory takeovers in Argentina. Amsterdam: International 
Institute of Social History. 
http://www.iisg.nl/labouragain/documents/fernandez-alvarez.pdf. 
23 Dávolos, P. & Perelman, L. (2003). Empresas recuperadas y trayectoria 
sindical: La experiencia de la UOM Quilmes. In G. Fajn (Ed.), Fábricas y 
empresas recuperadas: Protesta social, autogestión y rupturas en la 
subjetividad (pp. 185-219). Buenos Aires: Ediciones del Instituto Movilizador de 
Fondos Cooperativos 
24 Godio, J. (2004). Análisis sociopolítico de las empresas recuperadas en 
Argentina: Perspectivas sindicales y cooperativas del fenómeno. 
http://www.redelaldia.org/IMG/pdf/0369.pdf; Fernández, A. M. (2006). 
Poli!tica y subjetividades recuperadas. Buenos Aires: Tinta y Limón. 
25 Fajn; Antón & Rebón; Fajn & Rebón. 
26 Santamarino, J. (2005). Ocupando, resistiendo y produciendo: La 
experiencia de las empresas ocupadas y gestionadas por sus trabajadores. 
Paper presented at Primer Encuentro Latinoamericano de Empresas 
Recuperadas, Caracas, Venezuela.; Ruggeri et al. 
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27 Gracia y Cavaliere. 
28 That is, our reliance on WRC actors’ own definitions is based on a 
methodological consideration: our study is exploratory and begins and ends 
with a complex universe of cases, diverse as it is and with identities still in 
construction. We say identities in continuing construction because, while the 
universe of WRCs continues to expand, there is, as we are centrally proposing 
in this article, no one accepted definition  of what exactly constitutes this 
universe. (See also endnote 5.) 
29 These latter governmental groups tend to use broad definitions of WRCs s 
so as to more broadly capture different self-managed labour models into 
their programs. 
30 Palomino, 2003. 
31 See, for example: Atzeni, M. & Ghigliani, P. (2007). Labour process and 
decision-making in factories under workers’ self-management: Empirical 
evidence from Argentina. Work, Employment and Society, 21(4), 653-671; 
Rebón, J., Salgado, R., & Totino, L. (2007). Los desafíos de la autonomía en el 
proceso de recuperación de empresas. Paper presented at VII National 
Congress of Labour Studies of the Asociación Argentina de Especialistas de 
Estudios del Trabajo (ASET), Buenos Aires, Argentina; Vieta. 
32 Partenio, F., Fernández Álvarez, M. I., & García Allegrone, V. (2007). 
Pensando en los dilemas de la autogestión en los procesos de recuperación 
de empresas y fábricas. Paper presented at the VII Jornadas de Sociología: 
Pasado, Presente, y Futuro, 1957-2007, Buenos Aires, Argentina. 
33 Fajn & Rebón; Vieta. 
34 Balladares, C. (2005). Dilemas de la autogestión en una empresa 
recuperada de la provincia de Buenos Aires. Paper presented at the VII 
National Congress of Labour Studies of the Asociación Argentina de 
Especialistas de Estudios del Trabajo (ASET), Buenos Aires, Argentina; 
Bialakowsky et al. 
35 Vigliarolo. 
36 Balladares. 
37 Caffaratti, J. (2004). Empresas recuperadas: Pauny (ex Zanello): Estudio de 
caso. Paper presented at III Encontro de Investigadores Latino-Americanos 
de Cooperativismo, Unisinos, São Leopoldo, Brazil 
38 Ibid. 
39 After interviewing Red Gráfica Cooperativa’s (the Graphics Network 
Cooperative) legal advisor and member of FECOOTRA, Dr. Juan Araujo in 
June 2008, we discovered that there is currently a draft of a bill to transform 
aspects of cooperative law in Argentina (known as Proyecto Camaño). 
Proyecto Camaño looks to legalize alternative cooperative regulation that 
would better serve the unique needs of WRCs and other converted firms and 
workers’ cooperatives. The law has been promoted by FECOOTRA and the 
Instituto Nacional de Asociativismo y Economía Social (National 
Cooperativism and Social Economy Institute, or INAES, the overseeing body 
for all legal aspects of cooperativism and mutualism in Argentina). To access 
this bill, see file 1438-D-2008 in Trámite Parlamentario nº 25, 15/04/2008 of the 
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Argentine Federal Government, published as “Workers’ Cooperative 
Regulation” (copy of file 4684-D-06). 
40 For example, see: Gracia & Cavaliere. 
41 ANTA-CTA. (2007). Informe anual. ANTA-CTA. 
http://www.cta.org.ar/base/article8529.html?var%20_recherche=anta.  
42 In the case of the worker-recovered newspaper in the city of Córdoba, 
Comercio y Justicia, for example, a practice of renewing half of the 
managerial positions each year was established. We obtained this 
information courtesy of Graciela Di Marco’s field work.  
43 The date is the anniversary of the cordobazo, an important social 
demonstration of workers and students which took place in the city of 
Córdoba and throughout the province of Córdoba starting on May 29,1969.  
44 MNER’s first fracturing occurred in 2003, only two years after its founding. 
This first fracture resulted in the creation of the MNFRT by Luis Caro, a more 
right-leaning lawyer who originally worked with MNER. Without going deep 
into the issue, we can mention that the divisions emerging out of the original 
MNER were mainly due to accusations and counteraccusations of 
personalism and to differences with the political positioning of MNER towards 
the national government. 
45 Corporación Buenos Aires Sur is a governmental initiative promoting small 
businesses and and microenterprises in the southern area of Greater Buenos 
Aires. 
46 There are also numerous other smaller and more incipient associations of 
WRCs involved in the hotel and tourism sectors, the meatpacking sector, and 
with a group of newspaper cooperatives. Moreover, there are various 
provincial boards of WRCs created to solve local and regional issues 
concerning, in particular, production linkages and the sharing of resources. 
47 ANTER. (2008, March 11). El cooperativismo de trabajo se junta para 
crecer: varias federaciones firmaron la Carta de Compromiso por la Unidad. 
Pionero Diario. 
http://www.pionerodiario.com.ar/noticia.php?id=5309&edicion=2008-11-
03%2007:27:57.  
48 CNCT. (2009, June). Autogestión argentina, 2(5). 
49 It is also worth noting that, since around mid 2006, they have maintained a 
strategic political alliance with ANTA-CTA. 
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Praxis, Learning, and New Cooperativism in Venezuela: 
An Initial Look at Venezuela’s Socialist Production Units 
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Abstract 
 

In this paper, I address the question as to the extent to which the 
participatory and democratic processes taking place as part of 
Venezuela's new cooperative movement can be said to be a 
component for the building of social relations that challenge those 
of capitalism. I begin with a discussion of praxis and learning. Then, I 
attempt to situate the role of cooperatives and the participation 
therein within the context of capitalism. In the second half of this 
paper, I look at Venezuela’s new cooperativism and present 
preliminary findings based on an ethnographic study of three of 
Venezuela’s Socialist Production Units (SPUs), the country’s newest 
cooperative spaces. SPUs, I argue, are contradictory spaces where 
participants are experiencing a tension between reproductive and 
revolutionary praxis. In addition, they are spaces in which 
participants are acquiring important learning that challenges 
dominant market relations. Therefore, I conclude, SPUs are taking 
modest but important steps towards the building of Venezuela’s 
socialism in the 21st century. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
The research presented in this paper attempts to answer two questions that are 
seldom raised by the current literature on cooperativism, namely how the 
struggle between reproductive and revolutionary praxis manifests within 
cooperative spaces, and whether or not something about the cooperative 
experience is conducive to participants learning to better fulfill their 
organization’s goals and needs over those of the market. My research sites are 
three of Venezuela’s Socialist Production Units, which although different from 
traditional worker cooperatives, nevertheless exemplify many of the values and 
practices found in the cooperative movement. Before outlining the relevant 
political and economic history of Venezuela and presenting my preliminary 
findings, I begin with an exposition of my conceptual framework, based on a 
Marxist understanding of praxis, learning and cooperativism. 
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Praxis, learning, and cooperativism 
 
What and how we know is the result of our concrete and active day-to-day 
existence. And, conversely, our daily existence is the result of how and what we 
know. How we express this relationship between knowing and being as we 
produce and reproduce ourselves with and within the natural world at any 
given point in history is ultimately what we as humans are. Humans, then, 
embody and live, within history, this dialectical relationship between ontology 
and epistemology. It is what makes us, unlike other animals, beings of praxis.2 This 
conceptualization of praxis, it should be emphasized, goes beyond praxis as the 
unity between theory and practice (as it is commonly presented) because, as 
Paula Allman notes, it links not just theory but all thought to action.3  
 
Although the above ideas are at the core of Marx’s dialectical, historical, and 
materialist philosophy, Marxist theorists often tend to overlook the 
conceptualization of praxis presented here, focusing instead on more abstract 
economic movements as the source of social change. The result of this 
sometimes is overly deterministic conceptions of history that fail to address how 
alternatives to capitalism can actually be built by real people in concrete 
historical contexts. As a response to this, I would like to propose a focus on 
learning as a way to understand social change. So what is the meaning of 
learning from a Marxist perspective?  
 
Unlike liberal and some postmodernist conceptualizations of learning, which 
focus solely on people’s ideas and consciousness, a Marxist understanding of 
learning must necessarily take into account people’s lived experiences, in 
particular social and historical contexts. And, most importantly, it must take into 
account how people actively produce and reproduce themselves. Keeping in 
mind, then, both active, practical existence, on the one hand, and 
consciousness and ideas, on the other, learning can be understood as a 
change of both subject and object. Learning, then, implies a productive 
metabolism in the subject-object dialectical compound and results in the 
production of a new and better understanding, within the learner, of some part 
of the objective world.  
 
Learning, therefore, can be understood as a process of production. And, as 
such, to paraphrase Marx’s thoughts on the labour process, it is a movement 
through which humans simultaneously change external nature as well as their 
own nature.4 At the end of the learning process, then, neither the subject nor 
the world are the same as at the start. In other words, we can’t learn something 
about our object of inquiry without, at the same time, changing ourselves as 
well as some part of the world. Learning is therefore a central aspect of our 
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praxis as it implies change and movement. To expand, if, as Gramsci argues, 
“man [sic] is a process” and therefore the question, “what is man?” is best 
thought of as “what can man become?”5 then the conceptualization of 
learning presented above gives us an insight into what humans are indeed 
becoming. But what are our praxis and our learning processes like in the context 
of capitalist social relations?  
 
One of the central features of capitalist social relations is that our human 
capacity to think and act freely, to express our praxis freely, is curtailed. As 
wage workers, our praxis and therefore also our learning are in fact not our own. 
They both belong to our employer who uses them to meet not our needs but 
those of the market so as to generate a profit. Capitalism, then, can be 
understood as acting as a mediator between humans and our productive 
activity. As István Mészáros puts it, capitalism is a “historically specific mediation 
of the ontologically fundamental self-mediation of man with nature.”6 In short, 
capitalism gets in the way of our praxis, and, in the process, it changes who we 
are. That is, it shapes the distinctively human dialectical relationship between 
knowing and being to form a historically specific praxis. Allman calls this praxis 
reproductive, as it does not challenge capitalist social relations.7  
 
To expand, capitalist social relations, as Allman argues, produces particular 
spatial-temporal experiences that mystify the character of the system.8 For 
example, although profit depends on the unity of production and exchange, 
most workers experience the commodity in the sphere of exchange9 and thus 
workers do not see that it was their labour at the site of production (not some 
process in the sphere of exchange) that is the source of the commodity’s value 
and surplus value. In other words, the reality of profit existing as a result of the 
capitalist paying the worker less than the value the worker creates through her 
labour is masked given the “disjointed” experience workers have of the unity of 
production and exchange.  
 
In addition, the experiences workers have within capitalism condition how they 
resist the system. As Allman notes, in selling their labour in exchange for a wage, 
workers focus their attention on the exchange value of labour, not its use value, 
which is the worker’s own labour power.10 This is because workers do not sell their 
labour in order to engage in the inherent human capacity to think and act 
dialectically, as mentioned above, but they do so in order to be able to survive 
and engage in the system of exchange. Thus, struggles about wages revolve 
around the wage amount, not around the wage relationship itself.11  
 
But although reproductive praxis is the norm within capitalism, there does exist 
the possibility for a different kind of praxis, namely one that challenges capitalist 
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social relations. In his Theses on Feuerbach, Marx brilliantly sums up this kind of 
praxis, revolutionary practice as he calls it, describing it as “[t]he coincidence of 
the change of circumstances and of human activity or self-change.”12 As 
Allman argues, this vision of revolutionary social transformation is as much about 
“struggling, in collaboration with others to transform ourselves as it is about the 
struggle to transform our social and economic conditions of existence.”13 And 
what is this struggle striving towards? For Marx, it is to move towards a society 
from which the following principle emerges: “From each according to his 
abilities, to each according to his needs”.14  
 
However, it is at this point that the crucial question is raised: how can people 
develop a praxis and a learning that is revolutionary in the context of the 
particular experiences people have within capitalism, which, as noted above, 
obfuscate the nature of the system? The issue this contradiction immediately 
raises is whether or not experiences can exist within capitalism that reveal, rather 
than obscure, the oppressive and exploitative nature of the system, as well as 
reveal the possibility of a new society. Or, to put it differently, are there 
experiences within capitalism that challenge capitalist experiences and 
simultaneously contribute to the building of the preconditions for a society 
based on people’s needs and abilities? If so what are these? Can cooperativism 
be the source of such experiences? In order to answer these questions we must 
first attempt to understand the relationship between cooperativism and 
capitalism. 
 
In broad, abstract terms, cooperativism can be defined as the democratic 
production of value. Using this definition, producer or worker cooperatives are 
the quintessential cooperative space. The first thing that must be said about 
worker cooperatives is that they exist within capitalist social relations of 
production. This means that cooperative processes take place in a market 
economy that is comprised of the contradiction between capital and labour in 
both the spheres of production and circulation and where the goal is the 
maximization of profits. In addition, worker coops are themselves businesses that 
generate profits and must compete with traditional businesses as well as with 
other cooperatives. As Marx noted in Capital Volume III, cooperative workers 
are their own capitalists.15 This means they have to generate a profit by first 
employing themselves at the point of production and then valorizing their own 
labour at the point of sale.  
 
One of the main differences then between worker cooperatives and traditional 
businesses is that in worker coops capital has been democratized, as each 
worker is also an owner who has an equal say on how the cooperative’s capital 
is to be used. This is different from the dominant corporate model in which the 



 

Praxis Learning and New Cooperativism in Venezuela 

292 

owners are not the workers but stockholders whose voting power is proportional 
to the quantity of stock each owns. And this difference is important. In the first 
place, it means that within a cooperative the division between capital and 
labour no longer exists. In other words, within a particular cooperative, property 
has been socialized. Secondly, and particularly important from the point of view 
of praxis, is that worker members of a cooperative have to participate, to some 
extent, in a democratic process. Thirdly, the worker’s own labour process at the 
worker coop acquires a certain level of autonomy not previously had at a 
traditional workplace. The reason this is important is because, given our 
discussion of praxis and learning above, these new experiences raise the 
possibility for the development of a new praxis and learning that challenges 
dominant capitalist relations. Nevertheless it is important to remember that the 
odds are stacked against individual cooperatives as they stand as a tiny sector 
in comparison to the dominant corporate form. 
 
There is one more important point that is raised regarding worker cooperatives. 
Given that they represent an end to the division between capital and labour at 
each individual organization, the primary contradiction within these spaces can 
be understood as being not that between capital and labour, as is the case 
with traditional workplaces, but that between wage labour and what Michael 
Lebowitz calls “non-wage-labour.” To expand, for Lebowitz, capitalism must be 
understood as containing not only the contradiction between capital and 
labour but also that of wage-labour and non-wage labour. The necessity for this 
distinction, Lebowitz argues, arises from the fact that “wage labour is merely an 
abstraction” which “exists only insofar as a living human being enters into this 
relation.”16 In other words, humans are not only wage-labourers, but much more.  
 
The key point to take from Lebowitz’s introduction of the category of non-wage-
labour is that people produce themselves as well as use-values in contexts 
outside of the wage-labour-capital relationship. And it is within these activities 
that we see perhaps the essential contradiction in capitalism, namely that 
between the worker as a wage-labourer and the worker as a human being. In 
other words, under capitalism, as Lebowitz argues, the human being “contains 
within it the human being as wage-labourer and the human being as non-
wage-labourer.”17 This contradiction at the human level was also understood by 
Paulo Freire, who described the oppressed as divided beings, in part themselves 
and in part the oppressor whose image they have internalized.18 It is the added 
importance that this contradiction takes on at worker cooperatives that raises 
questions regards their potential for going “beyond capital” as Lebowitz puts it. 
 
And what is the goal of the human being as non-wage-labourer? The answer to 
this, to go back to our initial discussion, is the free expression of the distinctively 
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human dialectical relationship between ontology and epistemology, or praxis. It 
is what Lebowitz calls our human need for self-development.19 Or, to put it in 
Freirean terms, it is to struggle to become more fully human.20 So, what we see 
at cooperatives (and perhaps more acutely than in traditional workplaces) is a 
struggle between these two parts of the human being. And practically this 
manifests as the struggle between the cooperative’s own needs and goals and 
those of the market. The more the cooperative yields to market demands, the 
more it reproduces capitalist social relations of production, and the more it 
pursues its own goals against those of the market, the more it undermines these 
same relations while building new ones. This is therefore a struggle between 
reproductive and revolutionary praxis. The question then is how exactly is this 
struggle manifesting within the experiences at each cooperative? And, can we 
say that something about the cooperative experience is conducive to 
cooperative members learning to better fulfill their organization’s goals and 
needs over those of the market? It is with these questions in mind that we now 
turn to the concrete experiences in Venezuela. 
 

The “Bolivarian Revolution” and the  
rise of Venezuela’s new cooperativism 

 
In the 1980s there began a drastic shift in Venezuela’s political economy. In 
previous decades Venezuela had adopted statist economic policies that relied 
on the revenues from high oil prices as well as high levels of debt in order to 
achieve some level of economic development and wealth redistribution.21 
During this period, statist approaches to development were the norm 
throughout all of Latin America and were part of the broader Import Substitution 
Industrialization (ISI) strategy employed by most developing countries. The 
purpose of ISI was to achieve economic growth through the development of 
domestic markets and the diversification of industrial output, and its application 
relied on some level of cooperation between labour, capital and the state. But 
because Venezuela’s economy relied so heavily on oil revenues, the collapse of 
oil prices in the 1980s dealt a severe blow to Venezuela’s development strategy.  
 
Tied to the collapse in oil prices was the heavy debt burden that the country 
had incurred during the 1970s, at a time when oil prices were at a record high. 
As David Myers notes, during the Herrera government (1979-1984), Venezuela’s 
international debt tripled, reaching $35 billion.22 By 1984, foreign reserves were 
drained, the result of capital flight, debt payments, and increased imports.23 The 
combination of high debt payments with the loss of revenue from the collapse 
of oil prices proved devastating for the economy and, in turn, for much of 
Venezuela’s population. As Harold Trinkunas notes, in Venezuela, between the 
late 1970s and late 1980s, poverty and inequality rose sharply while incomes and 
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productivity declined. By 1989 the situation had become dire, with the 
percentage of people living in critical poverty reaching 53.7.24 
 
Elected President in 1989, Carlos Andres Perez sought a solution to the economic 
crisis through the application of neoliberal policies, a strategy followed to 
different degrees by all of Latin America with the encouragement of the United 
States. These policies, first introduced in January, included a reduction of public 
expenditures, the deregulation of prices, trade liberalization, promotion of 
foreign investment, and the privatization of state companies.25 This meant less 
public control over the country's economy, or, to put it differently, a significant 
reduction of the public sphere in relation to the market, the essence of the 
neoliberal strategy. The result was a sharp rise in inflation, a 10% decline in GDP 
and a 14% decline in personal income.26 With this also came the delegitimization 
of the country’s democracy. The policies became highly unpopular and people 
demonstrated their discontent on the streets. The most dramatic of these 
demonstrations occurred in Caracas on February 27, 1989, shortly after the 
implementation of the neoliberal program. The government reacted to the 
rebellion--known as el Caracazo--by sending in the military, which resulted in the 
deaths of up to 3000 civilians.27  
 
It was in the context of this economic and social crisis of the 1980s that the now 
President of Venezuela, Hugo Chávez, would begin his rise to power. Following 
his rise up the military ranks, which culminated in a failed coup attempt in 1992, 
Chávez, riding on a wave of popular support, decided to pursue the presidential 
office through the ballot box. In 1998, running on a platform of radical change, 
including the promise of a new constitution, economic redistribution, and 
participatory democracy, Chávez managed to win the presidential elections 
with 56% of the vote.28 The changes the Chávez government proceeded to 
introduce sparked the beginning of an overt political battle against the politics 
of neoliberalism, marking the beginning of what became known as the 
“Bolivarian Revolution.” 
 
The rejection of neoliberalism was made explicit by Chávez himself immediately 
following his 1998 electoral victory. As he stated during one of his election victory 
rallies: 
 

In Venezuela and in all of Latin America along came the savage 
neoliberal project. “The invisible hand,” “the market fixes everything; 
it’s a lie, it’s a lie, a thousand times a lie! Of course there are other 
ways and in Venezuela we are demonstrating it.29 
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This rejection of the neoliberal program was also demonstrated in the 1999 
Venezuelan constitution, approved via referendum by 70% of the population. As 
Martha Harnecker notes, the constitution focused on social justice, freedom, 
political participation, and national sovereignty.30 Michael Lebowitz also notes 
the constitution’s emphasis on human development as evident in the 
declaration of Article 20 that “everyone has the right to the free development of 
his or her own personality in a democratic society,” or that of Article 299 with its 
emphasis upon “ensuring overall human development.”31 In the same breath, as 
Lebowitz goes on to point out, the constitution retained a support for capitalism, 
guaranteeing the right of property in Article 115 and identifying a role for private 
initiative in the generation of growth and employment in Article 299.32 Thus 
although the new Chávez administration did not offer a break from capitalism, it 
explicitly rejected neoliberalism as a socio-economic model and sought to give 
the state a much greater role in the economic and political activity of the 
country. But these developments do not mean simply a return to the statist 
policies pursued before the 1980s. This is evidenced by the tremendous changes 
that are also occurring at the local level. At the center of these more local 
changes one finds two different spaces: cooperatives and the newly emerging 
Socialist Production Units. 
 

From cooperatives to Socialist Production Units 
 
Since the Chávez administration came to power in 1998, there has been an 
explosion of both worker and consumer cooperatives in Venezuela. In 1998, 
there were 877 cooperatives, while by September 2006 that number had grown 
to 158,917,33 an exceptionally large number relative to other national 
cooperative movements worldwide. But, since then, many of the cooperatives 
that were first formed were discovered to be non-functioning or simply fronts 
created for the purpose of accessing government funds. The latest figures 
estimate that between 30,000 and 60,000 functioning units currently exist in 
Venezuela,34 numbers that are still very substantial. The majority of these 
cooperatives, it seems, operate in the services and productive sectors, while 
those in transportation come at a distant third. In terms of size, over 80% of 
cooperatives employ 5-10 people while about 15% of them employ between 11 
and 50.35  
 
Venezuela has also witnessed the appearance of empresas recuperadas por 
sus trabajadores (worker-recuperted enterprises, or ERTs), a phenomenon that 
surged in Argentina during its 2001-2002 economic crisis. ERTs began to appear 
in Venezuela between 2002 and 2003, with their numbers reaching a total of 
between 20 and 30 by 2006.36 Most of these ERTs, Lucena & Carmona outline, 
are small or medium in size, employing a total of a few thousand workers. ERTs, 
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the authors note, emerged as a reaction on the part of workers and the 
government to the political and economic crisis the country was undergoing in 
2002 and 2003, in which many owners, for political reasons, decided to 
temporarily paralyze their businesses. These actions conducted by the business 
sector coincided with the government’s opposition’s attempt to paralyze the 
country’s economy in order to oust Chávez from power. Once the crisis was 
averted, the government began to take a greater interest in ERTs and began 
actively expropriating contested enterprises, such as INVEPAL in 2005.37 That 
same year, the government also hosted the first Latin American Encounter of 
Worker-Recuperated Enterprises, attended by 400 workers, unionists, and 
government representatives from several Latin American countries.38 But since 
then, the ERT movement seems to have fizzled away, having witnessed ongoing 
conflicts between workers and the government bureaucracy, as has been the 
case with INVEPAL since 2006.39 
 
What is important to note is that the huge overall growth of cooperatives in 
Venezuela during the last few years, as Camila Harnecker notes, has been less 
the result of spontaneous activity from below than of public policy, reflected, for 
example, in the 2001 Special Law of Cooperative Associations and the Vuelvan 
Caras cooperative development government program.40 The proactive role the 
government has taken in relation to the cooperatives is also evident in its 
economic support for the sector, which includes the granting of preferential 
aid41 and increased access to government contracts.42 This extensive support 
the government gives to cooperatives is therefore the most important new 
feature of Venezuela’s cooperative sector. 
 
But, in the last two years, due in part to the problems associated with the 
cooperative sector mentioned above, there has been a shift away in 
government policy from supporting the traditional cooperative model towards 
the creation of what is known as Socialist Production Units (SPU). This shift has also 
been a product of the government’s progressive move towards the left, going 
from an anti-neoliberal stance towards openly socialist politics. As I will outline 
below, SPUs, designed by the Ministry of Popular Power for the Communal 
Economy, display a number of unique innovations in cooperativism that go 
beyond economic support by the state. In addition, their development has 
been posited by the Venezuelan government as central to the country’s 
transition to “21st century socialism.” Currently there are over 3,000 SPUs in 
Venezuela.43  
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Praxis and learning in Venezuela’s Socialist Production Units:  
Preliminary findings 

 
As argued in the first section of this paper, using praxis and learning as a 
theoretical lens with which to examine the potential that cooperative spaces 
hold for developing social relations that challenge those found within capitalism 
leads me to ask, (1) how the struggle between reproductive and revolutionary 
praxis manifests within cooperative spaces and (2) whether or not something 
about the cooperative experience is conducive to participants learning to 
better fulfill their organization's goals and needs over those of the market?  
 
Currently, there is very little research that looks at cooperative spaces in 
Venezuela, and much less that focuses on the above-mentioned questions. 
However, there is some literature that looks at Venezuela’s social or popular 
economy more generally. A look through this literature reveals that Venezuela’s 
social economy is experiencing tensions in its relationship to the state 
bureaucracy,44 its relationship to competing private firms,45 and in the internal 
organization of particular social economy organizations.46 One author that does 
explicitly look at participation within worker cooperatives is Camila Harnecker. In 
her study of 15 cooperatives, Harnecker argues that there exists a strong 
connection between workplace democracy and the development of 
collective consciousness, which she defines as the understanding of, and 
disposition to contribute to the interests of others.47 Relevant also is her discovery 
of a continued existence of a social division of labour within the cooperatives 
she studied. 
 
Below, I proceed to directly address the questions outlined above in relation to 
SPUs. But before doing so, I provide a brief outline of their institutional position 
within the Venezuelan state. The preliminary findings I provide below are based 
on an ethnographic study of three SPUs conducted between June and 
September of 2009. My data collection tools included textual analysis, semi-
structured interviews, observation, informal conversations, and a survey 
instrument. The survey instrument was based on the work of Daniel Schugurensky 
and Josh Lerner,48 as well as my work with Schugurensky and Marcelo Vieta49 in 
the field of participatory democracy and learning, and was used to assess 
participants’ informal learning over time. A total of 20 participants were 
interviewed, including SPU workers and members of the state bureaucracy. 
 

An institutional map of SPUs 
 
Venezuela’s SPUs are productive spaces dedicated to the generation of goods 
or services. In terms of personnel, they are relatively small, each being 
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comprised of about 20 to 100 people. At an institutional level, SPUs are state-
owned, nonprofit and managed democratically by a combination of their 
workers, local communal councils (democratically run neighbourhood 
associations found throughout the country), and the state. It is these 
characteristics of SPUs that distinguish them from traditional worker cooperatives 
as well as from Venezuela’s current state-supported cooperative model. This 
means that SPUs are technically not worker cooperatives in the traditional sense, 
as their workers are not the owners. However, in practice, SPUs adhere to many 
traditional cooperative values, in particular, those of democratic participation 
and concern for community.  
 
SPUs can be thought of as the individual parts that comprise the larger 
institutional body known as Empresas de Propiedad Social (Social Property 
Enterprises, or SPEs). In other words, each single SPE can and does have several 
SPUs that constitute it. For example, Pedro Camejo, one of the SPEs that I looked 
at, has its central office in the city of Barquisimeto, with several SPUs located in 
nearby communities. At the production stage, SPUs work closely with small and 
medium local private producers. The goods they produce are then distributed 
through Mercal, government run discount stores located throughout the 
country. 
 
SPEs are linked to the state in several ways. First, they are administered by the 
Registry of Social Production Enterprises (REPS in Spanish), created by the 
national executive in November 2005 as part of the program of Social 
Production Enterprises.50 The REPS is, in turn, closely linked to the state-owned oil 
company, PDVSA, whose role as part of the program is to help SPEs through, 
among other things, preferential contracts and financing. Second, each SPE 
belongs to one of the many state corporations created by the national 
executive for the purposes of forwarding the government’s economic and 
development policies that include fostering the country’s “popular” economy. 
For example, the three SPUs that I looked at belong to three different SPEs, 
which, in turn, belong to one single state corporation, namely the Venezuelan 
Agrarian Corporation (CVA in Spanish). Third, SPEs (as well as the state 
corporations they belong to) receive their direct political guidance from the 
government ministry responsible for the sector of the economy they operate in. 
In the case of the three SPEs that I looked at, the corresponding ministry is the 
Ministry of Popular Power for Agriculture and Land. 
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Reproduction and revolution in  
the experiences of SPU participants 

 
SPU participants seem to be indeed experiencing a struggle between 
reproducing capitalist social relations of production and challenging these 
same relations. This is evident in the way SPU participants experience the 
struggle between some of their organization’s goals and the demands of the 
market. There are two examples of this I would like to highlight. The first is related 
to the SPU’s internal social division of labour. To some extent or another all three 
SPUs struggled with this issue. One of the explicit goals of SPUs is to do away with 
the social division of labour traditionally found in capitalist enterprises, 
characterized by strict hierarchies, specialized job tasks, and a division between 
mental and manual labour. This goal is expressed not only in SPUs’ official mission 
statements but also in the comments made by a significant number of the 
participants I interviewed. One of the main dynamics I found at the SPUs I visited 
was that better-educated workers felt that because of their education they 
should hold better-paid administrative or managerial positions than those with 
less education. In other words, they believed in a system of meritocracy. 
Meritocracy not only goes contrary to the democratic practices that are 
supposed to exist at SPUs but, in addition, reinforces the division between mental 
and manual labour that characterizes work within capitalism.51 
 
What’s interesting is that in at least some cases those with lower levels of 
education went along with the meritocracy argument posed by those with 
higher education. But this was not always the case. In all three SPUs, a portion of 
the personnel wanted to do away with the social division of labour by 
implementing a new equal wage system coupled with rotating job duties. At 
one SPU, this desire took the form of the “integral worker” initiative brought forth 
through the Workers’ Council, an SPU’s principal space for democratic 
participation. At another SPU, more drastic measures were taken, as workplace 
democracy became one of the issues behind a worker-led factory shutdown in 
mid August, 2009. 
 
The second example of how SPU participants experienced a struggle between 
their goals and the demands of the market is related to SPU’s relationship with 
intermediaries. Perhaps the principle goal of all three SPUs I visited was to 
provide accessibly priced food to those communities who need it most. At all 
three SPUs, workers felt that the existence of intermediaries poses a serious 
challenge to this goal. Intermediaries are basically people that possess relatively 
large amounts of money capital and are thus able to purchase large amounts 
of produce from local producers with the aim of selling it in the most lucrative 
markets.  



 

Praxis Learning and New Cooperativism in Venezuela 

300 

 
The activity of intermediaries works to reproduce capitalist social relations in at 
least two ways. Most directly, intermediaries raise the average price of food. This 
makes food less accessible to those most in need and in turn forces upon 
people a greater dependence on the labour market for their survival. Second, 
as workers at Pedro Camejo realized, SPUs, through the help they provide to 
small producers, indirectly help the intermediaries who are now able to increase 
their profit margins by buying from the producers at a subsidized price. This 
means that while, on the one hand, SPU participants are happy to work with 
small producers with the purpose of making food more accessible to local 
consumers (while indirectly also easing their dependence on the labour market), 
they, on the other hand, confront the reality that at least to some degree it is the 
intermediaries who benefit from their work. In an attempt to eventually break 
the relationship producers have with the intermediaries, SPUs are, for the 
moment, attempting to develop a closer relationship with local producers by, 
for example, organizing cultural events with them as well as engaging with them 
in political discussions. However, as some SPU participants revealed, direct 
confrontation with the intermediaries would be necessary and was likely in the 
not-too-distant future. 
 

Learning at SPUs 
 
So far, the data reveals two main areas of learning acquired by SPU participants 
that directly help them fulfill their organization’s cooperative goals while 
challenging those of the market. First is the knowledge acquired by participants 
about their own needs. Second is participants’ collective organization and 
planning abilities. This learning also indicates a movement towards the building 
of new social relations based on people’s needs and abilities. I now expand on 
each of these two areas.  
 

Knowledge of own needs  
 
The knowledge acquired by participants about their own needs is perhaps the 
most important area of learning reported. Out of the 14 areas of learning 
assessed this one received the largest number of positive responses. Indeed, 
almost 50% of the 20 participants interviewed reported significant improvement 
in this area. This is the first area of learning that, I argue, has helped SPU 
participants fulfill their organization’s goals while challenging the demands of 
the market. In addition, this learning contributes to the building of a new society 
based on people’s needs. To expand, this learning has helped participants 
meet their own material needs by challenging the state bureaucracy that, to a 
significant extent, responds to the demands of the world market, due to the 
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state’s dependence on the global sale of the country’s oil. As revealed by 
several SPU participants as well as members of the Venezuelan Agrarian 
Coorporation who administer the three SPUs I examined, the state bureaucracy 
is dominated by technocrats who adhere to a social democratic and 
“developmentalist” model for the country that does not offer a break from 
capitalism. It is no surprise then that PDVSA openly acknowledges that the help 
and support they give SPUs is with the final end of developing an industrial sector 
that is geared towards complementarity with national and international 
marketss in terms of competitiveness and productivity. 
 
One way that SPU participants have acquired this new knowledge is through 
their participation at the SPU’s Workers’ Council. This was most evident during a 
worker-led plant shutdown that occurred in mid-August at one SPU. The plant 
shut down was carried out in protest against the SPU’s new state management 
who for several months had been doing a very poor job of managing the SPU’s 
health insurance system. For example, according to one participant, 
management had paid for only one clinic in the state of Lara to provide care to 
the more than 80 workers at her SPU. In addition, management had not 
delivered on many of the benefits the workers were supposed to have such as a 
savings and a housing fund. The situation reached a climax when one of the 
workers died on the job. Although the reasons for his death were not revealed to 
me, the Workers’ Council blamed management and demanded their rights be 
returned. When asked to expand on this delicate situation, one SPU participant 
responded with the following comments: 
 

For example, if one goes to the clinic but does not have an 
emergency you are not attended to. That’s why we are fighting. 
One has to be dying in order to be attended to. Here [at the SPU] 
we should have a paramedic…. it has been a week since our friend 
died. When they brought him here before he died he was choking 
and here we needed a paramedic…. This is what led us to doing 
this [the factory shut down] and we [the Workers’ Council] all 
decided this.  

 
These comments give us a sense of how SPU participants were able to use the 
Workers’ Council as a vehicle not only for articulating their health care needs 
but also for attempting to meet these through collective action against 
technocratic state managers. For the above-cited participant the capacity to 
meet needs seems to be one of the most important functions of the SPU. For 
example, when asked about how success is measured in her SPU, she answered, 
“little by little we’ve been making progress. We have managed to satisfy many 
needs, family needs, personal needs and community needs.”   
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Collective organization and planning abilities 

 
Collective organization and decision-making abilities is another area of learning 
acquired by SPU participants that has helped them fulfill the SPU’s goals while 
challenging those of the market. Specifically, this learning has helped 
participants break down the SPU’s internal social division of labour. The following 
comments by one participant give us a sense of this process. When asked what 
was the most valuable thing he had learned as an SPU participant, he replied: 
 

Organization. That is to say, how to organize production… and 
advance towards a socialist mode of production! One has 
theorized a lot, but never practiced. We haven’t had practice. This 
is the first time that I have worked at producing something. And this 
learning has been very productive. It has been years since I worked. 
A year and a half ago I had no idea what the Workers’ Council was 
or how it was going to be organized. Maybe I knew what I had 
read, that the Workers’ Council was a tool for moving towards 
worker self-management. But how it was to be organized, what was 
its function, what was collective planning… one didn’t know. So this 
learning has been very productive.  

 
When asked about some of the most important accomplishments of his SPU 
since he began working there, the same respondent replied: 
 

First is collective planning by the workers, which was not an easy 
process. Neither was it a process that was given to us. It was a 
process that we acquired through sweat and tears. A process that 
was extremely difficult. Even the discussions with management, the 
administration and the presidency in those days were difficult. But it 
was the most important accomplishment! That workers plan their 
own work; that the worker arrives on Monday to work already 
knowing what he is going to do and where he is going to do it… 
because it was a product of his own intellect.  

 
These two passages reveal a number of things. First is that this one participant 
felt that collective planning and organization was one of the most important 
things he learned at his SPU. Second, they reveal how these new abilities were 
learned, namely through the process of collective planning and organization 
itself, which included participation in the SPUs democratically run Workers’ 
Council. And lastly, these comments reveal how this learning is helping 
participants break down the division between mental and manual labour as 



 

Manuel Larrabure 

303 

workers engage in collective and conscious planning of their workday, a 
necessary step for the building of new social relations in which people can 
contribute to society according to their own abilities.  
 

Concluding remarks 
 
In this paper, I have argued that focusing on praxis and learning as a process of 
production is an important lens through which to assess the possibility of 
developing an alternative to capitalism. Using this lens, the processes associated 
with cooperativism take on a particular importance, as these, at least 
potentially, offer up particular experiences that challenge those found in 
traditional capitalist workplaces. In the second section of this paper, I outlined 
how Venezuela’s cooperative movement has developed in the last ten years or 
so. I highlighted two contemporary spaces of cooperation in Venezuela: 
cooperatives and Socialist Production Units, the latter being at the forefront of 
Venezuela’s new cooperativism for the forms of praxis, learning, and 
cooperation taking place there, as well as for bringing together workers, local 
communities, and the state into a democratic space at the point-of-production.  
 
I concluded by presenting preliminary findings based on research conducted at 
three SPUs. The data analysed reveals two areas where there is a clear struggle 
between the SPU’s own goals and those of the market, namely: the SPUs internal 
social division of labour and the SPUs relationship with intermediaries. In addition, 
the data reveals two areas of learning which allow SPUs to fulfill their own goals 
while challenging those of the market: learning about the SPUs own needs and 
learning about collective organization and decision-making. Of note is that this 
learning directly addresses the contradictions experienced by SPU participants 
in regards to the SPU’s internal social division of labour, but fails to do so in 
regards to the SPU’s contradictory relationship to intermediaries. Lastly, these 
two areas of learning, I argued, also contribute to the building of new social 
relations in which each person can contribute according to her own abilities 
and can receive according to his own needs. So far, this learning seems to be, 
at least in part, the result of the SPU’s democratic practices.  
 
The preliminary findings presented in this paper are consistent with some of the 
literature mentioned above that finds tensions between Venezuela’s social 
economy and the state as well as in the internal organization of particular 
organizations. In addition, they broadly support the work of Camila Harnecker 
that, as mentioned above, draws a connection between workplace 
democracy and collective consciousness. Of note though is that, in comparison 
to the 15 cooperatives Harnecker studied, the three SPUs I looked at seem to be 
better capable of challenging the social division of labour that still exists at both 
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types of organizations. Further research that attempts to more closely compare 
SPUs to worker cooperatives as well as to other cooperative spaces, such as 
Venezuela’s communal councils, would be most useful. To conclude, these 
preliminary findings give some weight to the idea that, although contradictory, 
SPUs are indeed serving as vehicles for the development of a revolutionary 
praxis necessary for moving Venezuela a step closer to a socialism for the 21st 
century. 
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