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The Path to Socialism: The Program for Fostering Cooperatives and Socializing Public System


Author:Jan Wolski| Language: English


Abstract:The paper by Jan Wolski — a Polish theoretician and cooperative activist — constitutes the third section of the book Spółdzielczy samorząd pracy [Cooperative Labour Self-Management], which he wrote over the years of 1943-1956, but which was never published as a whole. The manuscript, from the author’s family archives, includes the information that this piece was “written in 1943 for the Inter-union Cooperative Committee (functioning underground in Warsaw during II World War) and the Socialist Planning Commission”. Entitled Cooperative Labour Self-Management, this section of the planned book was published in the monthly magazine Więź [Bond], issue no. 2 of 1972, and in 2011 on the website Lewicowo.pl. It contains Wolski’s deliberations regarding the functioning of cooperative labour self-management under the conditions of a social and economic transformation heading towards a classless society. Wolski believed a universal labour-based political system to be one of the essential conditions of socialism, supplanting the old organisational forms originating from the capitalist period. As such, universal labour self-management together with other forms of popular self-government, and particularly user self-government, constitutes a transmission belt between the populace’s grassroots activity and top-down political organisation. Mindful of Edward Abramowski’s teachings, Wolski considered that only having the state based on self-governing cooperative institutions consisted the true realisation of universal will, and thereby the realisation of socialist ideals. 

Keywords:labour self-management, cooperativism, stateless socialism, economic democracy





Stateless socialism


Author:Edward Abramowski| Language: English


Abstract:“Stateless socialism” is the fourth chapter of Edward Abramowski’s book Socialism and State. A Contribution to the Critique of Contemporary Socialism. Abramowski, a Polish political philosopher and social theorist, was also one of the founders of the cooperative movement in Poland. Written at the turn of 1903 and 1904 and published in 1904 (Polish Society of Publishers, Lviv) under the alias “M. A. Czajkowski”, Socialism and State is one of Abramowski’s most important works, and is devoted to the philosophical justifications of socialist politics, the subversive character of social facts, and the doctrine of stateless socialism, the realisation of which was, according to Abramowski, the cooperative movement. In opposition to both classical Marxism and the social-democratic trend, which found in the state a tool by which the workers’ movement would free itself from the chains of capitalism, by taking over, democratizing, and at the same time expanding state institutions, Abramowski proposes a vision of a grassroots revolution of specialised associations. Their ideology does not constitute a political doctrine, but is political practice itself, the domain of the common that allows the masses to create an autonomous subjective experience. Thus, the philosopher presents his concept of class struggle, grasped as a creative element of differentiation of forms of socialisation. This understanding also allows him to define class not as a substantial feature of a political subject, but as a kind of condition or action. He perceives the revolution as a transformation of the subject position in relation to the socio-economic conditions that define it, an ethical change that opens new possibilities for community life in the heart of the ancien regime.

Keywords:stateless socialism, cooperativism, economic democracy, revolutionary politics





The Principles of the Common: Towards a Political Philosophy of Polish Cooperativism


Author:Bartłomiej Błesznowski, Mikołaj Ratajczak| Language: English


Abstract:The aim of the article is twofold. First, it is to interpret the main philosophical ideas of the Polish cooperative movement from the first part of the twentieth century and how they were applied in practice, by using the conceptual vocabulary of post-structuralist and post-Operaist political philosophy; and, second, to further develop the notion of “institutions of the common” that Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri introduced — during debates about alternatives to both capitalism and the state-form — with their formulation of “principles of the common”, which is to say, general principles for creating democratic and popular institutions around the ideas of inclusion and solidarity, an ethos of mutual help and democratic governance over production and exchange of material wealth.

Keywords:cooperativism, the common, altermodernity, Abramowski, Społem





A Path to a Countermovement? Forms of Integration in Polish Consumer Cooperatives


Author:Aleksandra Bilewicz| Language: English


Abstract:This paper discusses Polish consumer cooperatives in terms of the embedded economy as understood by Karl Polanyi. The author compares today’s “new” cooperatives, or informal groups of consumers that have been emerging in Poland since 2010, with the “old” consumer cooperative movement that existed between 1906 and 1939, as represented mainly by the “Społem” consumer cooperative union. Following Polanyi’s understanding of the relationship between human economy and social institutions, I analyse reciprocity and redistribution as forms of economic integration in past and present cooperatives. Although the “new” cooperatives refer to the prewar cooperative traditions, their structure and economic operation differ vastly from the original model. I argue that the present structure of consumer cooperatives does not provide a base for symmetry and centricity – “supporting structures” for reciprocity and redistribution – although some of the new cooperatives do offer solutions for those deficits. This paper also discusses the nature of class barriers in the contemporary and historical consumer-cooperative movement, and relates this issue to Polanyian notions of countermovement and class interest. 

Keywords:consumer cooperatives, embedded economy, forms of economic integration, reciprocity, countermovement, Karl Polanyi





Commoning in the Digital Era: Platform Cooperativism as a Counter to Cognitive Capitalism


Author:Jan J. Zygmuntowski| Language: English


Abstract:With the widespread adoption of ICT technologies, platforms, social media and sharing economy businesses have emerged as models of economic organization. This paper examines their functioning on a micro level to provide a thorough critique. The theory of cognitive capitalism and opposing arguments are explored in order to bring a holistic understanding and observe how value is captured and accumulated with the use of technological apparatuses. Cognitive capitalism is not uniform, however, and recognition of the special properties displayed by networks makes it possible to identify the challenge posed by the rising array of netarchist platforms. Platform cooperativism is the proposed egalitarian and long-term sustainable counter, as it aims to design new tools in line with the commons paradigm. Finally, the paper provides key insights into the specifications, difficulties, and next steps required to lead to better platform co-ops and a better future.

Keywords:platform cooperativism, cognitive capitalism, sharing economy, value, digital commons





Instituting the Common in the Artistic Circulation: From Entrepreneurship of the Self to Entrepreneurship of the Multitude


Author:Kuba Szreder| Language: English


Abstract:In this paper I trace the contradictions embedded in global artistic circulation, which is dialectically analysed as a nexus of exploitation and a site where the commons can be instituted. To enable this argument, I synthesise the methodologies of dialectical materialism, the sociology of art and action research, supplementing a theoretical overview of systemic pressures with a keen observation of the social practices that emerge in critical response to it. Basing my analysis on empirical evidence, I examine social conflicts, triggered by the extracting value from the distributed labour of artistic networks, as political opportunities to be seized by progressive art workers. Thus, I propose a new perspective on current processes of incorporating contemporary art into the late-capitalist cycles of accumulation and modes of establishing and reproducing social distinctions. Instead of mourning for – presumably lost but still positively valorised – artistic autonomy, I argue for a revamping of the apparatuses regulating artistic circulation for the sake of the labouring multitudes. 

Keywords:artistic circulation, social conflict, the common, self-entrepreneurship, structural opportunism, art workers.





Between Money and Sovereignty: Is a New Monetary Thinking Needed to Institute the Common?


Author:Stefano Lucarelli| Language: English


Abstract:The diffusion of alternative financial and credit circuits, in which the money favours the self-management of social wealth, may curb the expropriation caused by processes of abnormal indebtedness that increasingly characterise economic systems. The article proposes an examination of four experiences with complementary currencies that have sprung up in Europe after the recent crisis, distinguishing between local currencies (Sardex, SoNantes and Sol Violette) and crypto coins (Bitcoin). The possibility of taking advantage of the monetary know-how that animates various experiences (like crypto coins and local clearing houses) would contribute to the re-thinking money as a social institution. Three main topics are discussed: 1. the “political technologies” in which the alternative monetary circuits consist; 2. democratic participation in the decision-making processes that characterise them; and 3. the meaning of the sovereignties that they potentially define.

Keywords:complementary currencies, Bitcoin, Sardex, Sol Violette, SoNantes, the common. 





Democracy – Community – Social Justice: The Theory and Practice of the Polish Cooperative Movement Between the Two World Wars.


Author:Kamil Piskała| Language: English


Abstract:This article discusses the most recent publishing projects devoted to the history and intellectual accomplishments of the Polish cooperative movement before 1939. It illustrates the political dimension of the concept of cooperation, the need to deepen the research on the symbolic universe of the movement and the effect which defining the peripheral status of the Polish economy had on the development of the economic analyses of the Polish cooperators. The political philosophy of Polish cooperativism, created primarily by Edward Abramowski, in many respects exceeds the limitations characteristic for the classical modern ideologies of the political left-wing, thanks to which it inscribes in the process of “inventing tradition” by the modern emancipation movements in Poland.

Keywords:Cooperativism, Edward Abramowski, Democracy, Polish cooperative movement, radicalism





Do algorithms dream of social strike? Review of Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt’s Assembly.


Author:Jan Sowa| Language: English


Abstract:The essay is a review of Michael Hardt’s and Antonio Negri’s Assembly and it aims at a critical evaluation of its empirical relevance and political usefulness. It focuses on two issues. The first one is general and as such relates to the global context of struggles against capital: the notion of social factory and its implications for political action. The essay argues that the concept of social factory grasped an important development within twentieth century capitalism. It is, however, becoming more and more irrelevant as living labour is being systematically replaced by automation. Unlike the social media or other similar forms of “digital capitalism” analysed in Assembly, a very large part of automation does not depend on any kind of continuous, multitudinous human input. It rather aims at uploading the general intellect into the system of autonomous machines, making them independent from the human element. The second issue this essay examines is the recent populist-conservative turn and the situation of peripheral countries that had no part in the recent progressive cycle of struggles (Arab Spring, Occupy, Indignados). The essay points to a bias in the post-Operaist project – its focus on particular geographical and socio-cultural areas – that ignores the different social and political situations of some peripheral countries, especially those of Central-Eastern Europe.

Keywords:social factory, algorithmization, post-Operaism, populism, peripheries





Unlimited Capitalism and the Politics of the Common. Review of Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval’s Commun: essai sur la révolution au XXIe siècle.


Author:Felipe Ziotti Narita| Language: English


Abstract:A review of Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval’s book Commun: essai sur la révolution au XXIe siècle. Following a manuscript published by the author at Pós Ciências Sociais (a peer-reviewed journal on the social sciences of Federal University of Maranhão – Brazil), in this text the author discusses Dardot and Laval’s approach to the problem of the common in light of both their theoretical path and the contemporary political impasses of neoliberal capitalism. In this sense, three main axes are articulated in this text: the institution of the common, neoliberal rationality and the problem of governmentality.

Keywords:common, capitalism, neoliberalism, crisis, governmentality





Call Centre: Écrasez L'infâme! Review of Jamie Woodcock’s Working The Phones: Control And Resistance In Call Centres.


Author:Justyna Zielińska, Jacek Zych| Language: English


Abstract:This is a review of Jamie Woodcock’s study of the call centre as a workplace, Working the Phones. The text discusses the methodology of co-research and the results of Woodcock’s engagement with forms of control and resistance in call centres.

Keywords:co-research, call centre, control, resistance, operaismo
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  Cooperation as the Institution of the Common


  Praktyka Teoretyczna


  
    For a historian of socialist and communist ideas, the left’s identity is of key importance to understanding the diverse political and economic strategies used by theoreticians and activists belonging to emancipatory movements. Moreover, the contemporary transformation of global, cognitive, extractive and financialised capitalism, together with the development of new forms labour and accumulation, make it imperative to redefine the inherited categories of class struggle and to define the subject of emancipatory politics and the very stakes of social conflicts today (see e.g. de Angelis 2007, 2017; Klein 2007, 2014; Hardt and Negri 2009, 2017; Mezzadra and Neilson 2013; Petras and Veltmeyer 2014; Fuchs and Mosco 2015; Moody 2017). This is also tied indirectly to the crisis of the left as such and the negation of communism, as an idea discredited by its implementations to date in the countries of the Soviet bloc or the South American social experiments, a problem that has affected both the traditional parliamentary social democracy of the “old” Europe as well as the latest anti-capitalist collectives of the likes of Occupy Wall Street. These problems apply to questions of key importance to all modern mass political movements: what is the multitude as the subject of politics, what is its relation to existing social groups and how does the practice of the multitude, its constituent and transformational power, make itself apparent in the social field?


    This issue of Theoretical Practice proposes a possible response – both theoretical and practical – to the contemporary crisis of the left: a return to the tradition and idea of cooperativism. Grassroots institutions of associated labour and mutual help have, if not predated, then at least been contemporaneous with the history of industrial capitalism (McNally 1993) and they’ve presented diverse, progressive and effective reactions to the misery and exploitation brought about by the new system of production:


    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 (Vieta 2010, 1).


    From the success of the Rochdale Society on, cooperativism has remained one of the pillars of institutionalised resistance against capitalism and a laboratory for collective forms of life that seek to oppose both market logic and state centralism. The twentieth century saw the proliferation of different institutions of cooperation and communal life, from credit unions, rural and urban cooperatives, societies of mutual help, workers’ cooperatives and housing cooperatives to self-managed factories and rural communities like the kolkhoz or the kibbutz. However, the tragedy of the Second World War and the post-war capitalist transformation of the welfare states as well as the corrupted centralisation of the “communist” states ultimately subsumed most experiments in autonomous cooperation under the logic of the state-managed capitalism (and its crisis).


    The Affinities journal special issue devoted to the phenomenon of “The New Cooperativism”, published in 2010, set out the characteristics of this new movement, one of which was that grassroots groups, which constituted the multitude of cooperative practices, did not necessarily have connections to older cooperative movements. Rather they presented a direct response to the social, technological and environmental transformations of their everyday life and the needs of their communities (Vieta 2010). This rupture in the long history of cooperative institutions is evidence of cooperativism, similar to the workers’ movement, having a long and rich tradition of organisation and struggles, a tradition that is nonetheless not reducible to this tradition. Cooperativism is rather the ever-present possibility of instituting, within and against  capitalism, a form of life based on the developed socialisation of production and distribution and independent of the logic of capitalist accumulation. However, the institutionalisation of cooperation is not merely a reaction – cooperatives have always foreshadowed new “economic imaginaries” going beyond “capitalocentrism” (Gibson-Graham 2006a, 2006b) and prefigured alternative modes of wealth creation and sharing. This double relation – of continuity and discontinuity – to its own tradition, as well as a double relation to capitalism – as a kind of a “concrete negation”, a fostering of the further socialisation of labour but against the process of accumulation – makes cooperativism a genuinely modern phenomenon.


    The modern stance — as Marshall Berman demonstrated — meant not only taming the world of nature with the assistance of the technical tools being developed, or the liberation of the individual from the rigid hierarchies of the ancient regime constraining them. For, by placing the rights of nature into the hands of man, modernity also entrusted him with the possibility of becoming the entity shaping these rights — of carrying out a transformation of reality, including of the human world, the social world (Berman 1988, 16). The modern idea of emancipation, or rather liberation, entrusted this potenza of transforming the world to the masses, which the process of the capitalist development made into the main economic, social and political power. The spreading of politics through the masses, connected to the activity of popular movements in the broadest sense, constitutes the distinguishing feature of an era for which “taking matters into one’s own hands” meant delegitimising old feudal orders, and subsequently also new, capitalist ones; this era thereby entailed the practice of liberation as a construction of independent social and political institutions: free assembly, communist communities, armed resistance groups, political parties, trade unions and, last but not least, cooperative associations.


    Cooperativists, irrespectively of their political, religious or moral creed, were instrumental in realising this truly modern idea of liberation – within and against modernity itself. Mindful of the fourth Kantian thesis of the Idea of Perpetual Peace, they presented the mechanism of liberating oneself from economic and political constraints as the “efficient management of human passions” (their empirical unsociability), which is used by nature to achieve the social destiny of man (his transcendental sociability). Let us simply quote the following words of Fourier: “Where distribution is concerned, the associative system has that invaluable quality of absorbing individual greed in the collective interest” (Armand and Maublanc 1949, 246). The attempt to reconstruct the limit moment for modern emancipatory politics therefore refers to two complementary approaches, whose incommensurability within the labour movement was decisive for generating further division, including within left-leaning cooperativism.


    The first of these is the theoretical construction of a perfectly arranged world, which governed labour-movement thinking and constituted a kind of utopian regulative idea, or “principle of hope” (Bloch 1986), which allowed one to think about a future society, the germs of which were already hatching in the contemporary world. The second, in turn, was a kind of practical sense guiding action by making use of the potential of economic liberation as a preliminary measure for political independence, and self-organisation as a school for relations of participation in the future community. With the cooperativists, in this sense the heirs of Fourier’s and Owen’s ideas, both these tendencies culminate in the conviction that only the scientific, and as such the mathematical cognition of reality, can lead to a proper mastery of the forces latent in the physical world. And this mastery of “universal movement”, which simultaneously penetrates matter and spirit, nature and civilisation, must bring about the realisation of equitable social relations (indeed, in the Kantian sense, that is to say, as based on the moral principle understood transcendentally, yet without this principle being imposed by any transcendental subject). After all, these also belong to nature, broadly understood. Such is the world that is well organised yet without a need for good will, a world in which human passions are neutralised or eliminated (Jameson 2005, 247), and this takes place precisely by getting to know the rules governing the universe. In this sense, cooperativists were primarily interested in the practice of cooperation as a world-transforming activity: the political goal was to change the world according to our knowledge about the world.


    Cooperativism is situated at the touchpoint of the great ideologies of modernity, yet does not meld completely with any of them, and contradicts all transcendental divisions within the political field of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by the fact that it is, in essence, a “practical ideal”, one resulting from the necessity to satisfy elementary social needs. In this sense, by using the term “minor” in the sense of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1986), we wish to treat cooperativism as a kind of “minor ideology” so as to show the ambiguous and thereby subversive character of this phenomenon. Cooperativism is therefore both an idea that is present in numerous ideological projects of the industrial age — the socialist, communist, anarchist, Christian-democratic, national and even liberal projects (Błesznowski 2018, 43) — as well as a self-contained complex of institutions, of consumer associations, manufacturing cooperatives, mutual assistance and loan funds, and farming companies, having won lasting achievements in the worker struggles of that period. It is both a continuous tradition of thinking about economic and political liberation as well as a multitude of often uncommunicated projects undertaken to satisfy the practical needs of a community. As a limit term — or use Deleuze and Guattari’s terminology — as a “nomadic” term (Deleuze and Guattari 1987), cooperativism is above all about becoming a part of the material basis of society, of practices of economic democracy, with the aim of reconfiguring the social field and changing the position of those subordinated to the rules of capitalism.


    As a “major ideology”, cooperativism was a place of struggles between market, state and ethnic forces, and the result of social struggles. This doing it was a part of great ideological programmes and state policy directives. But the character of cooperativism as a minor ideology is manifested in action — in institutions whose genesis and later fortunes have been written into the dialectic of modernity, tugged at and pulled apart by diverse contradictions, which themselves should not be treated solely as “anti-modern” or “backward” phenomena within the inexorable progress of western civilisation (Hardt and Negri 2009, 83-95). If cooperativism is a modern phenomenon, it nevertheless presents an alternative to modernity, understood as capitalist development with its state institutions and exploitative economy. Therefore, any inquiry into the possibility of instituting cooperative forms of life in our day must be supplemented with an archaeology of cooperativism – an archaeology of an alternative modernity and a genealogy of a minor political philosophy that started and finished with the simple fact of human cooperation.


    There are therefore two tasks that we must confront in order to return to cooperativism as a political idea: one is archaeological and involves outlining the genealogy of cooperativism as a minor ideology in and of modernity; the other is practical and theoretical and entails an analysis of cooperativism as a response to the current crisis of leftist, emancipatory, mass politics, as a practice. To engage in both of these tasks we propose to think of cooperatives as institutions of the common.


    The contemporary discussions on the institutions of the common most often c alternative forms of organising the production and distribution of immaterial wealth, especially in the sectors of academic (e.g. Roggero 2011; Neary and Winn 2012; Neary 2012; Szadkowski 2015; Pusey 2017) and artistic production (e.g. Raunig and Rey 2009; Raunig 2014; Szreder 2017). This should come as no surprise since the notion of “the common” was introduced by Hardt and Negri together with the concept of “biopolitical labour”, the effects of which are, among other things, knowledge, codes, languages, ideas and affects, i.e. the “common” (Hardt and Negri 2009, viii). However, the question of instituting the common cannot be reduced to managerial problems – of devising the most efficient form of organisation of production and distribution. Institutions of the common are first and foremost institutions of class conflict, results of a constituent process and attempts to organise dissent and resistance. Examples of such institutions are to be found in revolutionary workers’ councils after the First World War, in gay and lesbian organisations after the rebellion in Stonewall in 1969 or in rural communities in southern Mexico after the Zapatistas’ insurrection. They are forms of self-organisation emerging in workers’ and popular counterpublics, as was the case with Polish Solidarność (Majewska 2018) or with the occupation of Teatro Valle in Rome (Raunig 2014). Institutions of the common are not the final ends of a class conflict, as if the contesting multitude was to transform itself into a depoliticised subject once it had created its institutions, repeating the modern dialectic of a revolutionary constituent power transformed into a constituted democratic order of the “people” (Negri 2009). Instead of reducing the plurality of political struggles and social needs to one dimension (of the constitutional order, of economy, of “democracy” in its representative form etc.), a politics of institutions of the common aims to translate differences between forms of life into a unique horizon of the common – the horizon of a communal life and solidarity in struggle (Curcio 2010; Lorey 2010).


    For us, conceiving of cooperativism in terms of the common, that is, as a network of the institutions of the common, means, first, to recover its political potential in creating new social relations on the terrain of basic economics, i.e. in producing to satisfy one’s needs and those of others. It means rethinking the values of freedom, equality and solidarity from their most practical side, i.e. free, equal and mutual cooperation, and thus redefining communism as the “real movement” able to transform the present state of things on the basis of unfettered and horizontal cooperation. It seems that this practical and theoretical task is all the more actual today, during this crisis of late capitalism, which has managed to subsume almost all existing forms of social cooperation under the valorisation process. Returning to cooperativism as a political idea today also means breaking the seemingly natural relation between cooperation and capital and exposing the parasitic nature of the latter. What Marx wrote about capital in the nineteenth century seems even truer today, namely that, “vampire-like”, it lives only by sucking living social cooperation. The task therefore would be not to give a definition or a diagnosis of new “subject” of politics – a new incarnation of the proletariat – but to analyse, from our contemporary perspective, the political potential of the practice that creates social wealth and social life: cooperation.


    With this issue of Theoretical Practice we want to undertake both the aforementioned tasks. The first section of the issue is devoted to the latter task. It is devoted to the history of the Polish cooperative movement from the first part of the twentieth century and presents two translations of texts by renowned theoreticians of this movement. The first one is Stateless Socialism by Edward Abramowski, one of the most important Polish philosophers at the turn of the last century and one of the founders of the Polish Cooperativists’ Society in 1906. Stateless Socialism is a chapter from his book which, published at the beginning of the century, clearly presents the main philosophical ideas behind Abramowski’s grand vision of cooperativism as means of “working people’s liberation” and outlines his critique of the socialist ideas of his time. Cooperativism, according to Abramowski, was a form of truly democratic politics that starts from the organisation of economic life and gradually transforms acting subjectivities and existing institutions. The second translation is of a text by Abramowski’s student, the anarchist Jan Wolski, and contains his mature programme for organising labour cooperatives. The Path to Socialism – a work written during the Nazi occupation of Poland for the Inter-union Cooperative Committee (functioning in underground) and the Socialist Planning Commission – is a great testimony to the movement’s experience and the organisational knowledge that cooperativists accumulated over the years. Both translations are preceded by introductions to the lives and works of Abramowski and Wolski, and were written by Cezary Rudnicki and Adam Duszyk respectively. This section of the issue closes with an article on the Principles of the Common by Bartłomiej Błesznowski and Mikołaj Ratajczak, who reconstruct the political “principles” of the Polish cooperativism using the conceptual tools of post-Operaist theory and the vocabulary of the institutions of the common.


    So as not to transform the history and the memory of past struggles into a “monumental” or an “antiquarian” version of history, we didn’t seek to look into the Polish cooperative movement for biographies of great leaders and thinkers, or for an explanation of the semi-peripheral condition of Poland’s economy and society. The aim was to reconstruct a political philosophy of cooperativism on the example of the Polish cooperative movement. The cooperative movement presented a historically determined form of institutions of the common and, in the case of Polish history, the cooperative movement of the early twentieth might be one of the most, if not the most, important example of an alternative to capitalist modernity organised around direct socialisation that is based in the common (i.e. a form of socialisation beyond the relation of sovereignty or the principle of property). If the Polish cooperative movement has a legacy – that is, after it’s subordination to the state regime beginning in 1936 and fully completed during the period of “really existing socialism”, followed by its almost complete dissolution during the neoliberal transformation post 1989 – it is in this idea of cooperative principles.


    The second section of this special issue takes a closer look at the various forms of cooperative practices that have taken place in the past, are occurring today, and are sketching future perspectives. In her article A Path to a Countermovement? Aleksandra Bilewicz compares the “new” movements’ of consumer cooperatives that have emerged in Poland since 2010 with the “old” consumer cooperative movement that existed between 1906 and 1939 (initiated by Abramowski, among others). She makes use of Karl Polanyi’s concept of the “embedded economy” to show that the “new” consumers’ cooperatives are unable to provide “supporting structures” for reciprocity and redistribution and therefore encounter obstacles in their attempts to create a countermovement against market forces. The question of cooperativism as a possible “counter” to capitalism, and more precisely to “cognitive capitalism”, is taken up by Jan J. Zygmuntowski in his text Commoning in the Digital Era. Zygmuntowski explores the possibilities of platform cooperativism on a micro level in the context of the widespread adoption of ICT technologies, of social media and of sharing economy businesses. However, his perspective is not limited to the analysis of purely technological opportunities, but is based on a more general critique of the political economy of late, cognitive capitalism. Finally, Kuba Szreder in Instituting the Common in Artistic Circulation  offers a dialectical analysis of the contradictions embedded in global artistic circulation. By joining the methodologies of Marxist and post-Operaist critique with the sociology of art and action research, the author sketches a possible passage from the opportunism and entrepreneurship of the self that permeate the lives of most contemporary art producers to the institutionalisation of an entrepreneurship of the multitude. In this way Szreder is able to show not only that the field of artistic production is a laboratory for contemporary modes of labour and production, but also that it can become a site of inventions for new forms of cooperative associations and mutual aid.


    The third section of the issue is devoted to the economic question of money as a social institution and as a possible institution of the common. In his article Between Money and Sovereignty, Stefano Lucarelli  explores the possibilities of local currencies as means to foster the democratic self-management of social wealth. He juxtaposes them with another form of complementary currencies, namely crypto coins, and analyses both as “political technologies” that create alternative monetary circuits. Lucarelli is interested in the political aspect of these technologies, posing the question as to the forms of democratic participation that they enable and the forms of sovereignty that they potentially define. By drawing experiences from select experiments with local currencies (Sardex, SoNantes and Sol Biolette) and crypto coins (Bitcoin), the author offers an analysis of the role of money in organising cooperation and shaping social institutions.


    The issue closes with four review articles of books that have contributed to past and current debates on institutions of the common, cooperation and experimentation with new forms of resistance. Kamil Piskała reviews the most recent publishing projects (in Polish and English) devoted to the history and intellectual accomplishments of the Polish cooperative movement before 1939. Jan Sowa critically discusses Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Assembly and proposes a shift in the post-Operaist perspective away from a focus on new forms of labour and production toward a political analysis of ongoing automation. Felipe Ziotti Narita gives a detailed insight into Pierre Dardot and Christine Laval’s acclaimed book Commun and situates the discussion on the common in the context of the contemporary impasses of neoliberal capitalism. And, lastly, Justyna Zielińska and Jacek Zych review Jamie Woodcock’s study of the call centre as a workplace in Working the Phones.
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  Ethics for the Stateless Socialism: Introduction to Edward Abramowski’s Political Philosophy


  Cezary Rudnicki


  
    A political philosophy of communism must pose the twofold question of the subject and of the praxis of communist politics. Who is the subject? It is the oppressed, pushed to action by miserable social and economic conditions? Or is it the educated, conscious avant-garde, proponents of humanist ideals leading the way for the masses? And what form should a communist politics take? That of a revolutionary party with the task of taking over the state apparatus? Or that of the spontaneity of the masses, whose accumulated rage pushes them towards direct political action? Such are the questions addressed by the Polish philosopher Edward Abramowski (1868–1918), probably the most influential ideologue of the Polish cooperative movement.


    The main goal of Abramowski’s political philosophy was to conceptualize the best strategy for the transition to communism, which he often called “stateless socialism.” The strategy was to be grounded by establishing various grassroots organizations, such as the educational initiatives, workers’ unions, agricultural cooperatives and, above all, consumer cooperatives, and subsequently by merging them into larger groups. Instead of imposing communism from above, the path Abramowski chose was to assemble it from the existing egalitarian and self-governing elements. Secondly, Abramowski strongly emphasized the necessity to develop subjective dispositions that would make individuals capable of leading a communist life. Here the Polish philosopher might have been the most ahead of his time. Although his texts are entangled in the language and concepts characteristic of the positivism of the time and of the philosophy of the will, he managed to articulate a crucial problem for contemporary post-structuralist philosophy: the production of subjectivity. A democratic, communist subject was, for Abramowski, not something given, but something that must first be shaped… or rather provided with conditions for autonomous development. The very work on the (economic, social, biopolitical) conditions for the production of subjectivity was, according to Abramowski, an essential basis for the transition to stateless socialism. But the key moment of that transition was nevertheless the subjective activity of self-transformation. If we call this transformation of the self “ethics”, then we can put forward the thesis that the original aim of Abramowski’s inquiries was an ethics of stateless socialism.


    Outline of a life


    Edward Abramowski was born in the Kiev Governorate on 17 August 1868. After the death of his mother, he moved with his family to Warsaw, which was then located in the Kingdom of Poland (both territories were part of the Russian partition of Poland). In Warsaw, Edward and his sister Maria received a solid education. In order to protect them against Russification, the father didn’t send them to school, but used only private tutors. Among them were two important figures: Maria Konopnicka (a poet, novelist, children’s writer and activist for women’s right) and Konrad Prószyński (a writer, editor and founder of the secret Society for National Education [Towarzystwo Oświaty Narodowej]). Another of Abramowski’s teachers, Zygmunt Pietkiewicz, introduced him to the environment of the First Proletariat (Krzeczkowski 1924, xv).1 In 1885 he moved to Krakow, where he attended gymnasium and audited classes at Jagiellonian University. During his time in Krakow, Abramowski was instrumental in creating socialist circles among students and young craftsmen, but due to a police intervention he was forced to leave for Geneva (Okraska 2012). There he kept in touch with Polish socialist activists and wrote agitation booklets. At the beginning of 1889, Abramowski returned to Warsaw to rebuild socialist structures; among others, the so-called Second Proletariat. During this period, he also undertook studies on capitalism, adopting a Marxist perspective, and published several larger works, including Feodalizm [Feudalism] and Społeczeństwa Rodowe [ Familial Societies], as well as a number of propagandist brochures. For most part, these texts propagated the idea of creating independent workers’ organizations – above all Dzień roboczy [The Working Day], Rewolucja robotnicza [The Workers’ Revolution] andUstawa ogólnorobotniczej kasy oporu [ The Statute of the Workers’ Resistance Aid Fund].


    In 1892, as a representative of the Workers’ Union [Zjednoczenie Robotnicze], he participated in the Paris congress, at which the Polish Socialist Party [Polska Partia Socjalistyczna] was founded. Abramowski had a significant influence on the party’s doctrine, strongly emphasizing the necessity to link class struggles with the struggle for Polish independence. He also proposed making use of – for the needs of agitation – religious arguments and motifs, however he failed to convince the majority of delegates at the congress of this idea (Okraska 2012).


    The beginning of the 1890s was not only a period of political commitment for Abramowski. It is also around that time that he first got interested in cooperativism and began to criticize orthodox Marxism. Initially, he stressed the need to emphasize human freedom, moral factors and will as causative forces in historical processes. Later, referring to ethical and subjective factors, he took a clear stance against Marxist naturalism and historical determinism. In the second half of the 1890s Abramowski became interested in psychology. He published two texts in French:  Les bases psychologiques de la sociologie. Principe du phénomène social  and Le Matérialisme historique et le principe du phénomène social. Finally, starting from the end of the nineteenth century we can speak of his thought taking an ethical turn. This is also when Abramowski elaborates the concept of stateless socialism. In 1899 he published one of his most important texts: Etyka a rewolucja [ Ethics and Revolution]. In it, he develops a critique of the State apparatus – and in particular of socialist/communist aspirations to take over this apparatus – and introduces the concept of moral revolution, which he opposes to bureaucratic revolution.


    Abramowski’s activities did not reduce to theoretical practice alone. He also tried to implement his ideas. In Geneva and Zakopane, he, among other things, established “ethician circles” and “communes” with the aim of forging and transmitting new ideas. In 1904, he published Socjalizm a państwo [Socialism and the State], in which he ultimately took the side of the cooperative movement, at the same time emphasizing its ethical importance. In the same year he joined the Polish People’s Federation [Polski Związek Ludowy], a progressive and radical peasant political initiative, for which he co-authored program declarations and wrote articles. In 1905 he publishedZmowa powszechna przeciwko rządowi [ General Collusion Against the Government] – a manifesto that propagated a widespread boycott of the institutions and structures of the partitioning powers and called for a bottom-up creation of counter-institutions based on mutual aid, brotherhood and cooperation. Abramowski was also personally engaged in establishing new cooperatives. He joined the Association of Social Mutual Aid Companies [Związek Towarzystw Samopomocy Społecznej], in which he created a separate section – the Cooperativists’ Society [Towarzystwo Kooperatystów] – together with the cooperative magazine “Społem!” [“Jointly!”], where he served as the leading publicist.


    When the cooperative movement took off, Abramowski focused his activities in other fields. In 1910, he created the Psychological Institute and undertook research in experimental psychology. At about the same time he formulated the concept of the Friendship Unions, the aim of which was to support the cooperative movement and supplement it with mutual aid programs. These two aspects were closely connected. Metafizyka doświadczalna [Experimental Metaphysics], an extremely important work that he wrote in the last years of his life, devotes an entire chapter to the ethics of friendship, in which the point is to lay bare the psychological and ontological foundations of the dispositions to friendship and cooperation. In 1915, Abramowski was given a chair in Experimental Psychology at the Warsaw University. During this period, he also aided independence initiatives: he became one of the initiators of the 1912 congress, and after the outbreak of the First World War he supported Józef Piłsudski, commander of the Polish Military Organization [Polska Organizacja Wojskowa] and member of the Polish Socialist Party.


    Abramowski struggled with tuberculosis all his life. In 1918, his condition got worse. Maria Dąbrowska, an acclaimed Polish writer and Abramowski’s close friend, wrote in her diary on 17 June 1918: “Tuberculosis and poisoning of the body with cocaine and morphine to the highest degree. Further, severe asthma” (Dąbrowska 1998, 180). Four days later, on 21 June 1918, Edward Abramowski died. Dąbrowska left a literary portrait of the philosopher in her novel Noce i dnie [Nights and Days], where she depicted him as a rationalist and an atheist. Abramowski himself, in many of his texts, used a positivistic and sometimes extremely materialistic language (e.g. he wrote about “the brain” instead of “the mind”). On the other hand, in articles intended for a broader audience, especially those published in the cooperative magazine “Społem!”, he repeatedly resorted to religious rhetoric, linking cooperativity and the idea of brotherhood with the Christ’s recommendation to love one’s neighbor.


    Ethics and Revolution


    In one of his most representative texts Abramowski states clearly that, “the alteration of the human world cannot take place through a bureaucratic revolution […] it can take place only through the moral revolution” (Abramowski 1924c, 319). By the bureaucratic revolution he understands the situation in which a group of revolutionaries manages to take over the state apparatus, whether by conspiracy or through general elections, and to introduce communist institutions and solutions without the conscious participation of the people. Such would amount to an attempt to remove certain legal and economic relations, such as private property or exploitation. Abramowski considers two possible outcomes of this situation. The first is that the moral needs of the people do not change. In this case, the people will still want private property and criminals to be confined to prison. As a consequence, state power will then have to suppress these “natural” needs (characteristic for a given moral type) and defend the newly established institutions. No democratization would occur (because the needs of a morally unrevolutionized people would lead in a different direction), and thus a bureaucratic absolutism would necessarily arise.


    In this way, communism would not only be immensely superficial and weak, but, moreover, it would transform itself into statehood, oppressing individual freedom; and in place of the old classes it would create two new ones: citizens and officials, whose mutual antagonism would have to become manifest in all areas of social life (Abramowski 1924a, 272).


    According to Abramowski, even if such a communism were to persist, it would be a social monstrosity and a self-contradiction. It is impossible not to see how prophetic this diagnosis, formulated two decades (!) before the rise of the Soviet Union, was to become.


    The second outcome would consist in an automatic moral transformation, which would somehow be the effect of a political transformation. Abramowski refers here to the argument proffered by tenants of bureaucratic revolution, i.e. those who claim that “the moral revolution takes place spontaneously under the influence of economic conditions alone” (Abramowski 1924a, 273). According to them, the party can gain power and carry out social reforms even without the conscious participation of the people: the dissatisfaction and antagonisms created by the previous system and the awareness of movement’s leaders are enough as a point of support. Abramowski admits that


    the development of economic conditions creates new moral elements […]; for a propagated idea to go deeply enough into the soul of a human being – and to really become its moral transformation, its new need and a new rule of conduct – the appropriate life influences are necessary, [influences] that would develop an emotional susceptibility to it [i.e. to that moral transformation – CR] (Abramowski 1924a, 273).


    However, Abramowski also notes that dissatisfaction does not necessarily lead to the development of solidarity, mutual aid and friendliness. For example, a (morally) unreformed worker might not feel the interests of the proletariat as his/her own and still might be driven by the individual benefits pertaining to the logic of capitalism. He/she does not desire to abolish private property or to gain more freedom, but rather a higher wage allowing him/her to become a rentier himself/herself. (This is demonstrated by the spontaneous strikes in which what was usually demanded were higher wages, not a shorter working day.) Regarding minor matters, this worker resorts to the help of police and state institutions, thereby recognizing their usefulness and preserving “in the brain some notion of political orthodoxy” (Abramowski 1924a, 274). In case of a social revolution, he/she will seek to exploit it exclusively for himself/herself and to close himself/herself within the private sphere – both in the social and economic sense. And that means – despite the thesis that some socialists defended – that dissatisfaction with life is not necessarily a revolutionary factor. On the other hand, a peasant and a petty bourgeois – those who possess something – perceive the revolution as a threat of economic expropriation. This fear develops in them the conservative impulses and an inability to put forward new social solutions. Both cases show that the transformation of the political system and of the socio-economic environment may give rise to conservative attitudes, and hence is not enough for a moral change.


    The conclusion of Abramowski’s reflections is clear: it is fallacious to ignore the question of moral transformation or to assume that it will happen spontaneously. The bureaucratic revolution, without the preceding moral revolution, cannot succeed: it will eventually turn into its own caricature – bureaucratic absolutism. This happens because the extant social institutions are sustained by no more than brute force:


    They also live in human souls, fixed by the numerous bonds of religion, morality, reasoning, interests and habits, and therefore their destruction is neither easy nor possible through the bureaucratic revolution. Even superficially eradicated, i.e. in the political sphere, they would be revived by virtue of their strength alone as long as they remained intact and preserved in their moral root (Abramowski 1924a, 275).


    The dominant proprietary-police system (as Abramowski calls it) is rooted in a proprietary-police ethics. Therefore, an essential and real eradication of this system can take place only through the “introduction of communism to human souls, by awakening communist needs” (Abramowski 1924a, 275), that is, by introducing a communist ethics. The task of the revolution therefore concerns only one thing: the human soul.


    It wasn’t until the language of post-structuralist philosophy was developed that Abramowski’s ideas could find a proper vocabulary and conceptual apparatus: the main problem of Abramowski’s political philosophy is the production of subjectivity. On the one hand, the social system, understood as the totality of social, economic and legal conditions as well as the imposed ideology and moral code, influences the processes of subjective formation in accordance with the system’s requirements. Feudalism had created a feudal type of subjectivity; capitalism, a capitalist one. On the other hand, a given type of subjectivity seeks to ensure the best living conditions for itself, i.e. it tries to shape the social system according to its needs and habits. When the system and the given form of subjectivity correspond to each other, they strengthen each other. In such a situation all attempts to change the system directly (e.g. through a coup d’état) must end either in failure or in terror. And conversely, when a new subjectivity appears in the framework of a system which does not correspond to it, it will work toward a transformation of that system. That was, according to Abramowski, the case of capitalism: before it became an abstract economic system, capitalism existed as a particular structure of subjectivity (a system of desires and ideas) that slowly began to adapt the existing social system to itself (see Abramowski 1924a, 271).


    A new type of subjectivity does not immediately exist in its complete form. Rather, there exist seeds of this new type or – to use Deleuzoguattarian terminology – shifts and deterritorializations of desire which intensify with the development of science, philosophy and art, through economic and political struggles and through a new kind of ethical work on the self (through new “technologies of the self”, as Foucault would say). Abramowski ascribes a special role to the latter. While all other “intensifications” of new forms of subjectivity define only the environment (the socio-cultural-economic environment), which might favour the transformation of the subject but just as easily stimulate the reactionary attitudes, ethical work is intentional action aimed at metamorphosing subjectivity in a specified direction. When a new subjectivity is ready, when it has adapted all social conditions to itself, the revolutionary overthrow of the existing power and taking over the government becomes only the last, not the first (!), act of emergency of a new social order. An example of such a phenomenon was the transformation of feudal into bourgeois subjectivity – a process that Abramowski tried to describe in his unfinished work Feudalism (Abramowski 1927).


    However, what absorbed Abramowski the most – and not only on the theoretical level, but also on the practical one – was to provide the conditions for the development of a new type of subjectivity, the seeds of which had already began to appear. In place of the capitalist subject – a communist or a cooperative one. In order to enable a full development of such subjectivity, it was necessary, according to Abramowski, to stop treating communism only as an economic and legal idea, and to perceive in it also as a matter of individual and collective ethics. To stop seeing communism as a question of the future (a future system) and start treating it as an idea or a principle that can lead human life here and now. To make a revolution that will be a moral revolution, an exercise of the self in the communist way of life. This idea of “everyday communism” can be treated as a prefiguration of today’s politics of the common (Hardt and Negri 2009; see also Piskała 2014).


    Cooperativism is not enough!


    A special place in Abramowski’s conception (or rather strategy) of the transition to communism is occupied by cooperativism. Cooperatives, according to Abramowski, are organizations that allow their members to become economically independent from capitalism and simultaneously conditions for their moral transformation.


    Abramowski, who was initially interested in factory struggles (e.g. The Statute of the Workers’ Resistance Aid Fund), shifted his attention in the early 1890s to the sphere of consumption. Workers’ struggles and organizations would never lose their significance for him. Still in 1912 he would mention workers unions as one of the four most important types of cooperative associations (Abramowski 1924b, 220). But it was the consumer cooperatives that, in his theory, would become the key element in the process of freeing the population from the oppression of capitalists. The task of consumer cooperatives is to gather capital in the hands of the working people. Abramowski focuses on the existence of the merchant class, which mediates between producers and consumers at many levels (from wholesalers to shopkeepers). Consumer cooperatives operate on the basis of direct trading and transferring income back to consumers. Dozens or hundreds of people, instead of buying from shopkeepers, organize themselves to buy directly from wholesalers. In this way they purchase goods at a lower price than before. As a result, they can make (private) savings by paying wholesale prices. However, Abramowski states that this is not a truly co-operative solution. The aim is to buy goods at market prices and accumulate the financial gain at the fund of cooperative. This solution, although it does not bring immediate benefits, establishes “a working capital, thanks to which the cooperative can expand its commercial interests and gain a new income” (Abramowski 1924b, 110). (Not to mention the fact the cooperatives were more successful in providing products of higher and tested quality.) Eventually, the accumulated capital would allow the cooperative to buy factories and farmlands and thus take control of production, and do so in a way that is less confrontational than strikes or other forms of factory struggles and without the risk of being left with no means of consumption (as was always the case with a strike, which could be squashed by a coordinated lockout). There is no need to present this process in detail: it is discussed at length by Abramowski inStateless Socialism, published in this issue of Praktyka Teoretyczna.


    However, next to the economic function, cooperatives also have a very important social role to play: they teach people a new way of life. First of all, individual interest coincides here completely with the interest of the community. A member of a cooperative can achieve maximum benefits only if he/she cares about everyone else being able to achieve them. This develops a feeling of solidarity and a feeling of mutual aid not present in a liberally organized society. Secondly, the cooperative is “a school of social self-government and democracy, which cannot be replaced by theories or teachings taken from books” (Abramowski 1924b, 118). A characteristic feature of cooperatives – as Abramowski conceived them – is that each member has the same rights all the others. All decisions are made jointly and the voice of each “shareholder” has an equal importance. Anyone can also be chosen to execute the administrative functions (which are periodic). But what is even more important, the members of cooperative share the same right of initiative. Everyone can present his/her ideas, convince others of them, create resolutions, participate in their improvement and critique. This immediacy of cooperative democracy is the crucial factor for the cooperatives’ extraordinary flexibility and the ability to adapt not only to new conditions, but also to new ideas, needs and desires. In this way, the cooperative becomes a structure open to the variability and richness of all human types. In all of these points, the cooperative movement differs from the state, which hinders social creativity by its laws and inflexibility, promoting social homogeneity and an environment in which democracy can exist only in the representative form; that is, a form that limits both the ability to influence decisions concerning the community and the ability to come forward with an initiative. What is most important, however, is that the state, unlike cooperatives, does not teach citizens independence, but dependence and obedience. In order to function efficiently, the state requires a servile and slavish people; the cooperative movement, by contrast, involves people who are not only capable of helping each other, but also have strong individualities with the need to arrange their own lives according to their own standards, and who respect the same need in others. The state, however, even a socialist one, is essentially incapable of producing a communist/cooperative subjectivity. Cooperatives, on the contrary, provide a communist subjectivity with all the conditions necessary for its development; they are its “natural environment”, its proper “ecological niche.” These conditions are so powerful that life itself in the cooperative provokes the individual to change.


    And yet, while all of this is necessary, it is not enough. History has shown that despite their decades-long existence, cooperatives have not become a source of social revolution. It seems that there are two reasons for this situation (Piskała 2014, 85). In eastern Europe the potential of cooperatives was crushed in the twentieth century by the all-embracing statehood Abramowski so feared. Second, in western Europe, the cooperatives became a part of the free-market economy. Perhaps these cooperatives functioned internally through mutual aid and democratic procedures, but externally they functioned only as selfish, competitively driven economic entities. The solidarity of cooperative members turned out to be only a loyalty limited to its own group. In the worst cases, when cooperatives gathered a substantial capital, they had turned into completely profit-oriented corporations, in which a class of managers slowly detached themselves from “rank-and-file members”, eventually becoming private owners of what was once shared. In the west, the “revolutionary situation” created in the cooperatives became only – again in line with Abramowski’s fears – an instrument for the private interest of “morally un-reformatted” individuals. Neither socialism (the state) nor capitalism will allow the cooperative movement and cooperative subjectivity to develop freely.


    I am convinced that Abramowski was aware of both these dangers facing the cooperative movement. And that is why he paid so much attention to the issue of ethical work on the self. And that is why at the end of his life he returned to his old idea of establishing “ethician circles” and gave them a new form – that of Friendship Unions. These organizations were supposed to be a kind of training camp completely devoted to the exercise of a new way of living. Whereas cooperatives are economic organizations and set themselves economic goals only, affecting the structure of subjectivity only additionally (Abramowski 1924d, 359-60), organizations are also needed whose aim is exclusively to form a new human being, i.e. to change the very structure of subjectivity. Against Hardt and Negri (2009, 351, 354–355), I want to say that it’s extremely important yet not enough to work (or to consume) differently in order to live differently – even if we treat the whole social field as a kind of factory. Everyday cooperativeness can be easily corrupted: it may be only a means to realize capitalistic needs and desires. The communes, ethician circles and Friendship Unions envisioned and established by Abramowski were supposed to counteract the negative tendencies of the cooperatives and allow for the unlearning of egoism and reliance on the state as well as for the common exercise of solidarity, mutual aid and, above all, friendship:


    Once we have understood how important it is to make people capable of friendship; once we have seen that not only the good of the individual, but also the power of the nation depends mainly on this; then we must above all ask ourselves how to teach friendship, how friendship can be strengthened, spread and developed among the people (Abramowski 1924d, 358–359).


    According to Abramowski, this should be accomplished with the help of associations whose areas of activity would extend to all ordinary, everyday matters – the “politics of everyday life.” Members of Friendship Unions were to provide each other with free child care, help in case of illness or misfortune, protection against addictions, legal assistance, support in case of conflict with an employer, interest-free loans, mutual education, etc. All such matters, which appeared impossible to solve without state help or considerable cash outlays, turned out to be solvable thanks to simple mutual aid. This everyday help should work to develop in individuals a disposition to friendship, understood as a kind of social bond as well as a force fostering action. (Friendship here plays a similar role to that of love in Commonwealth. See Hardt and Negri 2009, 179–199.) And although friendship develops only as part of the relationship with others (with co-workers, neighbours, people in need) it requires a certain individual effort above and beyond mere coexistence with others.


    In his short text The Subject and Power Michel Foucault shows that the struggle for the shape of subjectivity cannot be reduced to struggles for political (ethnic, social, religious) or economic liberation (Foucault 2000, 331). Of course, there can be no question that political and economic conditions affect the structure of subjectivity. However, the proper field of subjectivity’s production is ethics, which does not describe the relations of the individual to things (economics), or the relations of the individual to others (politics), but the relation of the individual to the self. In order to transform his or her way of life, an individual has to focus attention on the self. During the lectures he gave at the Collège de France, Foucault discussed a vast array of practices of the self, including getting to know oneself, submitting oneself to tests, equipping oneself with some immediately available prescriptions, etc. Examples of such practices can be found scattered across various of Abramowski’s texts. For instance, his articles devoted to the question of art discuss the issue of focusing on oneself, “looking inside oneself” and discovering that the foundation of subjectivity is not the individual, but the non-individual, or trans-individual. The contemplation of works of art is presented here as a practice of liberating oneself from selfishness and moral narrow-mindedness (Abramowski 1927a). Moreover, the numerous statutes (of communes, ethician circles and Friendship Unions) written by Abramowski can easily be treated as peculiar, communist “monastic rules” that provide prescriptions for the individual.2 Abramowski’s concept of exercising the self in friendship should be put in the same context. He understood friendship as the most important feature organizing the structure of communist/cooperative subjectivity; as something without which the member of a cooperative is unable to resist the negative influence of the state or free market competition.


    
      


      


      
        1 “The First Proletariat” is a colloquial name for the International Social-Revolutionary Party “Proletariat” [Międzynarodowa Socjalno-Rewolucyjna Partia Proletariat] – the first Polish worker party based on Marxist and anarchist ideas.

      

      
        2 For a genealogical critique of monastic rules as ethical texts see Agamben 2013, esp. chapter 1, §2, “Rule and Law”).
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    Stateless socialism does not require any philosophical thesis as the starting point for its politics. The state may be treated as always and ever necessary, in line with an interpretation of individual rights as an economically independent form that always demands some kind of organised repression. Or it can be seen as a historical and transitional form that disappears along with changes in the means of production. Such issues are very interesting for sociologists. They open an extensive field for various hypotheses and theories, even for romantic writers like Bellamy and Morris. However, these issues cannot serve as a backdrop for politics. Politics cannot depend on any thesis or scientific theory attempting to foresee the social future. This is because politics itself specifies the future as a matter of contemporary life, as an everyday transformation of people and relations. From the moment that people come together to fight for a new ideal, to fulfill their need for collective life, the new fact disrupts social causality, working to change the previous direction of development. This is something that the history of the future must take into account, even with the most precise theoretical predictions. Therefore, it is not politics that has to adhere to theory, but, to the contrary, the theories of sociologists that have to adhere to politics, consider its forces and developmental tendencies, the relationship between aims and other conditions, and, in accordance with these factors, it has to specify what kind of future awaits the life of societies.


    If social movements were to follow the lead of science and only spoke out in accordance with commonly accepted theories, then no social movements would exist, nor would there be any social theories about social life. Politics, strictly following the results of knowledge, would be forced to step back from creating any novelty, since the latter hadn’t been predicted by and included in extant theories; it would have to castrate life from anything that had no proper place in the systems created by philosophers, or that stood in contradiction to their proven theses. As regards sociological science, while it may exert an influence on the minds of politicians and agitators, we cannot omit the fact that its experimental field is nothing if not politics and social movements. It is unable to be replaced; the truth or falsity of theoretical presumptions and deductions can only be determined when the history of the social movement, borne of this or that presumption, or realized within a specific set of conditions and social forces, has become the witness. The history of political parties plays the undisputable role of the sociological laboratory, in the broadest meaning of this word, and one could confidently think that if politics adhered to scientific theories, that means, if history was formed by itself in the offices of scientists, then we would run out of all of material and criteria of truth for the sociological science itself.


    Fortunately, or not, things work in a completely different way. A nascent social movement usually has an exact purpose that, from a contemporary scientific point of view, is an absurdity. That is how the revolts of rural communities and peasant uprisings in medieval times were seen form the viewpoint of the theories of medieval lawyers. These latter uprisings aimed to reintroduce the roots of civil and public right through a complete reorganisation both of feudal relations and of contemporary juridical and social theories. For the science of the economists, the class struggle of the proletariat was also absurd, since it desired to change things viewed as immutable “laws of nature” — or at least until philosophers such as Marx and Lassalle appeared. Under the pressure of this struggle, they were able to see hidden economic contradictions and form some initial points of development of the new system of social forces. Of course, if the politics of the working classes had been meant to adhere to contemporary scientific conclusions, the concept of social antagonisms would not have seen the light of day. Neither would the struggle have come to express the specific interests of the proletariat, or even grasp the existence of class struggle and the need to change “capitalist laws.” This possibility could have created a situation in which we would neither have a theory of socialism nor scientific theories that cohere with socialist movements and scientifically develop its existence and tendencies.


    Thus, one of the most invalid arguments is that any newly created social movement should seek its justification in sociological theories and validate its existence before contemporary knowledge and, under threat of disappearing, try to change its nature in order to make itself totally consistent with the conclusions and theories of this knowledge. Only proposals for social reform or political programs, born in minds of professors or officials and copied from prepared models, are forced to legitimize themselves in this way. As for it, the relationship between a social movement built upon issues that life throws up, and science is completely opposite. In it, it is science that must justify itself to the new fact of social life, strive to adapt its theories and revoke all concepts that appear contrary to these issues.


    Understanding this relationship properly, it becomes clear why stateless socialism can treat with complete disregard the theoretical question as to whether the future of societies will necessitate the state form, or, on the contrary, will it create the possibility to get rid of this necessity. The future and direction of historical development depends largely on the way the social movement realises itself and it is the social movement alone that resolves the theoretical issues and dictates the principles to be used by future sociologists, principles that are to serve as the cornerstone of their theories on the state.


    What will remain of political programming after the removal of all theory that predicts the social future and imposes patterns of reasoning patterns on it? What will remain of the socialist program after we reject both the hypothesis about the state’s indispensability and the opposing theory of statelessness? What remains is the only real starting point of socialist ideology, namely the fact of class struggle. As a specific conflict between human needs and the conditions of life, this reality exists independently of all theories and serves as a starting point for socialism and its politics. It was on the basis of the theory of class struggle that socialist theory and its politics could begin. By accepting the hypothesis of the state, and by thinking about its social tasks in deductive fashion, previous socialist politics freely limited both the nature and the innate tendencies of this real fact, with a view to bringing the development of class struggle to an effort of state transformation. And politics, rejecting any doctrine of the future, has to accept the fact of struggle and, without any theoretical restrictions, take it as the basis for a self-generating source of continuous revolution. After that it will grasp the ways of practice and define the aim on this basis alone. Naturalists do not start their surveys by choosing a general, reasoned postulate, but by providing a simple description of a given phenomenon, such that the goal of an experiment is introduced by the phenomenon’s natural characteristics. A politics that is to guide life issues should employ the same methods — its guidelines must be found not in a doctrine but in the fact of class struggle itself.


    Examined independently of other theories, the fact of class struggle contains a huge variety of different life issues and tendencies to reconfigure both the individual, as well as all social life. Class struggle is a fire, the source of incessant series of social transfigurations. Under its pressure old theses and moral habits slowly die off, whole systems of human thought fall apart, and previous institutions of collective life disappear, while new institutions and ideologies are born. Wherever class struggle is more accented, richer, more common, the development of the society takes place faster and the differentiation of economic and mental life appears greater. Wherever class struggle is less developed, we can see social and civilisational stagnation, lazy movement of thought and life. The secret of this subversive and productive power, a component of class struggle, relies on the fact that it affects human minds by providing them with new needs, which are the essence of social phenomena and a bridge between inner life and socio-material life. The effect of this power is twofold. On the one hand, it reconfigures the moral and intellectual nature of individuals by adapting spiritual systems and, on the other, it naturally aims to realize itself by creating popular gatherings. These gatherings later on transform themselves into new institutions and, due to this, they change an individual’s conditions of life. So here the unbroken nexuses of mutual interactions, individual, social, moral and collective configurations take place. These nexuses make for a situation in which society cannot be considered as a stable and finite being, but as a continuous process of becoming that connects, by imperceptible changes, basically conflicting types of collective human life and the corresponding types of people’s morality.


    Now, let us take a closer look at those unprompted transfigurations, both individual and social, which develop themselves due to the chief conflict in the history of modern nations – the struggle between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie.


    At the very beginning of this conflict, a new moral characteristic shows up – the solidarity of workers, which initially takes the form of a simple mutual aid and aims at defending the common interest. It manifests itself in spontaneous associations, strikes, which break out when exploitation becomes too burdensome. Over time, the struggle transmutes into permanent, stable associations, into workers’ unions that strive to curb exploitation. They turn out to create true comradeship, full of disinterested help for the disadvantaged. Because of the need for struggle, new institutions engender, fully changing the character of capitalistic economy in their basics, the wage labor. The typical hireling, who sells his labour power individually, by the authority of a free contract and the price that states the ratio of supply and demand, becomes outmoded in countries that have reached a developed stage of class struggle. Trade unions come out as new factor, regulating labor market and creating new norms of working conditions, on which wage labor can exist. They oppose the monopoly of workforce to the monopoly of the means of life, resulting in weakening the latter. A whole number of practices and institutions were shaped of its own accord due to the struggle, which serves those trade unions. This can be clearly seen in the example of English unions. At first, the labour offices of workers’ organisations concentrate in their hands statistics and the workforce market. In order to remove damaging competition between those who look for earning and shelter and to prevent the workers from selling their workforce under the threat of starvation, unions keep special-aid funds for currently unemployed people. In the process of hiring workforce, the new institution of collective settlement is set up and it changes the outgoing character of hired labor entirely. The wage contract is not concluded between manufacturer and worker, but between manufacturer and trade union, with its representatives. Trade unions try to keep working conditions on decent level and limit exploitation. Up to three collective settlements are often there to secure the worker’s work conditions. The first is one concluded between the central and nationwide management of the trade union and the general union of manufacturers. This settlement determines general conditions of hiring and regulates them equally for the whole country – minimum wage, work time. The second settlement is one concluded between local committee of the trade union and local committee of manufacturers. This one discusses the more specific working conditions. The third is one concluded between the trade union of the exact company and the manufacturer. These settlements cannot be inconsistent with one another. Even workers who do not belong to the trade union have to sign up to the collective settlement and approve only those working conditions that are described in this settlement. At the same time, trade unions force manufacturers not to accept those workers who do not belong to a trade union or break the rules of hiring. This is strictly supervised by delegates who visit and look over the workshops and mines. In cases of a breach of contract, the manufacturer is remembered, listed and watched and sooner or later he will be punished by a boycott. Some institutions, such as “mediation courts,” exist that include representatives of both workers and manufacturers, that clarify those disputed points of the settlement. Besides standardising the norm of wages and working hours, a collective settlement tries to regulate the sanitary conditions and protect workers from the risk of being fired. Entrepreneurs cannot fire a trade union member without an important reason, one that has to be approved by the trade union itself.


    Thus, working class achievements become universally applied law, albeit the state police is not involved. Individual workers with all the characteristics of a hireling, forced to accept exploitation due to poverty, step aside to make way for a more powerful organization that consciously aims to curb exploitation. The more gathered the workforce is throughout the country, the more effective it becomes. Let’s assume that this organisation gathers the entire working class in its ranks and by collective settlements it tries to win more and more of the proletariat-articulated demands and to extend its watch over the process of production. In this case, capitalist monopoly and contract labour become completely worthless. The privileges associated with private property and organisational capabilities would be turned into merely meaningless titles. Real power would be executed by the organised proletariat.


    New forms of struggle present major developments in forging new relations between social forces. By using boycotts, this new form of proletarian-created revolution with “crossed arms”, trade unions can put constant pressure on the development of present social life, applying this pressure not only to economic matters, but also to political and moral ones. What often happens is that when trade unions are in conflict with a capitalist, the entire organization of workers does not need to be summoned, but, using their monopoly on labor power, they just go on partial strike. They summon the workers to stop work and simultaneously prevent any replacement of this labour power from taking place. For a trade union, the costs are often small, but a capitalist finds them sufficient motivation to give up. All personal issues, injuries, abuses, exploitation, expulsions, and also the limiting of workers’ political freedom, find their resolutions in an organized resolve to boycott, even if oppressed people are unable to directly lead the struggle themselves. The history of strikes increasingly shows us a type of class struggle that is based not on carrying out individual interests, but that is done for the common justice for others. The boycott comes to replace the state courts, police or legal supervision. Its new form is being developed now in United States – the leagues of consumers, which start by informing clients about conditions of production of each product. They also boycott the company that owns the factory in which exploitation is excessive, or worker demands are not taken into account or some other mishaps occur. The agitation undertaken by the consumer association has the effect of reducing the number of products of this or that company, narrowing the groups of people who buy from it. Faced with this situation, the company enters a peculiar fight. Its opponents, by forcing it to respect the demands and interests of the working class, are not the workers as producers. Its opponents are an unnamed and undefined mass of proletarians as consumers and people from all sorts of social strata able to sympathise with a given fight slogan. The market becomes smaller, not due to economic factors, but because of being under the influence of a previously unknown power, which emerges only in order to stamp out injustice. The entrepreneur is not attacked at the site of production, but at the site of selling the goods. And this can result in even worse outcomes than a tidal break in production would. If the manufacturer wants to avoid such moral punishment, which totally hit profit margins, the demands of public opinion must be adhered to. The same action of defending working people against exploitation can be carried out by stable associations of consumers, cooperatives, with an even better outcome, as they control wider part of the market. Often at issue are not only finished products, but also the market of raw materials. In the interests of the workers fighting alongside them, these associations are able to permanently push and influence entrepreneurs.


    Consumer cooperatives emerge from class struggle as a separate kind of an institution. As every person is a consumer, these cooperatives do not bear the mark of a specific economic class (as trade unions, for example, do). However, the economic character and factors that give rise to their creation often make them very proletarian in their personal composition and in the tendencies they manifest. They are usually formed by a group of workers that is looking for practical means to improve their living conditions and culture. This group desires to gain some sort of economic independence, to establish some kind of protection against the insecurity of being hired workers, i.e. those who are dependent on crises and market liquidity and are unable to save money. Sometimes these associations form out of strikes, as a way to counter shopkeepers’ refusal of credit. Rooted in these common, daily-life issues, a new slogan emerges of “saving through spending” and of disengaging from the broking of shopkeepers by cooperatively buying directly from the producer. This way of organizing in itself excludes the petit bourgeoisie from belonging to consumer cooperatives. The petit bourgeoisie gets its money from small trade and is thereby forced to maintain a class position that is hostile and adversarial towards the cooperative. The haute bourgeoisie and the bunch of scammers gathered around them, can neither find their interest in joining a consumer’s cooperative, which, because of the democratic spirit it contains, makes gathering all stock in one hand impossible, but also because its economic and cultural aims can be of interest only to the working class.


    For all these reasons, the consumer cooperative, while seeming to be a trans-class institution, is essentially an institution of the working class. Its specific, proletarian character is clearly notable in its further unprompted development and in the revolutionary tendencies that it manifests. The primary rule of the cooperative is extremely simple. A certain type of joint-stock association is established, though it differs significantly from the capitalist one. Concentrating shares in one hand is forbidden. Every single participant is permitted to own a single share or the same amount of shares. The value of this share is determined by the purchasing power of the typical worker so that it can be bought without doing harm to the household budget. It can also be partly discharged and repaid. With capital raised, the association gets the ability to buy good at wholesale prices and sell them to participants at higher retail prices. In this way, the trading profit is generated and shared between members. The method is one of “saving by spending”. The more one consumes, the bigger the profit. The consumer gathers this surplus, which is nothing more than the capitalist’s income. That’s why all the negative aspects of broking, such as largely falsified goods and artificially generated high costs, are negated. In addition, the association that owns a private grocery warehouse, frees the worker from store debts and the truck system.


    At this first stage, the cooperative is basically akin to a common warehouse operation, but here some revolutionary tendencies also become visible. First, the workers start to take control over the retail market as an association, acting consciously and according to a plan, an association that, taking into account its further development, may become a great weapon for boycotting industrialists. Secondly, they learn about both collective and individual economics. They learn about the complex mechanics of the vast present-day global economy, acquiring knowledge that is indispensable in the process of creating an industrial democracy able to replace capitalists as the organisers of labor and production. Next, they emancipate from the tradesmen and, due to this and the level of agricultural technology, merchants appear as an already defunct class and they are supposed to be gradually reduced from this mechanism. As the consumer associations develop, changes that could not take place without undermining the essential ideas of capitalism, appear possible. Finally, owing to the selection and affordability of goods and the process of “saving by spending”, worker’s living standards rise. Swiss cooperatives, for example, have by and large consciously set themselves the following goals:


    1) Allow workers to buy good quality but cheaper basic necessities and, thereby, bring about an improvement in their standard of living, even if they continue to earn the same amount of money.


    2) Habituate workers to using cash in order to emancipate them from debt and credit. This will allow them to win greater independence and teach them how to rationally budget for the future.


    3) Widen the area in which one can take up actions. Teach workers about the administration and management of economic matters.


    However, the cooperative’s development cannot stop there for long. The tendency for the merchant class to be eradicated clearly follows the economic nature of the cooperative, and it creates the basics of a planned, consciously regulated market that supersedes the chaotic and blind capitalist one, which itself produces manifold crises and standstills. Assuming that the cooperatives progress only until they take over the retail market (providing that the retail market complies with the basic necessities of the proletariat and current data show that cooperatives are developing in this direction) we have to ask — what impact would it have on the capitalist economy?


    Capitalist enterprises would be made totally dependent on the organized market, which itself would be consciously led by proletarian democratic associations. This exact market would impose its requirements and both qualitative and quantitative requisitions on the enterprises. Production then would have to strictly adjust to the sizes of the wholesale directives set by the cooperatives. These directives would then match consumers’ actual needs, leading to a reduced risk of possible financial crisis and capacity to flood the market with redundant products. We would thus end up with the same result as that of state collectivism. Organized, scheduled, adjusted production. Apart from this, other important results, ones crucial to class struggle, that would curb the monopolies of capitalists can easily be foreseen. With a decline in the possibility of crisis and industrial standstills, workers come away with more autonomy to fight for more and cement their gains. Industrial crisis is the important factor, as it greatly inhibits the current struggle against industrialists and forces a return towards the state in order to gain factory lawmaking. The workforce being expelled from time to time and the industrialist’s convenience to lower production in timely fashion in order to endure the standstill often prevents the strikes. This, then, gives the industrialist the upper hand, allowing him even to defeat previous workers gains. So, with these conditions in mind, the only safeguard can involve providing an executory, legal, state validity to workers’ conquests. This is precisely why trade unions come to be more tied to state policy. This development is behind the popularity of the slogan “without a state there is no salvation.” As we can see, cooperatives may furnish another solution, worked by workers’ associations taking control over the market. The importance of this struggle against exploitation is twofold. Not only is it able to become a bulwark against crisis, allowing workers to develop unfettered actions, but, as aforementioned, it also creates a new weapon in the class struggle – consumer boycotts, available to the proletariat not as united workers, but as associated consumers. Indeed, cooperatives that manage a huge market for consumer goods are able to make a difference from time to time in the struggle between industrialists and workers by simply refusing to buy the products of any exploitative and power-abusing company.


    Those hidden or partly-conscious concerns push cooperatives forward. A generic, commonly known incentive — getting a larger dividend from a grocery warehouse — transforms (in the proletarian environment) into something completely different, something that goes beyond the cooperative’s initial mission. To increase their income, the cooperatives have to expand their business activities, and to expand their activities they have to expand their trading capital and centralise their markets. That’s why, on the one hand, the broadest mass of people possible are encouraged to join the cooperative by setting the minimum share as low as possible and by providing an option to pay it gradually and thus to limit the share rate. From this, as in Belgian cooperatives, income is not divided between participants, but gathered as a collective capital and withdrew in the form of vouchers. On the other hand, cooperatives aim to create a federation. They associate in one, overarching association with a joint central management and periodical representative conventions. This type of organization can conduct and lead large economic operations. It has enough power to buy from the manufacturer themselves, transport materials on its own and, thereby, it is able to increase its income even further. A federation of cooperatives is able to win not only profits from groceries, but also the profit of mass trade. In this regard, by owning a huge retail market and capitals, the federation can make a step forward. Just as in the beginning it aspired, owing to its economic nature, to collect the profit of merchants, now, as master of both the market and capital, it aspires to gain the profits of businessmen – to become an individual, independent, and self-sufficient economic organism. An organism that produces on its own and consumes on its own, the cooperative becomes consuming-producing. The struggle between cooperatives and merchants (sometimes including the producers, as occurred on a large-scale in Scotland in 1896) may only serve as an incentive to this change. However, this incentive is occasional, incidental, causing only a precipitation in implementing the natural and stable tendency, that has to appear in association which administrates the collective capital and the regulated market. Even and especially the most important product for the lives of the working masses – bread – cannot be emancipated other than by creating cooperative bakeries.


    The tendency of workers’ cooperatives to transform into a self-reliant and self-sufficient economic system is explicitly present today in the English and Belgian cooperatives. Large English and Scottish “Cooperative warehouses” (English Wholesale Cooperative Society and Scottish Cooperative Wholesale), federations, encompassing over two thousand consumers’ associations and one and a half a million member-families, not only own a system of small stores and information offices for smaller groups scattered across England, Europe, and America, but also run an extensive production. These federations own and run huge arable farms on which they produce wheat, vegetables, fruit, meat, poultry and dairy. In addition, they own factories that produce candies, preserves, footwear, soap, textiles, lingerie, clothes, furniture, pottery and other goods. The development and viability of the English cooperative’s production can be described by comparing two figures that express the difference in this production’s worth within a span of three years (quoting Bernstein): in 1894 it amounted to 4,850,000 pounds sterling and in 1897, to 9,350,000 pounds sterling. Two-thirds of this production came from consumer associations, the rest from producing associations. The reason for this development is the ensured, constantly expanding market inside the cooperatives, as well as inside the great capital administrated by the federation. This capital makes it possible to improve the technologies used in the production. Cooperative factories are designed in accordance with all the sanitary rules; the workers’ salary is governed by the highest norm the trade union has set for each kind of job; the number of working hours is lower than usual for the same job in the same city — in some workshops it totals only 8 hours. When it comes to working conditions, cooperatives maintain a clear advantage over the capitalist workshop. They have already resolved all concerns regarding sanitation and consumption that the proletariat is still striving to find solution for by legal means. Bakeries provide a clear example of this. Seldom has any industry developed as complex a set of state laws and regulations as the English baking industry. Even despite the law attempting to provide cheap and healthy bread, the weight and quality of the bread continued to be falsified. In England, between 1878 and 1995, the full set of regulations (Factory and Workshops Act) obliging local authorities to regulate sanitary conditions in bakeries were observable. In actual fact, however, these conditions did not improve at all; however, the cooperative bakeries stand out here, with their perfect machines and ideal sanitary conditions. The work itself, whether moving the sacks or mixing the dough, is mostly mechanized. The workers have the access to their own kitchens and dining rooms, bathrooms and restrooms, while in most of private bakeries they eat even in the bakery itself. The salaries are also higher thanks to the trade unions. The weekly amount of hours worked is 51, while in private bakeries it ranges from 70 to 80. (FR. Rockell ‘Le boulangeries cooperatives en Angleterre,’ Rev. d’Econ. pol. 1899).


    Let’s look more closely at the most interesting issue and find out who the owner of this production is, who gains the profit and who rules it all? The co-owners of the business are shareholders. The shareholders are the consumers’ associations and trade unions – they are the beneficiaries. This means that each and every worker of the cooperative workshop, after becoming a member of the consumers’ association, becomes an equal co-owner of the workshop and participates in the general profit. The same is true of trade union membership, which acquires its own stocks in cooperative workshops. Apart from this, some dividends are still offered to workers independently of their affiliation to any union or association, but there is no general rule on this score. English “Wholesale” does not allow workers to share the profit if they do not belong to an organization, whereas many of the Scottish cooperatives and even the ‘Wholesale’ in Glasgow do. In the first half of 1896, the cooperative factory in Kettering paid 40% of their dividend to the workers. In 1891, a cooperative bakery in Glasgow issued “vouchers” that serve as a special fund and allow the bakery’s workers to buy shares in the cooperatives.


    This way of governing the cooperative evolved under the influence of two kinds of practical needs. On one hand, the autonomy of associations had to be linked up with united common action so that the system of federations could lead this huge economic organism. On the other, the administration had to be provided with the proficiency, elasticity and ability to perform actions, as the indispensable condition for such a developed and complex workshop as the cooperative. At the same time, the administration had to put under control and the general leadership of the whole members’ association as the only owner and governor. For these reasons, in cooperatives a formation of democratic, federal republic, with its representatives and parliament, exists. And, interestingly, after many long years of fluctuation and conflict, the same kind of formation also developed within the trade unions. The federation’s main matters are directed by the representative delegates’ meetings. Each consumer’s association may send one delegate for every 500 members (as with the English federation) or in accordance with the purchases it makes (as in the Scottish federation). This chosen delegate represents the associations in general and in specialised meetings has a voice in directing and setting the main issues. The appointment and selection of officials to the central and local committees is carried out through a voting system whereby ballot papers are sent to each association to be filled in. The federal committee issues a paper and a monthly report, in which it informs the other members in detail of the needs and issues of managing the cooperative. In some of the cooperatives businesses, such as the bakery in Glasgow, the workers send their special representatives (one for every twelve people) to conduct debates in their name. The general feature of the cooperative administration can be described as a democracy that involve the working class’s participation and leadership on various economic issues, which, thanks to the federal system, also provides a simple way of adapting those issues to the concerns of each group.


    This form of democratic republic also allowed cooperatives to develop into clearly proletarian institutions and take spirited action in both the moral and mental emancipation of workers including their struggle with industrialists. Most characteristic is the way that the cooperatives spent their income. Examining this allows us to fully observe the social source of this income. In capitalist or petty bourgeois stock companies, profit goes directly to shareholders or becomes a flashpoint for some future financial affair. Here though, what is brought to the forefront are the common goals of protecting living conditions and mutual help in reaching higher culture and emancipation levels. The contract worker does not display any kind of “devotion” or “inborn idealism”, but instead the natural need to widen one’s strength and horizons. The inability to do such in any other way rather than by organizing is the main attribute of the proletariat. This is why the consuming-producing organism of the cooperative becomes the nucleus for all constantly growing working-class institutions that aim to satisfy moral and intellectual needs, defend individuals and shelter their existence. Such could not be achieved with the one-hundred-franc income usually offered to cooperative members. We can observe also libraries, museums, schools and parks being created alongside the British and Belgian cooperatives. We can also observe the process of shaping individual educational institutions responsible for educating children and youths in the spirit of a new society, one based on commonality. To this end, some political institutions were created to protect and defend the cooperative’s interests within labor organizations. Moreover, there are loan facilities (the cooperative does not allow goods to be bought on account, but those strapped for cash can get an interest-free loan), unemployment benefits (protecting the unemployed from economic constraint), health care (including free medical care) and other measures designed to both those in old age and children. Independently, cases are known of cooperatives financially supporting strikes, such as the English “Wholesale” that provided 125 thousand francs to help maintain the Yorkshire miners’ strike, or the Leeds cooperative, which also supported miners’ strikes.


    The cooperative’s struggle, taken up to embrace all human needs, this strange, inner vitality, which transforms the small group of workers, itself held together by the modest slogan of “saving through spending”, in fact gradually transforms the whole social world. This can be exemplified by the famous “Vooruit” from Gadawa — this association, established in 1883 by a few weavers, who managed to gather 30 members. Each person saved 50 cents a week. After 10 weeks, the association commanded a budget of 150 francs and with this capital it proceeded to establish a cooperative bakery called “Libres Boulangers”. Weaver’s syndicate lent them two thousand francs, which were paid back within the space of a year. In 1884, the cooperative reached a high enough level of development to open a new, huge, refined, mechanized bakery with a meeting hall, theatre, non-alcoholic pub, library and store right beside it. In 1885, they opened their own pharmacy and in 1886, a place to print their journal. By 1887, the association already owned 3 pharmacies, stores took from the petit-bourgeoisie or colonies and the coal warehouse. In 1889, the bakery was reopened in an even bigger version, so that the cooperative was able to produce 70 thousand kilograms of bread each week. In the following years even more shops selling lingerie, clothes and coal etc. were opened. The number of members rose to seven thousand families and the annual income to more than 2 million francs. Moreover a whole series of institutions was developed, such as savings and loans banks, free medical care, birth care, elderly care and education. The economic mechanism that lay behind it was incredibly simple. Membership costs were just 1 franc 25 cents for the cooperative book. Every week, each member buys a certain amount of vouchers for bread and coal depending on his family’s needs and these products are delivered directly to his house. Every three months everyone gets some part of the bakery’s income paid in vouchers, with which he or she is able to buy whatever products are available in the cooperative’s stores. These purchases afford a new six-percent income, able to be used to buy some necessary goods. In some sense, this can be seen as a realisation of the characteristic collectivist dream of non-monetary exchange.


    The sociologist might appreciate in the cooperative a sort of artistry of social autogenesis. Reforms are not implemented by the police of the democratic government but they happen on their own. The active element here is nothing else than the inner human power, a social lubricant and original creator of all social phenomena – a need for life, this rough product of struggles, free of any tenets. Inside this need there emerges, however, an individual aim. In the association, whose bonds stem from that fact that different people share similar needs, a social aim emerges. And as this social aim is embraced, new practical issues arise, forming a web or uncodified ideology of pursuits, wherein it becomes possible to find the shape of a new, emerging society. Almost all things postulated by the collectivist ideology find their original realisation in the cooperative movement. All that the socialist parties tried to establish in their “positive politics” by democratising the state and by giving up all that is revolutionary in their ideals together, with the soul of the modern man full of rebellious dreams, is achieved by the cooperative without the state, by this autogenetic power of coming up together. This is the evident background to market organisation and the idea of matching production to consumer interests. Today we see enterprises being run by democratic consumers’ associations, which attempt to reconcile working conditions in the interests of workers and, more importantly, even to destroy the whole idea of wage labor itself. By doing so,, they transform the laborer, who becomes a member of the cooperative, into a co-owner and co-leader of the enterprise where he works. We can also see a protection against unemployment, and social and financial security for elderly and ill people, that is, sometimes even unavailingly, gained by the socialist politics from the state, but with many harmful compromises. And finally, we see the outline of a great struggle against exploitation. With the market boycott, combined with the strike led by the jobs syndicate, a continuing and successful limitation of the capitalists’ monopoly and protection over wage labour becomes possible.


    Next to this correspondence in economic tendencies, a great difference arises between socialist politics and the union-cooperative movement. This difference concerns their methods for taking up action and their views on emancipation. Socialism aims to democratize the state and also to extend it to every part of the collective’s life. It aims to equate its organisation with every type of social organization. Such is its path of economic liberation and even (those doctrines tend to be very ironic) about liberation in general. The syndicalist-cooperative movement, however, reveals a contrary tendency. It creates a stateless  democracy, and behind the backs of ministers, the parliament, electoral combats and bureaucracy, it uses the power of independent association to transform society economically.


    Conscious control over the market and production in free associations happens also outside proletarian struggle, that is, in agriculture. Such associations develop mostly inside the wealthier parts of the peasantry, however, their various forms also infiltrate smallholding classes and encompass even the rural workers. Furthermore, these are the constantly progressing institutions that, in their process of evolution, can follow with many new, hitherto unforeseen types of social organization and methods of taking up action. They show an increasingly strong tendency to step into various types of relationships as a factor that transform society by changing both the economic and cultural conditions of the peasant social class. We can see here basically the same developmental tendencies that characterise consumer cooperatives:


    1) to eliminate the merchant’s brokering between producers and consumers, and to consciously regulate production according to the essential needs of the market measured by proper statistical institutions;


    2) to replace an economy based on individuals by an economy based on associations by means of technological advance and agricultural knowledge;


    3) to take consumer interests into account during production through quality control measures;


    4) to develop institutions so as to enhance national culture, technical and general education, and that take care of insurance, pensions and credits based on mutuality between free association that group almost all over the syndicates and agricultural associations.


    Those aims are not a product of ideology being promoted throughout the peasant social classes – they stand in fact in contradiction to this ideology, as the significant majority of agricultural associations remains under the influence of conservative and catholic ideology, which consciously and purposively formed these classes, hoping to turn them into a fortress for social ossification or a counterbalance to any subversive movements. Here we can see the fairly interesting duality between ideology – the preached, official one – and all the autogenetic processes that vitally transform people and their relationships in a totally opposite direction. In this case, social dialectics is shown in its classical example. Under those conservative slogans some associations emerge that later consciously protect the economic system based on private property and economically bolstering the class that is this system’s strongest supporter – the peasantry. This bolstering of peasant property is met with the conditions set by the vast market of agrarian products to have been created across the development of industrial capitalism. These products are products of large, growing urban communities and a number of industrial regions and countries that are not self-sufficient in the provision of food. This market requires constant and organised supplies of consumer articles. The provision of goods to compete with those capitalist products is possible for peasant homesteads only if they agree to associate and corporately organise various cultural and market activities.1 On the other side, engaging the peasantry in the general market matters, improving their living standards and the naturally processing comminution of the homesteads with the population increase, makes the aims of enlarging one’s income, improving soil quality and freeing oneself from sales brokers, increasingly compelling and important. Again, realising such aims is achievable only by leaving the individualist economy for a planned one.


    Agrarian associations usually begin with a communal acquisition of fertilizers, fodder, seeds, farming tools and machines, and after some time their influence on the trade in those products starts to grow. As they further develop, agrarian associations, by carrying out drainages, regulations, experimental fields, afforestation of sandy dunes, subordinate more and more private homesteads to the association. Finally, they expand to agricultural industry, rearing, dairy farms, cheese dairies, bakeries, mills, preserves factories and so on. Even though land cultivation proper remains independent, the association of one industry branch inevitably leads to expanding it toward another, on which the first is based. Running the cooperative agricultural industry in a beneficial way requires increasing intervention of the association council in private homesteads, the providers of the necessary products. That is why, wherever cooperative dairying emerges, some rearing and controlling associations also arise, as happened in Denmark, Canada, Belgium and France. Having their own inspectors, they keep on extending their supervision to particular private business branches that deal in fodder, methods of rearing and health, or cattle species. Wherever cooperative distilleries exist, supervision concentrates on vineyards and potato fields. Similarly, it growingly influences the cooperative charcuteries, preserves factories and other similar workshops, the excess of agricultural products and homesteads in general. Various agrarian association group into provincial unions and nationwide federations that directly interface with consumers’ urban cooperatives within the storehouses. As they enter the market, the cooperative’s products have to fulfill certain quality standards and production quotas, making several homesteads further subordinated to the decisions of the collective. Owing to this, they increasingly place greater emphasis on cooperation to match these conditions of production. Next to the joint acquisition associations, others are responsible for mutual loans (the Reiffeisen coffers in Belgium, the “rural coffers” unions in France, Don Cerutti’s rural coffers in Italy, and so on), mutual insurance, agrarian schools or promoting rural culture and many other things. In this way the movement, which originally aims to bolster the property of individual peasants, slowly transforms into the full contradiction of property itself – into an autogenetic development of federal collectivism. It turns into a production system based on consociation and a planned economy, which undermines the current system at its economical and moral fundaments. Conservatism generates the revolution.


    Here are some examples to give us an insight into the development of this movement. In France, in 1896, there were about 1,275 syndicates with 423 thousand members. In 1901 this number totaled over 1700 syndicates grouped in 10 provincial unions that consociated 700 thousand members. Through congresses and a Central Union, which gathered 600 unions, they managed to develop a general federal organization and build relations with French and foreign consumers’ cooperatives. Their functions are constantly being added to. Apart from buying tools, seeds and fertilizer (which brought about a reduction of up to 50% in the prices of fertilizers and farming tools) or running various agrarian services, the cooperatives have also developed milk houses, cheese dairies and manufactures of canned goods, sausages, starch, noodles, as well as some bakeries and mills. They are building loan facilities with a down payment, experiment stations and model farms as well as some informational bureaus, migratory agronomists and inspectors. The union in Belleville canton, which has 2352 members, comprising mostly vignerons and small farmers, has expanded vineyards, organized the selling of butter, founded a building society, instituted conciliatory courts among peasants and mutual aid institutions to look after the elderly, inpatients and orphans. Should anyone in the neighbourhood fall ill, the unions look after their crops. The Poligny union, with 1700 members, have organized agricultural classes in elementary schools and insurance against fire and disease. The department union of Loiret, with 7000 members, holds exhibitions on agriculture and lectures about agronomy, vine culture and horticulture and about developing experimental fields. It also organizes mutual fire, hailstorm and other accident insurance. Apart from this, it takes care of the conciliatory courts and has organized free legal aid.


    In Belgium, according to official state statistics from 1899, there were 638 “farmers’ trade unions” with 50,475 members, 623 associations that purchased fertilizers, seeds and tools with 50,375 members, 229 agricultural credit associations (the so-called Reiffeisen coffers) numbering 7,857 farmers and 1,838 non-farmers and 319 dairies (34,305 owners of 87,382 cows). All of them were established, and are currently run, by the cleric party. The law from 1896 does not allow farmers to handle trade and industry. They are able only to buy seeds, fertilizers, machines, cattle, etc. in order to sell it to other members. However, some other associations prove helpful here. In most cases, a parish will have trade unions, some of the Reiffeisen coffers, cooperative dairies, a rearing association, mutual insurance associations and some others. The unions are grouped together in federations that cover provinces. The federation of the socialist, urban cooperatives, which embrace 23 producer cooperatives and 166 consumer cooperatives, is also trying to penetrate the countryside. This federation currently possesses three rural producing associations: dairies in Herfelingen, a tobacco producer “Lion Rouge” in Alost, and chicory production plant “Soleil de Zon”. Besides this, there is one association that buys farming items and a few rural cooperatives. The socialist cooperative in Zon, most of whose members as industrial workers in rural areas, owns a bakery, that provides bread to within three miles around itself, a community house, a library, a cafeteria and some storehouses for eatables and footwear. The footwear is produced in cooperative factories called “Vooruit”. The cooperative in Zon has also expanded to other villages. The dairy in Herfelingen sells milk and butter produced by the cooperative in Brussels.


    In 1896 in Switzerland there were 2500 agricultural associations, 838 cheese dairies, 763 rearing associations, 251 associations for buying proper tools, 39 cooperative distilleries, 32 grain associations, 8 cooperative brickyards, 6 butcheries, 6 cooperative vineyards, etc. In them, petty owners and rural workers made up the great majority. These cooperatives formed one union, based in Winterhur, and a huge central storehouse that provided almost all the necessary farm items. In 1900, sales were worth 4 million francs and provided two-hundred-thousand francs profit. This profit is not paid out to the members, but it becomes part of the Union’s common capital. Merchants boycotted the union of farming cooperatives and have forced manufacturers not to sell their products to the cooperatives, which is why goods are mostly imported. Besides this, the “Swiss league of associations” (Schweizerisher Genossenschaftsbund) exists along with both unions (of agricultural and consumers’ cooperatives) and all other consumers’ cooperatives outside the union as fellow members. This league is one that protects consumer interests. It was established under the pressure of deleterious state policies opposed to consumer associations. Influenced by tradespeople fighting against the cooperatives, state officials were forbidden from participating in the cooperatives, upon the order of the general council. It was also established that cooperatives should be treated as trade concerns and accordingly subject to taxes. The League has opposed this outcome. In addition, it has also aimed at getting a revision of the business code, gaining influence on tariff policy to protect consumers’ interests, founding a cooperative bank and forging commercial links between rural and urban, domestic or external cooperatives2. The Birseck cooperative, which is trying to become a general association of people from the local areas, for which reason it has adopted many social tasks and activities, is interesting for a few reasons. Its sphere of activity includes consumption, production, selling products, insurance, a building society, producing and providing electricity for small workshops, education, cantonal policy, community houses, bakeries and so on. It comprises 14 communities from the Basel village canton, owns 21 storehouses and a Basel consumers’ cooperative as its trade area. Its fellow members are mostly small-business owners and workers. Both the consumers’ cooperative in Basel and that in Birseck abandoned the method of direct administration and decision making at general meetings of members, as they were considered useless for technical and administrative cases, where people are too easily influenced and unable to fully discuss their choices. Instead, they have adapted the parliamentary system, which currently dominates in the cooperative and workers’ union movement in general.


    In Denmark, the most developed cooperatives are the dairy cooperatives. They first one was created in 1882. In 1897, there were already 986 associations for one thousand communities, so they are almost in every one of them. Moreover, they produce almost 80 percent of all Danish milk. Those cooperatives have linked together to form an export co-partnership and they supply most of the storehouses of the federation of English consumers’ cooperatives. They form a centre for many other organisations, such as the associations that buy and control cattle. The inspector paid by the associations oversees the barns twice a month, he analyses the cows’ conditions, the fodder they’re being fed and provides advice on which of them are no longer useful. In addition, there are also cooperatives that breed swine, partly combined in a union that exports eggs to England (in 1896 there were 344 cooperatives with 18000 members), a few hundred rural consumers’ associations, unions to buy fertilizer and seeds, a cooperative sugar refinery, 146 horse riding associations, a company that provides insurance for hailstorms, fire and pestilence, some agricultural and apiarian clubs and an educational association. One in every three homesteads is the property of either a consumers’ or a dairy cooperative.


    Wage labour is common in most agricultural cooperatives, with some exceptions, such as the dairy cooperatives in Italy, the preserve factories in Rhone and the unions of some vineyards in the Ahru Valley, where the only workers are the members, sometimes together with their wives and children. Many French unions exist that accept their workers as members, such as the union in Castelnaudardy which has 600 workers out of 1000 members. The same goes for the Swiss cooperatives. Their attitude towards the farming proletariat has not yet been clearly specified. However, there can be no doubt that this movement of farming cooperatives, which today provides for so many aspects social life and so deeply undermines current economic and cultural relations, will sooner or later have to progress to the topic of rural workers’ interests. This doing, they will be forced to establish specific associations able to fight for this proletariat, associations that aim to improve their living conditions and enabling them to achieve economic independence. The rural consumer cooperatives, and even the dairy cooperatives, can already become economic centres, flanked by a number of institutions that organise mutual aid and fight exploitation. Some of them, acting as collective individuals, would even be able to become co-owners of the great, cooperative factories, just as the trade unions in England did. One also should take into consideration the fact that the unions, which include increasing numbers of the peasantry, whose living standard and culture they improve, simultaneously facilitate the organization and general struggle of rural workers, freeing them from the risky rivalry of petit holders, who search for easier profit and use wage labour to make up their budget shortfall. And the natural living and cultural proximity of these two rural classes does not allow the associations movement to be restricted to just one of them and not to lead to any subversion in wage relations.


    Independently of the consumers and agricultural cooperatives, which form a centre for many common social issues by giving them a new basis in economic collectivism, some other associations are developing in modern society; these associations are totally classless, and fight for common interests, but do not consider class struggle. To put it bluntly, there is no single field, nor a single need, in a human’s life that does not lead to the creation of a corresponding associations’ movement and that would therefore not open onto new types of inter-human relationships based on commonality and the freedom of convergence. Let us recall all those associations that are looking after social hygiene and those fighting alcoholism; those associations for the provision of low-cost flats, for mutual aid in cases of death or illness, as well as associations for fostering working-class gardens ( “Ligue du coin Terre et du foyer”, “Oeuvres de jardins ouvriers”), associations for beautifying the countryside, associations for taking care of children and organizing summer camps, the associations around people’s universities and education, lifeguard and firefighting associations, Red Cross associations and, lastly, some scientific, technical and artistic associations — all such associations are in fact the drivers of all civilizational progress. The commonalities they represent also tend also to form alliances in larger unions with a view to reaching common goals collectively. In France, for example, 300 mutual aid associations (the “ mutualités” or “Sociétés de prévoyance”) comprising 3 million members and a 350-million-franc fund, have organized anti-tuberculosis associations in order to support popular hospitals. Similarly, the Paris producers’ cooperatives established tuberculosis clinics designed to play an educational role about tuberculosis prevention, as well as provide medical care, fish oil, raw meat and warm clothing for the inpatients. Also as the “Social hygiene union” is preparing to group together associations of mutual aid, abstinence associations, associations for affordable flats and lastly, international associations for tuberculosis prevention. A plan exists to promote the idea of social health for all people, sending children to villages, starting gardens in working-class districts, building hospitals, flats and so on. Special note must be taken of a new type of association – the so-called “community neighbourhoods” in London. Such associations have introduced an idea of community based on common living areas, i.e. living in the same district of the city and so they try to maintain a degree of everyday neighbourly relationships or share knowledge about the area and its needs. This is why their form is close to that of the institution of the parish, but they are free from state coercion, which is characteristic for the latter. These community fellow neighborhoods are trying to build an organised, collective charge on the common health, safety, as well as basic material and cultural, needs of an individual. They organise communal kitchens and summer houses, and have their own doctors and lawyers. These associations may be considered as part of the first movement to attempt to communize the household.


    The cooperative movement can be judged in two ways: from a revolutionary perspective or from a natural science perspective. The later takes nature as the movement’s foundation, viewing it as a factor of development and transfiguration. Revolutionary doctrine has a specific feature – it tries to work over every fact and make it compatible. The logic it employs is not individual, specific. Upon encountering a new fact, revolutionary doctrine judges it as if they both had the same genesis, and thus was also a doctrine. Objections towards the union-cooperative movement are characterised precisely by this logic. The state socialists promulgating them impose on themselves an ideal of priestly chastity in all practical matters and have not yet set out on the broader road of “positive politics”. They deem that cooperatives carry a double burden. First, cooperatives are conservative by nature and ward off any social upheaval and that they seek to look after their own interests, just like every enterprise. Workers who get influenced by cooperatives and become entrepreneurs are not only unprepared for the revolution, but also fear social catastrophe, just like the bourgeoisie and the peasants. Through the cooperatives, they are bound to the existing order and respect it, so they listen to slogans about the final fight but fail to feel its necessity. Second, state socialists charge that cooperatives aim to divide the proletariat into two groups, by categorizing workers by their ability to join cooperatives. Those who are unable to do so include, for example, country workers, the court service, which is still paid partially in products, workers without permanent employment who live from day to day, tramps and the unskilled proletariat, which is unable to organize itself on a regular basis and whose labor force is deemed substandard. Anyone without access to work in cooperatives creates a kind of “fifth state,” and their social interests develop in opposition to the interests of elite workers, who are organized in professional unions and consumers’ associations.


    These charges initially indicate to us that something like a “revolutionary formula” exists and enables a statement on whether or not a fact is revolutionary. The confessor, to take one example, does a similar thing, judging people’s conscience in accordance with catechism. Second, a social fact is judged by opponents as if it was something finite, motionless, closed in itself. That is to say, as a doctrine that must always be settled logically, is isolated, and inaccessible to unrelated thoughts, and thus jealously guards its separateness. However, neither cooperatives nor trade unions nor any other similar organizations have any specific ideology, codified slogan or article of faith that might determine and specific direction of their development. These organizations comprise a great variety (as does everything that autogenetically results from life needs). They adapt every demand of the workers’ fight, precisely because they do not come from any of the principles, and no principle leads them through their evolution; thus they are able to appear anywhere that the needs of a particular community are present and that they match some general circumstances. They are able to destroy things that, according to their founders, were destined not to be destroyed and carry out social revolution even where the conscious interests of people were striving to fetter it.


    The revolution, according to socialist doctrine, basically amounts to an aim to reconfigure the state for collectivism, or to speed up “the general catastrophe” that will bring about with the birth of a new state. According to this idea of the revolution, the cooperative is a conservative institution, because it carries out reforms without state interference. Above all, the revolution means to create a new legal system and to interfere in existing lawmaking to change it for the sake of proletariat’s well-being, going as far as a complete reconfiguration of the order. The revolution requires political struggle in the broadest sense, everything from elections to barricades. However, cooperatives try to avoid government mediation. They reform society without reforming the state and thus they withdraw) the working class from political struggle and even from the idea itself of “social catastrophe”. That is why every people’s assembly, insofar as it forms its demands towards the state, whether this is “socialisation” or the implementing of an eight-hour work day, is a revolutionary fact, even if it fails. On the other hand, meetings of customer associations that implement an eight-hour work day and abolish wage labour in their factories are not a revolutionary fact and are called a mutual help of the petty bourgeoisie. People’s assemblies aim to create a new legal system and new state institutions to destroy the foundations of capitalist order. Cooperatives do not create any new system; they count neither on parliament, nor on cabinets of ministers. So, no revolution can occur without “nationalization” and with this definition in mind one has to judge whether a particular social fact is revolutionary or not.


    However, we may put this issue differently and demand something other than a settling of the concept of revolution a priori, according to rules of historical-philosophical theory. Conversely, we can aim to create this concept on the basis of new facts, ones simultaneously created by class struggle. That is, not to use the concept of revolution to judge whether the fact is revolutionary, but conversely, to judge the concept on the basis of facts alone. Because the concept of revolution refers to life itself, this demand is truly legitimate, just as is using the induction method to understand those things that do not come from our thinking. It is legitimate as long as we would like to see what the doctrine has hitherto hidden from us.


    This is why every social fact, owing to its existence as “a social fact” pure and simple, includes some conservative features by nature. These features bound it to the entire social environment, adapt it, that are the result of a further branch of events that existed prior to it or that exist contemporaneously to it, and that anchored its existence. Absolute novelty would not emerge and develop in society if it had nothing in common with social life. In a certain sense, the cooperative is a conservative fact. It arises from the eternal fight for prosperity; it adjusts to the mechanism of the capitalist economy, because the fight for prosperity cannot duplicate the patterns set by cavemen or feudal barons. A cooperative conducts its cash operations right where the big trading houses do, because it deals in capitalist commodities, not with the products of future nationalised production. Ultimately, just as with any other contemporary enterprise, a cooperative takes care of earnings, of returns on capital. This is how it can meet the needs, which gave rise to it, to eradicate hardship. This conservativeness is everywhere, in every social movement, even in the most revolutionary political struggles. Every law concerning production, every nationalization, that socialists demand, stems from the same primal pursuit to improve the living conditions of the working masses and must adjust to existing social conditions in order to somehow integrate with capitalist mechanisms, since they would otherwise be impossible.


    But in addition to this, in every social fact that shows its autogenetic development, an element of novelty arises — without it, there would be nothing to develop. This element is not only the goal to improve life, but also the ways that make this pursuit real. In state policy on workers, this novel element exists in the tendency to place legal limits on exploitation and have the state intervene as the representative of hired labor workers. In a strike, however, state policy comes down to limiting exploitation through workers’ solidarity and extra-state institutions that regulate working conditions and look after workers. In cooperatives, this element of novelty shows up in the same moral form, thus in looking for well-being by commonality, through institutions founded on democratic assemblies that take the market and production into their own hands. But how can we recognise new formations that herald social change?


    Some new elements have emerged that blend in with the contemporary social system and expand its durability and power, thereby weakening or destroying those moral factors, and fostering the system’s disintegration. By way of example, Russian factory legislation truly restricts exploitation to some degree, but is by no means a symptom of a simultaneous process of state democratisation and the workers’ taking control of the means of production. Compared to the unbridled exploitation of the previous eras, it is a new fact. Yet, it contains no revolutionary tendency, as it does not aim to destroy any fundamental capitalist dynamic. On the contrary, we can easily imagine capitalism in its full development, but restricted to the limit by the humanitarian guardianship of the tsarist police. Whereas any new formation, if it wants to develop, requires the essential destruction of capitalist elements and heralds social upheaval.  The revolutionary fact can be recognized in that first and foremost it destroys something essential in the contemporary social system  .


    So, the development of consumer cooperatives cannot in any way be reconciled with the capitalist market, with its omnipotent monopoly of the business elite. Neither can it be reconciled with the existence of a merchant class and the trade-industrial crises it propels. This is known once we realize that the development of cooperatives inevitably leads to a collectivist production devoid of monopolies. In every context, the movement of cooperatives creates a social dilemma. Either will it develop or capitalism will continue to exist. The development of cooperatives and capitalism’s behaviour becomes a clear reductio ad absurdum, namely capitalism without monopoly or wage labour. That is why the cooperative is “a social fact” with revolutionary tendencies. We find this same revolutionary feature in labor unions, when we consider that their fundamental tendency is to enable workers to seize capitalist enterprises, a tendency that could not develop without reconfiguring the basis of present production and destroying wage labour. We also find it in farming associations that gradually transform agriculture and connected parts of production, including the unplanned, competitive and mercantile individual economy into a type of collective and socially organised economy.


    The objection that associations can gather only a specific part of the proletariat, as a kind of workers’ aristocracy, and that associations have their natural, impassable limits of development, fails to consider that the development of associations is not distinct from social life. The development of associations influences the labour market, the commodity market, the general culture of the country and, ultimately, the whole moral and philosophical atmosphere. Thus this development indirectly reconfigures forces, as well as the conditions of life and struggle, even for groups that have not entered the world of cooperation. The market’s dependence on consumer associations, the shortening of the work day by labour unions, a reduction in the competitiveness of wage labour, and when it comes to the countryside by the development of farming associations, are living examples of collective solidarity, economics and resistance. All this goes toward overcoming the lawlessness of exploitation that weighs upon the non-professional proletariat or the helpless masses of house industry workers. We also have to take into account the fact that different types of contemporary workers’ associations exist that are yet to gain an awareness of their historical role. They do not use every means at their disposal in order to wage a systematic struggle to improve the living conditions of weakened workers’ groups. What is more, it must be understood that, in the cooperative movement, some new forms and figures of associations undoubtedly exist. Such associations are aimed at today’s helpless, exploited masses, because this whole movement is not a social formation, which is withdrawn and finite, but is a process of permanent creation resulting in some new methods and bonfires of the hitherto unforeseen revolution.


    The objection that “self-help associations tear the proletariat from political struggle” is a charge that one can only ask to be formulated more accurately. What it indeed means is that they tear the proletariat from political struggle insofar as this struggle aims to extend the state . But what emerges from such associations is a new form of stateless politics, one more consistent with the spirit of democratic cooperativism. Further, this new form is the only one that truly responds to libertarian and moral ideas, ones that, in their seedbeds, are concealed within the proletariat itself.


    
      


      


      
        1 See Krzywicki – Kwestia rolna [Ludwik Krzywicki,  Kwestia rolna – przełom w produkcji środków spożycia w drugiej połowie XIX wieku  , Warsaw 1903]

      

      
        2 See Mutschler: Le mouv. Coopératif en Suisse (Rev. d’Econ. pol. 1902).
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  The Theory of Jan Wolski: Introduction to a Forgotten Project for Polish Labour Cooperativism


  Adam Duszyk


  
    The 2008 credit crunch exposed all the shortcomings of the capitalist system. Unemployment, precarisation, growing social inequalities, environmental threats and other issues related to neoliberal policies gave rise to an enormous wave of dissatisfaction. This dissatisfaction has generated a number of social initiatives and movements ready to tackle these challenges and look for alternative scenarios of the future. In this connection, some questions have returned: is there an alternative to capitalism and state socialism? Are there any systemic social solutions other than what we know that could offer hope for a better future?


    Many a reader may regard a cooperativisation of wage labour and the elimination of sources of human labour exploitation and brutalisation in private or state mercenary work by introducing a self-government of cooperative labour a mere pipedream. Nevertheless, the idea of labour democracy has been gaining in popularity, since it meets democratic tendencies. People feel bad in hierarchic organisations, are alienated at and outside of work, they regard bureaucracy as anachronistic, are dissatisfied with inflexibility of existing institutions as well as their insufficient openness to innovations. So great hopes are attached to the development of joint participation. Such participation is presently more educational than political. Only direct democracy in the workplace that is designed to help and not interfere can trigger a breakthrough in social relations. The problem may of course be seen in a far broader perspective of full collective participation not only at work but also in civic, municipal, local government and political movements.


    Let us consider, though, whether such dreams of a better world do not mean breaking down doors that have long stood open. The recipes we are looking for may have been compiled long ago but have been utterly forgotten due to their utopian nature and thus impracticability at the time. One of such concepts which I believe might be applicable to current practice is the theory of Jan Wolski.


    What was that theory – a doctrine that has been nearly forgotten? To put it briefly, it was a set of socio-political views represented in the life and work of Jan Wolski (Duszyk 2008, 11–304) – an anarchist, patriot, member of the Polish Socialist Party – Revolutionary Faction, a mason, Polish soldier fighting in the war against the Bolsheviks, an eminent theoretician and doyen of the Polish work cooperative movement. Regrettably, he remains a little known figure. The following text is, therefore, intended to reintroduce Wolski’s figure and discuss the key concepts of his theory (Wolski 2015, 16–599).


    Who was Jan Wolski?


    Jan Wolski was born in Skuryatov, northern Russia, on 24 August 1888 (Joint Libraries of WFiS UW, IFiS PAN, PTF (below: PB UW), Jan Wolski Archives (below: AJW), ref. 467, Jan Wolski’s gymnasium graduation certificate, sheet 3). He undertook his education at a gymnasium from 1897 to 1907, first in Vologda and then in Vilnius, where he passed his final examinations (Joint Libraries of WFiS UW, IFiS PAN, PTF (below: PB UW), Jan Wolski Archives (below: AJW), ref. 467, Jan Wolski’s gymnasium graduation certificate, sheet 3). Wolski became interested in cooperative and anarchist issues – in particular, by organising voluntary associations – when he was still in secondary school. Beginning in 1904, he was a member of students’ self-education associations, which were illegal in Russia at the time (PB UW, AJW, ref. 466, Jan Wolski, A personal memo, sheet 8).


    In 1907, he entered Kharkiv University, where he studied in the Faculties of History and Languages and of Law. His research focused on Polish history, the history of the workers’ movement and the organisation of voluntary associations. In his manuscripts Wolski stresses that his studies followed his own curriculum (Jan Wolski, Memo from Cracow dated 29 January 1956, sheet 1).


    He earned his living in Kharkiv by giving private tuition. He also lectured on the history of Poland, giving special classes arranged for Polish children and youth. When the First World War broke out, Wolski also started working as a journalist writing about Polish issues in the Kharkiv-based UTRO daily, the voice of radical elements within the local academe. He also published in The Voice of Youth (a supplement to the Petersburg Journal, which concentrated the independent and socialist wing of Polish students in Russia). When in Kharkiv, he took a very active part in the life of the Polish student community, even becoming a leader of its most radical group.


    Among the many associations of which he was an active member, the Society of Polish Students was of particular importance for him. He represented its independence-oriented current, which was extremely radical in social terms. For Wolski, the organisation was an excellent school of public activity and would come in very useful later on. From 1909, he also belonged to the Society of Progressive and Independence-Minded Youth (“Filaretia”) and its umbrella organisation, the[bookmark: firstHeading1] Revolutionary Faction of the Polish Socialist Party.1


    Following the outbreak of the war, he tried to remain in touch with the national independence movement and therefore set about arranging for the more “enthusiastic” of his friends to return to Poland. He himself arrived in Warsaw already before the end of winter 1915. He interviewed leaders of major Polish and Jewish political groups on the issue of independence. He also worked for the progressive democratic daily Prawda [ The Truth], which was edited by the recognised writer, journalist and politician, Wincenty Rzymowski, who would later become associated with the Alliance of Democrats (Rzymowski 1933, 108). Thereafter he returned to Kharkiv, returning to Warsaw before it was occupied by the German army.


    As a representative of the[bookmark: firstHeading11] Polish Socialist Party, of which he continued to be a member, he gave talks on the history of Poland at worker party meetings in Warsaw. In connection with his activities, reaching beyond the strictly Polish Socialist Party milieu, he was in contact or even friends with prominent socialist and educational activist Tadeusz Rechniewski, an associate of the [bookmark: firstHeading13] Polish Socialist Party-Left. It was Rechniewski who introduced him to the workers’ association, Knowledge, where he became a member of the programme committee and took part in a number of discussion meetings. In addition, Rechniewski introduced him to a group of friends to whom he was ideologically close and whom jokingly self-styled themselves The Pickwick Club. The group included such eminent Polish intellectuals and social researchers as: Tadeusz Rechniewski, Ludwik Krzywicki,2 Wacław Wróblewski,3 Jakub Dutlinger,4 Edward Grabowski,5 Jan Muszkowski,6 Edward Lipiński7 and several others (Cf. PB UW, AJW, ref. 466, Jan Wolski, A personal memo, sheet 9).


    In November 1915, he and Aleksander Hertz8 were arrested by the German political police at a Polish Socialist Party workers’ meeting, where he was delivering a lecture on Polish history. A great majority of the Filaretes were ordered to remain part of the underground military and political movement at the time of the German occupation. Things became complicated after their arrest, since Germans found some documents proving their associations with both the Polish Socialist Party and Filaretia. The Germans were especially interested in the latter. Aleksander Hertz recalled some very dramatic interrogations (Hertz 1991, 344–345).


    Together with Hertz, Wolski was imprisoned in Pawiak and then sentenced to a prison camp for their independence activities. He served time in Szczypiorno, Lauban (Lubań) in Silesia, and at Celle castle, where Wolski became friends with Adolf Warski.9 His prison itinerary ended in Gardelegen, where he again gave talks and lectures to Polish prisoners on historical, social and economic problems (PB UW, AJW, ref. 466, Jan Wolski, A personal memo, sheet 9).


    He was released in March 1917 and allowed to return to Warsaw. He entered the legal faculty of the recently established Folk University. His life took a dramatic turn there as he came to know a man who would change his entire life. This man was Edward Abramowski, who persuaded him to work for the cooperative movement.


    Right from the outset, his stand on the cooperative movement was clearly socialist, a position he affirmed in both his spoken and printed statements. He was an auditor, editor, organisational instructor, lecturer and organiser of workers’ education clubs in a variety of cooperatives. His activities focused on the Dąbrowa Basin and Łódź. During this time, he also wrote a great many articles, brochures and books.


    The outbreak of the Polish-Bolshevik war in 1920 interrupted his activities. Most young people of the “Cezary Baryka generation”10 were once again called up for the war effort, and Wolski was no exception.


    Having been in the army since 1920, he was tasked with organising a cooperative network to replace soldiers’ canteens on the frontline (with the Third Division of the Legions). Released from service, he did not return to Społem,11 but instead worked as an organisational instructor for the Society of Workers’ Cooperative Associations in Warsaw. At that time, he become close with Aleksander Ostrowski and Jan Hempel. However, when such major activists as Hempel, Tołwiński, Ostrowski and Bolesław Bierut (later a communist activist, NKVD agent, chairman of the State National Council, president of Poland since 1947 and long-time leader of the Polish United Workers’ Party) were removed from the society’s governing council of the society, he protested by resigning from the institution (PB UW, AJW, ref. 466, Jan Wolski, A personal memo, sheet 12).


    At the same time, Wolski also showed a special interest in students cooperativism. He even personally initiated and organised a student cooperative in a Vilnius school in 1921–1922. He was also invited to write an instruction and propaganda book for children and youths. The result of several years’ efforts, Czy to bajka, czy nie bajka? [ Is It A Fairy Tale Or Not?] came out in 1925 and became to the students cooperative movement what Falski’s primer was to those learning to read and write.12 It was appreciated by teachers, supervisors of school cooperatives and young people alike (PB UW, AJW, ref. 466, Jan Wolski, A personal memo, sheet 11). Wolski continued to be active in every field with potential connections to cooperativism.


    The most puzzling aspect of Jan Wolski’s biography deserves a mention here. His manuscripts never mention his membership of the Polish Freemason movement. He was admitted to the Warsaw Grand National Lodge of Poland in the early 1920s and assumed the name of Zygmunt Karaczewski (Hass 1999, 542–543).


    In 1923 he launched forceful propaganda in support of work cooperativism. In the second half of 1926, the Labour Ministry awarded him a subsidy to leave for Italy and study the experience of the Italian labour cooperative movement (PB UW, AJW, ref. 466, Jan Wolski, A personal memo, sheet 12).


    On returning from abroad in late 1927, Wolski was commissioned by the Council of Ministers’ Economic Committee to draft a memorandum titledW sprawie kooperacji pracy i ułatwienia jej rozwoju w Polsce [On Labour Cooperation and Facilitating Its Development in Poland] . The memorandum was gladly accepted and published.


    The foundation of an autonomous Labour Cooperation Section with the Polish Welfare Policy Society on 30 April 1928 was another fruit of his endeavours. Wolski naturally became its leader. In 1933, the section was transformed into a formally independent Society for the Support of Labour Cooperation. During the German occupation the Society was renamed as the Association of Labour and Manufacturing Cooperatives in Poland. The Association stayed active until the collapse of the Warsaw Uprising in 1944.


    As far as the remaining aspects of Wolski’s activities are concerned, it should be noted that he continued to be involved in the Polish Freemasonry. He became a member of the “Copernicus” Lodge, the Grand National Lodge of Poland in Warsaw, in the early 1930s, whose secretary he would become in 1935–1939 (Hass 1999, 543).


    Another organisation of which he was an active member includes the Democratic Club. On 18 September 1937, he took part in its first meeting (New Archives (below: AAN), Residual Sets Collection (below: ZZS), ref. 88, The Democratic Club in Warsaw, sheet 24).


    With the Nazi occupation, Wolski was clearly compelled to restrict his cooperative activities to most pressing matters and to writing programme manifestos. It was also at that time that he became actively involved in the so-called Józef Ziabicki club or group.13


    Impressed with The Atlantic Charter, Wolski then compiled a very important document, Przesłanki i wytyczne ustrojowe [ Premises and Guidelines for a Social and Political Order], published under the pen-name of Jan Zacharkiewicz (a friend of Wolski’s who had died in the 1920 war). It soon became a manifesto of the Warsaw Freemasons during the Second World War. The entire group insisted that the manifesto ought to be produced by an anarchist, hence they requested that Wolski do it. “The votaries of the royal art” dispersed after the Warsaw Uprising, thus putting an end to the club movement (Chajn 1984, 391).


    Wolski was in private and in constant touch with a range of activists of both the socialist groupings until the end of World War II. He was on close, even friendly, terms with Stanisław Tołwiński, to become the first president of post-war Warsaw, the interwar leader of the Polish Socialist Party Mieczysław Niedziałkowski, Jerzy Czeszejko-Sochacki, representative of the Communist Party of Poland with the Communist Internationale and diplomat Juliusz Łukasiewicz (Hass 1991, 67). He remembered Henryk Purman as the most active and creative collaborator with the Society for the Support of Labour Cooperativism (PB UW, AJW, ref. 466, Jan Wolski, A personal memo, sheet 14).


    On 7 December, he moved to Cracow to head the department of Labour Cooperativism at the Union of Polish Cooperatives. As the war came to its desirable end, Wolski banked on the full realisation of his theoretical concepts. This genuine idealist anarchist and cooperativist fully believed that, as the socialist system prevailed in Poland after 1945, the new authorities would give far-reaching support to his solutions, which had already been tested in practice. It soon turned out that the new authorities had no intention of taking advantage of his knowledge and experience. Wolski, an inflexible, uncompromising and disinterested idealist, did not fit in with the new reality.


    In the meantime, he was appointed Director of the Central Training Centre for Labour Cooperativism at Wola Justowska near Cracow, which he had founded (AAN, the Union of Polish Cooperatives (below: ZRSRP), Socio-Educational Department (below: WSW), ref. 1284, Application to the Governing Council of the Union of Polish Cooperatives to establish a Central Training Centre for Labour Cooperativism at Wola Justowska, sheet 1). Yet the Centre was closed after several months of operation (Ibidem, ref. 1285, Letter of 28 May 1947 concerning liquidation of the Centre at Wola Justowska, sheet 8).


    Between 1945 and 1948, he also taught at the Cooperative College of Jagiellonian University (Jagiellonian University Archives (below: AUJ), the Academic Senate III (below: S/III), ref. S III 246, sheet 2) and the University of Social Sciences in Cracow. As the “Stalinisation” of Poland progressed, the governing structures of the entire Polish cooperative movement were reorganised in mid-June 1948. Unfortunately, the doyen of Polish cooperativism was omitted from this reorganisation.


    Until almost the end of 1956, Wolski remained almost completely isolated. He did found fake or even genuine odd jobs from time to time, yet they matched neither his qualifications nor his expectations. The most lasting job was one he undertook with a Cracow clothing cooperative, where he ran a library and arranged tours of Cracow (PB UW, AJW, ref. 466, Jan Wolski, A personal memo, sheet 16).


    From 1956 to 1958, in the aftermath of October ’56, the attitude of the cooperative authorities to Wolski began to shift.14 He was allowed to return to Warsaw. In January 1957, the Second Congress of Delegates to the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives resolved unanimously to express its recognition of his long years’ of efforts for labour cooperativism and obliged its authorities to provide organisational and financial support for the initiative to found the Cooperative Institute of Labour Self-Government. This joy was not to last, however, since the Institute was given few opportunities for development and abolished in late 1959. Wolski’s formal contacts with the cooperative movement collapsed following the Third Congress of the Union in June 1959. At this time, he was very active in the Krzywe Koło Club, where he gave talks on labour cooperativism.15 These activities gave his longstanding hopes a new lease on life. Wolski also dreamt of reinstating the Polish Freemasonry.


    From 1961 to 1975, he was a founding member and speaker of the revived Copernicus Lodge, an independent Warsaw-based lodge (Grochowska 2001).


    At a time of waning social resistance, certain political processes were under way that provided the background for the famous case of Anna Rudzińska and Jan Wolski in 1961, as a result of which he suffered various sorts of humiliation for the distribution of Paris Culture and his contacts with Jerzy Giedroyc (The Institute of National Remembrance (below: IPN), the Bureau of Provision and Archivization of Documents (below: BUiAD), Files of the operational case concerning Jan Wolski and Anna Rudzińska, ref. IPN 0330/289, vol. 3, Minutes of an interrogation of Jan Wolski on 12 Oct. 1961, sheet 80). Wolski had already become a genuine symbol, being known as the “patriarch of Polish dissidence”.


    In the new political climate of 1971, the National Cooperative Council decided to request a Knight’s Cross of the Order of Polonia Restituta in connection with Jan Wolski’s 83rd birthday, a distinction that he accepted.


    He was also an active member of the Society of Moral Culture, from which he withdrew as a result of some disputes and misunderstandings in 1974, as did the philosopher Tadeusz Kotarbiński. He took part in discussion meetings of the Historical Society, the Economic Society, the Writers’ Union and the Sociological Society (PB UW, AJW, ref. 476, Jan Wolski’s letter to Aleksander Hertz dated 15 Dec. 1962, sheet 26).


    When he and his wife concluded that they could no longer manage on their own, they retired to the Home for Distinguished Cooperative Activists at Wycześniak near Skierniewice. Jan Wolski lived there until the end of his days. Shortly before his death he received the prestigious Alfred Jurzykowski Foundation Award in January 1975. He died in a Skierniewice hospital on 12 July 1975.


    What was the theory of Jan Wolski and what relevance does it have for us today?


    The fundamental assumption underlying Jan Wolski’s theory was that the state’s role should be reduced to a maximum reduction, above all by expanding cooperativism and any forms of self-government so as to reduce the state’s functions and structures to a minimum. Like his ideological master, Edward Abramowski, Wolski was not an orthodox anarchist. He tended to support constructive building, not destruction. Wolski’s version of anarchism was not a thoughtless replica the views of his anarchist predecessors.


    The eminent Polish sociologist Aleksander Matejko classifies Wolski’s theory as syndicalist anarchism. In his penetrating article titled Wolszczyzna [The Theory of Jan Wolski] (Matejko 1971, 1), he begins by discussing the essence of the dispute between the Russian revolutionary Mikhail Bakunin, a proponent of anarchism, and Karl Marx, who stood for socialism, and his sympathies tended towards anarchism.


    Anarchists should be given due credit as their profound distrust of any organisations built on coercion, thus primarily of the state, allowed them to anticipate what would happen to socialism failing to attach sufficient weight to the fundamental issue of liberty: instead of private capitalism, they got state capitalism; instead of satisfying society’s consumer needs of society, they got the development of totalitarian production for its own sake; instead of democracy, the rule of parasitic cabals beyond social control. […] Bakunin warns against the ominous consequences of the centralisation of power (Matejko 1971, 29).


    According to Matejko, anarchists were right in their dispute with socialism by positing that power always corrupts those who wield it and that rejecting it is the best of all possible solutions. Matejko evidently realised that anarchism was bound to lose out against socialism, since the former is commonly perceived as a utopian doctrine that is conspicuous in its radicalism.


    What is Wolski’s position against this general backdrop of the Bakunin–Marx debate? While he is clearly on Bakunin’s side, Wolski’s views go a step further. Neither Bakunin nor any anarchist visionaries managed to put forward any specific organisational project. Beside raising empty slogans like “New Man” and new society, they tended to focus on criticising the existing system or objecting to other alternative solutions. They were only able to demolish things but unable to construct anything new.


    In this connection, a particularly noteworthy fact is that, while other anarchists totally rejected power and administration, Wolski concentrated on attempts at finding liberty within an organisation that would allow for freedom of action. Aleksander Matejko was correct to note that:


    In this sense, Wolski is probably more realistic and specific than the founders of anarchism, for whom the question of organisation was nearly non-existent, as if it would somehow be solved automatically once power had been seized by means of a revolutionary coup or general strike (Matejko 1971, 31).


    Wolski espoused his views as late as the occupation during World War II. In 1943, he wrote  Program upowszechniania spółdzielczości i uspółdzielczenia ustroju publicznego  [  A Programme for Propagation of Cooperativism and Cooperativisation of the Public System  ] (PB UW, AJW, ref. 509, pp. 49–73. J. Wolski  , Program upowszechniania cooperativism i uspółdzielczenia ustroju publicznego  [  A Programme for Propagation of Cooperativism and Cooperativisation of the Public System  ], Warsaw 1943, manuscript). He produced it with the underground Warsaw-based Inter-Union Cooperative Committee and Socialist Planning Commission in mind. In Wolski’s view, the new type of state-owned planned economy should be based on a universal and professional labour self-government. Labour cooperatives of various levels, operating as voluntary associations of workers in a given profession or industry, would play the key role. All exploitation, humiliation or depravation of labour was to be entirely excluded. These cooperatives would rely on a universal self-government of users as well.


    The state, as a separate and supreme factor that tended to overshadow the rest, would cease its opposition to the bottom-up, self-governing creativity of free people. It would gradually become the emanation and crowning of self-government, the latter arising from the free, bottom-up activities of free citizens at the highest levels of coordination, planning, control and the executive.


    The state would cease to be an objective in itself, an abstraction prevailing over the genuine interests of living people, and violating their liberty by turning them into the defenceless victims of political games, of lawlessness and the arbitrary experiments carried out by those wielding state power at any particular time.


    The state will meanwhile become an association of free citizens existing not to shackle and enslave them but to expand the reach of their liberty and promote the benefits arising from universal solidarity and a planned state-owned economy as part of a great commonwealth comprising the population of an entire state that also maintains comprehensive connections of solidarity with the whole world (Wolski 1957, 210).


    This passage implies that Wolski did not seek a complete overthrow of state authority (the central postulate of other anarchists) but, above all, a possibility to end wage labour by its cooperativisation. This would make work humane and turn hirelings into citizens equal to their employers. Wolski thus argued that society should be organised into cooperatives of labour and users, with the means of production owned publicly. Authorities, workers and consumers would collaborate with one another within enterprises that tried to harmonise all their interests.


    In summary, Wolski’s systemic theory is a programme for a society organised into permanent institutions interlinked by means of mutual representatives who are the subjects, not the objects, of a national plan. His labour-and-user cooperativism has a distinctly anarchist background. His idea of society presumes both individual (although limited by shared welfare of the remaining community members) and, even more so, group liberty.


    The issue of the specific organisation of labour self-government was a key strand of his anarcho-syndicalism. As Wolski put it:


    A maximum number of meeting and decision-making members of each organisational link and at each level of the multi-layered system should not as a rule exceed ten and should be even lower in some circumstances. Higher-level links in this system are not authorities who reign supreme over lower-level links. Conversely, the higher steps of the system are dependent on the lower steps, which act within clear guidelines, using interim powers under the constant and detailed supervision of their principals. There are no super- and subordinate parts in a system of multi-level federalism. Instead, duties are clearly divided and each organisational link of a multi-level system – regardless of the level it occupies – is equipped with full powers (The author’s own resources, J. Wolski,  Wnioski z doświadczeń ustrojowo-organizacyjnych samorządu pracowniczego. Tezy do dyskusji w Klubie Krzywego Koła dnia 16 IX 1960  [  Conclusions from systemic and organisational experience of labour self-government. Theses for a discussion at the Krzywe Koło Club on 16 Sep. 1960  , Warsaw 1960], p. 2, manuscript).


    The lower the organisational cells and basic units of self-government, the better, since the full and true liberty provided by direct democracy can only be realised in a small, uniform group. There was no need to select a managerial elite that would then manipulate all others.


    Wolski desired to build a system for society rather than for the state, one based on the principle of multi-level federalism with free individuals and dedicated cells associated through voluntary self-selection, starting from small groups up to multi-part federations, as fundamental parts.


    The assumption that such a federation would encompass not only production or service teams but also users of the former’s products or services, that is, users, also organised into small teams, was the cornerstone of the theory. Universal labour self-government and universal self-government users were the two pillars of Wolski’s conception (Matejko 1986). Such a solution would pave the way for a classless society and consequently a stateless, or anarchist, society (Matejko 1973).


    Wolski’s theories, appropriately transplanted to the Polish economy, could become remedies for a number of socio-economic problems of our country in the twenty-first century. Regrettably, today, his ideas are little understood and in any event continue to appear impractical to many. In 1925, Jan Wolski suggested establishing a labour cooperation department in the Labour and Welfare Minister extant at the time, but the authorities expressed no interest in the idea. The ministry, however, supported by the Society of Cooperativists, did issue Wolski a three-month grant to work in Italy in 1926. That was also a time of organisational weakness when no Polish literature on the subject was available. In 1927, forty-three labour cooperatives were registered, with some to be wound down soon and others registering no activity. Does this not ring a bell? Wolski saw the roots of that weakness in lack of interest shown by the state authorities, self-governments and the public. His Italian experiences showed that labour cooperativism stood no chance of success without governmental support. So, he dispatched memos to the President of the Council of Ministers Economic Committee and the Labour and Welfare Minister, although the established political authorities were no great friends of labour cooperativism. New initiatives are always difficult to implement, both 90 years ago and today. However, the faith and work of eager people – such as Jan Wolski – have more strength than a bad system and poor understanding. The human will can achieve a lot despite the obstacles it faces from enemies and the scepticism of friends.


    Wolski’s entire conception was driven by the desire to create forms of social and economic organisation that would offer absolute individual freedom and opportunities for self-fulfilment from work that is joyous, free from enslavement and exploitation to people throughout the world. In accordance with Wolski’s recommendations, therefore, an alternative to the capitalist economy today should not be a state economy, one centrally managed by elites working in their own interest, but a cooperative-based economy, one that grows from the bottom up and embraces successive areas of commodity production and distribution.


    Even if a state-owned economy gets built one day, it will still be crucial to ensure that worker exploitation and labour alienation are not revived despite the change in ownership relations. This is why Wolski placed such a strong emphasis on the ideal of liberated labour, that is labour that is self-governing at all organisational levels, leaving the worker and the working collective free. Labour for Wolski could be authentic, good and creative only if put in the complete control of the employed.


    This left-wing idea used to be known as the “liberation of labour”. Wolski wrote about “the anachronism of hired labour”. Just as top-down institutions and compulsory solutions cannot be reconciled with either individual or collective freedom, the same applies to a worker’s dependence on the owner of the means of production, who- or whatever – a private owner, a state institution or a cooperative. Free individuals and free workers are synonymous in Wolski’s theory. For him, the most important thing was to free the individual from tangible and symbolic shackles, and to do so not individually but collectively, together with other members of society.


    I believe that were Wolski’s ideas to be appropriately applied today, they would stand a chance of remedying poverty and unemployment, such as that, for instance, in the Polish countryside. They could be also successfully applied to a number of dimensions of contemporary socio-economic life. Wolski’s theory also teaches us about the desirability of universal collaboration and brotherhood.


    Wolski’s theory – its roots, historical polemics and an attempt at evaluation.


    Under the pressure of social protests, 1956 induced a “thaw” and brought hopes for a more humane system. The same is true of the cooperative movement. Buoyed by the waves of transformations, Wolski – unemployed or hired to do “fake” cooperative jobs while, ignored as an activist, he lived with his wife in abject poverty – returned to the mainstream of Polish cooperativism. Amid condemnations of “errors and abuses”, the doyen of the Polish labour cooperativism was brought back in from the cold, was again being invited to meetings and solicited for advice. A resolution of the Second Congress of the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives expressed its gratitude to and recognition of Wolski. He was even decorated as a Deserving Cooperative Activist, elected to the Governing Council of the Union and to the National Cooperative Council. He himself pinned great hopes on Polish October, thinking it could lead to the building of a genuine cooperative movement and the liberation of hired labour. In January 1957, he became head of the Cooperative Institute of Labour Self-Government, established upon his initiative.


    Polish October brought a range of changes for Jan Wolski. It can be even said that a totally new era was about to begin in his life. Finally rehabilitated, he was allowed back to Warsaw and welcomed for active participation in the Polish cooperative movement. In the new political climate, a factual debate on the so-called theory of Jan Wolski, to which he had long looked forward, could be held in Warsaw.


    No attempts have even been undertaken to define the concept of “Wolski’s theory” correctly and objectively, even though it is familiar to all cooperative circles in Poland. Aleksander Matejko wrote an article in 1971 that mentions the theory in its title and aims at an overall evaluation of Wolski’s conception of organisation. Matejko wrote his text from the position of a disciple who owed a lot to Wolski, however. He had been his student and a true friend, treating Wolski as a master and educator. The issue deserves a closer look, therefore. A number of understatements and inaccuracies can be corrected by analysing issue 10 of Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw dated 1958 (Historical Museum of Cooperativism (below: MHS), Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, pp. 1–27, manuscript facsimile).


    That publication contains synopsis of a lecture by Jan Wolski himself, titled What is the theory of Jan Wolski? The author began by recalling why and when he became interested in labour cooperativism, the subject of his university studies, and went on to discuss its basic merits. After presenting his significant contribution to the development of the Polish labour cooperativism, he then proceeded to explain “the theory of Jan Wolski”.


    The Labour Fund had been established in the early 1930s. Inspired by a propaganda campaign of the Society for the Support of Labour Cooperativism (founded by Wolski), the Fund showed interest in labour cooperativism as a form of organising proper jobs for the unemployed. It was in this connection that the Polish neologism for Jan Wolski’s theory was born (Historical Museum of Cooperativism (below: MHS), Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, p. 3, manuscript facsimile).


    Wolski reported the Fund’s interest in labour cooperativism and encouraged a variety of resourceful individuals and associations to found pseudo-cooperatives to obtain resources from the Fund under false pretences and to facilitate the acquisition of orders for work and supplies from public institutions. Wolski’s Society was the only obstacle in their way. Following the negative assessments that the Society for the Support of Labour Cooperativism provided to the Labour Fund, cooperative trade unions, and the State Cooperative Council (in connection with declarations of purpose), a number of such pseudo-cooperative initiatives never came to fruition. Hence, the obvious dislike of the Society and the continual attempts to undermine its growing authority (Historical Museum of Cooperativism (below: MHS), Biuletyn Informacyjny [ Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, pp. 1–27, manuscript facsimile).


    Since it is always easier to attack a person than a whole institution, the charge of “the theory of Jan Wolski” was only levelled at Wolski himself, as head of the Society for the Support of Labour Cooperativism. It must be noted the accusation had no specific content at the time. No factual or principled polemics against Wolski’s conception were initiated. Those raising the charge had not the faintest idea about cooperativism or about labour cooperativism in particular. They were therefore neither willing nor able to argue with the Society. For them, Jan Wolski’s theory stood for something that was allegedly doctrinaire and impractical, for a position that was therefore socially harmful (Historical Museum of Cooperativism (below: MHS), Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, p. 4, manuscript facsimile).


    In his paper Wolski stated that the attacks on his theory escalated even further with the creation of the Camp of National Unity (OZON) and its unit dedicated to labour cooperativism. Counting on financial support from the Labour Fund, the state apparatus and the local authorities, the unit tried to take over existing cooperatives and expand those established by the Camp, thanks to the Labour Fund’s financial foundations and a client base including various public institutions. As Wolski and his Society for the Support of Labour Cooperativism strongly resisted those attempts, Camp activists joined in the hate campaign against Jan Wolski’s theory (Historical Museum of Cooperativism (below: MHS), Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, p. 4–5, manuscript facsimile).


    Attacks on Wolski were interrupted during the Second World War and the Nazi occupation of Poland. The Society was transformed into the Union of Labour and Manufacturing Cooperatives, the sole patron of labour cooperatives in Poland. The Union’s activities thus won unquestioned recognition.


    When the People’s Republic of Poland was established after the war, Wolski believed that Polish labour cooperativism then enjoyed great new opportunities for implementation and that it would burgeon. Beside those favourable conditions, however, circumstances arose that fostered unpredictable, amateurish experiments and, as Wolski kept describing them, “scavenging” and organisational aberrations (Historical Museum of Cooperativism (below: MHS), Biuletyn Informacyjny [ Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, p. 6, manuscript facsimile).


    In those early beginnings, the supervision of labour cooperativism was provided by the Labour and Other Cooperatives Department of the Polish National Union of Cooperatives. As Wolski recalled:


    The emergent scavenging had to be prevented, its symptoms destroyed and exterminated. The insane intentions and organisational manoeuvres of ambitious dilettantes (occasionally with powerful contacts) had to be stopped by means of persuasion and, if that proved vain, resistance and objection. Since I headed the Department of the Governing Council of the National Union, individuals and factions who found the expert and factual approach of the Department inconvenient again made accusations about Jan Wolski’s theory (Historical Museum of Cooperativism (below: MHS), Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, p. 6, manuscript facsimile).


    Worse still, however, was the far more threatening accusation that Jan Wolski’s theory, on top of being doctrinaire and utopian in its conception, maintained an anti-socialist position inimical to the People’s Republic.


    Wolski, not being a Party member, was unable to defend himself against the new political assaults. Most painfully for our anarchist, so-called decision-makers began to view him with suspicion, antipathy, and ultimately even hostility in connection with the ongoing attacks on his person. Jan Wolski’s theory, as for it, continued to be nothing other than an expert, reliable approach to the difficult issues and problems of labour cooperativism.


    Ultimately, Jan Wolski’s theory would be officially condemned and Wolski himself utterly rejected; the slightest trace of the theory vanished from the Polish cooperative movement over the next few years (Historical Museum of Cooperativism (below: MHS), Biuletyn Informacyjny [ Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, p. 7, manuscript facsimile).


    Substantial shifts came about as a result of Polish October in 1956. Wolski himself characterises things as follows:


    I was allowed to voice my opinions after Polish October. Some advantage is already being taken of my utterances (thus of my knowledge and organisational experience of global labour cooperativism). Several postulates of Jan Wolski’s theory have been adopted in the new charters of labour cooperatives, first of all, the definition of goal (hence, indirectly, the definition itself, too) of the labour cooperative. The charters made provision for the establishment of labour self-government units as part of the prevailing organisational arrangement. Theoretical and practical interest was shown in the problem of labour and users cooperativism. Some postulates of the theory elicited objections among cooperative activists and opinion-making groups, however. In effect, Jan Wolski’s theory again became an expression of criticism of any postulates deemed doctrinaire and impracticable (Historical Museum of Cooperativism (below: MHS), Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, p. 8, manuscript facsimile).


    Nevertheless, Wolski was hugely delighted that condemnations of Jan Wolski’s theory were no longer simply about condemnation for condemnation’s sake and had been replaced by a factual debate that he believed could only benefit Polish cooperativism. In his eyes, a scientific and competent critique such as this was something healthy and useful. The synopsis of Wolski’s paper offers several key preliminary statements based on his experience of global labour cooperativism, which are developed into theses able to be criticized and possibly rejected. To shed more light on the issue, it is worth listing these postulates:


    1) The healthier labour cooperatives are, and the better they exhibit their intrinsic strengths, the more their activities are limited to labour cooperative self-government.

    
2) Labour cooperatives require close links with user groups for their healthy and continued operation. The links should in no way restrict the full self-government of cooperative labour, however.

3) The better and more efficiently that labour cooperatives and the enterprises they run function, the better and the fuller their labour self-government, which, in larger cooperatives, appears as two mutually supplementary types of self-government, that is, the self-government of professional groups and the self-government of working teams. The principle of small organisational units connected by way of multilevel federalism is the necessary condition for real and authentic workers’ activity in labour self-government (Cf. PB UW, AJW, ref. 498, Jan Wolski, Co to jest “wolszczyzna”? [What is Jan Wolski’s Theory?], sheets 1–9, manuscript).


    The debate concerning Jan Wolski’s theory at the aforementioned discussion club was opened by an eminent theoretician of labour cooperativism, Henryk Landesberg, who had authored of several dozen publications on the subject. In his opinion, the issue was far broader and related to some fundamental aspects of Poland’s political system and economic model. First of all, Landesberg postulated the need to accurately define the object of discussion. He found Wolski’s talk insufficiently exhaustive and serving merely as a starting point for continuing the debate, since if the theory of Jan Wolski was regarded as an attempt at genuine labour cooperativism, free from any “scavenging”, features and characteristics of pseudo-cooperativism, none of the cooperative activists would be ready to protest against such an idea (MHS, Biuletyn Informacyjny [ Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, p. 11).


    According to Landesberg, labour cooperativism cannot be identified with Jan Wolski’s theory, despite the fact that they had fully overlapped at some points of our history. Much changed in the interwar period and the Jan Wolski’s theory became but one of the many currents in labour cooperativism, represented by a specific group of older activists. The suppression of Wolski’s views had been mainly ideologically driven. Landesberg did not agree that labour cooperativism had been taken over by people ignorant of cooperation after the war. In his view, criticisms of Jan Wolski’s theory arose because the original social movement had strongly resisted the Party’s influence in its cooperativism (MHS, Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, 12–14).


    A well-known publicist and cooperative activist, Stanisław Wieloński, went on to take the floor. He criticized Wolski for what he called theoretical hypertrophy and for the gaps in his economic education, gaps shown up by the new realities of Polish cooperatives post war. Wieloński also objected to Wolski’s utopian views, based as they were on “the abstract individual”. This criticism applied to a motif recurrent in Wolski’s life and work, which is to say anarchism with its belief in the elementary and necessary goodness of human nature.


    The next speech was delivered by a theoretician and practitioner of labour cooperativism, Franciszek Krakowiak, who was a member of the Central Union of Labour Cooperativism. Krakowiak declared that pre-war solutions could not be transferred to the time of a developing socialist economy, though he insisted that the very idea of exploring Jan Wolski’s theory was completely the right way to go.


    The next participant was Stanisław Szwalbe.16 He admitted he had never encountered the expression “Jan Wolski’s theory” before the war, and first heard it said after the war in a spirit of unreasonable malice. Szwalbe, who first met Wolski during Abramowski’s “ethics clubs” (they were both his disciples) (Szwalbe 1996, 12–17), emphasised his huge appreciation of Wolski, as the undoubted pioneer of labour cooperativism and a doyen of the entire Polish cooperative movement. Szwalbe also included Wolski among Polish intellectuals with anarchist sympathies, whose roots went back to 1918–1939. During this time, cooperative ideas, he said, evolved with “their heads in the clouds”, totally abstracted from the interwar realities.


    Szwalbe went on to call supporters of Jan Wolski’s theory proponents of syndicalism, anarcho-syndicalism, of the theories of Abramowski, Sorel, Kropotkin, etc. Thus, Szwalbe lambasted Wolski’s views, claiming they were completely utopian. As he put it: “Such phrases are harmful because if people believed them, they would stop acting in other dimensions and turn all state-owned enterprises into labour cooperatives” (MHS, Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, 23).


    Stanisław Andruszkiewicz, a recognised publicist and cooperative activist, usefully summed up the whole discussion around Jan Wolski’s theory in a talk titled Święta wojna czy twórcza polemika [ Holy war or a creative polemic]. He pointed out that the whole dispute over Jan Wolski’s theory was based on a huge misunderstanding. He claimed that Wolski’s views, while utopian, or at least unable to be implemented overnight, were highly valuable for their nonconformism, especially as they arose from his own theoretical perceptions and personal practice. Even if they diverged from prevailing opinions that had been accepted without reflection or opposition, all the better for the theory and its author.


    These are the beginnings of any creative turmoil in intellectual movements in any area of our knowledge. Clashes of occasionally extremely different views that rule out any counterfactual arguments and prejudices can only be useful as they ultimately result in a synthesis. […] It is risky to label views that are not universally acceptable yet only because of their novelty or the fact that they refer to disputes from a half century ago (MHS, Biuletyn Informacyjny [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, p. 26.)


    Wolski decided to respond and present more of his ideas at a subsequent meeting of the Discussion Club with the Central Union of Labour Cooperatives on 17 February 1958. He pointed out an important matter he claimed had been ignored by opponents to Jan Wolski’s theory. Most elements of the conception attributed only to him were not his personal contributions, but the achievements of practitioners and theoreticians stemming from a variety of countries. To be more accurate, the term Jan Wolski’s theory should only refer to what Wolski himself had come up with, and which he proposed to call the theory of cooperative labour self-government as an alternative (PB UW, AJW, ref. 498, p. 24. Jan Wolski, Introduction to the talk What is the theory of Jan Wolski?, manuscript).


    Wolski stressed the attack against him had originated from an ideological position, while Jan Wolski’s theory did not and could not have any ideology, just like theories in astronomy or other sciences contained no ideology. Some ideological, non-scientific stimuli for interest in this or that scientific theory could exist, on the other hand. Also, certain scientific theories could be useful or inconvenient for this or that ideology. Wolski cited the example of the Copernican theory that undermined ideologies based on geocentrism. Wolski thus advocated focusing on the factual and scientific aspects of Jan Wolski’s theory, and pointing out any errors in argumentation before moving on to ideological issues (PB UW, AJW, ref. 498, pp. 25–26. Jan Wolski, Introduction to the talk What is the theory of Jan Wolski?, manuscript).


    How shall we evaluate Jan Wolski’s theory? The term has been used pejoratively by some, and positively by others. There can be no doubt that Jan Wolkski’s theory deserves, thanks to the contributions it made and the polemics it triggered, a permanent entry in dictionaries of political and legal doctrines as an instance of an original, creative and inspiring body of thought. Not only for that – also for promoting the liberation of “the ordinary individual” from all forms of exploitation and enslavement.


    To me, Jan Wolski’s theory will forever remain synonymous with labour romanticism. It is the history of an ethos, of a certain nobility. It is a part of a world that is no more.


***


FUNDINGS: This paper is part of the project, “Tradition of the Polish Cooperativism: Between Idea and Practice”. The project is financed under “The National Programme of Humanities Development”, as part of the “Tradition” module.


    
      


      


      
        1 The Polish Socialist Party (Revolutionary Faction), referred to as “the old” – a Polish socialist party established following a split at the 9th Polish Socialist Party Congress in Vienna on 19–25 November 1906 into the Revolutionary Faction and the “Left”, or the “young”. It resumed the name of the Polish Socialist Party in August 1909. The split was caused by “the old” striving for Poland to regain independence. The “young” believed it an unrealistic goal and pushed for cooperation with Russian revolutionaries, content with postulating an autonomous Kingdom of Poland as part of a republican and democratic Russian state

      

      
        2 Ludwik Krzywicki, 1859–1941, was a sociologist, economist, anthropologist and social activist, professor at Warsaw University, the Warsaw School of Economics and the Free Polish University and member of the Polish Academy of Learning. He was an organiser at the National Office for Statistics and Collegium of Socio-Economics. He was also a leading theoretician of historical materialism and proponent of scientific socialism in Poland and a co-translator of Marx’s Das Kapital; see his Works (vols. 1–9).

      

      
        3 Wacław Karol Wróblewski (pseudonym Christopher), 1878–1934, was a well-known communist activist, member of the Polish Socialist Party-Left since 1906 and co-founder the Communist Party of Poland. He emigrated in 1924 and edited a number of party journals.

      

      
        4   Jakub Dutlinger (pseudonym Jakub Mariański), 1885–1937, was a communist activist, member of the Polish Socialist Party-Left from 1906, then of the Communist Party of Poland. He was also a trade-union activist, worked at the Profintern from 1929 and died during the era of mass reprisals in the USSR.

      

      
        5   Edward Grabowski (pseudonym Michał Góralski), 1880–1961, was a communist activist, lawyer and member of the Polish Socialist Party-Left and of the Communist Party of Poland. He was also a professor at the University of Economics and the Free Polish University between 1919 and 1924. He defended Polish communists at their trials and was president of the Polish Bar Council from 1951 to 1955.

      

      
        6   Jan Muszkowski, 1882–1953, was a book historian, bibliographer and librarian. He was also a professor at the University of Lodz and the Free Polish University and director of the Krasiński Library from 1920 to 1935. He organised library studies in Poland and authored Życie książki [Life of the Book].

      

      
        7   Edward Lipiński, 1888–1986, was an economist and social activist, professor at the Warsaw School of Economics and at Warsaw University, member of the Polish Academy of Sciences and president of the Polish Economic Society in 1946–1965. He was also a founding member of the Workers’ Defence Committee, and wrote major works on the history of Polish economic ideas and theory of political economics. He authored, among other works,Studia nad historią polskiej myśli ekonomicznej [ Studies Into the History of Polish Economic Ideas].

      

      
        8   Aleksander Hertz, 1895–1989, was an outstanding sociologist in the US after 1940. He focused on the history of sociologist doctrines and the sociology of political relations. His key works include:Socjologia współczesna [Contemporary Sociology],Amerykańskie stronnictwa polityczne [American Political Parties], Żydzi w kulturze polskiej [Jews in Polish Culture]. He was one of Jan Wolski’s closest friends and remained in regular contact with him throughout his life.

      

      
        9   Adolf Warski (proper name Adolf Jerzy Warszawski, pseudonym Michałowski), 1868–1937, was a communist activist ad member of the First Proletariat. He co-founded a Polish Workers’ Association in 1889 called Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania in 1893 (he was on its Executive Council from 1902 to 1918) and the Communist Party of Poland in 1918 (on its Central Committee in from 1919 to 1924 and from 1925 to 1929). A Communist Internationale activist, he died as part of the mass reprisals in the USSR.

      

      
        10   The “Cezary Baryka generation” is a literary designation of the Polish youth who had returned to their newly independent country in 1918. Cezary Baryka is the protagonist of Stefan Żeromski’s Przedwiośnie [The Spring to Come], a novel on the difficult beginnings of the re-emerging Second Polish Republic.

      

      
        11   “Społem” was the then everyday name for the Union of Polish Consumer Associations, the main centre of the “neutral” current among consumers’ cooperatives. It was derived from the title of the organisation’s magazine, Społem! [Jointly!], issued since 1906 (the title was invented by the eminent writer and supporter of the cooperative movement, Stefan Żeromski). It was at Społem that Jan Wolski began his cooperative career.

      

      
        12   Marian Falski (1881–1974), pseudonym Rafał Praski – a Polish pedagogue and educational activist, specialist in educational system and organisation, author of the most popular Polish primer.

      

      
        13   Józef Teofil Ziabicki was born on 13 November 1871 in Atashany and died on 22 August 1958 in Wądzyn. He was a Polish engineer, manager and diplomat as well as a freemason, in which capacity he founded the so-called Józef Ziabicki group. (During the Nazi occupation, a handful of Polish Freemasons met at the Ziabicki’s at Słupecka Street in Warsaw. The meetings contravened the decision of the Prime Minister Felicjan Sławoj-Składkowski, who had dissolved the Polish Freemason movement on account of the war).

      

      
        14   October ‘56 was the first of the so-called Polish months, which is to say a series of major political crises affecting the People’s Republic of Poland. The political crisis in 1956 was triggered by a worker uprising in Poznań (June 1956). As a result of these developments, Władysław Gomułka became the new socialist leader of Poland. Social and political life underwent some liberalisation at the time. This did not continue for long, though, and a wave of social euphoria was followed by further disappointments with the Communist system.

      

      
        15 The Krzywe Koło Club is the name of a freethinking discussion club critical of the Communist authorities that operated in Warsaw from 1955 to 1962. The name is derived from the location of its meetings, Krzywe Koło Street in the old town of Warsaw.

      

      
        16 Stanisław Szwalbe (b. 3 June 1898 in Warsaw, d. 17 September 1996 in Warsaw) was a Polish state activist, member of the Polish Socialist Party and Polish United Workers’ Party and a cooperative activist.

      
    

  


  References:



Chajn, Leon. 1984. Polskie wolnomularstwo 1920–1938 [    Polish Freemasonry 1920–1938]. Warszawa: Czytelnik.
←


Duszyk, Adam. 2008. Ostatni niepokorny. Jan Wolski 1888–1975 (anarchista – wolnomularz – spółdzielca) [The Last of the Disobedient. Jan Wolski 1888–1975 (Anarchist – Free Mason –     Cooperative Activist)]. Kraków: Radomskie Towarzystwo
    Naukowe.
←


    Grochowska, Magdalena. 2001. “Jan Józef, ambasador marzeń” [Jan Józef, An
    Ambassador of Dreams]. Gazeta Wyborcza 8–9 September.
←


    Hass, Ludwik. 1991. “Dmowski i Kierenski o sprawach polskich wiosną 1915”
[Dmowski and Kerensky On Polish Affairs in the Spring of 1915].    Dzieje Najnowsze Issue 4 [pages missing XXX]
←


    Hass, Ludwik. 1999.
    
        Wolnomularze polscy w kraju i na świecie 1821–1999. Słownik
        biograficzny
    
    [
    
        Polish Freemasons domestically and internationally 1821–1999. A
        Biographical Dictionary
    
    ]. Warszawa: RYTM.
←


Hertz, Aleksander. 1991. Wyznania starego człowieka [    Confessions of an Old Man]. Warszawa: Państwowe Wydawnictwo
    Naukowe.
←


    Matejko, Aleksander. 1986. “Marxists against a Polish Anarchosyndicalist:
The Case of Jan Wolski.” In    A critique of marxist and non-marxist thought. Eds. A. Jain and A.
    Matejko. Toronto: PRAEGER.
←


Matejko, Aleksander. 1973. “The self-management theory of Jan Wolski.”    International Journal of Contemporary Sociology January, Vol. 10,
    No. 1 [pages missing XXX]
←


Matejko, Aleksander. 1971. “Wolszczyzna” [The Theory of Jan Wolski],    Kultura (Paryż), issue 1.
←


Wolski, Jan. 1957. Spółdzielczy samorząd pracy [    Cooperative Labour Self-Government] (layout). Warszawa: Wydawnictwa
    Centralnego Związku Spółdzielczości Pracy.
←


Wolski, Jan. 2017. “Work Cooperatives.” In    Cooperativism and Democracy. Selected Works of Polish Thinkers. Ed.
    B. Błesznowski. Leiden: Brill [pages missing XXX]
←


Wolski, Jan. 2015. Wyzwolenie. Wybór pism spółdzielczych z lat 1923–1956 [Liberation.     Selected Writings on Cooperatives From 1923–1956]. Eds. R.
    Okraska and A. Benon Duszyk. Łódź: Nowy Obywatel.
←


Rzymowski, Wincenty. 1933. W walce i burzy. Tadeusz Hołówko na tle epoki [In Stormy Fighting. Tadeusz Hołówko and His Times]. Warszawa:     self-published by the author.
←


Szwalbe, Stanisław. 1996. Wspomnienia i komentarze [    Memories and Comments]. Ed. M. Jaworski. Warszawa: Energopol.
←




    Archives:


    New Archives


    Fonds:


    [bookmark: _Hlk520904304]–
    The Union of Polish Cooperatives (below: ZRSRP), Socio-Educational
    Department (below: WSW)


    – Residual Sets Collection (below: ZZS)


    Jagiellonian University Archives


    Fonds:


    – The Academic Senate III (below: S/III)


    Joint Libraries of the Faculty of Philosophy and Sociology, Warsaw
    University, Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the Polish Academy of
    Sciences, Polish Philosophical Society


    Fonds:


    – Jan Wolski Archives (below: AJW)


    The Institute of National Remembrance


    – The Bureau of Provision and Archivization of Documents (below: BUiAD)


    Historical Museum of Cooperativism


    – [Information Bulletin] of the Discussion Club with the Central
    Union of Labour Cooperatives in Warsaw, issue 10, pp. 1–27 (manuscript
    facsimile).


  
    
      Cytowanie:Wolski, J. (2018). The Path to Socialism: The Program for Fostering Cooperatives and Socializing Public System, Praktyka Teoretyczna 27(1), 85-97. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.14746/prt.2018.1.4

    

  


  The Path to Socialism: The Program for Fostering Cooperatives and Socializing Public System


  Jan Wolski


  
    The socialist system will be the system of civilized cooperators.

Vladimir Lenin


    Premises and assumptions


    1. Since the second half of the past century, under the increasing pressure of objective and compelling needs dictated by the production capacities growing along with advancing scientific and technical knowledge, the imperative to transform the current socio-economic system has become clearer and more urgent.


    2. In the economic sphere, the need for this transformation aims for the replacement of the goods economy system (private capitalism is its current, and as we believe, perhaps its final stage), based on the conflict of interests and stimulated by profit-seeking obtained in the conditions of disproportionate supply and demand ratio, with the system of a socialized planned economy, based on universal solidarity and stimulated by seeking the fullest and possibly the best satisfaction of the needs of human communities.


    3. In the social sphere, the need for transformation aims for the replacement of an antagonistic class society with a solidarity-based classless society.


    4. In the way of these necessary transformations, there are numerous obstacles which stem from the following sources:


    a) the resistance of the social forces interested in maintaining the current system,


    b) the traditional mindset, mentality and life attitude of the wide social masses interested in the discussed transformations but still entrenched in the reality of feelings, notions and relations inherent to the current system,


    c) the unsuitability of the current frames of the public and legal system to the needs and requirements of the transformation process.


    5. Unsuitable to the objective needs of today’s era, the traditional frames of the public and legal system allow the above-mentioned obstacles of the first and second kind to continue.


    Appropriate changes to the political system could create the conditions to remove, or at least to alleviate, the obstacles stemming from the first two sources, and even to ultimately accelerate these sources to dry up.


    6. Both the experiences of the past decades and the theoretical analysis indicate that the traditional system of political democracy is not able to provide the essential conditions for the implementation of the necessary changes to the socio-economic system. Hence, the need to modify the present public and legal system is becoming increasingly urgent.


    7. The change of the current public and legal system should aim to gradually deepen and improve the current political democracy by introducing new, previously absent, factors of social activity interested in the discussed transformation, displaying a positive and vibrant resourcefulness in the social sphere. I mean here cooperative and labor movements for the working people.


    8. Due to the dual role of an individual in the society (benefiting from the services of the society as a user and providing services to the society as a working person), there are two basic directions for cooperative resourcefulness: various kinds of users’ cooperatives and the labor cooperative.


    9. No connections have been established between the users’ cooperative and the labor cooperative. Each of these currents exists separately with its own initiatives, creating its own separate enterprises. There has also been no connection whatsoever between the cooperative activity and the activity of the public.


    10. The initiative of each of the aforementioned factors should be of interest to the remaining segments, especially that none of them is able to infallibly complete its tasks alone, without appropriately interacting with others. Hence, the isolated initiative of the public, if allowed to expand, inevitably suffers from overgrown bureaucracy. The isolated initiative of the user segment is inherently unable to appropriately solve the issues of professional work and professional management in its enterprises. The isolated initiative of the labor force, on the other hand, is inherently unable to embark on larger economic projects by itself and based solely on its own financial means, nor to appropriately ensure the public interests in its enterprises.


    Therefore, the close and complementary interaction of all these factors within every single enterprise operating not for profit but to satisfy the needs of the community is in the particular interest of each one of them as well as in the common paramount public interest.


    11. In the conditions of the current socio-economic system, the labor cooperative had limited application and was easily degenerated in the unfavorable climate of the goods economy. The private-capitalist system was more conductive to the thriving of the labor movement, which in this system was primarily of a combative nature.


    Both these emancipation movements of laborers (the labor cooperative and the labor movement), uniting the same people of the same social nature, aimed at the common goal of the proletariat and essentially constituting two bearings of the same movement, should, and, in the conditions of the discussed planned economy, will enter into a close cooperation.


    12. When re-organizing the current public and legal system according to the needs and conditions of the planned economy, two public self-governments should be introduced as its two new core members: the self-government of labor and users. The first should be based on the previous experiences and comply with the ideology of the labor movement and labor cooperative; the second should be based on the previous experiences and comply with the ideology of the users’ cooperative in general, and the consumers’ cooperative in particular.


    13. Since the labor and user segments inherently express the entirety of the real common interests while their life tendencies veer towards the discussed socio-economic transformations, their appropriate organization, coordination and implementation in the public and legal system will transfer the issue of this transformation into competent and reliable hands.


    14. Considering the public nature of the self-governments of labor and users, their appropriate organization should ensure that all individuals capable of activity in communal life as workers or users should be included, without creating (even temporarily) the category of „outcasts” (persons outside the law or with limited citizenship rights).


    15. The social attitude of a human being who acts strictly as a worker or user inherently leans towards solidarity (and the implementation of the projected self-governments will enhance it). It will effectively influence the transformation of the mentality, psyche and life attitude of the nation’s wide masses according to the spirit of the future classless society.


    16. Referring to solidarity, we mean the essential solidarity, the proper kind, and in terms of its full realization, possible only in the conditions of a classless society and the socialized economy. It differs from the insincere and shallow bourgeois solidarity propagated by the defendants of the current system based on antagonisms.


    17. Both forces of social activity (labor and users’), appropriately organized and installed in the public and legal system as its essential foundation, should be expanded at the state-level as two public self-governments equipped with a wide scope of competences.


    18. The cooperative movements and the labor movement should not only be treated as the nucleus of the new forms of a socio-economic system but also as the new forms of the public and legal system. They will be incorporated in the aforementioned public self-governments as their starting components, most deliberate, creative and competent elements, which will give the self-governments the right shape from the beginning, and their activity –– the right directions from the beginning.


    19. Transitioning from the modest role of emancipation movements, operating in a foreign, and partly hostile environment, to the role of key components of the public and legal system and the socio-economic system, they will have to undergo certain transformations in terms of their current nature and organization, however, without changing fundamentally or resigning from their previous objectives but being able to serve these objectives better.


    20. From the very beginning, both self-governments should be provided with the necessary legal conditions to advance and expand their activity. This activity, while transitioning from the status quo, should gradually phase out (and have room to do so) and simultaneously replace the old forms and relations characteristic for the current society of class and antagonisms noticeable in the public, social and economic life. The new forms and solidarity-based relations will give the communal life a new character according to the requirements objectively necessitated by the new epoch and the postulates formulated at the beginning of our reflections.


    21. The public self-government of labor and the public self-government of users –– both stemming from the concept and experiences of free emancipation movements –– should self-organize according to the ideology and experiences of these movements, based on four cardinal principles:


    a) the voluntary nature of the recruitment, creation and dissolution of all the organizational units of the system,


    b) ensuring the widest competences to each of the organizational levels of the system with the right for the final decision-making and handling of any issues within the interest range of a given cell,


    c) a multi-level federalism with few bodies deliberating and jointly arriving at decisions in all organizational units,


    d) the competences of the agents at all organizational levels should be strictly regulated and the agents should be directly responsible to their principals.


    The public self-government of labor


     


    22. The goal of the public self-government of labor should be providing the society and state with a competent, creative, positive and responsible labor force acting according to the public interests in the economic, social and public life, particularly, in the processes of planning, organizing, implementing and monitoring the tasks and activities performed by workers as well as protecting labor from exploitation, degradation and corruption.


    23. The public self-government of labor should be a constituent of the public and legal system, guaranteed by the state constitution.


    24. The public self-government of labor should include all employed persons, or persons qualified and eligible for employment in the area exceeding the unpaid satisfaction of personal needs or the needs of their closest family and householders.


    25. The self-employed persons (small farmers, independent craftsmen, small traders, free-lancers, etc.) should be included in the public self-government of labor on equal terms with employed persons.


    As potential employers and entrepreneurs, or, alternatively, owners of companies, resources and production facilities, they should not be entitled to any extra rights under the public self-government of labor nor should they be limited in any way on this behalf.


    26. The public self-government of labor should be organized within professional and vocational self-governments, both complementing and collaborating with one another within the chambers of labor (district, provincial and central) as well as expanded at the state-level.


    The professional self-government of labor



    27. The professional self-government of labor should be expanded according to the ideological assumptions and on the organizational foundation of the free labor movement of the working people.


    28. The competences of the professional self-government of labor should include:


    a) establishing the qualification criteria for all professional work categories,


    b) professional qualification and disqualification of individual workers,


    c) records and statistics of workers,


    d) labor legislation,


    e) participation in planning together with all social and public groups interested in any processes of organized labor aimed at satisfying the needs of the community;


    f) employment mediation (distribution),


    g) registration of employment contracts as well as regulations and statutes in the area of organization, employment and administration of labor (regulations of labor unions and any labor self-governments in enterprises, statutes of cooperative labor units, labor cooperatives, their unions, etc.)


    h) labor inspection,


    i) labor judiciary,


    j) establishing the principles of estimating the labor costs together with other interested parties,


    k) planning, drafting programs and supervising vocational trainings in work places, at courses and universities,


    l) representing professional competences and professional interests of organize labor against any other factors in fundamental matters at all levels of the socio-economic and political life.


    29. The above-listed tasks of the professional self-government of labor which are already performed by labor trade unions or other labor organizations should be included in the professional self-government of labor under which the aforementioned current organizational units will be appropriately re-organized and expanded, or –– should they not prove useful –– liquidated.


    30. Those of the aforelisted tasks of the professional self-government of labor which are currently included in the competences of the public and legal segments should be assumed by the professional self-government of labor while the aforementioned offices should be re-organized within the self-government, or –– should they not prove useful –– liquidated.


    The vocational self-government of labor 


     


    31. The vocational self-government of labor should be expanded according to the ideological assumptions and organizational experiences of the labor cooperatives. In terms of its organization, it should be based on labor unions or other labor self-governments in work places, especially on labor cooperatives as the fullest realization of a self-government so far.


    32. The competences of the vocational self-government of labor should include:


    a) organization, administration and labor supervision in individual shop floors and work places,


    b) representation of labor competences and interests before enterprises,


    c) professional training and instruction at work places, special courses and universities of all degrees,


    d) conducting collective research and studies in the scopes of individual professions and specializations.


    33. Those of the aforelisted tasks of the vocational self-government of labor which are currently performed by non-employee-related elements (public, social or private), should be assumed by the vocational self-government of labor under which the aforementioned units will be appropriately re-organized, or –– should they not prove useful –– liquidated.


    34. Those of the aforelisted tasks of the vocational self-government of labor which are factually performed by individual enterprise shop floors by various kinds of labor self-governments or labor cooperatives, should be incorporated into the general system of the vocational self-government of labor. The aforementioned units will be appropriately re-organized under this self-government, and if they prove redundant or unsuited for transformation, they will be liquidated.


    The public self-government of users 


     


    35. The goal of the public self-government of users should be providing the user with the influence on all the processes related to the satisfaction of communal needs.


    36. The public self-government of users should develop from the ideas and organizational experiences of the users’ cooperative.


    37. The public self-government of users should be an element of the public and legal system guaranteed by the state constitution.


    38. The public self-government of users should express its activity and have the power in the following areas:


    a) initiatives and questioning,


    b) planning,


    c) estimates and budgeting,


    d) monitoring.


    39. The public self-government of users should include all natural and legal persons interested as users in the functioning of the institutions satisfying their needs. It should find application in all establishments whose goal is to satisfy communal needs, even if these establishments happen to be private enterprises.


    40. The public self-government of users should should develop especially in these areas:


    a) supply needs (food, clothing, etc.),


    b) housing needs


    c) healthcare needs


    d) the need to gain systematic knowledge and skills (teaching),


    e) cultural needs (the press, libraries, theater, museums, concerts, vacation, etc.)


    f) transportation needs,


    g) safety needs.


    41. The public self-government of users should be introduced everywhere simultaneously and gradually expanded.


     


     Instructions on the distribution of competences between both public self-governments  


     


    42. The interrelations between labor and users in the discussed system should be regulated at the level of common interests of both parties.


    43. The public self-government of labor should collaborate with the public self-government of users at all levels and in all establishments of its application.


    44. When distributing the tasks and competences between the two collaborating self-governments, the status quo should be considered and conditions should be fostered to encourage the implementation, advancement and consolidation of the following principles:


    a) in terms of initiative, both self-governments have equal rights,


    b) in terms of planning, the technical and preparatory activities fall within the tasks of the self-government of labor while the approval of plans requires the consensus of both self-governments,


    c) budgets, calculating principles (particularly the principles of calculating the costs of labor) shall be developed by the self-government of labor while the pertinent decisions require the consensus of both self-governments,


    d) the execution, its organization and supervision fall within the exclusive competences of the self-government of labor,


    e) the monitoring activities are entrusted to the committee jointly established by both parties from professionally-competent persons. The tasks of joint monitoring do not include the supervision of internal labor relations and organization of professional work. These areas fall within the supervision of the self-government of labor’s own bodies


    f) in justified cases, the self-government of users can request that the self-government of labor remove an employee from a pertinent position if their duties involve direct contacts with the user component.


    45. If a consensus cannot be reached by the collaborating self-governments, an ad hoc arbitrage shall resolve the issue.


     


    The process of transforming the system 


     


    46. Along the development of the discussed self-governments, phasing out and replacement of the current out-dated forms of the antagonistic system, the national economy shall aim towards the great (statewide) economic community of free and supportive citizens where all enterprises or work places striving to satisfy the communal needs shall be in the public ownership and shall be used and administered by the interested and competent social factors organized under these self-governments.


    47. In connection with the activity of these self-governments, the current activity components, namely:


    a) the private initiative,


    b) the state initiative,


    c) the self-governments’ initiative


    d) the initiative of various cooperatives of users,


    e) the initiative of various cooperatives of labor,


    shall undergo gradual exterior transformations, change their current nature, modify, expand, restrict or even cease their participation and significance in the economic and social life.


    48. The scope of the private initiative’s activity shall be decidedly restricted, providing the economic facilities (which are a source of profit for their owners and not solely workshops of their personal work) are expropriated for universal application.


    Following these expropriations, the remaining small private enterprises, by being incorporated into the general system of the planned economy within a network of two public self-governments, shall evolve in the direction discussed above.


    49. The self-government of users shall have a thick network of units which will cover the entire nation’s population activating it to strive for the appropriate satisfaction, in line with the wishes of the interested parties, of all kinds of material and cultural needs of the community.


    50. The enterprises which in the current system comprise a separate ownership of various users’ cooperatives or their unions will have to embark on a path to change their current organization.


    By introducing in their area a collaboration between users and the self-government of labor, and as a result of connections to the overall planned economy, these establishments shall transform, if not immediately, then gradually, into public enterprises in terms of the title of their ownership, and they shall be conducted by the self-government of labor operating in consensus with and under the supervision of the self-government of users.


    51. The self-government of labor shall also incorporate the institutions currently conducted solely by the public, aiming to include all the areas and any establishments of work performed for the satisfaction of communal needs, wider than the needs of a working individual, his closest family and householders.


    52. The enterprises currently owned by the labor cooperatives shall follow in the same direction. As a result of the collaboration with the self-government of users and in close connection with the state’s overall planned economy, in terms of the title of their ownership, they shall transform into public enterprises while the labor cooperatives shall transform into the cooperative self-governments of labor in the area of these enterprises.


     


    The transformation of the state’s character


    53. By introducing the public self-governments of labor and users to the public and legal system while transforming or phasing out the out-dated and out-of-touch forms and units of the current public system, a major change to the current character of the state shall take place.


    54. The state will cease to be something counter to the bottom-up self-governing work of free people, a factor above this work and separate from it, or in any event, having claims and manifesting tendencies to predominance.


    The state will become an emanation and culmination of the self-governance growing out of the free bottom-up activity of the citizens at the highest levels of coordination, planning, disposition, execution and supervision.


    55. The state will cease to be a goal in itself, departed from live people, above their real needs and wishes, violating their freedom and turning them into helpless victims of political games, willfulness and arbitrary experiments at the hand of authorities.


    The state will become a union of free citizens, existing not to hinder and enslave but to expand the scope of their freedom, to ensure them benefits resulting from public solidarity and the planned socialized economy within the great community including the nation’s entire population and maintaining a well-rounded solidarity-based connection with the whole world.
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  The Principles of the Common: Towards a Political Philosophy of Polish Cooperativism
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    In cooperatives we get to know the practical wealth of the common, the common good of mutual help; by living within them, we experience for ourselves how disastrous for men is selfishness and what a lever of welfare and happiness the common can be.

Edward Abramowski, Kooperatywa jako sprawa wyzwolenia ludu pracującego
[The Case for Cooperatives as the Liberation of the Working People], 1912


     1. Introduction: Cooperation as the political practice of the common 


    Modern democratic politics begins with the arrival of workers, the demos of modernity, on the stage of political life (Rancière 1989). In the Polish case, the fundamental political experience has been the plebs’ building of a collective identity through a revolutionary split in the oppressive order of the Tsarist police state, as this latter became suspended between the feudal economy and industrial capitalism.


    The Revolution of 1905 was just such a turning point, one that sped up Polish society’s entry into political modernity on numerous levels. It was an act of rebellion by the working classes, who were claiming their political visibility. This rebellion also brought about intellectual and cognitive emancipation among labourers, an emancipation that could no longer be reversed, not even by the most repressive of means (Marzec 2016, 423–424).


    The workers’ revolution of 1905 was a central occurrence for the democratisation of Tsarist Russian society. This event saw the Tsarist state introduce a number of reforms constituting real gains for the workers’ movement and enabled the further development of “plebeian public institutions” — above all those of a cooperative nature (Wojciechowski 1939, 238).


    However, the exuberant development of the cooperative movement did not apply solely to workers’ associations (Piechowicz 1963, 12). In fact, one could say that cooperative ideology par excellence derived from an awareness of the shortage of organisations with a strict social and ideological working-class profile, while it simultaneously invoked the same slogans as the labour movement, broadly understood: the economic emancipation of socially deprived groups together with their political emancipation was to be an intermediate point on the way to reaching this. When recalling the beginnings of the journal Społem! [Together!], published by the Cooperativists’ Society [Towarzystwo Kooperatystów], which was the basis for the later establishment of the Union of Consumer Cooperatives in Poland [Związek Polskich Stowarzyszeń Spożywców], Stanisław Wojciechowski (1869–1953) — a socialist, fighter for independence, the journal’s founder and later president of the Republic of Poland (1922–1926) — recognised three fundamental ideological premises as guiding his work at the time: 1. That the first step on the road to creating a democratic society is the school of self-government and mutual aid in everyday life, and is achieved by participating in the activities of cooperatives; 2. that cooperatives constitute the centre of the rebuilding of a society’s economic structure by society itself; and 3. that cooperatives create a just society “here and now”, by replacing unfair capitalist relations through a “harmonising of all factors involved in the generation of wealth” (Wojciechowski 2017, 208–209). These premises, which stem directly from the ideological manifestos of Edward Abramowski (1868–1918), Polish cooperativism’s chief ideologue, determined the specific character of the cooperative movement in Poland. With the help of economic methods (which included a system of mutual insurance, the self-management of consumer choices and the association-based management of the means of agricultural and industrial production), the construction of a free and modern popular entity that, as such, possessed political agency, became a sort of meta-principle of cooperation.


    Beginning with the founding principles formulated by the Equitable Society of Rochdale Pioneers, the cooperative movement declared itself totally apolitical and religiously neutral, a political strategy that the Polish cooperative movement (Thugutt 1945) also adopted upon the establishment of the Cooperativists’ Society in 1906.1 This imperative, combined with the principles of cooperative democracy — that is, principles of open membership and of one person = one vote — determined a unique place for cooperation vis-à-vis other modern grass-roots institutions striving for emancipation. As the Society declared a desire to overthrow the old state-and-market model (by gradually displacing competition-based institutions), cooperativists were attacked from conservative positions (Bilewicz 2017, 83–84). At the same time, by keeping a distance from all parties and the labour movement itself, cooperativists also risked criticism and scission from within the cooperative movement itself. One of the key discussions within the movement, and that concerned what relations cooperatives should maintain with the political institutions of the labour movement, was actually focused not simply on rules and ideological declarations, but also on the economic practice of cooperative associations and their membership. The nub of this controversy concerned the issue of empowering cooperative institutions and their independence with regard to the immanence of social relations (common management/residence/consumption, etc.).


    In this article we endeavour to extract and examine the specific “political” philosophy of the Polish cooperative movement on the basis of the “ontological” assumptions of cooperativism (above all those made in the thinking of Edward Abramowski), as well as analyse the movement’s ideological practice, and notably the ideological dispute between the proponents of political neutrality, on the one hand, and “classists”, on the other. The political philosophy of cooperativism sought to oppose a metaphysics of ownership and attempted to institute a logic of the common, which is to say a logic of that which does not belong to anybody and that is common to all without eliminating any type of ethical or ethnic differences. Such a project implies the idea of a community that organises a constituent authority beyond the logic of sovereignty (Hardt and Negri 2017, 14) and therefore beyond every property-based politics, insofar as the concept of sovereignty is what ensures both the state’s propriety over territory and population, and personal sovereignty over private property (see Capra and Mattei 2013). Our aim is to show that the guiding idea of the Polish cooperative movement was to institutionalise the common (Hardt and Negri 2009, 173).


    From the outset, the cooperative movement, including the Polish cooperative movement from the early twentieth century, presented an alternative to forms of socialisation based on market individualism and state collectivism. Originating, on the one hand, from the great narratives of utopian socialism and, on the other, being firmly rooted in everyday practices subsumed under an advancing capitalism and dominated by the bourgeois state, the cooperative movement in Poland was portrayed by its first ideologues as a kind of “communism of everyday life” (see Abramowski 1965a, 207; Piskała 2014). It was to be a “utopia in action”, aimed at instituting both the economic and the ethical grounds for a new communal life — a “cooperative commonwealth” (Abramowski 2012a). The productive innovation of the cooperativists’ movement — at least of its progressive elements — was the construction of a new kind of subjectivity formed “within” and “against” both capital and the state (Tronti 2006, 230). In our view, the concept best able to grasp the ethical and material aspect of cooperativity, as well as the political philosophy of its movement, is “the common”, a concept that Hardt and Negri have made, as is well known, the point of departure and arrival of their critique of the “republic of property” (Hardt and Negri 2009, 3–21). Indeed, to the idea of the “republic of property”, the Polish cooperativism opposed that of the “cooperative commonwealth”.


    As we try to show, Polish cooperativism had a unique and complex social ontology and a distinct political philosophy, both of which could well form a relevant point of reference for a contemporary theory of grassroots institutions and an economics of emancipatory practices. However, the conceptual universe of cooperativism is an historical relic. It thus requires an appropriate, contemporary theoretical framework if its ideas of autonomy, economic democracy and constituent power of the multitude are to be sufficiently explicated. To this end, we engage in an historical analysis of cooperativism together with one of the philosophical conceptuality of the institutions of the common, thus enabling a new perspective in philosophical investigations of popular emancipatory struggles.


    2. Cooperativism as an Altermodern Counterpower


    Cooperativism stems from the first utopian socialists’ diagnosis of the social nature of inequalities. It is to these socialists that we also owe the idea of changing alienated and unjust social relations in the industrial world as if “from inside”, that is from the womb of the old system.


    This diagnosis, which we could also acknowledge as the fundamental distinguishing factor of a modern political stance, relates to the discovery made by the first, nineteenth-century socialists, Robert Owen and Charles Fourier:


    Nature, through the study of the past history and present state of the world, had deeply impressed on my mind that man had ever been, was, and ever must be, the creature of the circumstances made to exist around him before and after his birth (Owen 1850, 8).


    These words identify something that today we may today consider a platitude, yet it is the result of the birth of an emancipatory worldview that we should link to the social, scientific and technical revolutions of the turn of the nineteenth century. The discovery of “the social”, and therefore also of the social origins of poverty, subtended the thesis about the adventitiousness and non-essentiality of social divisions (Armand and Maublanc 1949, 210). Utopian socialists thus expressed the spirit of modern politics, though without creating a coherent body of “theoretical practice” that would allow for the realisation of their ideals.


    Marx’s ambivalence to the first ideologues of socialism (Marx and Engels 2008, 81; Marx 1985, 11) correspond somewhat to what was subsequently to become a premise of left-wing criticism of cooperative doctrine. According to such criticism, under the cooperative slogans of “class reconciliation”, “brotherhood” or “solidarism”, cooperativism sought to build a utopia that failed to take in account the realities of class struggle (Hempel 1931). The upshot, it was alleged, was that cooperativism thereby reduced the activity of cooperation to a form of capitalist ownership, similar to what Marx called the “socialism of capital” (Jossa 2005). For orthodox Marxism, the awakening of the proletariat’s political will was not to be governed solely by the logic of political awareness through economic practice, but required the generation of a political elite (a party) to assume a transcendent, leading role. For the first socialists, on the other hand, the advent of the kingdom of social (and thus cosmic) harmony was to be achieved by the hands of the same working people, using social machines specially constructed for this purpose — the phalansteries or rural communities of tomorrow, themselves a logical realisation of the mechanism of nature.


    Edward Milewski (1876–1915), a pre-War Polish cooperativist, called this combination of science (theory) and practice “applied sociology”. He saw in it the fundamental principle of cooperation and claimed it could be adopted “everywhere by all nations” (Milewski 1930, 88). This experience, he emphasised, is not a purely theoretical digression, but is derived from the experience of the movement, of the self-learning institution (Milewski 1930, 89). Therefore, as the foundation of cooperative practice, knowledge constitutes a common good resulting from cooperation — from manufacturing or consumption based on horizontal relations: on workers’ self-governance, the structure of delegation, the logic of inclusion. This relationship between democracy, the economy and knowledge is expressed excellently in the words of Romuald Mielczarski (1871–1926), one of the pioneers of consumer cooperation and co-founders of the Cooperativists’s Society: “Cooperation is democracy organising itself, and there is no democracy without education and solidarity” (Mielczarski 1936, 220).


    Cooperativism is a historically realised project to institutionalise a certain version of communism (Kuligowski 2016, 96) or else an “achievable utopia” (Giełżyński 1986, 56). As such, it results from an enlightened belief in the possibility of transforming the human world with the aid of tools belonging to reason, while simultaneously emphasising the immediate context — rational management with a democratic structure for managing the common. This is what makes cooperativism a modern phenomenon, together with all of the burdens of its extremely difficult heritage: particularisation within ethnic identities (Lorenz 2006); its transition over to the market and transformation into an entity of capital accumulation; its reproducing of class divisions, including the division between the intellectuals and the masses on the side of the “party of progress”, its over-codification by the state, and — as a consequence — the loss of what is, after all, its essential self-governance.2


    However, any simple dialectic between “modern” and “anti-modern” will fail if we want to define the position of cooperativism in modernity. On the one hand, the cooperative movement, similar to the workers’ movement, emerged during a phase of developed, industrial capitalism. This much is clearly visible in the case of Poland, where the cooperative movement began in the same period as the 1905 Revolution, which marked the beginning of the modern workers’ movement in that part of the Russian Empire (Marzec 2016). But, on the other, the cooperative movement refused either to assume any particular political identity as emergent from modern struggles or to reject any of them in the name of the universal brotherhood of men: the identity of the cooperative subjectivity was determined by participation in the movement and adhering to the principles of the movement alone. But being neither “modern” not “antimodern”, in the sense of engaging in violent uprising against state oppression, the position of the cooperative movement could be best described as “altermodern”.


    “Altermodernity”, as Hardt and Negri put it, “has a diagonal relationship with modernity. Similar to antimodernity, it marks a conflict with modernity’s hierarchies as much as does with antimodernity, but orients the forces of resistance more clearly toward an autonomous terrain” (Hardt and Negri 2009, 102). More than a simple counterpower against modern forms of oppression and exploitation, altermodernity refers to the historical line of mass subjects who institute counterpower and thereby create spaces of freedom, resistance and an alternative production of subjectivities. This line of altermodernity cuts diagonally through the history of modernity and includes, among others, the resistance of the early Italian cities against the German emperor, the revolt of Haitian slaves, the English, American and French revolutions and also “Polish Solidarność, the Zapatistas of Chiapas, the Bolivian cocaleros, the movements of 2011 […] and numerous other initiatives the follow the path of instituting counterpowers” (Hardt and Negri 2017, 256). The key to understanding the altermodern form of resistance is that it breaks with the dialectic of modern sovereignty and antimodern resistance “by presenting a direct relation to the common” (Hardt and Negri 2009, 67). This is why altermodern forms of struggles “are characterized by relations of autonomy, equality, and interdependence among vast multiplicities of singularities” (Hardt and Negri 2009, 111). In our view, the Polish cooperative movement was — in its philosophical reflection and its practical implementation — precisely such an altermodern attempt to establish “a direct relation to the common”, that is a form of socialisation beyond state sovereignty and the logic of capitalist accumulation. The history of the cooperative movement is being analysed today as “a lost way of modernisation” (Bilewicz 2017, 151–159), but it should be also viewed, we claim, as a forgotten way of establishing altermodern institutions of counterpower.


    

    3. Cooperatives as Institutions of the Common


    The application of the conceptual vocabulary of “the common” presents a double advantage. On the one hand, it makes it possible to construct a theoretical link between historical forms of cooperative movements and contemporary forms of life, and to do so without comparing consumers’ or workers’ cooperatives from the first half of the twentieth century with similar present-day initiatives. On the other, it makes it possible to move beyond interpretations of the cooperative movement from the perspective of a Polanyian theory of capitalist development as the “self-defence of society”3 (Polanyi 1944) and towards a more radical political interpretation of this movement as working parallel to workers’ organisations, and aiming at instituting a post-capitalist society. We take our inspiration here somewhat from Rosa Luxemburg, who at the beginning of the 1905 Revolution demanded freedom for both “producer-consumer cooperatives and for workers’ trade unions” (Luxemburg 2009, 354), insofar as she considered them two pillars of anti-capitalist, democratic politics.


    The very idea of the institution of the common refers to “common organizational structures, where the common is seen not as a natural resource but as a social product, and this common is an inexhaustible source of innovation and creativity” (Hardt and Negri 2009, 111–112). Viewed initially as forms of organisation and politics beyond the principle of property, institutions of the common can be seen as a different way of formulating the rule of a communal use of shared resources and practices of commoning (De Angelis 2017, 18–19; Midnight Notes 2009), from communal agriculture and worker-run factories to free software cooperatives (to name only a few examples). As Dardot and Laval put it: “It is only the practice of men that is able to make things common” (Dardot and Laval 2014, 49). The closest formulation of a politics based on the institutions of the common is probably Nick [bookmark: _Hlk512523581]Dyer-Whitheford’s proposal of “commonism” (2006, 2007), which assumes that the common is not only a kind of resource, but a principle of social and political organisation. The common denominator of all these approaches is not so much the nature of the common understood as a kind of object to be organised and managed — whether knowledge, affects, information, natural resources, space or urban forms of life — but the common as “a product of a social and institutional structure that demonstrates forms of governing and social co-operation that guarantee its production, reproduction and spread” (Vercellone et al. 2013, 4–5). Institutions of the common are not only economic, but primarily political institutions that function as “the incarnation, the production and the liberation of the multitude” (Hardt and Negri 2000, 303).


    According to Gigi Roggero, the common is primarily a class concept (Roggero 2010, 363), one that characterises struggles and forms of antagonism between the private and public (Roggero 2010, 365). The common, in this sense, is the principle of collective practices and organisations directed against the commodity-form and the state-form; it is the “non-capitalistic outside” (Moll 2017), both as the source of value for extraction and as the site of possible resistance. This is also what distinguishes the institutions of the common from any social organisations of the commons, such as collaborative commons, P2P production, the collaborative economy, the sharing economy, and so on (see [bookmark: _Hlk512523679]Papadimitropoulos 2018), as well as the politics centred on the common from perspectives adopted by such authors as Elinor Ostrom (1990), Yochai Benkler (2006) or Michel Bauwens and Vasilis Kostakis (2014). Institutions of the common are institutions of class antagonism — they institute class struggle against the expropriation of the common and the subsumption of social life under capital (Fumagalli 2015).


    However, it remains an open question as to what concept of class emerges from antagonism rooted in the struggles over the common. On the one hand, as Roggero suggests, thus following the Operaist tradition, class is born only in struggles (Tronti 2008, 72) and class politics is always one-sided; it only ever assumes the interest of class engaged in the struggle (Roggero 2010, 363). But, on the other, the common is open for all to share; it is a potentially universal principle of democratic politics and an all-inclusive mode of governance. The concept of class rooted in the struggle over the common doesn’t define any identity prior to the emergence of the struggle, or movement, but only the position of subjectivity as regards the political antagonism brought about by the struggle/movement. Direct access to the common enables every class, ethnic and national identity to be included in a common political horizon (Curcio 2010), but the organisation of the movement requires that existing differences be taken into consideration as a basis and a point of departure. This was precisely the main political problem of the Polish cooperative movement, which ultimately took on the form of internal struggle between “neutralists” and “classists”, with one side claiming that the cooperative movement should be open for all regardless of their political views and position relative to the division of labour and the other wanting to make of the cooperative movement an element of the political struggle of the Polish proletariat.


    This is the problem we would like to pursue here in treating the cooperative movement as an institution of the common. But in doing so, we have to abstract from one of the main aspects of post-Operaist analysis: technical class composition, i.e. the analysis of the “capitalistic articulation and hierarchization of the workforce” (Roggero 2010, 363). Instead, we focus exclusively on the political composition of class, the practices and forms of organisation aimed at resisting both the power of capital and of the state. Such was also the standpoint adopted by philosophers in the Polish cooperative movement, especially Abramowski, namely to pursue class politics as an institution of autonomy; or, to quote the title of one of Abramowski’s most influential publications, to view the “cooperative as the case for the working people’s liberation” (Abramowski 2012b).


    This is also to say that struggles over the common are not only characteristic of the contemporary stage of capitalist development. According to Peter Linebaugh, struggles for autonomy from both the state-form and the commodity-form were fought throughout modernity in the name of customary rights, such as the right to travel and to establish neighbourly relations, the right for subsistence, reparation and rights against enclosures (Linebaugh 2008, 275; see also Moll 2015). All these struggles were fought in the name of establishing direct, shared access to natural and social wealth, and thereby join up with the altermodern historical line that promotes direct socialisation and a direct relation with the common. According to Hardt and Negri, three essential elements constitute altermodernity: first, the multitude as the subject of resistance against capitalist exploitation and state oppression; second, organisational practices of self-determination rooted in bottom-up, democratic processes; and, third, the constant transformation and mixing of political and social identities, or the movement as the site of production of subjectivities (Hardt and Negri 2009, 111–112). The idea of the common is therefore first of all a political idea. The common is a political form of life that organises both the production and the distribution of what can be shared in common and what doesn’t belong to anyone:


    The common […] is not really a tertium genus, beyond private property and public property, if that were to mean it is simply a third form of property. The common stands in contrast to property in a more radical way, by eliminating the character of exclusion from the rights of both use and decision-making, instituting instead schema of open, shared use and democratic governance (Hardt and Negri 2017, 100).


    This idea of the common as a form of democratic governance, but one not separated from questions of production, distribution and reproduction, was the guiding idea of the Polish cooperative movement right from the establishment of the Cooperativists’ Society. It was also formulated in the earlier philosophical writings of Abramowski. In his seminal text from 1904 Socjalizm a państwo. Przyczynek do krytyki współczesnego socjalizmu [Socialism and the State: Towards a Critique of Contemporary Socialism], Abramowski left no doubt as to his views on the revolutionary and innovative character of cooperatives:


    in the cooperative movement, some new forms and figures of association undoubtedly exist. Such associations are aimed at today’s helpless, exploited masses, because the whole movement is not a social formation, which is withdrawn and finite, but is a process of permanent creation resulting in some new methods and bonfires of hitherto unforeseen revolution (Abramowski 2018b).


    [bookmark: _Hlk512689302] 


    4. Edward Abramowski: need as a metaphysical concept


    As a true child of his restless era, Abramowski, endowed with a real “sense of synthesis” (Krzeczkowski 1933, 74), combined the ostensibly incompatible elements of Marxism, anarchism, French sociology, clinical psychology (a field in which he conducted advanced research himself), and the thought of Nietzsche, Bergson and Kant. In doing so, he strove to create a kind of “system” capable of becoming a “theory of the practice” of scientific socialism tailored to his day (Abramowski 1965b, 83). As a social theoretician, he strived to reconcile two opposing social concepts that had dominated sociological debate for decades: the theory of the individual as a genetic factor of the social world, and the theory of what is social as a sui generis reality (Abramowski 1965b, 1980a).


    Abramowski made combining the dimensions of individual and society within a single ontology the main stake of his own notion of the social. In practice, this endeavour amounted to establishing a project very similar to the one that Kant strove to accomplish: to consolidate a metaphysics of human cognition by combining the orders of the phenomenon and the noumenon (Borzym 1980, XXIX). In his opinion, the social domain and social practice were the point of departure for a philosophical reconstruction of the transcendental realm. He granted social factors an experiential realness, but tied this experience to the sphere of human consciousness (Abramowski 1965b, 97). And consciousness for him constituted a creative aspect of socialisation, an element of creation qua essence of every and any social formation, where such a formation is understood as an order determining human action (Abramowski 1980a, 193–194). Abramowski’s study of philosophical and psychological research on human consciousness can be seen in his inquiry into the social aspects of the production of subjectivity.


    With regard to the above, Abramowski’s thought constitutes an interesting example of the relational conception of the subject that was so essential to the philosophy of life at the close of the nineteenth century (Borzym 1984, 80–96). For him, a social phenomenon constituted the effect of contact between that which experiences and that which is experienced, between a thing in itself and the subjectivity of the individual, the unbridled force of the difference of which life itself is, in its factuality, the realisation. The emphasis that he places on the mechanics itself of the relation between experiencing and the experienced provides grounds for acknowledging this as one of the day’s more important philosophical attempts at constructing subjectivity. Despite the quite classic philosophical instrumentarium, Abramowski’s concept of subjectivity was not ultimately grounded in some kind of identity and “inbred ontology”, according to which relations between subjective factors and the objective thing were reduced to a form of substantialisation, and as such amounted to a form of idealisation (both in the physical-biological and the legal-political senses). The category that ultimately allowed Abramowski to go beyond the dualism of apperceptive cognition, which in his Zagadnienia socjalizmu [Issues of Socialism] still seemed to be the mechanism behind both the socialisation of the self (Abramowski 1965b) and of intuitive cognition, is agnosia:4


    states of creative inspiration or passive ecstasy that give works of art, the experiences of mystics and heroes, and ideals in development, meaning the heralding of the coming into being of a new species — the heralding of the Übermensch (Abramowski 1980c, 571).


    The agnostic process, within the confines of which the self, through contact with forces of the outside, carries out a transformation of the deepest layers of the species’ unconscious, was the theoretical challenge that Abramowski set for himself, beginning with his first sociological works of the 1890s (Abramowski 1980a, 1980b), as is to be found in his 1895 article Co to jest sztuka? [What is Art?]. In it, he argues that pure individualism is transformed into the new form of social deindividualization (Dziedzic 2010, 149), to Experiential Metaphysics. The agnostic process was about something along the lines of an “empirical-transcendental cognition”, which — as action heading towards the material cementing of formal principles in the cognitive relations outlined above — would enable a realisation of the demand for a political epistemology, for a world-changing knowledge.


    For Abramowski, man’s most important attribute — and on this point he referred frequently to Marx (Abramowski 1965b, 66, 86) — is “creation”, the practice of transforming nature (understood as a set of forces external to man). Abramowski’s vitalistic conception of the subject assumes that the creator, in performing the act of transforming socio-material reality, connects with the deepest layer of life — the “idioplasm” (Abramowski 1980c, 580), a biologically conditioned programme enabling subsequent transformations and evolutions of the species. The subject, therefore, is understood as a set of outwardly directed actions, where the “idioplasm” constitutes a kind of “principle of transformations which itself is transformable”. This principle is transcendental in the pragmatic sense (constituting a coercive necessity), yet empirical in the temporal sense (it is historical, variable in time [Abramowski 1980c, 584–585]). The “idioplasm” presents a “potential model” (Abramowski 1980c, 580) for the further development of mankind in its pursuit of an ever broader connection of successive forces in the universe, and is therefore pushing man towards new forms of relations with forces that are external to him, towards new forms of socialisation of the universe.


    One can see here perfectly well how Abramowski remains Fourier’s true heir: for him, reality is social in the primal sense, and that which is material is essentially social. Abramowski calls this overriding connection of all living beings “brotherhood”, a category of both sociological and metaphysical significance in his work. Brotherhood constitutes the arche of the universe: first, it signifies its fundamental socialisation; second — as the principle of transformation that is itself transformable — it is performative, creative, in character.


    The ideal of brotherhood is an ideal of the type that cannot remain an external phenomenon, but by its very nature must transmute into acts, evoke changes in the outside world, pass from the subjective into the objective, achieve fulfilment (Abramowski 1980c, 582).


    The Nietzschean figure of the Übermensch, which Abramowski frequently uses, constitutes for him both an approaching and a mightier version of mankind, as well as a model for a new form of life unable to be subordinated to any existing community. Hence the Übermensch populates the ranks of future members of a pan-human association, and only thanks to the system that it realises will it enable “true humanity” and “genuine individualism” to come about as an effect of the human soul’s immanent socialisation. This is also why Abramowski links the ideal of the Übermensch with slogans of the workers’ revolution, which he identifies precisely with finding new life opportunities. In Issues of Socialism, Abramowski writes:


    Socialism […] as a political party believes it essential to acquire new forms of life, although those forms are determined spontaneously; […] socialism can set obligations, transform phenomena of collective consciousness into ethical categories (Abramowski 1965b, 71).


    This is also why the transformation of man is governed by the logic of revolution, meaning the kind of resetting of values that no longer allows one to view the present in former categories.


    By being the base of social phenomena and a bridge between inner life and socio-material life, it [class struggle — BB and MR] causes a double effect. On the one hand, it reconfigures the moral and intellectual nature of the individual by adapting his spiritual system and on the other it naturally aims to realise itself by creating popular gatherings. These gatherings later on transform themselves into new institutions and, due to this, they change an individual’s conditions of life. So here the unbroken nexus of mutual interactions, individual, social, moral and collective configurations takes place. These nexuses form the situation in which society cannot be considered a stable and finite being, but instead a continuous process of becoming, one that connects, by imperceptible changes, basically conflicting types of collective human life and different types of popular morality (Abramowski 2018b).


    True individualism, which is achieved solely through the community, is — in Abramowski’s thought — simultaneously at risk of falsification from instances whose goal is to intercept the forces resulting from cooperation among free people. It is worth emphasising here that, in Abramowski’s case (and likewise for Marx), criticism of the state explicitly indicates that political institutions are inseparably connected to the mechanism of capitalist exploitation, itself based on a process of accumulation. The state and market are, for Abramowski, two sides of the same phenomenon — the activity of governmental reason, of which the unrelenting logic involves the top-down interception of immanent social forces and managing the cooperation among these forces. If the logic of the market imposes a logic of individualization based on the commodity-form, the state serves to supervise the process of capital accumulation and to ensure a phantomic unity of the political body, as a result of the subsumption of processes of social work. Both the commodity-form and the state-form over-code social differences, reducing forms of life to one abstract model — the subject of rational economic choices and the juridical principle of property, a subject that, in practice, turns out to be but a sublimation of egoism (Lange 1990, 46).


    All social institutions governing contemporary life, which we define with the general term capitalism, or to be more precise the “capitalist state”, are based on today’s type of debased and sick person, because the political institutions are working together here with economic and educational institutions, etc. As an internally adapted harmonious social whole (Abramowski 1980c, 597).


    Capitalist institutions are, for Abramowski, corrupted forms of satisfying needs that turn subjectivities into the recipients of state “services” and customers realising illusory, market-imposed needs. And the category of “need”, in Abramowski’s deliberations from the 1890s onwards, constitutes the keystone of all metaphysics and sociology (which also encompasses economics). For him, it holds a specific realness linking that which is individual and particular to that which is social and objective (Abramowski 1980a, 180–181). Need is a constitutive moment of socialisation, and as such simultaneously the most important moment of individuation. The needs of the individual can only be satisfied by the collective, where the individual — as the one who is “in need” — is one who is incorporated into the collective and bestowed with the identity of a subject realising its needs. Need is therefore a category that is primal in relation to the subject, and in this sense signifies the symmetrical inverse of “property” — an abstract attribute that grants the subject static, ahistorical and extra-social existence, thereby entitling the order of accumulation of work by individualised beings harnessed into the management process. Need is social in character, and — like brotherhood — is practical and constitutes a dynamic category indicating a creative impulse for changing the world through action unable to be performed individually. In this sense, need is a medium of change (Abramowski 2018a, 100) — a political impulse.


    The categories of brotherhood and need constitute destinations, and this leads Abramowski to a specific materialistic “theory of the common” based on the conceptual sequence of agnosia-brotherhood-need-praxis. As Anna Dziedzic has written:


    Abramowski, who throughout his adult life was a supporter of the materialist conception of history and a person convinced that capitalism would be replaced by socialism, at the end of his life came to the conclusion that the advent of socialism is contained in cosmic calculations (Dziedzic 2010, 207).


    Abramowski’s political thought anticipates the path before humankind as a “transformer” of forces, while at the same time for him all “cosmic changes” always mean social revolution. This revolution is both ethical, since it primarily means a “change in the subject’s perspective”, and political, since it constitutes a self-elimination of the inequalities that intensify in the class struggle and is a “path of free assembly, striving to realise society’s economic transformation” (Abramowski 1965a, 269). The moral revolution is achieved via the common’s institutionalisation, that is, via cooperative organisations (Abramowski 1980c, 593–594).


    5. Institutionalising the Common: Cooperativism and Class Struggle


 

    Abramowski’s oeuvre is one of the most extensive and representative socio-political proposals for developing Polish socialism, a proposal that also overwhelmingly shaped the formation of the ideological paradigm of Polish cooperativism connected to the labour movement. The specific “pan-social” dimension of his subjective conception culminates in a bizarre vision of socialism, the sources of which the author of Experimental Metaphysics sought deep inside the self:


    It has to be proved that within each of us is concealed a kind of profound essence that constitutes the bedrock of freedom and community, untouched by time. No matter how deeply it is buried beneath the slag of history, the task of the thinker is to dig it up, and the task of the socialist — to revive it (Mencwel 2009, 110–111).


    Cooperativism grounds its vision of political revolution in “pure socialisation”, in the immanent essence of interpersonal relations. For Abramowski and the cooperativists who put his conceptions into practice, socialism is not a far-reaching ideal, but rather the everyday practice of directly reconstructing social reality, that is without the assistance of any transcendent instance whatsoever, whether state, market, or party… (Abramowski 2018a, 83–84).


    Within the socialist movement, cooperativist doctrine is formed in the framework of the fractional struggles and discussions of the late nineteenth century, the main stake of which is the specific character of the revolutionary process and the role of the state in the proletariat’s achieving political subjectivity. Abramowski, who other cooperativists followed in this, unequivocally opposed basing emancipatory politics on the assumption of the necessity to hijack the bourgeois state and make it a vehicle for transformations leading to a communist society (Abramowski 1965c, 254). If the market and state constitute two sides of the same apparatus, then the politics of socialism that takes the real conditions of the capitalist formation into account, should simultaneously tend toward limiting market logic — that is, through collective work and consumption supplanting intermediaries and owners in cooperative organisations [Abramowski 2012c, 17]) — as well as toward replacing state institutions by creating self-organising structures devoid of hierarchy and supreme decision-making instances. The cooperativists saw in stateless socialism the only direction in which the demands of socialism in general could be realised, and thereby also the achievement of the final stage of development for humankind. This final stage is the cooperative commonwealth, “where everybody is appointed to government; a commonwealth where there is no compulsion and where everything revolves around good will” (Abramowski 2012c, 19).


    This point is where cooperativism is most connected with anarchism, as has been already commented upon (Błesznowski 2018, Borzym 1980, Duszyk 2008, Lange 1990). The political philosophy of cooperativism views the state as a harmful and therefore unnecessary element in the life of the collectivity, and not as a destination of any kind at all for socialist politics (Thugutt 1937, 184). As Oskar Lange has aptly pointed out when describing Abramowski’s vision of the state: “The theory that the future socialist community cannot manage without state organisation is wrong” (Lange 1990, 54). According to the cooperativists, the socialist revolution did not foresee a takeover of the state, or an abolition of its using means of terror. In their case, action directe meant grassroots work towards taking over successive areas of life from the alienated structures of capital and state, work that entails change in social subjective models.


    The beginning of 1930s saw acrid discussion flare up within the Polish cooperative movement regarding the status of cooperatives in relation to the rest of the labour movement, the movement’s attitude to party politics, and, as a consequence, also the relations between socialism (and cooperativism) and the state. This dispute split cooperativist activists into two camps. On the one hand, there were those who, like Stanisław Wojciechowski, Romuald Mielczarski or Marian Rapacki (1884–1944), all of whom were founders of and activists in the largest union of consumer cooperatives “Społem”, worked to uphold the cooperativist principles of (political and ideological) neutrality and (class) universality; on the other, there were those cooperativists and movement sympathisers who were closely tied to the politics of left-wing parties, the so-called classists, including the likes of Adam Próchnik (1892–1942) and Jan Hempel (1877–1937), both of whom were radical revolutionary activists connected to the Polish Socialist Party (PPS) and the Polish Communist Party (KPP).5


    A central issue in this discussion was that of the “classness” of cooperatives. Radical socialists and communists perceived the demand for the universality of consumers’ cooperatives as a total negation of socialist doctrine, the foundation of which was the concept of class struggle. If, as some claimed, cooperation constituted a tool for lifting people out of their state of economic backwardness, then it was addressed above all to the proletariat and peasant classes, and therefore to those with a vital interest in bringing down the capitalist system. “The victory of cooperativism can only happen upon the ruins of the capitalist system. […] The neutrality of cooperativism equals its capitulation; it equals its relinquishment of expansion, its resignation from its own development” (Próchnik 2018, 278). And so, as Adam Próchnik emphasises, any idea of neutrality was above all considered a kind of compromise with capitalism, meaning the formation of institutions bearing the character of capital communities (companies). Jan Hempel has gone much further: by refusing to get involved in politics at a party level, cooperativists were defending the interests of the bourgeoisie and becoming “agents of fascism in cooperative territory” (Hempel 1931, 23). According to both activists, cooperation made sense only as support for the political institutions of the labour movement, and was therefore in itself merely about economic activity. Cooperation as such, it was deemed, implied having the tools for the spontaneous toppling of capitalism via economics, and thus constituted a “harmful utopia” that discouraged labourers from real revolutionary struggle aimed at seizing political power over the state and leading to classless relations (Próchnik 2018, 282–283). In the opinion of both activists, any universality was only possible post factum as a secondary development, after the initial particularity of the class struggle, while openness made sense when applied to the popular masses (Hempel 2017, 377). They thus understood the concept of class as the property of a concrete, pre-existing political subject fighting for political hegemony, and in effect cooperation, seen as a practice of class struggle, became the function of this subject, and not a practice of creating a class subject and transforming existing identities and differences.


    In refuting accusations of a supposed absence of ideology (Hempel 2017) and a misleading conception of brotherhood (supposedly contradicting the doctrine of class struggle), the “neutralists” tended to cite the same socialist ideal that they were accused of not understanding. One should bear in mind that the majority of them also came from the labour and peasant movements, the difference being that they were connected to the moderate and independence-oriented circles of the Polish Socialist Party, the Polish Peasant Party “Wyzwolenie” [“Liberation”] (a left-wing fraction of the Polish peasant movement), and were frequently also — as was the case with Stanisław Wojciechowski — former party members. In explicating the position of the neutralists, Marian Rapacki (later chairman of the “Społem” union) wrote about the consumer cooperatives: “Nevertheless, the interests of the members of all these classes as consumers [entrepreneurs, workers, farmers, craftsmen, the bourgeoisie — BB and MR] are uniform and can be organized with the aid of one and the same organizational form — that is, consumer cooperatives” (Rapacki 2018, 271). Class struggle is understood here as an objective process in which the proletariat fights for its own abolition and thereby also that of class struggle itself. Therefore, as a means for ameliorating the lives of the working classes within existing social conditions, and as a tool for changing these conditions through the means available to consumers as such, the consumer cooperatives worked to disassemble the capitalist system from within the confines of this system. Universality within a cooperative organisation means that it does not shut its gates to new members, regardless of the social group they come from, although with the reservation that every member has the same say within its structures, that the rule of direct democracy is abided by: one person means one non-transferable vote in the institution’s decision-making process. A cooperative is therefore the direct multitude of the individual beings bound by its democratic system (Kurnatowski 2018, 124). Therefore “classness” here does not mean some kind of specific attribute or property, and its medium is rather the category of “need” that remains beyond any possibility whatsoever of aggregating individual wills in the overriding common will. As such, classness is understood here not as a constituted form of sovereignty, but as a constituent power — as emancipatory politics conducted in real time.


    The cooperativists […] never oppose the class struggle conducted by the proletariat through organizations created for this purpose; on the contrary, they frequently work together with those organizations on an appropriate plane. They only oppose use of the cooperative as a tool in direct class struggle, because it is counterproductive and harmful for the working class itself (Rapacki 2018, 275).


    The figure of political activity according to the “neutralist” is the cooperator (the consumer, the manufacturer, the resident and the citizen, i.e. a social subject in various social relations as producer and consumer), and not so much some new kind of subject as the image of the process of popular democratisation. Romuald Mielczarski describes the figure of the consumer, “universal in his particularity”, as follows:


    Cooperation organizes consumers. Who are consumers? Everyone. Consumers organize not one group or another, one trade or another, but people, because all people have needs and desire to satisfy them as best they can, with the least effort […] the cooperative stands open to all. The principle of universality [the principle of the common — BB and MR] is in its fundamental interest. Without the accession of the majority of humanity to cooperation, it is not possible to imagine cooperation’s victory (Mielczarski 2018, 132).


    Cooperativism grew largely from the plebeian and proletariat forms of the autonomous self-organisation of social and economic life. As such it opposed the abstract ideology of liberal democracy insofar as it is based on a particular “political arithmetic” governed by the “rule of greatness, the rule of the number, which commands one to assume the existence of equivalent individuals comprising society” (Abramowski 1965c, 287), as well as the mechanism of representation that serves the constitution of an abstract political body — the people, a class, the proletariat. As Andrzej Walicki has written: “In Abramowski’s view, statehood (and the law inextricably connected to it) essentially involves the ‘realising of abstraction’” (Walicki 1983, 308). Cooperativism therefore annuls any transcendent and identity-related forms of political subjectivity, and relies solely on the idea of an associated multitude and the pragmatic criterion of class. Cooperativists only realise the needs that they would be unable to realise individually; economic activity is thus, in itself, political activity.


     6. The Principles of the Common: Cooperativism as a Constituent Movement 


    Cooperation as “pure socialization” was by no means treated by cooperativists as an automatic process, but instead as a political project. As an ideologist of labour cooperatives, Jan Wolski (1888–1975) used to say: “There’s no cooperation without an idea” (Wolski 1927). The altermodern strategy adopted by cooperativists was based on the grassroots organisation of both the economic and ethical aspects of social life — a strategy that was neither in complete alliance with nor in opposition to the labour and socialist conceptions of politically emancipating the working class. The conflict internal to the cooperative movement between the “neutralists” and the “classists” was, so to speak, inherent to the movement itself. The political idea of a transition to communism/stateless socialism by creating cooperatives as institutions of the common remained an autonomous political practice, albeit more in theory than in practice owing to the constant interference from the newly established Polish state. Nonetheless, this idea still presented an alternative to other forms of class struggle.


    This is not to say that the cooperative movement succeeded in creating a truly altermodern form of political organisation, one that would cut diagonally through all forms of existing social identities and differences. Consumer cooperatives were mostly organised along the lines of ethnic differences; the influence of the Catholic Church was significant; and the movement’s political perspective was focused on the Polish state and Polish society. Still, it was the cooperative movement that was the laboratory of many progressive social, economic and political ideas in Poland, including a very notable example: the institutionalization of the League of Cooperating Women (Liga Kooperatystek) by Maria Orsetti in 1935 (Orsetti 2018).


    The sheer scale of the Polish cooperative movement is impressive in terms of its organisational efficiency. In the 1930s, the biggest Union of Consumer Cooperatives in Poland (commonly known as “Społem”) counted more than two thousand cooperatives and a few hundred-thousand members (Bilewicz 2017, 7). If we were to count their families and the members of other cooperatives active in Poland, we could be talking of somewhere close to three million people who were either active in the movement or at least taking advantage of its infrastructure (Mały rocznik statystyczny 1939, 116). This scale, combined with the accompanying ideological, theoretical and programmatic declarations, makes it legitimate to speak of the Polish cooperative movement as a constituent movement with a clear strategy of development and an expressly stated political goal of transforming society and the people.


    The “expansionist” aspect of the strategy was present in the cooperativists’ political philosophy and organisational planning from the very inception of the movement. Abramowski ever insisted that the cooperative movement strives to reach out to all humanity (Abramowski 2012c, 15). The principle of expanding and including new members was taken into account at the most basic financial and economic levels. On the one hand, the cooperatives strove to acquire new members and to increase consumption levels, which translated into more income for the cooperatives and higher dividends for each member (the dividend depended on the level of individual consumption and the total income of the cooperative); on the other, the management of the collective fund in every cooperative meant, among other things, dividing it between the dividends paid to members and the “fundusz gromadzki” (saving fund). The latter was used to finance different cultural and educational activities and, generally speaking, to expand the cooperativist form of life. The strategic aim was to move more resources to the saving fund as the cooperative grew larger and was able to perform more cultural and therefore “expansionist” tasks (Abramowski 2012c, 17).


    This structure naturally reproduced a division between the managerial elite and the managed people. However, there were more than a few examples of successful transfers of experience, knowledge and skills between the educated and non-educated classes, with many representatives of the latter taking over managerial functions in cooperatives (Bilewicz 2017, 110–117). One of the most important tasks that the Union of Consumer Cooperatives in Poland funded was educational activity. Economic activity was perceived by the cooperative movement as directly ethical (Rapacki 1922), in such a way that the economy was not reduced to ethics (the union of cooperatives had to be economically independent and make a “profit” that could be divided into different collectively managed funds), and nor was ethics reduced to economic efficiency.


    The cooperativist movement’s political strategy here may be called “biopolitical”, that is if, by “biopolitics”, we understand the situation in which “the content of the constituent power tends to become life itself” (Hardt and Negri 2017, 36). Instead of establishing the autonomy of the political, cooperativists decided to manage — directly among themselves and autonomously in relation to the state — the spheres of production of the means of consumption and social reproduction. By focussing on the sphere of reproduction and distribution of the means of subsistence, and not on large-scale industry, the cooperativists’ strategy was first to create a new man by means of the democratic management of economic life and then to establish a new society — not the other way around. The theoretical foundation of this strategy was Abramowski’s philosophy of human (and cosmological) creativity. Indeed the main assumption of cooperativist social ontology is that the social organisation of cooperativism — free associations — is the form proper to sustaining and enhancing the creative character of the human species (Abramowski 2018a).


    The philosophical ideas of Abramowski and the declarations (or even economic programmes, see Rapacki 2017) of the main organisational cadres of the Polish cooperative movement might be easily deemed naive, unrealistic and even utopian. This goes notably for the assumption, which Abramowski held throughout his life, that it is possible to eradicate egoism and create a new habitus, a new ethical attitude, simply by organising all social institutions around cooperatives (Abramowski 1980c, 2012d). This assumption should be taken more as an idea intended to guide the movement and give it intellectual strength than as a valid philosophical or economic analysis. This, however, does not change the fact that the ideas and practical experience of the cooperative movement were formed under the conditions of a developed capitalist mode of production (i.e. production subsumed under the value-form) and that under these conditions the movement managed to develop a long-lasting and effective system of the institutions of the common as well as significant political strength.


    The “idea” that guided the Polish cooperative movement and made it into a constituent, expansive movement of instituting the common should not be reduced to a simple projection of some utopian society to be established at some point in the future. Rather, it was a complex political philosophy about constructing a movement that was able to transform society within and against existing social conditions, insofar as they were subsumed under the logic of the state-controlled accumulation of capital. In our view, the complex and heterogenous political philosophy of the Polish cooperative movement can be reconstructed as a set of principles that aimed to guide the movement’s organisation and transform the economic and ethical aspects of social life in a constituent manner. We call these principles “the principles of the common”. In 1844, the cooperativists of the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers formulated principles in accordance with which they thought every cooperative should operate. The “principles of the common” below present a similar set of principles, but grasped from the perspective of a movement that wishes to become constituent, that is, a constituent power working on the “biopolitical” level, which is to say the level of the common, of direct, “pure” socialisation.


    In the last step of our analysis, we shall therefore reconstruct these principles using the formal characteristics of constituent power as described by Antonio Negri (2009). The characteristics in question are “of the new rationality that oppose the rationality of modernity” (Negri 2009, 329), i.e. formal characteristics of an altermodern rationality that goes beyond the characteristic oppositions of modernity. They describe the functioning of constituent power as a constituent movement, an “absolute procedure”, not a constituted political, legal and social order. Similarly, the political philosophy of Polish cooperativism was designed for a constituent movement, a movement of and for social transformation. However, since the cooperativist movement was focused on a peaceful revolution and a transition to a communist society by means of economic and ethical change — by means of instituting a different mode of the production of subjectivity — the formal characteristics of its constituent praxis refer already to the “biopolitical” level, or the level of the “base”, without assuming any form of the so-called “autonomy of the political”.


     


    1. The principle of autonomy . The first formal characteristic of constituent power is that it functions beyond the opposition “of creativity against limit and measure”: “Constituent power is beyond measure or, rather, progressive measure, the reflection of the common on itself” (Negri 2009, 329). Abramowski recognised the limitless character of human creativity very early in his intellectual development. Within the cooperative movement this limitless power was to be realised in the principle of the autonomy of the movement: from both the state and the market. The end of the movement was itself — the development of each member in cooperation with others. Although there were limits and measures imposed on the movement — acting in accordance with the law, following tax regulations and adhering to the measure of economic calculations — the process of accumulation of different forms of capital was to be restricted to the movement itself and the accumulated capital was to be used by the movement alone.


    2. The principle of economic democracy . The second characteristic of constituent power goes beyond the opposition of process and procedural rules. Constituent power does not proceed according to a priori defined rules, but rather creates rules as it goes (Negri 2009, 330). This was certainly the experience of the cooperativist movement; however, in a limited sense, for the general rules of every cooperative’s functioning were defined both by state law as well as by the movement itself. Still, the movement-defined rules were open to democratic debate and change from within the movement. The abstract rules to change the rules were designed according to the democratic principle “one member = one vote”, even if they were applied to the sphere of economy and not to some autonomous political sphere. This was because the economy was treated as democratic and the needful individual as the basic “unit” of a cooperativist economy. The only abstract rules that constituted a kind of a transcendental framework for the creation of other rules within the cooperative movement were tied to the principle of economic democracy, which safeguarded everyone’s equality regardless of his or her economic input and output, so that differences in levels of consumption, for instance, would not translate into the accumulation of power by any member outside of the democratic process.


    3. The principle of inclusion . Constituent power functions beyond the opposition of equality and privilege that is characteristic of modern civil society and state sovereignty. As Negri writes:


     


    If constituent power takes roots in the relation between multitudo  and potential, if the rationality of this relation is the rationality described by the movement of creativity against the limit and measure, and continual procedure against institutional stasis, it is evident that there is no place for privilege here because it is contradictory with the constitutive movement of living labour (Negri 2009, 330–331).


    In the case of the cooperative movement in Poland, the principle of radical inclusion was formulated as one of political and religious neutrality, which was constantly championed from within the movement itself. But as a matter of principle, the movement remained open — everyone could participate in it as formally equal by learning to apply the general organisational and ethical rules.


    4. The principle of multitude.  The fourth characteristic of constituent power is that it goes beyond the opposition of diversity and uniformity. In Negri’s view, “The rationality that goes beyond modernity seizes in diversity and in the richness of equal and irreducible individualities the keystone of its every logic” (Negri 2009, 331). We’ve come across this logic in the pragmatic thinking of the Polish cooperativists’ about class, which they understood as a political subject formed by and within the movement and not a pre-existing group simply arising from economic relations. According to this principle, the diversity of subjectivities included in the movement (diversified by class, gender, national, ethnic etc. relations) is no obstacle to the unity of the movement, that is, so long as everyone follows the general principles of and the rules created by the movement. The cooperativist class subject is antagonistic towards state sovereignty and the subsumption of life under capital. However, this implies no identity other than that coming from cooperative practice alone. This principle, in our opinion, can rightly be called “the principle of multitude”, since it designates the cooperativist movement as a constituent subject (multitude) that creates the social world and itself through its own activity.


     5. The principle of expansion and education (or the ethical principle).  The final formal characteristic of constituent power is to go beyond the opposition of cooperation and command. Cooperation, on the one hand, “is innovation, richness, and thus the basis of the creative surplus that defines the expression of the multitude. […] On the political terrain any definition of democracy that does not assume cooperation as the interpretative key and as concrete fabric of this relation is false” (Negri 2009, 332). On the other, however, cooperation proceeds not only according to the established rules. It imposes itself on the social world and transforms reality and, as such, cannot be reduced to a simple realisation of the existing rules. But to do this it must possess political power — strength. “Freedom, equality, and strength — these old formal elements become history, second nature, third, umpteenth — they are the dynamic and agile substance of constituent power” (Negri 2009, 332). The political power of the cooperative movement came from its economic power, the power of the economic democracy. The final principle is therefore the principle of expansion — the task of including more members and more spheres of life in the movement and of subsuming them under the principles of the common. New members could be included on the sole condition that they stuck to the movement’s organisational rules and principles. Cooperativists were also conscious of the fact that the process of applying the rules was just as important, if not more so, than the rules themselves. The rules were not to be set and applied by an authority transcendent in relation to the process of socialisation. Rather, the institutions managing and controlling the application of the rules were to be elected from the movement itself. Thus, the ethical dispositions of people engaged in the movement were of critical importance. For, only by developing ethical attitudes and skills aimed at a proper application of the rules was it possible to make any kind of cooperative function. The final principle, the principle of expansion of the institutionalization of the common, was therefore also a principle of education, that is, of developing a general intellect able to manage the common through a cooperative form of life.


    7. Conclusions


    The above-described principles of the common were reconstructed on the basis of the political ideas of the Polish cooperative movement (Abramowski’s social ontology and a concept of class build on the concept of universality of the need) and the movement’s praxis, which developed along with its organisation of economic life. These principles are those of cooperativism as a constituent movement, a movement based on the idea of the collective “sovereignty” of the very parties that are interested in a particular kind of activity that aims at satisfying existential needs (work, consumption, residence, services, knowledge, training, education etc.), and binds a particular activity of an occupational and consumer type to political subjectivity. It thereby constitutes a peculiar “community economy” (Gibson-Graham 2006) founded not on the “ownership” of the means of production, but on the usage — and therefore also production and reproduction — of the common. As a political idea, the common is the basis of organisational activity that builds a frame for the transformation of social subjectivities and their life conditions, as these subjectivities work from within but against the capitalist order of accumulation and the sovereign structure of state.


    In our view, cooperativism constitutes a practical dimension of the doctrine of socialism, the main premise of which is the non-essentiality of supreme ethical, economic and political structures for an efficient organisation of human collectivity. Romuald Mielczarski, for example, writes: “Cooperation is an economically organised democracy. Work in cooperative is not the work on people or the work for people, but the work of the people itself” (Milczarski 2010, 27). As already stated, cooperative associations were built on principles that can be recognised not only as the rules of transformation of the ancien regime and of capitalist exploitation, but much more as a rules of transformation of the cooperative movement itself — rules of empowerment of the multitude.
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        1 The founding members of the Polish Cooperativists’ Society were Edward Abramowski, Romuald Mielczarski and Stanisław Wojciechowski.

      

      
        2 In the case of Polish cooperativism, this process began in the 1930s together with the increasing confluence of cooperation and state following the Great Depression in 1929, and continued through the period of Nazi occupation up until its adoption by the socialist state forming after World War II. The Polish People’s Republic made cooperation de facto a sector of state activity, destroying its autonomy, its democratic structures and its political culture (Bilewicz 2017, 96–98).

      

      
        3 Aleksandra Bilewicz was the first to suggest a Polanyian interpretation of the Polish cooperative movement. See Bilewicz 2017, 15–20.

      

      
        4 This bears essentially on the lectures he began on Metafizyka doświadczalna [Experiential Metaphysics] in 1917, and that he delivered during the final months of his life at the Psychology Institute of the University of Warsaw, which he headed.

      

      
        5 The social substratum of the above-mentioned dispute was the temporary split in the Polish cooperative movement; alongside the neutral Union of Polish Consumer Associations, 1919 saw the formation of the Union of Workers Consumer Associations representing the radical wing of cooperativism. Only in 1925 did the two unions unite, forming the organisation referred to the “Społem” Union of Consumer Cooperatives. For more on the subject of “class-oriented” cooperation, see Bilewicz 2017, 101–110; Kędziorek 1969, 140–148; Piechowicz 1963.
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    Introduction


    “We will abolish capitalism with this carrot” – read a slogan on a website of the first new consumer cooperative in Poland, Warszawska Kooperatywa Spożywcza, which was established in 2010. Unusual as those words may seem, they represent the way in which the creators of this informal consumer groups, organised to buy produce directly from farmers, referred to the original ideas behind the consumer cooperative movement – the idea to gradually replace the capitalist system by democratically organized associations of consumers. Most of the new cooperatives declare that they strive for “a more just, democratic and environmentally friendly economy” and for democratic, consensually governed entities.1 These groups have been emerging over the past eight years (i.e. since 2010). Overall, there have been over thirty attempts to form consumer cooperatives all over the country. However, not all of them survive the first years or even months.


    The relationship of the new consumer cooperatives with the cooperative legacy, especially with the rich tradition of consumer cooperatives in Poland, which formed one of the largest and strongest Polish social movements prior to the Second World War (Chyra-Rolicz 1985, 1992), is a complex issue that I found especially worth investigating due to the fact that the new cooperatives promise to revive the democratic spirit of the once strong social movement. After 1945, cooperatives in Poland were delegitimised as a result of their incorporation into the Communist state’s planned economy, resulting in a loss of autonomy of the cooperatives (Brodziński 1999). Leaders of today’s cooperatives refer to the “real” or “original” democratic-cooperative traditions that thrived in Poland before 1939, but the new consumer groups that identify as “cooperatives” differ vastly from their pre-war predecessors.


    The possibility of reviving the old cooperative model, born during the industrial revolution as a response to the disastrous situation of workers, should be interpreted as rather illusory in the post-industrial age. However, it must be emphasised that today’s activists do not understand this revival literally. Indeed, the structure and aims of the new movement are quite different. I have found it fruitful to take seriously this declared connection with the past, by tracking the structural and ideological differences between the “old” consumer cooperatives that traced their roots to the 1860s and the new groups that are partly grounded in anarchist-inspired currents in the “newest social movements” (see Day 2005). In this article, when referring to the old cooperatives, I limit the scope of my comparison to the Union of Consumer Cooperatives of the Polish Republic Społem2 (which I henceforth refer to simply as Społem, which means “together”), the largest cooperative union in the country during the interwar period. Established in 1911 in Warsaw as a local cooperative union (Warszawski Związek Stowarzyszeń Spożywczych), it was transformed into a national organisation after Poland regained independence in 1918.


    My interest in the practice of consumer cooperatives lies in the ideas that they generally share about the economy, most notably about food exchange. They seem to agree with Karl Polanyi’s diagnosis of the need to re-embed the economic sphere into social relations to protect society from the destructive impact of free-market forces. Just like the cooperatives that emerged in Europe in the industrial age, the new cooperatives can be viewed as a countermovement (another Polanyian term), or the self-protection of society from the market. Therefore, the role of this paper is to understand differences in internal structure of the “old” (pre-1939) and “new” (formed after 2010) cooperatives in Polanyian terms, and thus to reflect on two ways of forming a countermovement. I do this by examining the “forms of economic integration” identified by Polanyi – namely, reciprocity and redistribution – both in the “old” and in the “new” cooperatives.


    This paper is based on fieldwork conducted in fourteen Polish consumer cooperatives between 2012 and 2015, as well as on archival research on Społem and the pre-war Polish cooperative movement (conducted 2015-2017).


    The fieldwork comprises forty-three in-depth interviews with members of cooperatives from Warsaw, Kraków, Gdańsk, Łódź, Białystok, Poznań, Opole, Katowice and Wrocław. In 2015, I also conducted, together with Ruta Śpiewak, twenty semi-structured interviews with farmers who delivered to cooperatives from Warsaw and Kraków. I also examined written data, for example, from the websites of cooperatives and newspaper articles.


    The archival research comprised an analysis of different materials produced by Społem: articles in periodicals issued by the Union (mainly the Społem monthly and Spólnota, a popular magazine issued fortnightly), books, office documents, letters as well as the memoirs of Społem leaders, other Społem employees and members of cooperatives belonging to the pre-war union.


    The cooperative movement in a Polanyian framework


    The birth of consumer cooperatives is symbolically marked by the establishment of the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers in 1844, traditionally acknowledged as the first proper consumer cooperative (Holyoake 1908; Webb 1930). The original impulse came from socialist thinkers and social activists later referred to as “utopian”, in particular Robert Owen, whose first radical social experiments based on cooperation were either paternalistic and hard to reproduce, or totally unsuccessful (such as the American New Harmony Commune; see Carmony and Elliott 1980). Yet the idea, when taken up by working-class leaders and adjusted to their everyday needs, proved its practicability. Consumer cooperatives proper were inspired by a variety of currents in the workers’ movements of the time: Owenist, guild socialist and Christian socialist (Webb 1930; Fairbairn 1994). The Pioneers created a core set of principles guiding cooperatives that would later come to be known as the Rochdale Principles. The most significant of these were open membership, democratic control, a limitation on member compensation, autonomy and independence, and a focus on education (Fairbairn 1994). The general idea behind the cooperative movement was to counter economic exploitation by regaining control over consumption through the establishment of democratically governed enterprises run by their members. After taking control of the exchange process and eliminating private trade, the cooperatives were then to take over production (see Gide 1922). Although this far-reaching aim was never realised, cooperatives all over Europe had various degrees of success: they owned bakeries, food-processing factories and even facilities in other branches of industry. In many places, they had a considerable impact on lowering prices and raising the standard of living of working people, by providing them also with education and cultural activities. Cooperatives enabled ordinary workers not only to raise their standard of living, they also allowed them to rediscover their agency and create more humanised spaces in a world governed by impersonal market forces. Along with political parties and movements, consumer cooperatives were an important sphere of resistance to the new order.


    It is this resistance to market forces that attracted the attention of Karl Polanyi, a philosopher, lawyer and anthropologist born in Budapest in 1886. During his studies, he joined counter-cultural and left-wing circles in Budapest (among others, the Galileo circle). After the first world war, he experienced the “golden years” of socialism in Vienna and was heavily influenced by workers’ communal activities in the city. In 1933, he was forced to move to Britain after the rise of the National Socialist regime. There, he got involved, among other things, in educational activities in workers’ circles (for and extended biography of Polanyi see Dale 2016). His main work, The Great Transformation, which he finished in the US close to the end of the Second World War, is devoted to examining how the liberal market order was imposed on European societies, which provoked social resistance. used to impose the liberal market order on society and the ensuing social resistance.


    While Polanyi rarely refers to the consumer cooperative movement as such in his writings, the streams of pre-Marxist socialist thought in which he took an interest during his Viennese and British years (see Dale 2013, 61; 2016, 18–32) – Christian socialism, guild socialism and the Owenist movement, among others – were the same streams that inspired cooperativist thought. Likewise, the social movements that contributed to the growth of the cooperative idea were also at the core of Polanyi’s interests in his later period. In The Great Transformation, he devoted a large amount of attention notably to the Owenist movement, which fostered different forms of economic institution (for example, the Villages of Cooperation). As Polanyi put it, “The consumers’ cooperatives of Great Britain, which found imitators all over the world, were, of course, the main practical offshoot of Owenism”. He concluded: “That its impetus was lost, or – rather – was maintained only on the peripheral sphere of the consumers’ movement – was the greatest single defeat of spiritual forces in the history of industrial England” (Polanyi 2001, 178).


    The starting point for my approach to cooperatives is the Polanyian concept of embedded economy, understood in opposition to market domination over other social institutions. According to Polanyi, the free-market economy is most fully exemplified by nineteenth-century Britain, where laissez-faire policies utterly transformed the human environment in an attempt to subordinate society to the rule of a separate economy, creating free markets for labour, land and money (1968a, 67–8). Following Polanyi’s essay Aristotle Discovers the Economy (1968a, 82), I work on the premise that “the development from embedded to disembedded economies is a matter of degree. Nevertheless, the distinction is fundamental to the understanding of modern society.” However, I also acknowledge that fully embedded and disembedded economies should be treated as ideal types (Hann and Hart 2011b, 9), since Polanyi was aware both of the fact that markets were present in pre-modern societies and that a fully disembedded economy would lead to the virtual destruction of society and nature. Even in the fervour of the Industrial Revolution, the economy was not entirely separate from society.


    However, following Beckert (2009) as well as Dale (2013, 202), I reject Fred Block’s idea (and similar interpretations) that Polanyi changed his understanding of embeddedness in his later writings to the concept of the “always embedded” economy (see Block 2003; Block and Somers 2014). In contrast to market-dominated societies, an embedded economy, according to Polanyi, rests mainly on other forms (mechanisms) of economic integration – “the economic prerequisite for community”, as Dale (2016, 52) puts it. These are reciprocity and redistribution (Polanyi 1977, 35–43). Market exchange is also seen as one of these forms of integration (as is householding), but is not dominant in an embedded economy. This changes with the laissez-faire economic model, which Polanyi perceives to be a result of grounding economic policy in the “liberal creed”, a set of economic ideas that had been dominant in England since the 1830s (Polanyi 2001, 143). Polanyi considered them utopian; the liberal creed, or “dogma”, as he wrote in The Great Transformation, “evolved into a veritable faith in man’s secular salvation through a self-regulating market” (2001, 141). The disruption caused by liberating trade and the labour market could not entirely succeed: it released mechanisms of social protection in the form of countermovements (Polanyi 2001, 136–140).


    Consumer cooperatives, in their classic form based on the Rochdale Principles, can be treated as a part of a countermovement in a Polanyian sense, that is, as the self-protection of society from market forces. Countermovements materialised in a wide range of social activities: in demands for state intervention by different social classes (Dale 2013, 60–61), but also in the many forms of society’s self-organisation. By organising direct exchange between producers and consumers to the benefit of both (offering the producer a fair price and distributing surplus funds among members), cooperatives tried to protect both groups from the negative outcomes of creating fictitious commodities: land, labour and money.3 Consumer cooperatives not only provided working-class households with affordable quality goods, but offered them communal, cultural and intellectual possibilities (for example, lectures, Cooperative Day Celebrations, reading rooms, popular houses), creating a sense of belonging and community. This dual nature of consumer cooperatives is in keeping with a characteristic that Polanyi attributed to the nineteenth-century social experiments of the Owenist movement – their emphasis on the “appreciation of man as a whole” (Polanyi 2001, 176), as they were supposed to not only emancipate the people from their miserable material conditions but also fill in “the cultural void” that the working class found itself in during the rise of the industrial and free-market order (ibid., 166).


    While many interpretations of Polanyi’s concepts concern themselves with the macro-level (see Block and Somers 2014), I turn to those currents in Polanyian analysis that concentrate on tracing embeddedness “on the ground” in grassroots social initiatives (see e.g. Alexander 2011). Contemporary cooperatives, in Poland as well as in Western countries, differ in many ways from the old Rochdale model created in the nineteenth century. They should be regarded as a part of larger social movements that focus on everyday alternative modes of “practicing democracy” and new forms of organisation, something that, according to David Graeber, should be understood as these movements’ very “ideology” (Graeber 2002, 9). The new consumer cooperatives, although operating in the very limited space of a few Polish cities, show clear connections to these movements in terms of both their form and, as Graeber suggests, their ideas (non-hierarchical structure, consensus decision-making). While I am aware of the limitations of my study and its immersion in the domestic Polish context, I also see it as a modest contribution to investigating the question of whether more globalised, interconnected movements that directly contest market fundamentalism (Hann and Hart 2011b, 9) can be regarded as a successful form of contemporary countermovement; that is, successful in the sense that they are able to mobilise a significant section of society against the destructive effect of the market.


    Społem: the Polish consumer cooperative legacy 


    The first Polish consumer cooperative was established in Warsaw, then part of Russian-occupied Poland, in 1864. Only after the 1905 revolution, which resulted in the loosening of the tsarist regulations concerning associations, were consumer cooperatives able to develop on a larger scale in this part of the country (Chyra-Rolicz 1985). Soon they were supported by the Cooperative Society (Towarzystwo Kooperatystów), founded in 1906 by members of the progressive intelligentsia. The best-known founder of the Society and a pioneering theoretician of the movement, Edward Abramowski, had also been a cofounder of the Polish Socialist Party (PPS) in 1892, but soon decided to leave partisan politics, mainly due to his strong opposition to the idea of “state socialism” (see Abramowski 2013). Another founder of the Cooperative Society was Stanisław Wojciechowski, likewise a cofounder of the PPS (he left in 1905) and president of the Second Polish Republic between 1922 and 1926. After Piłsudski’s coup d’état, Wojciechowski resigned and pursued a career as a scholar, becoming one of the leaders of the left-wing peasant movement. Abramowski’s influential ideas on cooperativism were crucial for the development of a distinct ideology of consumer cooperatives, although he was also regarded by some as a romantic idealist whose thinking had to be counterbalanced by the more down-to-earth approach of leaders experienced in trade and in the practical aspects of operating cooperatives in a market-dominated reality (Giełżyński 1986).


    Abramowski emphasised the ethical dimension of cooperatives. Forming consumer associations was a way for both individuals and the nation to rediscover agency. Cooperatives were supposed to be able create a “new man” who was “a free creator of life” potentially able to build real democracy in the advent of political freedom (Abramowski 2010, 166–173). This was crucial in the context of the Russian partition – the place of his birth and of his illegal political activity before emigration – wherein the tsarist administration tried to repress all forms of Polish civic engagement and self-organisation (although it never fully succeeded in doing so). Through cooperatives they could rise to form a new society, emancipating working people from the chains of capitalism but also from the impositions of state. Abramowski expected that cooperatives would supersede important social institutions to form an aggregate that he called stateless socialism (Abramowski 2010, 2013). Firmly believing in the role of self-help and brotherhood, he initiated friendship associations and ethical circles to encourage the development of these virtues in practice. In fact, Abramowski’s emphasis on the role of individual virtues in cooperatives resonates with Polanyi’s individualism and his stress on the ethical dimension of social action (see Hann 1992; Dale 2016, 19–21). The two thinkers also shared a basic appreciation of Christian ethics understood as a background for socialism.


    The consumer cooperatives, which emerged in the harsh conditions of tsarist rule, each formed in different social milieus and were influenced by several political strands (including liberal or Christian democratic). However, they soon began to unite under the name of Społem, a union of cooperatives founded in 1911 that provided education, practical tutorials and assistance in securing supply (the union’s wholesale centre was established in Warsaw in 1911). After Poland’s independence, Społem united under its banner cooperatives dispersed all over the country. It also launched its own factories and mills, producing chocolate, sweets, cosmetic items, cigarette papers and more. In the interwar period, the union would also establish the Społem bank, providing loans to consumer cooperatives in accordance with cooperative rules.


    In 1925, after many heated debates, Społem united with a rival cooperative union that had a much more direct political stance, the Union of Workers’ Cooperative Associations (Związek Robotniczych Stowarzyszeń Spółdzielczych), formed in 1919. These two conflicting currents were labelled, respectively, “neutralist” and “class” cooperatives (two terms used in the cooperative press during the numerous disputes between members of each camp). Społem demonstrated a strong anti-capitalist stance and positioned itself on the side of ludzie pracy (working people). But it followed the Rochdale principle of political neutrality and adhered to the vision of gradually changing the economic system from within to build a “cooperative republic”, a concept propagated in Poland by Abramowski and inspired by Charles Gide, a classic French thinker of cooperativism and an early movement leader (see Gide 1922).4


    Numerous polemics were held in the cooperative press regarding the relationship between “socialism” and “cooperation”. Marian Rapacki, long-time head of the Społem board of directors, argued in the spirit of Abramowski that, although both socialist and cooperative movements aimed for social ownership of the means of production, the cooperative movement opposed “state socialism” because the latter was based, in his view, on “mandatory state organisation” and “implied social change from above” (Rapacki 1923, 507), while cooperation rests on collectivities formed by free individuals that gradually contribute to the peaceful building of the “cooperative republic”. Rapacki also claimed that cooperativism is a distinct way of fighting capitalism that should remain independent from political parties or trade unions – the latter pursue “class struggle”, while cooperativism creates relations between producer and consumer that are essentially non-capitalist (Rapacki 1923). Cooperatives, as the socialist activist Bronisław Siwik (1923) argued in a similar vein, should constitute a much wider movement than political parties or trade unions. While revolutionary socialist politics has to rest on the use of violence, according to Siwik, cooperatives enabled the development of the “social spirit”, a driving force of the socialist movement from below. For the Społem “neutralists”, it was the moral dimension of cooperatives – not just their purely economic function – that represented the core of the cooperative movement. In three articles that appeared in the journal Rzeczpospolita spółdzielcza ( The Cooperative Republic) issued by Społem, the authors polemicised, indirectly, with the ideology of the rival “class” movement, which followed what was held to be the Marxist stance on cooperatives (Gide 1922, 40, 261–263). The “class” activists disavowed cooperatives as sidelining relations of production and, therefore, as withdrawing from class struggle. Through a Marxist lens, consumer cooperatives should be restricted to the working class and controlled by parties and trade unions, serving only as an auxiliary tool in the wider political struggle of the proletariat (Jossa 2005). The “class” cooperative movement in Poland was led by the Polish Socialist Party’s left-radical faction and the Communist Party of Poland (made illegal in 1919, but it continued to exist unofficially). After unification of the two cooperative movements under the neutralist Społem banner in 1925, the Communist Party dismissed the union and the “neutrals” as “bourgeois” or even “fascists” (Rusiński 1967).


    In fact, the movement’s independence and “neutrality” can be regarded as one of the sources of its relative success. At the time of reunification in 1925, Społem already had 600,000 members (Mielczarski 2010), while in the 1930s around 10 per cent of the country’s population participated in cooperatives of different kinds. While leaders complained that the Polish movement did not reach the scale that cooperatives had attained, for example, in Scandinavian countries, it was nevertheless celebrated as a huge success.


    People in a variety of social classes joined cooperatives. The movement was born in the cities, as the largest cooperatives emerged in industrial areas among working-class circles. Cooperatives of state officials constituted a somewhat separate category, representing a more moderate, middle-class standpoint in the movement. In the late 1920s, more and more small cooperatives emerged in the countryside, and in the 1930s the majority ofSpołem members belonged to such cooperatives. Indeed, most Społem leaders were sympathetic to left-leaning peasant movements, and notably the youth movement Wici, which was fighting for land reform and social progress in the mostly poor and overpopulated villages. In various publications, cooperative activists emphasised the emancipatory role that the cooperative movement could play for the peasantry and called for solidarity between urban consumers and peasants. This aspect of the cooperative cause was especially emphasised by renowned writer Maria Dąbrowska (Dąbrowska 1939). Sympathy for the struggle of peasants, who constituted around seventy per cent of Poland’s population, was one of the issues that distinguished Społem from the mainstream of partisan socialist politics.


    Statistics from the 1930s demonstrate the predominantly peasant and working-class character of the union. According to Dąbrowska, 43 per cent of members of consumer cooperatives belonging to the union were peasants and 32.5 per cent were working class, with the rest labelled “other wage workers” (Dąbrowska 1939, 28). The last group included many kinds of urban intelligentsia: not only state officials, but also clerks, teachers, and artists. An especially strong emphasis was put on strengthening the identification of members, who came from various backgrounds, with the movement: educational work took the form of organising very festive Cooperative Day Celebrations (from 1925), along with issuing flyers, posters, speeches, songs, poems, and so on, that were published, for example, in the popular magazine Spólnota (Community).


    As archival documents show, consumer cooperatives varied in size and not all of them managed to be successful in the longer run. In the countryside and towns, cooperatives usually owned a small shop employing one assistant and consisted of a few dozen members. Consequently, the capital accumulation capacities of such cooperatives were limited and the board often consisted of people with little education or business experience. In the cities, the largest cooperatives had close to a hundred stores in different districts and hundreds or thousands of members. As in other European countries, cooperatives were run by a management body and a board of directors chosen by the members (in a majority voting system) during yearly meetings. The main role of an individual member was to stay loyal to her cooperative and refrain from buying elsewhere, even if a private merchant might offer lower prices. Both reciprocity and redistribution were present in cooperatives in the form of institutional arrangements. The cooperatives were reciprocal in the sense that all members had to pay a substantial entrance fee (share) upon joining. (This amount would be recouped over time if the member stayed loyal). Their loyalty to the cooperative made its very existence possible, especially in moments of crisis, which were all too frequent, particularly during the huge inflation crisis just after the establishment of the state (1919–1924) and during the 1929 economic crisis, which lasted until 1936 in Poland (Rusiński 1967). Redistribution played an equally meaningful role: in a classic Rochdale arrangement, cooperatives sold their goods at market prices, but the profit margin that would ordinarily go to the private merchant was divided between a common fund and a dividend that was usually repaid to members at the end of the year. Thus, cooperatives offered not only a sense of community, a strong belief in a common cause, but also the potential for substantial economic support for working families. Although the leaders of the movement emphasised its ideological aspects, it was mainly material interest that led members to join the cooperatives (which meant that many left when their cooperative went through difficult times). This was a serious problem that Społem had to address. To maintain the integrity of the movement, it was necessary to spread the idealist cooperativist ethos. Extensive education about cooperatives was meant to raise awareness that the cooperative is, as one of the leaders of the movement, Stanislaw Thugutt, wrote, “not an ordinary store” (Thugutt 1934), but a part of a larger-scale project of social change requiring loyalty and commitment.


    The Społem union survived the Second World War under German surveillance reduced to only its economic function and banned from educational or cultural activities, with many such unions becoming centres of various forms of resistance (Jasiński 1965). After the war, with the advent of communist rule, some of the cooperatives were revived, but they could not regain their independence and democratic structure now that they were incorporated into a state-planned economy. Many new cooperatives were created from above, making membership in fact mandatory. No longer seriously in line with the Rochdale Principles, they were also no longer able to gain the social trust and recognition comparable to that enjoyed by the pre-war movement. Cooperative leaders who survived the war had to accommodate new regulations or leave the movement, as their activities were subject, as in all other economic sectors, to the party nomenklatura (Duszyk 2007). However, the cooperatives provided jobs, as well as the stability and predictability that were by no means certain after the economic transition around 1988–1992.


    In this “shock therapy” period of rapid liberalisation imposed by the first democratic government (Kowalik 1991, Harvey 2009), the surviving cooperatives experienced a rapid decline, in part the result of hostile changes to legislation and a blackmail campaign in the media: they were portrayed as inefficient and invariably connected to the communist past (Brudziński 1999). One source of their bad reputation after the transformation was the fact that all forms of cooperatives had been bureaucratised and made subordinate to state structures during the era of the Polish People’s Republic (1945–1989). Spółdzielnia (cooperative) had become practically synonymous with outdated, bureaucratised, non-transparent enterprises bound to perish in a new market order. Housing cooperatives gained an especially bad reputation and became a sort of symbol for this institutional arrangement more generally (Peisert 2009). Many of the existing Społem cooperative retail chains were privatised, others became shady quasi-companies run in accordance with cooperative law only in theory. The phenomenon of “non-cooperative cooperatives” (private companies operating under the guise of cooperatives, such as quasi banks operating as cooperative credit unions) became common (Piechowski 1999). In this context of old cooperatives’ losing credibility and of the normative chaos regarding the definition of a cooperative, it was all but impossible to seriously invoke cooperative values and principles.


    New cooperatives: revival of a tradition?


    Since the mid-2000s, we can observe a slow but gradual return of the idea of cooperativeness in the Polish public sphere. In 2006, the Parliament passed a law on social cooperatives, a specific kind of workers’ cooperative designed to support “socially excluded” groups in finding employment; these cooperatives were based on the workfare framework of the new wave of social economy (Kazmierczak and Rymsza 2008). But renewed interest in the pre-war cooperative tradition did not appear until the new consumer cooperatives began to form. Founders of these first emerging cooperatives referred especially to Edward Abramowski, whose cooperative writings were reissued the same year (2010) that the first consumer cooperative of this new type was established (see Abramowski 2010). These cooperatives claimed to be reviving the “authentic” notion of cooperation while establishing informal, independent and community-like entities capable of building direct links with farmers and creating, in Abramowski’s terms, a “school of democracy and solidarity” again. The founders of the first cooperatives used a notion coined by Abramowski in his reissued 1906 essay Kooperatywa jako sprawa wyzwolenia ludu pracującego (“The cooperative as a question of liberation of the working people”) – the “communal fund” (fundusz gromadzki) was used to name the surplus money added to the price of every product sold by the cooperative, the aim of which was to create a joint capital (Abramowski 2010, 64).


    In fact, however, these new institutions that appealed to past and forgotten voices scarcely resembled the classic consumer cooperative of the pre-war period. The structure and design of these entities was almost wholly inspired by more recent influences. The first of the new cooperatives – established in 2010 and 2011 in Warsaw, Łódź and Gdańsk – were initiated and run for some time in large part by members of the Young Socialists Association (Stowarzyszenie Młodzi Socjaliści), an organisation founded in 2005 on the basis of the former youth organisation of the Labour Union party (Unia Pracy). These first cooperatives were founded with a strong and peculiar anti-capitalist message – “we will abolish capitalism using this carrot” – as stated in a slogan on the website of the first Warsaw Consumer Cooperative.


    The design of the cooperatives resembled food coops and other alternative organisations with roots in New Left traditions and later enhanced by anarchist currents in the alter-globalist movement (Day 2005): all put the emphasis on loose structure, an absence of formal hierarchy, the small scale, and consensus decision-making. This kind of new or alternative cooperative had already emerged in various Western European countries in the 1970s, experiencing a particular boom in Sweden and other Scandinavian countries, for example (Hettlage 1979; Stryjan 1994, 1996), as well as in the United States (Knupfer 2013). Another wave came after the 2008 economic crisis. Soon the notion of “new cooperativism” emerged, a notion that encompasses a range of cooperative initiatives characterised by their “grassroots” character and a strong anti-capitalist and often environmentalist stance (Vieta 2010). Without any stable governing bodies (except temporary “coordinating groups” set up for specific tasks), the work in most of those entities is handled by members in rotation. All important decisions are to be taken at meetings (usually monthly), typically by using the consensus method. With their strong emphasis on inner relations, “participation” and community, these new cooperatives tend to deliberately maintain their small-scale and informal character.




    
      
        
          	
            The Społem cooperatives 

          

          	
            The “new” cooperatives

          
        


        
          	
            Formal organisations, operating in accordance with the law on cooperatives passed by the Polish Sejm (lower house of Parliament) in 1921 and registered with local courts.

          

          	
            Mostly informal collectives (a minority formalised as associations).

          
        


        
          	
            Centred around a jointly owned store or stores run by paid staff (shopkeeper/shop manager).

          

          	
            Goods distributed during “shopping sessions” (every one or two weeks or irregularly) often organised in temporary spaces (an NGO, a café); a small minority of cooperatives have stores.

          
        


        
          	
            Governed by a management (of 2–3 people, including a president of the cooperative) and a board of directors chosen by all the members on yearly basis (one member, one vote system).

          

          	
            Deliberately “non-hierarchical”; initially all functions performed on a rotational basis. At a later stage, many cooperatives established groups of coordinators chosen by members. Decisions taken by consensus during meetings (usually held monthly). Some decisions taken by smaller “special task” groups; in reality cooperatives often managed by the “most active”, informal leaders.

          
        


        
          	
            Conditions of membership: a substantial entry fee (around one month’s salary of a labourer); dividend paid to all members at the end of the year on the basis of the value of their purchases; part of the profits collected for a common fund.

          

          	
            A small entry fee; 10 per cent of the price for each product is paid into a common fund; in some cooperatives monthly contributions are a condition of membership; no individual dividend.

          
        


        
          	
            Duties of members: cooperative loyalty, adherence to cooperative values.

          

          	
            Participation in cooperative duties (on a rotational basis) and social activities.

          
        

      
    




    Table 1. Differences in structure and economy between  Społem  cooperatives (before 1939) and the cooperatives that have emerged in Poland since 2010 







    The aim of consumer cooperatives is to get in contact with local farmers for the supply of high quality, preferably organic, food for their members. Initially, the new consumer cooperatives had no experience in contacting farmers, so members started by delivering produce that they bought at big wholesale centres on the outskirts of cities, where some individual farmers sell their produce. Eventually most of the cooperatives managed to establish relations with individual farmers, although not without difficulties. Some cooperatives established lasting ties with food producers, while others struggled to retain them, largely due to very small orders that meant delivery to the cities was simply not viable for the farmers. Our initial research among farmers working with cooperatives has shown that most of them are not traditional small farmers, but have made a conscious decision to establish “alternative” farms that follow ecological natural farming models. Most of these farmers have also a university degree and either grew up in an urban setting (“back-to-the-landers”) or returned to their family’s land after studying and working in large cities (see Bilewicz & Śpiewak 2015). The reason that traditional farmers rarely deliver to cooperatives is probably because of their lack of social capital, more of which would enable information and direct links to urban consumer movements: most farmers are simply unaware of the existence of such groups or they find them too small and ephemeral to be worth cooperating with.


    Although today’s cooperatives are seemingly based on the same basic principle as entities from the past (forming an organised group of consumers to eliminate middlemen and trade directly with producers) as well as (at least in the first cooperatives founded by social activists5) the same broader, long-term goals (countering the capitalist mode of exchange and ultimately production), the organisational shape of the new cooperatives is very different from their precursors. Supposed commonalities with the “old” cooperatives, as suggested by references to Abramowski or the pre-war consumer-cooperative movement in general, are in fact misleading, as the new cooperatives were formed with a social background that differs significantly from that of the “old” movement. Furthermore, due to their structure, they are often unable to provide economic stability or perform their necessary functions sustainably and fluidly. Some also fail as communities, which invites consideration of the non-purely structural factors potentially at play. The structural differences between the past and present cooperatives are presented in Table 1.


    How re-embedding food exchange does (not) work in cooperatives


    Reciprocity and redistribution


     


    There are several reasons as to why the re-embedding process in cooperatives is, in my view, at best fragmented and slow, and that the very structure of the majority of cooperatives should be considered a constraint. In fact, as I will try to demonstrate, for these communities, food provision is sometimes only a marginal goal, a fact that is accepted by a substantial part of the membership, who treat cooperatives mainly as facilitators of networking or as a circle of like-minded friends, and don’t expect to purchase most of their daily food through it.


    A fragile community: the problem with reciprocity


     


    According to Hettne (1990, 2006) and other authors who interpret Polanyi within the so-called new regionalism paradigm, in the era of neoliberalism the re-embedding process is likely to happen in small, decentralised communities and be based predominantly on the principle of reciprocity. While redistribution is most typically attributed to the state or another social institution with a centralised governing body, the movements of reciprocity are “symmetrical, their locus being the community” (Dale 2013, 117).


    While in my opinion it is in general doubtful whether reciprocity alone could ensure a successful re-embedding of the economy, it is also necessary to look at potential constraints to reciprocity in any given social structure. Many of the cooperatives are highly fragile entities that experience recurring crises and may be disbanded temporarily or permanently as a result. My interviews and observations suggest that these crises are caused by the lack of volunteers to perform essential duties (insufficient commitment of members), a huge member turnover and insufficient coordination of work. These factors actually endanger the continued existence of reciprocity in cooperatives. The first factor – the passivity of the majority of members – often gets invoked by the most active members, mostly the founders of cooperatives, who complain about having to do all the work on their own. The majority of members, in the reports from the “activists” or factual leaders, do not really participate in cooperative activities, instead treating the cooperative as an “ordinary store”. This expression recalls Thugutt’s observations and suggests that it is a problem also that the movement has historically encountered.6 It came up in many of my conversations with cooperative members. One of the founders of the cooperative in Gdańsk and a former leader of the Young Socialists Movement said to me:


    Unfortunately, many cooperative members treat it as a slightly better, cheaper and healthier food store, at least half of them, the same half that buys ecological products. Yes, a cheaper, a slightly cooler ecological food store. They come or send some of their friends, they select their purchases, and this is how their participation in a cooperative looks. We find it lamentable, since the cooperative, by definition, should be democratically governed by us all, and every member of a cooperative has one voice that is equal to all the others.7


    During the second nationwide Consumer Cooperative Rally, organised in Łódź in 2013, a discussion on “participation” was held in which members from different cooperatives from all over Poland tried to find a solution to this problem. Their diagnosis was pretty similar:


    I think that we still understand the cooperative in a simplified way. For a cooperative is not just a store where you buy healthy food from a farmer. The cooperative is cooperation in a group, it is social cooperation.


    The passivity of the majority results in a situation in which all work and virtually all cooperative affairs are in the hands of the few most committed activists. These people sometimes consider themselves “idealists” or “freaks” deeply convinced by the ideology behind the cooperatives. As Marcin8 of the Gdańsk Cooperative recalled, he had to “see to everything”: he set the date of the shopping sessions and informed the group, opened and closed the Social Centre where the cooperative was located, and made sure that the people expected to take shifts for weighing, packing produce and cleaning up had shown up. He often also delivered produce from farmers and carried out other “functions” meant to be performed by all members on a rotational basis.


    I went often [to fetch produce], it was often the case that no one wanted to do it, so I said – okay, I’ll go, so that the shopping session can take place anyway. I’ve had enough of that. So recently there was simply no shopping.


    Marcin tried to distribute some responsibilities among other members, but was not always successful. He also admitted that his disproportionate involvement in cooperative matters gave more power to him than to the others, as he and a few other active members made de facto decisions on matters that were meant to be discussed collectively. Sometimes the daily management of cooperative affairs required some sort of sacrifice. Maciej, another active member of the Gdańsk cooperative, a person with irregular work and very modest earnings, took part in the cooperative labour, often volunteering to go early in the morning to the wholesale centre to buy food from farmers, even when he couldn’t afford food from the cooperative himself. He said it was his contribution to the cooperative when he was unable to “support it financially” by taking part in shopping. The Gdańsk cooperative collapsed in 2014, around a year after my visit.


    A similar situation occurred in the Łódź cooperative, as recounted by Piotr, once one of its leading activists:


    It was a major problem connected with participation and the fact that I took on too many of the obligations, and that we had not enough people to work. At some point I felt burnt out, I wasn’t able to keep going like that and the cooperative had to be suspended for a month.


    Indeed, the Łódź cooperative, which for some time was one of the most successful with around two hundred members, has had more than one period of inactivity due to both a lack of member participation and to internal conflict. The cooperative was relaunched, but Piotr no longer participates as a member. Brief terms of membership, even among the most committed and active members, is a typical situation in most cooperatives. The Warsaw Consumer Cooperative had to operate with high turnover and a constant influx of new members who had to learn the rules and get acquainted with co-members and co-workers. Most members stay no more than a year, sometimes even only a couple of months.


    Some activists have faulted other members, i.e., the inactive majority, for not having enough awareness of cooperative values and principles and not being “political” enough. For them, as for Piotr, the cooperative is mostly about politics:


    It is political that we cooperate in a just way with our deliverers; it is political that we buy locally and seasonally, because it is totally political. We can buy a potato at the Lidl discount supermarket, which is transported over hundreds, even thousands of kilometres from Israel, or we can buy a nice ecological potato coming from a distance of forty kilometres. That’s a huge difference, our money makes that difference […].


    Therefore, it is the “normal” people (those who are not politically aware, in the terms used by some of my interviewees) who have embraced the cooperative as a “chic store” providing them with cheaper ecological foods and who fail to understand what a democratic collective enterprise is all about. While this might be true in part, I would suggest instead that the design of the institution itself does not produce a basis for the stable relations necessary for reciprocity. Most work of the cooperatives is done via the Internet, where many discussions on common issues also take place. The rotational working arrangement does not enable people to regularly meet on the same “shift” and develop closer relationships as well as common “workshop rituals” that can facilitate stable cooperation (Sennett 2012). Although most cooperatives strive to integrate their members (organising picnics, communal cooking, discussions or workshops), they fail to retain them for a long period of time. The non-hierarchical structure, intended to avoid the alienation of the “petrified bureaucracy” of older cooperatives and enterprises, whether socialist or western ones, has produced its own alienation: chaos, instability and sometimes a surprising degree of anonymity in a small group meant to form a community, a “small society” (one member said of the cooperative: “it is a small society, a base of a society. It had to look like this in the beginning”).


    Is there, however, more that can be learned from the passivity of the majority of cooperative members? According to Polanyi, reciprocity requires a “supporting structure” in the form of “symmetry”, described as a sort of tribal subdivision involving individuals building partnerships or relations between villages or moieties (1977; 2001, 51). While it is important to remember that Polanyi is referring to pre-modern arrangements, long-term reciprocity in the new cooperatives still seems to need a personal and stable form of relationship based on more than just the types of friendship – or rather acquaintanceship – that develop through involvement in the cooperatives.9 In pre-war cooperatives, reciprocity was ensured by what was called “cooperative loyalty”, which was, in turn, strengthened by propaganda and moral education. Społem leaders took this very seriously – solidarity was a “duty”, according to a text by Charles Gide translated and printed in a 1906 edition of Społem magazine. This moral dimension, taking the form of a duty or obligation, is absent or rare in present-day cooperatives: for the most committed activists, what matters is being on the right political path or on the ethical side of consumption. For most members, self-fulfilment and a desire to take part in something “alternative” or “non-conventional” motivates their participation. Indeed, as Marcin pointed out, cooperative activities for some resemble “play”:


    In general, the cooperative is a sort of a […] nice way to have some fun […] you can’t rely on it in terms of your nourishment, you can’t treat it as your only food supply, because shopping sessions are rare, most of the people have to commute quite far, and, somehow […] to go and collect your shopping is anyway a sort of […] effort in relation to what you get, because what you get is of […] highly variable quality. Most of the wholesale centre things are the very same things that can be bought at the market.


    The weak and chaotic structure of many cooperatives prevents them from becoming a stable source of quality food, and there is no other strong motivation that would bind people to them for a longer period of time. In many cases, the cooperatives also cannot offer a stable source of income for farmers. Without some sort of a Maussian “obligation to give”, reciprocity in cooperatives does not seem to have good prospects. What happens in cooperatives, however, seems to be in accordance with the general spirit of the new social movements developing in the West since the 1960s: their ephemeral structure is a reflection of a general emphasis on self-realisation and individual goals that underlie collective action (Melucci 1989; Rose 1997). This is confirmed in a recent study that analyses people’s motivations for participating in recently developing informal movements (including cooperatives) in Poland (Górniak 2014). This larger framework means that people enter a cooperative then leave it readily when something more attractive is offered.


    “Where is our wallet?” Impaired redistribution


    Redistribution was one of the most important functions of classic consumer cooperatives based on the Rochdale Principles. By establishing a direct link to producers and at the same time selling at market prices, cooperatives made it possible to shift a profit that would otherwise fall into private hands to the community of members and have it partly returned to them as a dividend. As Stanisław Thugutt wrote, the aim of the cooperative was not profit, but “protecting its members from exploitation and generat[ing] savings for them” (Thugutt 1934, 4). It was thus meant to be a Polanyian countermovement against market forces. After covering the necessary expenses connected with running the shop, the remaining surplus money was to be redistributed among members according to the value of their expenses in the cooperative (but irrespective of their initial shares). Some of the surplus was democratically allocated through a common fund (this could be used for the cooperative enterprise or cultural or educational facilities for members).


    As mentioned above, in most new consumer cooperatives, redistribution took the form of a fundusz gromadzki (communal fund), established by adding 10 per cent to the producer’s price of each product. However, the fund’s value has turned out to be largely symbolic in most cooperatives. Due to the small numbers of members and the often irregular “shopping sessions”, no considerable surplus can develop. In the Warsaw Consumer Cooperative, it oscillated from several hundred złotys up to two or three thousand (eighty to twelve hundred euros) in the cooperative’s best months. This covered the costs of purchasing basic supplies for the cooperative’s storage room (shop scale, shelves, food boxes, etc.) and organising meetings, but not much more. Moreover, due to general chaos in the cooperative, it was difficult to accumulate the money for the fund. The simple reason for that was that it was held in a communal wallet that passed between the people who happened to perform the function of “shopping coordinator” in any given week. In 2012, the wallet disappeared, with all the cooperative’s savings. The person who lost or stole it was never found, as no one bothered to launch an investigation. This caused many disappointed members to leave the Warsaw cooperative.


    The initial aim of the fund, apart from covering necessary costs, was to support members in times of need (covering unexpected health care costs, for example). This, however, did not work and not just because of the fund’s paucity. Julia, a Łódź cooperative member, complained about flaws in the way the communal fund works:


    I know that there are people in the cooperative who can’t buy a larger amount of food in a given moment, or almost nothing. And they will never ask for help. Even very active people. And I think there is a barrier on their side. And it is psychological. And there is the question of how to avoid this barrier. For me, more formalisation and more anonymity in asking for help would be a solution. In the state of total informality that we have here, a person has to talk about his problem at a meeting, say that he simply does not earn much or is without a job, I think it is a big problem.


    In the “old” cooperatives redistribution was institutionalised as a more impersonal mechanism – the dividend was paid at the end of the year according to the value of a member’s purchases, which was filled in on special sheets. The personal and informal character of the present-day cooperative meetings actually makes this more difficult to implement. Most of the cooperatives that introduced the communal fund very quickly simply ceased to use it that way. The call to formalise this process seems very reasonable, as Polanyi reminds us that redistribution requires another supporting structure based on “centricity”, which is “present to some extent in all human groups, provides a track for the collection, storage and redistribution of goods and services”; it must also result in an effective division of labour, as the economic system is a “mere function of social organization” (Polanyi 2001, 52).


    As we see, the organisation of most cooperatives makes redistribution almost impossible. Storing money is difficult due to lack of stability in positions requiring responsibility. Storing other goods is also challenging in the long term, as most of the cooperatives, unable to rent their own space, must rely on NGOs, state-cultural institutions or informal organisations (such as squats) to grant them temporary space for free. The cooperatives often change their location, which makes it hard to build permanent infrastructure.


    Along with the absence of a fixed space, the programmatic lack of central authority (the “non-hierarchical” character of the cooperatives) seems to be a key factor in their general inefficiency and the feebleness of the redistribution process. Cooperatives base themselves on a conviction, popular among different streams of the “newest social movements” (Day 2005), especially those with anarchist inspirations, that a new and more just social order should eliminate all hierarchy and ultimately all power. Thus, in the beginning, no provisions were made for creating reasonably permanent management or administrative roles. Later, many cooperatives introduced some reforms, e.g. the Warsaw Consumer Cooperative established a “coordination group” that was supposed to be chosen again every three months. However, this has not resulted in anything lasting or stable, since the extent of the coordination group’s power was not precisely defined and most members did not appear to be very committed: presumably due to its lack of genuine answerability to the collective, which did not possess any tools to dismiss the coordinating group. Many members complained about chaos, inefficiency and prioritisation of the cooperative’s convivial function above its provisioning tasks. Such formation of informal hierarchies and elites in informal structures has been described in a classic essay by feminist activist Jo Freeman (1971) as the “tyranny of structurelessness”. She notes the ineffective character of such groups in dealing with complicated issues, as well as the emergence of informal elites and “stars” who dominate it. Such matters were also invoked by my informants, who spoke of “people with stronger personalities” and “rhetorical talents” dominating the group. “The force of the arguments” does not count, according to one of them.


    In most cooperatives all matters are decided at meetings based on the principle of consensus (Bressen 2007). A typical feature of many “alternative” organisations in the west, this principle has proven quite problematic (Sennett 2012), and most Polish cooperatives fully confirm this. Warsaw Consumer Cooperative meetings often lasted several hours, with lengthy discussions on minor issues. A feeling of emptiness and infertility prevailed in those discussions. Adam, a former Warsaw Consumer Cooperative member, recalled:


    Consensus decision-making is […] very attractive in a way […] on an ideological level, but hard to use in practice. It turns out that we can’t make any decision […], or finally, after many hours of discussion, we make some insignificant decision that does not really change much. We make this decision in a small group of people, because other people were somehow excluded from the decision-making process: they could not make it to the end of the meeting, or they let themselves be convinced because they were tired, or the pressure was so hard that they gave up. That is how I see it.


    These long and exhausting meetings were another reason many members became disillusioned and left the cooperative or became completely passive. Almost all of the most committed members – namely, those for whom the cooperative actually formed a close circle of friends and was an important part of their lifestyle – have left.


    Possible solutions: informal and formal


    It would be inaccurate to state that all Polish consumer cooperatives are in a state of stagnation or collapse such as that experienced by the cooperatives I described above. There are two basic types of cooperatives that transcend the initial model: the first type is what I term consumption-oriented cooperatives (see Bilewicz and Potkanska 2013; Bilewicz and Śpiewak 2015), informal Internet networks that actually partly resemble shopping groups; the second is represented to date by just one cooperative, the Warsaw Dobrze, which is registered as a formal association and has established a shop. These cooperatives have introduced very different, even mutually exclusive institutional arrangements that, however, enabled each of them to cope to some extent with the problem of disorganisation and insufficient member commitment.


    Consumption-oriented cooperatives are usually not oriented toward democratic decision-making; they mostly have centralised power structures in the form of so-called group administrators (usually two or three persons) who coordinate the necessary activities and make the most important decisions. Most of the work is done through the Internet, with individual members being responsible for “actions” for produce from a particular farmer or producer. Consumption-oriented cooperatives are able to have more members (sometimes a few hundred), and they meet weekly to redistribute the products, which they sometimes collect directly by car from farmers or small processing units (most farmers come to the city to deliver the goods). Lack of member commitment does not cause larger structural problems for these cooperatives – the administrators simply remove inactive members from the Internet group. This enables enduring reciprocity, but at the price of a kind of “despotic” power on the part of the administrators and the absence of the democracy that is crucial for cooperatives. Although in some cooperatives, as in the Kooperatywa Grochowska in Warsaw, this has changed after they adopted Rochdale Principles. Significantly, these entities have considerable purchasing power, thus enabling them to make large orders from farmers, providing them considerable profit; they offer also high prices for sophisticated goods of exceptional quality.10


    In contrast, the Dobrze cooperative, established in 2014, is formalised as an association and has opened two stores in Warsaw (the second one was launched in summer 2016). It is run partly by members who take rotating shifts and partly by paid staff. Formally, it continues to be “non-hierarchical”, and adopts the principle of consensus for its monthly meetings. There is, however, a coordination group that includes the formal management of the association. An association as a legal form requires the preparation of yearly financial reports and the need to pay rent for the shops and wages of employees – such are some of the factors that motivate most members to participate actively in cooperative tasks and daily life. Along with its own members (over two hundred), the cooperative employs people as shop assistants and supply coordinators. Dobrze, inspired by the rules of the Park Slope Food Coop in New York City, has introduced one mandatory three-hour shift per month for members in the cooperative shop. This gives the cooperative a solid existence, but all this also has its cost: the produce, notably bought from niche ecological farms, is much more expensive than at most other cooperatives, not to mention ordinary stores. But this is not all; the financial flows in the cooperative in fact constitute the opposite of redistribution: along with the initial share, members pay monthly contributions (twenty-five złotys, about six euros) to the cooperative to cover all its costs. The cooperative, in this arrangement, no longer serves to “protect members from exploitation”; instead, it offers them a sense of community and access to regional and quality food in exchange for their free work and money. Somehow, strangely, embeddedness has itself become a sort of a commodity, and an exclusive one at that (some similar findings are in Winter 2003). Although in the classical Rochdale cooperatives the members were obliged to pay substantial initial shares, they later obtained dividends that made their membership, at least in most cases, a form of economic protection. In Dobrze, protection instead concerns the members’ health and well-being (access to quality food), not their finances. It can be a solution for middle-class members, but obviously not for poorer people who cannot afford ecological and quality food, even at the lower prices offered by the cooperative.


    These two solutions, put in Polanyian terms, have introduced two different kinds of centricity: the first in the authority of the administrator, the second in the formal framework of the association and stores that impose strict regulations on members. The stable character of the two cooperatives enables social relations to flourish (and to form certain kinds of “symmetries” in the group: in both cases, many joint activities are organised by members, such as picnics, bartering used goods, common charity actions in the consumer-oriented cooperatives, and communal cooking and cultural/political events, the last mostly in the Dobrze cooperative). These two forms of cooperative, centralised through a person or institution, enable a stable exchange of food between producers and consumers and offer a rich social life to members. Reciprocity and redistribution are present in both cooperative models, at least to some extent, but not in an individual manner as in the classic Rochdale model. The funds of the members serve their common needs (as assets to run stores, to arrange a storage room or to organise a communal meal), but are not returned to members in the form of dividends.


    Cooperatives and class interest


    Who has access to the benefits offered by a community that forms such an “embedded island”? In the case of informal “activist” cooperatives and, to a larger extent, the Dobrze cooperative, the members are mainly young urban intelligentsia seeking a form of alternative lifestyle (Bilewicz and Potkanska 2013; Bilewicz and Spiewak 2015). Many of them have precarious jobs that do not provide high incomes but allow for a flexible schedule that enables them to participate in cooperative “shifts” (often during regular working hours), lengthy meetings held on workdays, and picnics and parties. The majority work in NGOs, at universities, at public cultural institutions, in the media or as freelancers; many are PhD students, mostly in the humanities and social sciences. Their self-definition as “freaks” living non-conventionally is contrasted with the figure of the “normal” (normals), a politically indifferent person outside the activist group or a potential member who needs to be drawn into the cooperative movement. The relationship between the “activists” and the “normals” is highly ambivalent: “normals” are seen as desirable and very welcome in cooperatives; simultaneously, when some of these “normals” join, they are partly blamed for cooperative inefficiency and accused of lacking proper political awareness.


    The elitist character of the consumer cooperatives is reflected in the assortment of the products they offer. The emphasis, which has grown stronger in recent years, on buying organic food makes the produce sold actually more expensive than in ordinary supermarkets, something that runs counter to the goals of early cooperatives. Many of the cooperatives have decided to stay vegetarian and thus concentrate on selling specialty vegetarian and vegan foods (tofu, tempeh, chia seeds, etc.). Cooperative members deem food sold in supermarkets to be inedible, unhealthy and full of “chemicals”, but the solution most cooperatives offer renders them even more exclusive. As Jack Goody argues in Cooking, Cuisine and Class  (1982), the upper classes have distinguished themselves for centuries by eating foreign, exotic food, with the invention of haute cuisine being linked to the emergence of complex social stratification. In the contemporary food regime, “exotic” might be replaced, paradoxically, by terms including “local”, “natural”, “organic” and “vegetarian” (or “vegan”). The emergence of industrially mass-produced food, according to Goody, has contributed to making food manners more egalitarian. It seems notable that this argument was made just at the time of the birth of the Slow Food movement (Brunori 2007) and other alternative food movements that were soon embraced by a middle class inventing its “green distinctions” (Horton 2003). The alternative-food movements in fact engage in elitist consumption practices.


    The intelligentsia in Poland, as in many other Eastern European countries, had a singular position in society. Some researchers claim that this class – or stratum, as there is no agreement about the class status of the intelligentsia (see Żarnowski 1964) – had a hegemonic position in Polish society since the second half of the nineteenth century that has lasted even through post-war socialist rule (Szelenyi 1982; Zarycki 2003, 2009). Most of the intelligentsia came from an impoverished gentry background: due to a lack of independent state structure in Poland and other factors undermining the formation of a bourgeoisie, the intelligentsia took a leadership position in the second half of the nineteenth century, when it was believed to be preserving national identity and values. However, intelligentsia leaders were also crucial in the formation of the socialist movement in Poland. The largest socialist party, the PPS, was led largely by intellectuals with backgrounds in the gentry and an assimilated Jewish intelligentsia. The pre-war cooperative movement, involving many former prominent PPS members, was also initiated and led by people with typical intelligentsia or even gentry or aristocratic backgrounds, as is reflected in the early articles published in the Warsaw journal Ekonomista in the second half of the nineteenth century by leaders of the Cooperative Society and Społem. Most of the iconic pioneers and theoreticians of Społem, including Abramowski and Wojciechowski, were born, somewhat paradoxically, in country mansions or into impoverished urban-intelligentsia families with gentry backgrounds. However, both PPS and Społem were able, after some time, to gain broad social support and attract workers and, in the case of Społem, wide peasant backing as well (some peasants also came to join its leadership).


    I return to the history of cooperatives to provide a basis for my interpretation of Polanyi’s argument about class interest and social change (2001, 158–71), which basically runs counter to the Marxist tradition. Because human interests are social before they are economic, Polanyi argues, successful countermovements involve cooperation between different social classes that are able to join forces despite sectional interests. It is in times of change that the entanglement of class interest with “the needs of society” (as a whole) and, consequently, with the fate of other classes, becomes visible (2001, 159). Those needs, Polanyi argues, are not predominantly economic. In the case of historical countermovements, he writes: “Almost invariably professional status, safety and security, the form of a man’s life, the breadth of his existence, the stability of his environ­ment were in question” (Polanyi 2001, 160).


    In fact, according to Polanyi, a countermovement must involve class leadership, in which one class represents the whole of society struggling for self-protection. By joining or leading the protectionist movement, this class is not merely representing its own economic interests, since not only income, but also other basic needs, common to all classes, are threatened by the commodification of land, labour and money. Somehow, the (similarly elitist) leaders of the “old countermovements” in Poland were able to represent interests other than their own “sectional” class interests, enter into dialogue with the part of the society that they wanted to protect and to mobilise hundreds of thousands of people in support of their cause. This seems not to be the case for the new consumer cooperatives, at least not in their present shape. On their way to a “more democratic, ecological, and just economy”, they fail to take a leadership position; they are enclosed in their own środowisko, the informal social milieu that Janine Wedel has described as the essence of social life in Poland during the last decade of “real socialism” (Wedel 1986). The tendency to remain confined in small “intelligentsia ghettos”, as described by sociologist Józef Chałasiński (1958) is, however, a phenomenon with deeper roots in Polish history, one that goes back to the creation of an urban stratum of impoverished gentry that heavily relied on informal personal ties. However, trying to understand this phenomenon by referring only to the history of local class relations may be misleading, since similar movements in Western Europe and America are also reported to have a predominantly middle-class or upper-middle-class – and therefore also exclusive – character (see Goodman and Goodman 2009; Bryant and Goodman 2013).


    Conclusion


    As I have attempted to demonstrate, most of the new consumer cooperatives to date have failed to develop the requisite mechanisms for successful economic integration, namely reciprocity and redistribution. Although they offer an “alternative” to the usual shopping at supermarkets or other stores, providing access to ecological and healthy food in a personal, small-scale setting, few of them are stable enough to permit long-standing cooperation with farmers and a firm organisational structure.


    The re-embedding process in cooperatives seems to be only partial, as it delivers only a semblance of trust and personal relations, a highly uncertain promise of Gemeinschaft rather than a stable economic mechanism integrated into the social fabric of the cooperative and its environment. The exclusive character of most cooperatives (strongly based on lifestyle and special food habits) and their peculiar “structureless structure” makes them inaccessible to the majority. Thus, their countermovement potential is fairly weak – they are unable to mobilise an alliance of different classes.


    It is possible, though, that this situation represents the initial stage of a larger movement, i.e. that some more stable and less exclusive structures will emerge in the future. The history of Polish cooperatives indeed began as feeble attempts by the intelligentsia to build cooperatives in the second half of the nineteenth century – something the Polish Marxist anthropologist Ludwik Krzywicki described as a failure due to their wrong social basis (Krzywicki 1903). The activity of the cooperative society that gave birth to Społem enabled the growth of a movement that transcended class barriers. The two different routes to stability that have emerged among present cooperatives show possible paths for the future. The first path, however, acquires stability through installing a strong leader, reducing the democratic aspect of the cooperative, while the other does so through establishing a store and formalising as an association but at the same time retaining relatively high prices and monthly membership dues, thus building an economic and social barrier to participation.


    The interests that the new cooperatives try to represent – access to healthy and natural foods, protection of small family farms and re-embedding food exchange in social relations – are basically common to all social classes. These interests – just as in Polanyi’s analysis – are not primarily economic; they are social interests (1968b) connected to physical as well as psychological well-being, a sense of security and ties to the local community and nature. While remaining cautious about overly facile historical analogies, it seems plausible to suggest that in order to gain wider social support, cooperatives will have to return to the Rochdale Principles (such as individual members’ participation in profits) and invent a “new neutrality” that could help transcend class barriers. This would probably entail moving beyond strict political positions (including not insisting on “non-hierarchical” and informal structures) and identities strictly based on alternative lifestyle and exclusive nourishment. Instead, most cooperatives, focused on the community aspect of the cooperative tradition, seem to neglect the individual aspect of the old cooperatives that is also rooted in Abramowski’s thought. This includes individual economic benefits, on the one hand, but, on the other, the focus on the moral dimension of cooperation: not only self-fulfilment, but also commitment.


    This is not the place to speculate whether the proposed evolution is probable; it is also not my intention to suggest that the intelligentsia must or should be leaders of the countermovement. An emergence of a successful countermovement could also happen elsewhere and it may be more effective with a different leadership. There are initial signs that some class alliances may be on the horizon. In 2016, the Dobrze cooperative supported the farmers’ protest in Warsaw and was involved in fighting for a law to enable farmers to sell processed food directly to consumers. It is possible that cooperatives will yet become an important actor bringing together Polish food producers and urban consumers in a single countermovement.11


    
      


      


      
        1 A slogan coined by a pioneering cooperative in Warsaw that is now found on websites of other cooperatives also. See the website of the Warsaw Consumer Cooperative (established in 2010): http://www.wks.waw.pl/kim-jestesmy/ (accessed 17/11/2016) and Krakowska Kooperatywa Spożywcza: http://kooperatywakrak.pl/ (accessed 17/11/2016).

      

      
        2 The name of the organisation changed over time. At the time of its establishment in 1911 it bore the name “Warsaw Union of Consumer Associations”. The full name mentioned in the text was introduced in 1935. The Union was commonly referred to simply as Społem or the Społem Union (Związek Społem).

      

      
        3 Polanyi argues that land, labour and money are treated in the market system as commodities although they were not meant to be for sale (Polanyi 2001, 71–80).

      

      
        4 It has to be mentioned that Społem’s leaders gradually abandoned the concept of a cooperative republic, considering it utopian, especially after the 1929 economic crisis. They did not change, however, their view of the role of cooperatives in society and their politically neutral stance (see Bilewicz 2017).

      

      
        5 It must be emphasised that the anti-capitalist stance does not pertain to the other type of new consumer cooperatives, which I refer to below as “consumption-oriented” (see page 21). However, they are not the main focus of this paper (for detailed information on this type of cooperative, see Bilewicz and Śpiewak 2015).

      

      
        6 It is important to remark, however, that this affinity is somewhat superficial, as commitment meant something else in the former cooperatives, where everyday duties were usually performed by paid staff or board members. A member’s duty was regarded not as participation in the everyday tasks, but as faithfulness to one’s cooperative store against all odds as well as spreading the ethics of cooperation.

      

      
        7 All translations of quotes used in the article are mine.

      

      
        8 The names of the cooperative members have been changed.

      

      
        9 This aspect of Polanyi’s thought is in fact problematic, as it is not entirely clear how we should apply the categories derived from studying ancient or tribal communities to the modern context. This ambiguity led to the split (now resolved) among economic anthropologists between “formalists” and “substantivists” (see Hann and Hart 2011a, 56–97). I would argue that the forms of integration are still applicable to the contemporary societies, although Polanyi himself was quite unclear about how to understand them in the contemporary context. His support for the Soviet Union (Dale 2016, 80–94), even during Stalinism, leads to further confusion, since his general style of argument, e.g., focusing on exchange and distribution rather than production, his view of class conflict and the Christian and individualist motifs of his thought seem hard to reconcile with communist ideas and practice.

      

      
        10 It is important to remark that not all cooperatives that fall into the “consumer” category fit into this description. In the years following this study, some cooperatives from this group became more democratic and dispensed with Facebook for carrying out their daily operations.

      

      
        11 The initial version of this paper was given as a working Paper at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle-Saale in 2017. I express my gratitude to Chris Hann and the members of the seminar of the Department ‘Resilience and Transformation in Eurasia’ at the Institute for their useful comments on this paper. I am also grateful to Steve Reyna and Mathijs Krul for their insightful comments.

      
    

  


  References:


Abramowski, Edward. 2010.    Kooperatywa. Polskie korzenie przedsiębiorczości społecznej. 
    Ed. R. Okraska. Łódź: Stowarzyszenie “Obywatele Obywatelom.”
←


    Abramowski, Edward. 2013. Zagadnienia socjalizmu. Wybór pism.
    Kraków: Ośrodek Myśli Politycznej.
←


    Alexander, Catherine. 2011. “Illusions of freedom. Polanyi and the third
sector.” In Market and society: The Great Transformation     today. Eds. Ch. Hann and K. Hart. Cambridge: Cambridge University
    Press.
←


    Bilewicz, Aleksandra and Dominika Potkańska. 2013. “Jak kiełkuje
    społeczeństwo obywatelskie? Kooperatywy spożywcze w Polsce jako przykład
    nieformalnego ruchu społecznego.” Trzeci sektor 1(3): 25–44.
←


    Bilewicz, Aleksandra and Ruta Śpiewak. 2015. “Enclaves of activism and
taste: Polish consumer cooperatives as alternative food networks.”    Socio.hu 3. Special Issue in English on the Social Meaning of Food:
    147–166.
←


    Bilewicz, Aleksandra. 2017. Społem. Idea, ludzie, organizacja. Tom
    1. Warszawa: Oficyna Naukowa.
←


Block, Fred. 2003. “Karl Polanyi and the writing of Great Transformation.”     Theory and Society 32(3): 275–306.
←


Block, Fred and Margaret Somers. 2014.    The power of market fundamentalism: Karl Polanyi’s critique.
    Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.
←


Bressen, Tree. 2007. “Consensus decision making.”    Group Faciliation: A Research & Application Journal 8: 381–392.
←


    Brodziński, Marian. 1999. Dylematy rozwoju spółdzielczości w Polsce.
    Warsaw: Fundacja “Rozwój SGGW.”
←


    Brunori, Gianluca. 2007. “Local food and alternative food networks: a
    communication perspective.” Anthropology of Food S2. Available
    online at: http://aof.revues.org/430 (accessed on April 28, 2015).
←


    Bryant, Robert and Michael Goodman. 2013.
    
        Peopling the practices of sustainable consumption: eco chic and the
        limits of the spaces of intention.
    
    Environment, Politics and Development Working Paper Series 55. London:
    Department of Geography, King’s College.
←


    Carmony, Donald F. and Josephine M. Elliot. 1980. “New Harmony, Indiana:
    Robert Owen’s seedbed for Utopia.” Indiana Magazine of History
    76(3): 161–261.
←


Chałasiński, Jerzy. 1958.    Przeszłość i przyszłość inteligencji polskiej. Warsaw: Ludowa
    Spółdzielnia Wydawnicza.
←


    Chyra-Rolicz, Zofia. 1985.
    
        Pod spółdzielczym sztandarem: z dziejów spółdzielczości polskiej do
        1982 r.
    
    Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Spółdzielcze.
←


    Chyra-Rolicz, Zofia. 1992.
    
        Z tradycji spółdzielczości II Rzeczpospolitej (idee, fakty, dokonania).
    
    Warszawa, Poznań: Ławica.
←


    Dąbrowska, Maria. 1922.
    
        Spółdzielczość zwyciężająca (dzieje angielskiej Hurtowni Stowarzyszeń
        Spożywców)
    
    . Warszawa: Związek Polskich Stowarzyszeń Spożywców.
←


    Dale, Gareth. 2013. Polanyi: the limits of the market. Cambridge,
    Malden: Polity Books.
←


    Dale, Gareth. 2016. Reconstructing Polanyi: excavation and critique.
    London: Pluto Press.
←


    Dale, Gareth. 2016b. Karl Polanyi. A Life on the Left. New York,
    Chichester: Columbia University Press.
←


Day, Richard 2005.    Gramsci is dead: anarchist currents in the newest social movements.
    Toronto: Pluto Press and Between the Lines.
←


    Duszyk, Adam. 2007.
    
        Między idea a polityką: ruch spółdzielczy centralnych ziem polskich w
        XX wieku: studia.
    
    Radom: Radomskie Towarzystwo Naukowe.
←


    Fairbairn, Bruce. 1994. “The meaning of Rochdale: the Rochdale pioneers and
the cooperative principles.” Occasional Paper Series No. 94.02.     Saskatchewan: University of Saskatchewan. Centre for the Study of
    Co-operatives.
←


    Frazer, Nancy. 2013. “A triple movement? Parsing the politics of crisis
    after Polanyi.” New Left Review 81. Available online at:
    http://newleftreview.org/II/81/nancy-fraser-a-triple-movement (accessed on
    October 11, 2014).
←


Freeman, Joe. 1971. “The Tyranny of Structurelessness.”    Berkeley Journal of Sociology 17. Available online at:
    http://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/tyranny.htm (accessed on September 19,
    2017).
←


    Gide, Charles. 1922. Consumers’ cooperative societies. Binghamton,
    NY: Alfred A. Knopf.
←


    Graeber, David. 2002. “The new anarchists.” New Left Review 13.
    Available online at:
    https://newleftreview.org/II/13/david-graeber-the-new-anarchists (accessed
    on September 19, 2017).
←


    Giełżyński, Wojciech. 1986. Edward Abramowski. Zwiastun Solidarności
    . London: Polonia.
←


Goodman, David and Michael Goodman. 2009. “Alternative food networks.” InEncyclopedia of Human Geography. Eds. R. Kitchen and N. Thrift.     Amsterdam, Boston, Heidelberg, London: Elsevier.
←


Goody, Jack. 1982.    Cooking, cuisine and class: a study in comparative sociology.
    Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
←


    Hann, Chris. 1992. “Radical functionalism: the life and work of Karl
    Polanyi.” Dialectical Anthropology 17(2): 141–166.
←


Hann, Chris and Keith Hart. 2011a.    Economic anthropology: history, ethnography, critique. Cambridge:
    Polity Press.
←


    Hann, Chris and Keith Hart. 2011b. “Introduction: learning from Polanyi 1.”
    In Market and society: The Great Transformation today. Eds.
    Ch. Hann and K. Hart. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
←


Hettne, Björn. 1990. “The contemporary crisis: the rise of reciprocity.” In    The life and work of Karl Polanyi: a celebration. Ed. K. Polanyi
    Levitt. Montreal, New York: Black Rose Books.
←


    Hettne, Björn. 2006. “Re-reading Polanyi: a second Great Transformation?”
    In Karl Polanyi in Vienna: the contemporary significance of The
    Great Transformation. Eds. K. McRobbie and K. Polanyi Levitt. Montreal, New
    York, London: Black Rose Books.
←


    Holyoake, George. 1908. The history of cooperation. London: T.
    Fisher Unwin.
←


    Horton, David. 2003. “Green distinctions: the performance of identity among
    environmental activists.” The Sociological Review 51: 63–77.
←


Jossa, Bruno. 2005. “Marx, Marxism and the cooperative movement.”    Cambridge Journal of Economics 29(1): 3–18.
←


Kazmierczak, Tadeusz and Marek Rymsza. 2008.    Social economy in Poland: past and present. Warsaw: Institute of
    Public Affairs.
←


    Knupfer, Anne Meis. 2013.
    
        Food coops in America: communities, consumption and economic democracy.
    
    Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press.
←


    Kowalik, Tadeusz. 1991. “The Polish postscript, 1989.” In
    
        The legacy of Karl Polanyi: market, state and society in the end of the
        twentieth century
    
    . Eds. M. Mandell and D. Salée. Quebec: Concordia University.
←


Krzywicki, Ludwik. 1903.    Stowarzyszenia spożywcze: ustęp z dziejów kooperacji. Warszawa:
    Nakł. Członków Stowarzyszenia Spożywczego Kolei Warszawsko-Wiedeńskiej.
←


    Mendell, Marguerite. 2006. “Democratizing capital: alternatives to
market-led transition.” In    Karl Polanyi in Vienna: the contemporary significance of The Great
    Transformation. Eds. K. McRobbie and K. Polanyi Levitt. Montreal:
    Black Rose Books.
←


    Melucci, Alberto. 1989.
    
        Nomads of the present: social movements and individual needs in
        contemporary society.
    
    London: Hutchison Radius.
←


Mielczarski, Romuald. 2010.    Razem! Czyli Społem. Wybór pism spółdzielczych. Ed. R.
    Okraska. Łódź, Sopot, Warszawa: Biblioteka “Obywatela.”
←


    Miele Mara and Jonathan Murdoch. 2004. “A new aesthetic of food? Relational
reflexivity in the »alternative food« movement”. In    Qualities of Food. Eds. M. Harvey, A. McMeekin and A. Warde.
    Manchester: Manchester University Press.
←


Peisert, Arkadiusz. 2009.    Spółdzielnie mieszkaniowe. Między wspólnotą obywatelską a alienacją.
    Warszawa: IFiS PAN.
←


    Piechowski, Adam. 1999. “Non-cooperative cooperatives: new fields for
cooperative and quasi cooperative system in Poland.”     Review of International Cooperation 92(1): 49–57.
←


Polanyi, Karl. 1968a. “Our obsolete market mentality.” In    Primitive, archaic and modern economies: essays of Karl Polanyi. Ed.
    G. Dalton. Boston: Beacon Press.
←


Polanyi, Karl. 1968b. “Aristotle discovers the economy.” In    Primitive, archaic and modern economies: essays of Karl Polanyi. Ed.
    G. Dalton. Boston: Beacon Press.
←


Polanyi, Karl. 1968c. “Class interest and social change.” In    Primitive, archaic and modern economies: essays of Karl Polanyi. Ed.
    G. Dalton. Boston: Beacon Press.
←


Polanyi, Karl. 1977. “Forms of integration and supporting structures.” In    The livelihood of man. Ed. H.B. Pearson. New York, San Francisco,
    London: Academic Press.
←


    Polanyi, Karl. 2001 [1944].
    
        The Great Transformation: the political and economic origins of our
        time.
    
    Boston: Beacon Press.
←


Rapacki, Marian. 1923. “Socjalizm i kooperacja.”    Rzeczpospolita spółdzielcza 12(III): 505–509.
←


    Rose, Fred. 1997. “Toward a class cultural theory of new social movements:
    reinterpreting new social movements.” Sociological Forum
    12(3): 461–494.
←


Rusiński, Władysław. 1967.    Zarys historii polskiego ruchu spółdzielczego. Część II: 1918–1939.
    Warszawa: Zakład Wydawniczy CZSR.
←


Sennett, Richard. 2012.    Together: the rituals, pleasures and politics of cooperation. New
    Haven, London: Yale University Press.
←


Siwik, Bronisław. 1923. “Spółdzielczość a socjalizm.”    Rzeczpospolita spółdzielcza 11(III): 457–463.
←


    Stryjan, Yohanan. 1994. “Understanding cooperatives: the reproduction
    perspective.” Annals of Public and Cooperative Economics 65(1):
    59–80.
←


    Stryjan, Yohanan and Filip Wijkström. 1996. “Cooperatives and nonprofit
organizations in Swedish social welfare.”    Annals of Public and Cooperative Economics 67(1): 5–27.
←


    Szelényi, Ivan. 1982. “The intelligentsia in the class structure of state
    socialist societies.” The American Journal of Sociology 82:
    S287–S326.
←


Vieta, Marcelo. 2010. “The new cooperativism.”    Affinities: A Journal of Radical Theory, Culture and Action 4(1):
    1–11.
←


    Webb, Beatrice. 1930. Cooperative movement in Great Britain. London:
    George Allen & Unwin.
←


    Winter, Michael. 2003. “Embeddedness, the new food economy and defensive
    localism.” Journal of Rural Studies 19(1): 23–32.
←


Wedel, Janine. 1986.    The private Poland: an anthropologist’s look at everyday life. New
    York, Oxford: Facts on File Publications.
←


    Wojciechowski, Stanisław. 1938. Moje wspomnienia. Vol. 1.
    Lwów–Warszawa: Książnica-Atlas.
←


    Zarycki, Tomasz. 2003. “Cultural capital and the political role of the
intelligentsia in Poland.”    Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics 19(4): 91–108.
←


    Zarycki, Tomasz. 2009. “The power of the intelligentsia: the Rywin affair
    and the challenge of applying the concept of cultural capital to analyze
    Poland’s elites.” Theory and Society 38: 613.
←


    Zarycki, Tomasz. 2014. “Social dialogue under the supremacy of the
    intelligentsia.” Warsaw Forum of Economic Sociology 5:2(10): 69–78.
←


    Zarycki, Tomasz, Rafał Smoczyński, and Tomasz Warczok. 2017. “The roots of
    Polish culture-centered politics: Toward a non-purely cultural model of
cultural domination in Central and Eastern Europe.”    Eastern European Politics and Societies and Cultures 31(2): 360–381.
←


Żarnowski, Jerzy. 1964.    Struktura społeczna inteligencji w Polsce w latach 1918–1939.
    Warsaw: PWN.
←




  
    Cytowanie:Zygmuntowski, J., J. (2018). Commoning in the Digital Era: Platform Cooperativism as a Counter to Cognitive Capitalism , Praktyka Teoretyczna 27(1), 168-192. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.14746/prt.2018.1.7

  


  Commoning in the Digital Era: Platform Cooperativism as a Counter to Cognitive Capitalism


  Jan J. Zygmuntowski


  
    Our product is so superior to the status quo that if we give people the opportunity to see it or try it, in any place in the world where government has to be at least somewhat responsive to the people, they will demand it and defend its right to exist.

“Travis law”, coined by Travis Kalanick, Uber ex-CEO




    Undoubtedly, the capitalist economy is going through a fascinating and overarching transformation, in greatest part as a result of the widespread adoption of ICT (information and communication technologies) and the massive accumulation of financial capital. Both phenomena will soon have been dominant for half a century in total. But more recently completely new schemes of commodity production and consumption systems have emerged with the rise of digital platforms.


    Multi-sided platforms – the prime example of business models in the digital era – combine the elegance of smartphone apps with the corporate power of organizing. They collect, store, and catalogue data, allow a variety of sides participate in exchanges and service provision, cater to the requirements of comfort, and enable rapid and secure access to their virtual infrastructure. It is possible to observe the emergence of a new megastructure of reality that runs through the physical, analogue world, but that retains a meta-level thanks to its information-based, cognitive quality (Bratton 2016).


    It is crucial to remember, however, that the appearance of new technologies and the details of their deployment are not exogenous. They are a result of specific strategies of research and implementation, to some extent in keeping with the will of capital. A striking concept envisioning such a future was Jeremy Rifkin’s The Age of Access, in which a world is described where every piece of reality has been privatized, commoditized, and monetized (Ryfkin 2000). Industrial production will lose in significance and accordingly in price compared to immaterial assets – knowledge, music, images, and ultimately even ideas and network access itself. Capturing this value is key to the power of the new dominant classes.


    But is this not, and increasingly so, the reality already faced throughout the world? And is it the only reality possible?


    This article is an attempt to critically analyze the micro- and macro-economic sides of the corporate model of digital platform. It sums up the great body of journalistic work that appears in public debate often, yet is still lacking in its formal grounding in economic literature. This practical part leads directly to a system-level discussion on cognitive capitalism as the new mode of capital accumulation superseding industrial capitalism.


    Whether cognitive capitalism is truly the prevalent mode now is an empirical question. Here I argue that most of the counter arguments to the cognitive capitalism viewpoint expressed around the dot-com bubble have been invalidated by new developments concerning digital labor and immaterial assets. It is therefore assumed for the purpose of this article that cognitive capitalism has indeed become, even if spatially it is still relatively restricted, the primary scheme for financial capital. Cognitive capitalism is furthermore explored to define how digital networks function in its regime and what the specific conditions are regarding netarchical platforms.


    Cognitive capitalism is evolving toward its becoming a rentier state of apparatuses of value capture that control networks; but this evolution may well come to an end. Interest in the theory of commons has been flourishing recently, even finding its way into less theoretical debates. The rising popularity of “platform cooperativism,” a term coined by Trebor Scholz to describe successful applications to, and emerging theory about, the new praxis of digital resistance, points the way forward for a modern social economy. Egalitarian ownership and democratic practice among cooperatives are indeed possible on a global scale given the development of communications technologies. Lastly, I argue that, while multi-stakeholder platform co-ops have their downsides, they are the most viable counter to cognitive capitalism as we face it now.


    Critique of the corporate platform


    The digital-era economy gives rise to many new types of organizational vehicles located on different parts of the value chain. Such business models operate in a variety of ways, as cognitive work and information data can be commoditized and monetized on the market in manifold fashion, especially as key terms and ideologies are used to sustain public belief in their benevolent nature. Such was the growth of the sharing economy trend. Though based on healthy assumptions about tapping into the unused or underused value of assets, in contrast with the typically commercial exchange of services, usually by peer-to-peer networks, or about frictionless trade through the elimination of middlemen, the track record of many sharing economy companies proves how platforms willingly and successfully dive deep into the new regime of financial accumulation.


    One of the most prominent examples is the case of Uber. As the largest representative of the sharing economy – its highest valuation reached 70 billion USD – Uber has managed to expand in the relatively typical sector of personal transportation. However, Uber’s main claim was originally that it is an IT services company, thus releasing it from all regulatory responsibilities, ranging from workers’ rights to antidiscrimination laws. In this way, Uber is a platform that determines prices, wages, deals with payments, reputation systems, and supply and demand distribution, and that operates outside existing regulations, purely on the claim of being a technological “disruption” (Zygmuntowski 2017). This status has enabled it to engage in unfettered operations, thus allowing Uber to capture the market and extract value while breaking competition rules and defeating any law-abiding business rivals.


    Furthermore, it is far from the case that Uber reduces transaction costs to zero, something that sharing economy enthusiasts keep talking up. The company’s margin keeps on increasing and is well above ¼ of a single drive price. On some local markets, Uber retains the low price model, especially if contested by other firms, while on others it has started to use its strong position to extract value. A flexible pricing strategy known as  surge pricing1  is also used to quickly boost profits from users in disadvantaged situations like terrorist attacks or poor weather conditions. Such an approach is defined by the realities of capitalism and the pressure of big capital, as investors who have spent years burning cash for Uber need a safe return on their investment and place great pressure on the firm.


    Another widely recognized sharing-economy company that is causing negative spillovers is Airbnb. Many European and American cities have taken steps against the enterprise, from imposing fines and inspections to a complete ban on short-term rentals. High profits gained by landlords thanks to tourists have largely contributed to the process of gentrification of entire neighborhoods and blocks of flats. Rent raising and the unnatural growth of house prices in cities highly attractive to tourists, such as Paris, Barcelona, or New York, has led to a spoiling of the real estate market and a slump in the supply of available housing, which has impacted negatively on the quality of life of local residents and businesses (Lee 206).


    A great variety of arguments address the problem of work instability and low labor protection standards, a problem that became widespread with the adoption of gig economy platforms. With self-employment and on-demand flexibility undermining the distinction between work and free time, and zero-hour contracts and other forms of employment pushing responsibility onto the “contractor,” such work arrangements have been denounced many times. Some of those complaints have been upheld in courts – examples include the notable cases built against Uber and Lyft. This devaluation of labor and the commodification of workers themselves has even been referred to as Humans-as-a-Service (Kowalik 2017).


    The concern over unclear platform policies also raises questions. Due to the technological advancement of the platforms, the precise architecture of system operations, data analysis, and information gathering, together with their influence on the presented services and products, or market access, remain largely unknown. Most of these platforms, whether part of the sharing economy, social media, or search engines, restrict access to their internal functions or clear paths with open APIs (Application Programming Interface) only for their own professional products (like ad management) or for selected partners – a business strategy rather than an attempt to pioneer transparency.


    Not knowing has its consequences. Big data analysis may reinforce stereotypes and negative profiling by identifying correlation as causation (Crawford, Schultz 2014). Patterns, though, are often the visible end results of multivariable complex systems, which the algorithm sees as simple equations if so coded. Platforms may use their mechanisms to discreetly favour some groups or change the parameters of the market to maximize profit, even if it counters user experience. Some cases of tech profiling show extreme dangers – e.g., the Value-Added Model used for many years to assess teachers in the US showed clear inconsistency and had no accountability, yet it served its role by creating a proof-like outcome to explain significant job losses (O’Neil 2016).


    In other situations, sharing economy platforms were able to reduce negative profiling, but choose not to. This was the case with Airbnb and its evident discrimination of African Americans (Edelman, Luca, Svirsky 2017). The findings from Fiverr and TaskRabbit – online freelance marketplaces – also show evidence of bias. Perceived user gender and race are significantly correlated with worker evaluations, which may harm the employment opportunities afforded to the workers (Hannák et al. 2017).


    Arbitrary decision-making and lack of transparency may result in users accepting the mechanisms manipulating supply and demand sides, even though they would never accept them on traditional, analogue markets or if given more governance choices. However, very often the platforms or algorithms used are proprietary brands, and so their internal construction is considered a trade secret. Users are presented with a “black box,” with little or no possibility of understanding, appeal, or co-governing (Pasquale 2016).


    The very same critique applies to other kinds of platforms that remain outside the sharing economy paradigm. Retail websites, marketplaces, and social media as digital infrastructure operate in the same way. Whether Facebook, Instagram, or Alibaba, the methods used by such companies are profit-oriented and strictly hierarchical, even though they became socialized and common through practice (Fuchs 2013).


    Currently the observed growth of multi-sided platforms market is mainly being driven by positive network externalities, which are responsible for rising value if new users adopt the product (Katz, Shapiro 1985). It can be easily concluded that the optimal state is almost full concentration of the respective market, thus guaranteeing maximum supply and demand on all sides, and, as a consequence, more transactions and more data, which can fuel the further modeling of mechanisms and constant development of platform offers. Given such a situation, a company might consciously internalize negative network externalities, i.e., unwanted competition between supply providers, with specifically constructed algorithms, which diminishes the decrease in marginal positive network externalities growth (Li, Liu, Bandyopadhyay 2010).


    Some academics believe that the possible negative consequences of strong market oligopolization will never occur, as low costs of change uphold competitive pressure on prices (Doligalski 2013). However, there is a scarcity of strong arguments supporting the idea that multihoming – the process of constant comparison and usage of different solutions – will hold. One of the most specific characteristics of multi-sided platforms is their close to zero marginal cost per user, combined with their very low cost of market entrance (as per se entrance, not market capture). The optimal growth strategy, then, is to take part simultaneously in a technological and network building race.


    Such competition is most likely to finish with a monopoly or at least an oligopoly, in which the market is no longer homogenous, due to the technologies used and the networks, which constitute different social groups. As a result the cost of change is substantial. We might observe this phenomenon in the technological heterogeneity (and accordingly social and cultural), and thus the cost of change, between Apple and Microsoft products, or membership on Facebook and vKontakte. More than accurate is the oligopolistic competition model of Reinhard Selten, in which demand relies not only on current prices, but to a large extent on the inertia of demand from previous periods (Selten 1968). The network externalities of digital platforms are many times stronger than in traditional, analogue business models and resemble rather the problems of natural monopolies.


    We should also recall that platform users not only pay in the form of accepted monetary currency, but they also bring other values – their time and data. Every moment spent watching advertisements, on content co-creation or on providing service feedback is in fact a new payment. Private data constitute the highest form of intellectual property value, which allows for further technological refinement and control over the platform market, and through it the social and economic dimensions of the world (Ezrachi 2016).


    Through these means platforms become “network rentiers,” as Rachel O’Dwyer calls them (O’Dwyer 2015). The problem with rentier capitalism, which has been debated since the classical economy of Adam Smith and analyzed in-depth by Marxist economists, returns in the form of platform infrastructure, which abuses its monopolistic position to charge fees (even if, for a period of time, it may subsidize consumption to gain a foothold in the market). In the end, this amounts to a new process of primitive accumulation through enclosing common, public spaces – this time in artificially created, digital space – as a repetition of the often brutal and chaotic transition from feudalism to capitalism. David Harvey argues that the accumulation process continues wherever dispossession from public spaces and privatization of the commons takes place (Harvey 2005). Another theory is proposed by Hardt and Negri, who propose the two terms formal subsumption, which describes capital’s drawing pre-existing labor relations into itself while taking control over means of production and compelling worker to wage-labor, and real subsumption, which characterizes capital’s transforming and embedding all relations to comply with the profit-motive (Hardt, Negri 2017). ICT can be observed to influence both, although here it is formal subsumption that serves to explain how capitalism can pave its way to gain control over new fictitious commodities.


    It seems justified to state that platforms seem to be attempts to enter and monopolize areas traditionally stewarded not only by the market, but also considered to be common, public and municipal goods. Many of the well-noted spillovers of platforms, such as ousting public transport, profit transfers, pressure on worker’s rights, urban development, and other public-provided services, have gained the interest of global financial capital, which is constantly seeking new tools for economic extraction and social impact.


    It is therefore crucial to observe digital multi-sided platforms as a product, as a tool of a bigger system. One of the most investor-acclaimed traits of platforms is their asset light model. The digital business model is the final step in full value chain decomposition, in which the platform takes place as a “meta” layer of the economy, where all the other participants – clients, suppliers, producers, and analogue business partners – remain in the decision hierarchy but below the platform, even though they face most of the business responsibilities. Such observations have led Nick Srnicek to present a typology of platforms, which divides the landscape of the new infrastructure into five main categories:


    1) advertizing platforms, which extract data from users, analyze it, and sell marketing services (e.g. Google, Facebook);


    2) cloud platforms, which rent basic hardware and software to digital-dependent businesses (e.g. Amazon Web Services, Salesforce);


    3) industrial platforms, which build internet-connected, smart manufacturing tools (e.g. GE, Siemens);


    4) product platforms, which capitalize on turning assets into stream of services, enabling rent collection (e.g. Rolls-Royce, Spotify);


    5) lean platforms, which aims to reduce costs and liabilities to a minimum (e.g. Uber, Airbnb) (Srnicek 2016).


    Out of the presented platform models, three of them – advertizing, cloud, and lean – take almost exclusively the form of digital platforms. Product platforms can be of different types, depending on the type of good that is “streamed” (which may range from digital books and audio to patented formulas or even the brand itself), while industrial platforms bridge physical hardware with digital networks. It should be thought of as not only the much-anticipated Internet of Things and Industry 4.0, but also the power that Google and Apple hold with everyday smartphone operating systems (iOS, Android) and the keys to that power.


    Platforms have to a large extent become a vehicle for international, unrestrained capital, motivated solely by profit and fueled by a specific culture formed in Silicon Valley. For venture capital funds, the platform is the ultimate form of the logic claiming that business is merely a revenue stream. The fewer the assets and operational activities, the more stable and easy-to-control the profit flows are. Financial means, processed via the black box of platforms and groups dedicated to them, should exit on the other side as ROI (Return on Investment). Little wonder then that in 2016 American VC funds invested almost 60 bln USD in new projects, most of which were platforms and marketplaces (Langley, Leyshon 2016).


    Production system of cognitive capitalism


  

    A close assessment of new digital ventures reveals extractionary goals, which are central to the functioning of these ventures. The rising influence of corporate digital platform companies largely contributes to the dismantling of social sustainability, welfare, and long-term maintenance. But in no way is their rise a sign of deviation from the proper workings of the market system – they are signs of the developmental continuity of capitalism itself.


    The aim of this section is to provide theoretical underpinnings to the empirical problems found in the system comprised of corporate platforms. The literature on cognitive and netarchical capitalism provides conflicting models for understanding the modern economy, yet their synthesis brings some conclusions that are of extremely high relevance if any countermeasures to capitalism are to be proposed.


    The socio-economic organization of production systems has been dynamically changing since the Taylorist model proved inadequate to new challenges. The increase and widespread adoption of the new ICT technologies has impacted the industrial paradigm, allowing for a transition into the postindustrial information age (Hutchinson 2008). The observed process is marked by a continually diminishing manual labor component in the economy organized around the production of physical goods, and a corresponding increase in the value and scope of a knowledge, information-based labor component that is organized around the provision of services. The postindustrial paradigm perceives knowledge as the most valuable factor in terms of productivity.


    Numerous authors have argued with the “knowledge-based economy” hypothesis, the so-called “death of distance,” and other postindustrial concepts that are so often eagerly used by business managers and analysts seeking to take advantage from participation in the reproduction of social relations and thus generate profit. The four main strands of the critique rely on the following arguments: that the Western perspective of high value-added activities and robust capital intensity should not obscure the outsourced low-skill jobs and “traditional” capitalism operating in the rest of the world; that the great shift in capitalism leaves rather unremarkable signs on productivity factors; that worker mobility and connectedness on a global level is far from the proposed global, virtual workforce; and, finally, that the digital and networked Internet is embedded in capitalism and so only further extends its dynamics in all the spheres it touches (Huws 1999, Fisher 2010).


    Whether that critique will continue to be valid is unclear, although some of the points made at the time of the dot-com bubble may now be defunct. Indeed, the global division of labor pushed manufacturing far from the line of sight of Western academia, yet the introduction of personal smartphones and further Internet expansion – from 5% global user penetration in 1999 to 48% in 2017, and as much as 70.6% for young people (ITU 2017) – as well as the popular use of digital platforms, software, and codified knowledge in all types of business in every sector prove that manufacturing and even low value-added services as well are undergoing a critical change. Globalization is truly allowing the workforce to become worldwide, to the extent that the Global South is being forcibly drawn into digital workspaces, an example being the World Bank’s program “m2work,” which plugs hundreds of Palestinians in Gaza into the Amazon Mechanical Turk cognitive labor platform. It is crucial to understand the spatial limitations of capitalism, which has its own geographic dynamics. One might even argue that industrial capitalism took much longer to reach the edges of colonial agricultural powerhouses than cognitive capitalism has.


    Finally, the debate as to whether ICT is just another technology embedded in existing capitalist social relations and its organization of production; or whether it marks a critical shift that changes the nature of the system, may miss the point. No technology is exogenous, although its deployment may entirely change the nature of a previous mode of production, which is what Hardt and Negri’s real subsumption describes for the case of capitalist production (Hardt, Negri 2017). It seems indisputable that the famed “disruption” refers exactly to the process of creative, almost Schumpeterian destruction of previous modes of organizing the value chain and labor, just as we saw with electricity in the second industrial revolution. For those reasons, a sound theory of digital, cognitive, and netarchical capitalism is more relevant now than back when first hypotheses were formed, sometimes in a visionary, ahead-of-the-time manner.


    The dynamic growth of new services and knowledge-based markets, born by the absorption of different artistic and creative activities as new types of wage labor, has met with attempts at definition and classification within the wider body of economic literature. Marxist Autonomists have proposed the term of “immaterial labor” to define how affective and cognitive states of humans are captured and monetized under the capitalist regime (Lazzarato, Negri 1991; Brouillette 2009). Current works on regimes of accumulation, and systems and models of production, which have transformed from Fordist and Taylorist times to our postindustrial era, have coined the phrase “cognitive capitalism” to mark the third stage of the capitalist system (Vercellone 2007).


    Cognitive capitalism departs from neoclassical theories of the “knowledge-based economy,” which support endogenous growth models, as well as from purely socio-technical analyses of civilizational development. The process of capital accumulation requires having control over and support for the transition from tacit to codified knowledge in order to commoditize it and extract possible value. Knowledge is useful insofar it produces a return on investments. However, cognitive capitalism draws on pre-existing conditions of knowledge production (Fumagalli, Lucarelli 2007). Mikołaj Ratajczak describes the following paradox:


    Social antagonisms, such as the protest against privatizing the sectors necessary to produce “silent knowledge” (the institution of education), the codification of some knowledge types (DNA, personal data, etc.) and the imposition of proprietary relations on newer and newer forms of codified knowledge, arise against this backdrop. The production of social knowledge requires not only unrestrained access to codified knowledge, but also to the most basic resources of cognitive labor – attention and time. The battle for those resources introduces a new type of antagonism: ways of measuring cognitive labor differ substantially from ways of measuring industrial labor. Social conflicts are born therefore both as a result of access restriction to codified knowledge (by intellectual property laws) and of attention resources (which are restricted by the costs of social reproduction) (Ratajczak 2015).


    The rise of new production models should be seen as a development of not only new possibilities for growth and freedom, but new methods of exploitation and capital accumulation as well (Vercellone 2007). Although emerging from welfare state and social policies aimed at easing the burden of industrial capitalism, cognitive capitalism undermines those very social relations. The prerequisites of this new form of accumulation are high R&D investments, and strong social and human capital. Private enterprises have come to benefit from the activities of the general intellect, while avoiding most of its related costs.


    In the search for perfect investment opportunities, global financial capital now desists from directly investing in production processes, instead opting for the creation of apparatuses of value capture (Ratajczak 2015). It is no longer satisfactory to invest in production that generates income higher than costs. Under cognitive capitalism, the greatest return is not on wages and the means of production, but on vehicles that capture and extract value resulting from knowledge and information networks built on social reproduction. Extracted value is then rarely invested in production, so that the domination of accumulation typical of the regime of cognitive capitalism over the more stable, industrial, and analogue regimes is reinforced. This rent-seeking activity is limited not only to financial power, but occurs in governance and decision-making as well.


    An important observation is that cognitive capitalism does not undermine the labor theory of value approach. Value creation and value extraction/capture are complementary processes, as the former describes the workers’ side of the economy (no new value can be created without labor), whereas the latter depicts the ways in which capital obtains profit with new mechanisms. Intellectual property allows for the extraction of value through creative labor. There is nothing surprising other than that working conditions may still continue to deteriorate or that employment defiantly exists; cognitive capitalism focuses attention on new means of profit extraction, which turn from the ownership of physical capital to immaterial assets. At the same time, it describes the increasing exchange- and use-value of intellectual labor in the digital environment.


    However, cognitive capitalism is not uniform, just as industrial production has its own value chains with some businesses operating in positions of stronger or weaker bargaining power concerning profits. Assessing the power of digital platforms, we might observe that what dominates in the new regime is network infrastructure, even though global companies founded on intellectual property laws (patents, unique software, etc.) have burgeoned in recent decades. That observation is consistent with other theories describing the current system of production. McKenzie Wark introduced the so-called vectoral thesis in A Hacker Manifesto, in which he claims that through the capture of attention and affection, the dominating vectoral class holds all the vectors of information (Wark 2004). Control over the means of communication, media, and platforms then makes it possible to reproduce the value of possessed intellectual assets, such as patents and brands.


    But among the vectoralists, a booming sub-class exists that is even more powerful in terms of the magnitude and stability of their dominance. Michel Bauwens has proposed an alternative theory of netarchical capitalism, according to which the emerging class is constituted more by enablers and controllers of peer-to-peer, crowd-based, participatory, and co-creative networks (Kostakis, Bauwens 2014). Bauwens separates netarchists from all other cognitive capitalist agents, claiming that the peer-to-peer trait is more profound than vectoral control over information distribution or general knowledge assets capture. As he explains:


    Compared to the cognitive capitalists and vectoralists, who respectively monopolize knowledge assets and information vectors, netarchists need neither one nor the other. Thus they do not necessarily side with the forces trying to rig computers with digital rights management restrictions, nor with the forces putting young people who share music in jail.


    What Bauwens stresses here is that netarchists are immune to one of the two antagonisms that constitute cognitive capitalism. They still are subject to the social reproduction and attention limitations, yet they are not restrained with the need to produce knowledge assets protected by intellectual property laws. This leverage is enough to define their special status. The netarchical class resides on top of the new regime of accumulation, positioning itself at critical network nodes and acting as liquidity brokers in this, the data-driven era.


    Netarchists and their platforms have been long seen as advocates of freedom and open access, though in fact this applies only to the freedom of passing through their domain, not to the exercise of its governance. As netarchists can never have full legal or economic certainty that their specific platform will remain popular and widely used in the future, they have to keep their users constantly engaged and feeling appreciated. This is the precise foundation of the co-creation and participatory model that many of those companies embrace, especially in the social media sector. An affective bond is a prerequisite of trust, much needed when profit-oriented strategies come into play.


    Those theories should be seen as complementary rather than opposing. Certainly, cognitive capitalism, understood as a financial mode of production that creates tools of value capture and thus reinstates rents over information flows, is the most comprehensive theory for explaining not only the rise of digital platforms, but also the preceding shift from industrial labor to services and cognitive labor. Vectoralists herald the idea that intellectual assets are only as strong as the means of spreading them through key system nodes. In the end, the netarchical class is formed of a body of competing cognitive business models, which all aim to position themselves on top of the new, data-driven value chains. Multi-sided platforms do exactly that by controlling the information flows and networking possibilities between agents – whether they are freelance workers, industry production suppliers, or individuals exercising their spare time. All the new types of codified knowledge and collective value that are created as a result of network interactions can then be extracted in the form of pure rent by the platform owners as the sole governors of the node.


    The dominant cognitive capitalist class and the digital infrastructure it operates can extract rent only if hackers, understood as programmers, creatives, and knowledge workers, create new apparatuses. As long as the social reproduction antagonism remains quite stable – the labor market functions, industrial production continues, innovation and knowledge can be accessed, social or political unrest is below levels that would tear institutions apart – the key to dismantling cognitive capitalism lies in the hands of the hacker class. Just as new technologies allow for the creation of new apparatuses of value capture, so too may they be used for the purpose of shared, egalitarian governance, and a sustainable business ethics.


    The case for platform cooperativism


    The most recent evolution of cognitive capitalism sets the stage for a new type of conflict, one just as globalized as the basic premises of netarchical power. According to the theory of the dialectical double movement developed by Karl Polanyi, every process of commodification and marketization – insofar as it aims to dis-embed the economy from society and thus subordinate social relations to the market – is closely followed by a countermovement that seeks to protect the most marginalized groups and re-embed the economy (Polanyi 1944). This is the historical condition that has again arrived, as cognitive capitalism has reached its peak in the form of digital platforms and netarchical power.


    However, new apparatuses of value capture are, in startup jargon, born global. Even though some resistance efforts on the part of unionized workers and cautious state administrations are undertaken locally, the solutions that prove themselves useful will need to be just as global as the most successful platforms – and this will mean utilizing network effects and driving innovation to stay on top of corporate-backed disruption. Platform cooperatives can be therefore seen as an attempt to present a full-fledged alternative that leads to mass emancipation (Mikołajewska-Zając, Rodak 2016).


    Platform cooperativism as a modern form of organic social struggle has been envisioned for some time. Various sources put forward a praxis of resistance through proprietary technology, one owned by the workers’ themselves. It was the leading voice of Trebor Scholz of the New School for Social Research who coined the term “platform cooperativism.” His widely cited, online article “Platform Cooperativism vs the Sharing Economy” has redefined the problem of the sharing economy and platform capitalism in general by offering a clear choice of return to the roots of collective organizing, while simultaneously fully embracing new technologies (Scholz 2014).


    Scholz argues that the free participation of equal partners engaged in the production of common resources (in Bauwens’ understanding), or networked peer production as a collective action carried out for distributed, non-market mechanism (in Benkler’s understanding), can benefit from the traditions of cooperatives. The oft-cited example of Spanish Mondragon proves that cooperatives are not limited to some sectors only; their model displays high competitiveness and long-term sustainability as well, even when confronted with competition on purely market terms. The solidarity economy has proven in the past, and is continuing to do so in many places in the world, that a different model for organizing labor exists and that it is a viable alternative to corporate hierarchy.


    The core premise of platform cooperativism, then, is to clone the “technological heart” of the new, digital platforms – social media, sharing economy, freelance websites, retail marketplaces and other types – while redesigning algorithms and the ownership structure so that they become transparent, democratic, and revenue-redistributive in their nature. Scholz believes that such platform co-ops are the panacea to the malaise of late cognitive capitalism:


    Worker-owned cooperatives can offer an alternative model of social organization to address financial instability. They will need to be collectively owned, democratically controlled businesses, with a mission to anchor jobs, offer health insurance and pension funds, and a degree of dignity (Scholz 2014).


    There is no single blueprint for the ideal platform co-op. Each attempt can be assessed by how far it departs from the extractive and dominance-ridden model. In order to understand what the endpoint is – the utopian goal that digital solidarity economy should strive for – the key values should be identified.


    According to Michel Bauwens, these aspects are three: sustainability, openness and solidarity (Bauwens 2016). The co-creation of the commons should be overseen by open, participatory governance models that include all stakeholders. Long-term sustainability – both internal, that is, arising from an equal distribution of power and remuneration, and external, that is, in relation with the environment – could also distinguish platform co-ops as being more resistant and rooted in their respective communities, in stark contrast to the disruptive, yet often short-lived conquest of cognitive and netarchical attempts to install new tools of value capture. Finally, even though many platform cooperatives produce and exist locally, their mechanisms should be open to upscaling (platform as a Creative Commons, as it were) and globally networked with other, similar pockets of resistance against cognitive capitalism.


    There are a couple of different approaches to platform cooperativism the diverge on the issue of who exactly should be in control. Although it is widely agreed that workers themselves should participate to the fullest extent, the question is whether other stakeholders, including potential capital investors, governments, or for-profit backers should have equivalent governance rights. Some platforms may operate in a strictly non-profit manner to provide basic services to the community, yet legally function as municipal, publicly owned companies. Scholz introduces a typology of platform cooperatives, according to which different platform co-ops are distinguished by their specific ownership models:


    1) cooperatively owned, online labor brokerages and market places, which belong to their workers, freelancers, or online shop owners, of which Loconomics freelancer co-op and Fairmondo decentralized e-commerce platform are highly successful examples;


    2) city-owned platform cooperatives, which might be based on municipal utilities providers or used to pool local resources, such as rental spaces or shared transportation – there the Sharing Cities Alliance initiatives have paved the way for new urban co-ops to emerge;


    3) producer-owned2 platforms, which cater to the specific needs of groups that are both “produsers” and consumers of the content, such as music streaming platform Resonate, or artist-owned Stocksy for stock photography, both of which utilize mechanisms combining the dual nature of their userbase;


    4) union-backed labor platforms, which build on the organizing power, resources, and know-how of occupational unions. The US taxi sector provides us with many local examples proving that unions are capable of launching technological offensives as well (Scholz 2016).


    Platform co-ops are emerging as the great new chapter of the old collective organization and egalitarian ownership story, since they are able to address issues of democratic governance, equitable income distribution, sustainability, and transparency. The technologies they are built on can indeed be cloned from the corporate platforms built on the premises of cognitive capitalism or netarchist rent-seeking at the network nodes. Most economists agree that worker cooperatives are in general more efficient than shareholder corporations, especially if the diversity of contributions across workers is low, external competitive pressure diminishes, and investments stagnate, something that is often due to low labor costs as well. The taxi sector might be a prime example – as the provision of car rides is rather uniform and competition is restricted by pure logistics, each local market is contestable once a platform co-op obtains the proper digital technology and funding to get traction.


    Not all platforms are born equal, however. Which ownership and decision-making model is optimal for a given platform co-op? How are we to mitigate all the downsides of corporate platforms and not only envision but actually build a better working world with digital commons that are globally scalable while retaining their beneficial nature? How are we even to get real people, embedded in the current system, on the side of platform cooperatives?


    Next steps for the development of a viable alternative


    The challenge of facing cognitive capitalism and its newest form of netarchical platforms is not only a problem of mobilizing people around some technological tools. It is about redesigning them so that they offer realistically better working conditions, better user experience, and so that they value engagement in governance processes. It is essential, therefore, to focus on assessing the different models from a systemic perspective, on developing platforms as ecosystems of mechanisms, on algorithms, and on rules that uphold all the values cherished by cooperatives.


    Building on Juliet Schor’s observations that many idealistic, yet abstract projects lack clear value proposition that would attract larger communities, Trebor Scholz has proposed ten principles for platform co-ops when addressing the major problems in the cognitive capitalism regime of accumulation. Those ten principles of the early platform cooperativism debate are:


    1) ownership;


    2) decent pay and income security;


    3) transparency and data portability;


    4) appreciation and acknowledgment;


    5) co-determined work;


    6) a protective legal framework;


    7) portable worker protections and benefits;


    8) protection against arbitrary behavior;


    9) the rejection of excessive workplace surveillance;


    10) and the right to log off (Scholz 2016).


    Marina Gorbis of the Institute for the Future argues for a different set of rules, some of which overlap with Scholz’s, whilst including others identified in the process of conducting research on gig economy workers. Her set of rules are based on her subjective experiences, yet show how Scholz’s list omits some significant aspects:


    1) earnings maximization;


    2) stability and predictability;


    3) transparency – both on the algorithmic and data levels;


    4) the portability of products and reputations;


    5) upskilling – meaning acquiring new skills and creating pathways for advancement;


    6) social connectedness – overcoming the barrier of atomized, individual work;


    7) bias elimination;


    8) and feedback mechanisms (Gorbis 2017).


    It is clear that what the workers themselves are expressing here are need for creating communities and connecting outside strictly job-related communications. This sense of cohesion also fosters labor rights advocacy. Another notable feature is upskilling, which proves that lifelong learning is not only a slogan of cognitive capitalism-era slogan, but for many people is desirable as a way to develop careers and improve living standards.


    Discussing bias elimination is especially problematic if an attempt is made to confront the reality of today’s platforms. Juliet Schor’s studies of platforms that are volunteer-run and have features of cooperatives have led to quite disturbing findings. Status-seeking, less visible, subtle forms of social-exclusion, and other non-egalitarian behaviors have persisted in them, while gender, racial, and class inequalities are highly pervasive, if not threatening to their very viability (Schor 2017). High cultural capital was often a prerequisite of even finding and joining such a platform. Thus, an awareness of social dynamics are required, not to mention decisive steps to combat the influence of socially dominant groups, if platform co-ops are to function in broader society. The active involvement of new social groups, right from the outset, should also be encouraged.


    It is also extremely important to remember that mono-stakeholder platforms are still capable of exploitation and value capture. Given a position of market dominance, cooperatives can always depart from valuing external sustainability designed to favor maximizing workers’ profits, and thus become netarchical extractionary apparatuses – but ones that are also great workplaces. This is the key reason why multi-stakeholder co-ops should be considered, with different classes of shares reserved for different groups. Michel Bauwens proposes that founders could be rewarded with shares that diminish over time, preventing them from turning into a life-long rent; furthermore, a similar scheme would apply to ethical investors who are willing to take the risk and support the initiative (Bauwens 2016). Other mechanisms would be dedicated to workers, users, and other stakeholders (local residents, etc.). Such a proposal recognizes the co-creative norm of modern cognitive capitalism. In this vein, the best practices of Somerset Rules are often mentioned: launched in the UK in 2009, they are written in plain English and combine many tested multi-stakeholder co-op models into a single, ready-to-use framework (Somerset Co-operative Services 2014).


    A reflection on strategies of building up reveals that one way would be to create a new platform, although securing financing and having a strong core team with business skills strong enough to compete with incumbents might be a stretch too far. That is why cooperative financing and crowdfunding are extremely important. Still, in many cases an attempt can be made to render cognitive capitalism more humane. Or, in Brendan Martin’s words, to convert it (Martin 2017). The goal is not to build a Facebook 2.0, but, if possible, to change its model. As many netarchical platforms have become global public utilities and attracted the attention of policymakers and critical thinkers alike, operating a platform might make it easier to put serious pressure on these groups – and should this fail, then the given platform ought to probably be abandoned.


    Finally, platform co-ops are too frequently launched either in the startup model, or as a byproduct of short-lived activism. What is needed, however, is to convince unions that investment in digital platforms and promoting them amongst union members is potentially highly beneficial in the long-term. An experiment with new public services is needed at the municipal level, including the open crowdsourcing of urban development issues and complex real-estate platforms that would include short-time rentals (Airbnb style) as well as long-term ones, property rights, taxes, and even algorithms able to drive margins down by aiding a city’s residents to counter real-estate owners and speculators. What is needed are state-backed or other publicly funded incubators and digital programs aimed at seeking the best solutions to communicate, freelance, trade, and innovate on the foundation of the digital commons. In his latest book, Scholz proposes that we view platform co-ops as part of the broader cooperative ecosystem, and thus turns our attention towards funding schemes, alliance-building, legal and engineering staffing, and software standards as well (Scholz 2017). His remarks on the seductive UX design again amplify the argument about the need to learn from startups and corporate “death stars” in order to effectively build them better. All those undertakings would greatly support the existing plethora of collectives that often lack the scale to burgeon properly, or even to utilize platform cooperativism to its maximum capacity.


    Conclusions


    As cognitive capitalism has matured, the fight for dominance over the value chain is coming to an end. Netarchists, by controlling key sharing economy platforms, marketplaces, and social media, will stay on top by extracting value directly from data flows. The new rentiers have come and hitherto they reign unobstructed, even as the deficiencies of their business models can be easily observed and described in detail.


    Platform cooperatives seem the most promising of the possible answers. They make a bold statement by combining long-standing traditions with the most recent technology. An egalitarian, democratic, and peer-to-peer world needs its own infrastructure – and digital co-ops are the way to go. This answer may not be the perfect and final one, as some questions will still linger. Is it possible for a digital cooperative to reach the scale required to undertake massive investments and possibly lead to another breakthrough in technology that would enable it to stay ahead of the cognitive capitalist competition?


    It is worth noting that platform co-ops need not necessarily be a perfect solution. If they prove better than cognitive capitalism apparatuses, they will undoubtedly serve their purpose. Nathan Schneider recounts his talks with Amazon Mechanical Turk workers at the Digital Labor conference, where they shared their many stories of abuse on the platform. But connecting also allowed for empowerment, even if brief:


    Over the course of those days, a kind of question kept coming up among the Turkers, a thought experiment. They wondered aloud: What if we owned the platform? How would we set the rules?


    They’d sit with that for a minute or two, batting ideas back and forth about how to make the platform better for themselves – and for Amazon. Reasonable ideas. Clever ones. But then ideas would fade back into reality again: back to the complaints (Schneider 2017).


    Could this community become resilient and organized enough to create an alternative? Such a notion might be doubted. The financial capital roaming around the cognitive capitalist regime has the resources to combat all resistance, and buy the latest technology to always remain competitive. The netarchist class is already reinforcing its position in some markets, while in others there is still more hope. The only keys that they lack are: the real appreciation of users, who are now awakening to new possibilities and the benefits that collective, egalitarian, and open processes may provide given time. It remains unclear however, if these are enough for the commons paradigm to thrive in the digital era.


    
      


      


      
        1 “During times of high demand for rides, fares may increase to make sure those who need a ride can get one […] When you’re online, your app displays areas with high demand for rides in shades of red. The deeper the shade of red, the greater that area’s demand […] Surge rates are charged as a multiplier of X.X. For example, a rider in a surging area may see and accept a surge multiplier of 1.3x or 2.1x. This surge multiplier applies to the base, time, and distance of the trip fare.” Source: https://help.uber.com/h/e9375d5e-917b-4bc5-8142-23b89a440eec

      

      
        2 “Produser” is a portmanteau phrase combining “producer” and “user” to denote the two groups overlapping.
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  Instituting the Common in the Artistic Circulation: From Entrepreneurship of the Self to Entrepreneurship of the Multitude


  Kuba Szreder


  
    When analysing artistic circulation, one is faced with a paradox. Even though the globalized system is grounded in social cooperation its effects are privatized, as every producer moves between projects as an atomized individual. On the one hand, most cultural producers face precarity, exclusion and poverty. On the other, some of them enjoy unprecedented levels of freedom and mobility, being able to engage in meaningful undertakings with like-minded people in distributed systems without any need for centralized coordination. At first glance, this may seem like the general intellect in action, an epitome of self-organization based on principles of personal autonomy and free exchange. But, as I shall argue, this is only a semblance of the common (Hardt and Negri 2009, 175–184).


    My ambition here is to move beyond mere critique. The argument is that artistic circulation can become an institution of the common as a result of the social struggles waged by art workers, who institute the common owing to productive withdrawals – art strikes, occupations, boycotts. Instead of predefining what institutions of the common are (see Hardt and Negri 2017, 104), I will rather ask what they do, looking for instances of commoning in social struggles provoked by the inequality and expropriation inherent to this circulation. To identify where, how and if the common can be instituted, following in Marx’s footsteps, I will delve into the abode of networked, cultural production to identify the conflicts that erupt at the nexuses where social labour is extracted as privatized capitals. I will argue that the resistance provoked in the extraction process is socially productive, and that this prompts the circulation of art to become a form of the common by socializing the means and gains of distributed, social productivity underpinning the art system. Follow the conflict, one might quip, and gain a more acute understanding of what looms at the end of it, thus anchoring theory in social praxis.


    From false oppositions to the dialectics of circulation



    So, my aim here is dialectically to trace the oppositions, tensions and conflicts underpinning the circulation of contemporary art. Just as for the metropolis is, for Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, a factory of the multitude (Hardt and Negri 2009, 249–263), a site where the common emerges and where the extraction of value unfolds, networks and projects are, for me, apparatuses that both facilitate social cooperation and enable the extraction of value from the many to the few (Szreder 2016; 2015a).


    Some words are needed though to introduce a dialectical method of understanding this subject. I do not only account for the oppositions and ambivalences of networked-modes of production, but also consider them as sites of social struggles and potential becoming of the institutions of the common. In order to dialectically understand conflicts that erupt at different nodes of global artistic circulation, I not only introduce but also modify several theoretical concepts, the attempt being to grasp the complex dynamics of this social universe, in which the topsy-turvy economy of autonomous art (in itself based on economic denial) is overdetermined by late capitalism, with its extended modes of value extraction. Here I conduct a thought experiment. Following on from the basic premises of dialectic materialism, I use the theoretical model of conflict between capital and labour as an intellectual framework to identify and analyse the frictions specific to artistic circulation. Obviously, this model needs adjustments if it is to explain the social universe, in which people frequently work for no money but instead for reputation or for the “love of art,” in which access to accumulated social production is not mediated by economic capital, but by social connections, in which those who often feel most exploited are those who are not employed but rather used as a mere human resource. To understand such peculiarities, I introduce the sociological concept of capitals (in plural), adjusting the Marxist notion of capital to grasp symbolic and social hierarchies that are not directly economic in nature. Another potential confusion stems from the dialectical understanding of the entrepreneurship mobilized in networked operations. As I will argue, the very model of entrepreneurship of the self should be considered not only as a social and ideological apparatus, but also as a site of conflict. As suggested in the title, in the process of political mobilization entrepreneurs of the self can become entrepreneurs of the multitude, instituting the commons by challenging the systemic pressures that, if left unchecked, atomize them as competitive opportunists.


    To trace this dialectic, one needs to move beyond false oppositions between institutional inside and outside, flatness and hierarchy, agency and co-optation through countercultural demands. In accordance with the opposition between the institutional outside and inside, artists and theorists such as Andrea Fraser and Isabelle Graw work to eradicate the possibility of instituting alternatives to existing institutional configurations, to the art market and corporate museums (Graw 2006; Fraser 2006). In the context of such simplistic oppositions, Gerald Raunig introduces the notion of non-dialectical resistance (Raunig 2009). As he argues, instituting exodus or instituting the commons simultaneously works to undermine ossified institutions as it enacts alternative institutional forms. Hardt and Negri recently reformulated this argument in their Assembly (Hardt and Negri 2017), but it is also is a recurring topic in debates about artistic self-organization, as flocks of mock-, alter-, pata- or monster-institutions frequent chapters on the social theory of contemporary art (Carrillo 2017; Baravalle 2018; Sholette 2011; Universidad Nomada 2009). In these emergent formations, as I argue in the final sections of this text, one can trace nascent forms of the common, forms that rearticulate the dynamic of circulation beyond the false opposition of inside-outside.


    Another false opposition is that proposed by Pascal Gielen, who contrasts the world of flat networks – understood by him as sites of anomy, chaotic accumulation and widespread competition between atomized producers – with the more vertically oriented civic institutions of Western modernity, which were at the very least able to uphold the values of civil society by opposing the subsumption of all spheres of life to capitalist logic (Gielen 2013). Theoreticians like Raunig and Isabel Lorey quite rightly point out that not only were the institutions of bourgeois society not so civic to be worth the nostalgia of mourning, but that in the horizontal networks specific to social movements, new forms of self-government emerge, ones that are more democratic than those of bourgeois society (Raunig 2013b; Lorey 2013). In this sense, contrasting disrupted value systems of flat networks with the civic verticality of “proper” institutions is just empty rhetoric. This issue requires a more dialectical approach like the one Paolo Virno elaborates in his discussion of the contemporary forms of cynicism specific to the flexible social structures of late capitalism (Virno 2004, 84–86). As everyone in these societies is mobile and exposed to many value systems simultaneously, each of these systems is considered arbitrary. On the one hand, flexible producers are thereby tempted to undermine the laws of equivalent exchange, considering every social situation an occasion for self-promotion [the aspect on which Gielen focuses (Gielen 2009, 36–37)]. But, on the other, the shared perception of the arbitrariness of value systems (which are indeed arbitrary and veil relations of power) might be used to activate the general intellect to establish better social systems, prompting an exodus – a productive withdrawal – from the current ones.


    Between co-optation and dissent


    The debate about the possibility of enacting alternative, non-hierarchical institutional systems directly or indirectly touches upon the legacy of countercultural dissent, in particular of the workers and students’ upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s. When Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello suggested that the new spirit of capitalism co-opts what they call the “artistic critique of capitalism,” which, in contrast to a more egalitarian one, promotes such bohemian values as personal freedom, self-realization and creativity (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, 97), they provoked direct rebukes and polemics from many, including Maurizio Lazzarato (Lazzarato 2011, 2009). Concerning the example of dissenting creative workers, Lazzarato pointed out that the demands for freedom and self-governance are complementary and not opposed to egalitarian forms of critique.


    At a deeper level, this discussion refers to the status of flexibility, mobility, self-governance and creativity as they are embedded in the contemporary systems of organizing creative labour. The resounding question is whether they are directly subsumed in the new cycles of capitalist accumulation or rather evoke demands and desires of living labour, which are captured by capitalist machines at later stages. But all sides of the debates are in agreement that capitalism has transformed itself in recent decades. In their treatise Boltanski and Chiapello dissect this evolution. Analysing discourses of new managerialism from the 1970s and 1980s, they provide evidence of how capitalist management has responded to demands for freer and less dull work places, appeasing artistic critique by implementing some of its mechanisms while disarming its potential (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, 199–202). As a result a new spirit of capitalism emerged, rearranging organizational mechanisms and value systems around the notions of projects, networks, connections, flexibility, mobility and creativity (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, 4–41).


    By contrast, post-operaists like Lazzarato focus on social movements, evidencing their potentia, as well as on locating a power of dissent and agency in immaterial labourers, or precarious workers, dubbed the rebellious multitudes. The argument runs as follows: capitalism has had to change to placate social dissent, which in the 1960s and 1970s was powerful enough to thwart at least some of capitalism’s mechanisms. The transformation was not prompted by managers but by workers’ demands, and the new forms of organizing labour are nothing but empty shells. Not only do demands for freer and self-governed life remain unfulfilled, but they still politically charged, able to prompt the social development of more democratic and non-hierarchical social assemblies. Here I share Virno’s more dialectical understanding of this situation, according to which flexible modes of production can either prompt negative sentiments like cynicism, fear, opportunism, or else be articulated progressively as a socialized, general intellect.


    These debates riff on another, even more fundamental discussion that refers back to the process of extracting capital in cognitive capitalism, the post-operaist position on which was meticulously reconstructed by Mikołaj Ratajczak, and additionally applied by him to the realm of artistic labour (Ratajczak 2014, 2015). The question her is whether social production of value is an autonomous process that is organized within the multitude and only secondarily captured by capitalist mechanisms of extraction – or whether capitalist mechanisms of organisation play a significant role not only in extracting value, but in moulding the very process of its production, which needs to be dialectically overcome, just as the factory-form of industrial capitalism was supposed to be.


    Artistic circulation: between incorporation and autonomy 


    This conundrum of co-optation and dissent is especially striking in global artistic circulation, which retains some of its specificity even in creative capitalism. Over the last three decades this sector has grown exponentially, both in terms of its geographic scope, its social volume and its density of relations. Currently, there are thousands of art institutions and art schools, hundreds of biennales, myriad foundations, associations, collectives, and galleries, and dozens of art fairs, art-dedicated banking branches, art consultancies, specialized agencies and council departments that absorb hundreds of thousands of people all around the globe. This is a large field, which has evolved out of the modern art institution, which itself was – as criticized by Peter Bürger – a contained exception of bourgeois society, the exceptionalism of which the aesthetic and political avant-gardes were supposed to overcome (Bürger 1984). The autonomous field of art emerged as a laboratory for the art of bohemian living, directed by the ideals of art, poetry, intensity, creativity and love, all of which undermined the dull routines of the bourgeoisie (Bourdieu 1996). This field had an at least partial autonomy, one driven by its own anti-economy, in which money was despised, art celebrated and artists revered. Obviously, it had its economic underpinnings and dependencies on the field of power, but this was a shameful secret that art discourse openly rejected.


    With the recent expansion of artistic circulation, the autonomy of this field has weakened, while it has been partially incorporated into the markets, policies and mechanisms of social reproduction of global capitalist society (Stallabrass 2006; Graw 2009; Lind and Velthuis 2012; Malik 2013; Sholette 2017; Lind and Minichbauer 2005; Kozlowski et al. 2014). Yet, it is still relatively less incorporated in cycles of accumulation than other creative industries, to say nothing about traditional branches of industry. For example, global museums – which are large employers – are usually listed as non-profit enterprises, and this non-profitability remains an integral part of their corporate policies, business models and their expansion as globally recognized brands. Another example is bohemian ideology, which is cherished on the art market as a sales point, while motivating thousands of students to get indebted in order to study fine arts, supporting what Greg Sholette calls the “bare art world” (Sholette 2017, 54).


    On the other hand, artistic circulation shares similar traits to other social fields in cognitive capitalism, fields on which capital does not directly accumulate [by the means of organizing production and the direct employment of labour power (Vercellone 2007)], but on which values are generated that are indirectly captured for accumulation, such as in higher education (Szadkowski 2015). The good and frequently discussed example of such capture is the process of gentrification, which David Harvey analyses in his essay on the “art of rent” (Harvey 2006), and Sharon Zukin labels an “artistic mode of production” (Zukin 1989, 176–192), in the framework of which artists contribute indirectly to the real estate value, which rentiers and capitalist then proceed to siphon off, leaving artists with naught.


    Another example of the integration of financial capitalism in social systems is financial capital’s function as a nexus of social reproduction of the rentier class on a global scale. As Fraser has pointed out, it is enough to look at the boards of leading art institutions in New York to spot many people who are also mentioned on the Forbes 500 list (Fraser 2011, 114–116). In the universe of contemporary art, a semblance of meritocracy is underpinned by class hierarchies, which enable the privileged to acquire and hold more prominent positions in this sector. From the throngs of young artists or independent curators roaming the network, those who really “make it” usually come from a more privileged background. The illusionary flatness of circulation is in fact a strict hierarchy, as in the chaos of circulation only a few win while many lose, and success depends on having access to various forms of capital.


    In terms of organizing work, highly individualistic models of studio artists are mixed and matched with more recently introduced trajectories of freelancers and the self-employed (independent curators, project artists), the institutionalized employment of technicians, accountants or curators, academic positions in higher education, a plethora of temporary jobs in NGOs and projects, all underpinned by the free labour of assistants and volunteers. Despite this diversity, flexible and project-related systems of organization are dominant in this sector, where even larger institutions organize their content-related operations (educational programs, exhibitions, etc.) as projects, activating both their employers, freelancers and volunteers to maximize efficiency.


    The systems of value adopted in artistic circulation reflect the fundamental paradox of this field, which is caught between nostalgia for artistic autonomy and its more recent incorporation into the social and economic systems of global capitalism. People in art refer to traditional bohemian beliefs in the value of art, but rearticulate them as demands for personal freedom, creativity and self-directedness that are specific to the new spirit of capitalism, as mapped by Free/Slow University of Warsaw in its research on the Polish field of visual art (Kozlowski, Sowa, and Szreder 2015b). The typical exceptionalism of art, namely its own belief in its having a special status, which legitimizes personal sacrifices, and which Hans Abbing criticizses as one of the reasons for artists’ poverty (Abbing 2014), is reformulated as a more down-to-earth assessment of networked reality, wherein it is not only artistic talent that matters, but also the social skills of the networker. Also, people seldom subscribe to a romantic ethos, at least not in the Polish field of art; they are not willing to make sacrifices for art’s sake, but are rather testing their chances of establishing a professional trajectory that would enable them to do both – to make art and make a living. In this way, the topsy-turvy economy of art, which is typical for the autonomous field of art, the developed form of which emerged in the 19th century European bourgeoisie societies (Bourdieu 1996), is recalibrated within strategies adopted by people working in this field, who consider their present sacrifices as investments – in prestige, connections, skills – the conscious aim of which is to generate the capitals utilized to stabilize their prospects. In sum, the field of art carries over some of the bohemian promises of art-centred life, but rearticulates them in response to the project-related system of production and a projective order of worth, which in itself has developed in response to the artistic critique of capitalism.


    Productive withdrawals 


    The dialectic between incorporation and autonomy provokes diverse forms of resistance – strikes, boycotts and occupations. They can all be categorized as productive withdrawals, which, by debunking exploitative institutional apparatuses of artistic circulation, forge new assemblages, ones that sustain art as a practice of freedom (Szreder 2017).


    Productive withdrawals carry on the legacy of the art strikes dating back to the 1930s. These strikes challenged the art institution in the name of art as a practice of living, which artistic institutions were supposed to endorse but did not, as least according to the artists on strike. Artists like Gustav Metzger, Marcel Duchamp, Lee Lozano, Mladen Stillinović or Goran Dordjević withdrew or contested the field of art, because it did not stand up to the values of bohemian living, of imagination embodied in daily existence. Thus, they contested a system that contained art’s autonomy within class society and the capitalist economy, thereby corrupting it. Classic art strikes addressed the dialectic of resistance and corruption, of promises given and failed. For this reason, many contemporary theoreticians of productive withdrawals refer to this legacy to deal with similar paradoxes around defining creative labour in contemporary capitalism (Kunst 2015; Lazzarato 2014; Raunig 2013a; Shukaitis 2014).


    The recent wave of productive withdrawals – even though it riffs on the classic legacy of art strikes – differs because of its collective character, however. The strikes of Stillinović, Duchamp or Metzger had the status of artistic gestures, and as such they drifted institutionally and discursively to the status of being “just” art, even if it was not their initial impulse. Productive withdrawals refer to the collective actions of art workers who adopt bohemian demands but rearticulate them in the context of artist fronts, trade unions and associations, with reference to the legacies of strikes organized by Art Workers Coalition (1960s), Artists’ Union (1930s) or neoists (1990s) (Bryan-Wilson 2010). The subjectivities of art workers themselves develop in response to the transforming systems of cultural production (Apostol 2015). They target artistic circulation as a site of work and extraction, not as a nostalgic recollection of artistic autonomy (and its exceptionalism), but as driven by a collective demand for better wages, social security, freedom. As I argue below, precisely such responses to networked modes of production institute the common, since, instead of cynicism, opportunism and fear, the striking multitude institutes solidarity and mutualizes social production.


    Owing to productive withdrawals, the same networked modes of production, which otherwise facilitate the extraction of social labour, are progressively revamped. From this point of view, I am getting closer to Virno’s aforementioned insights into the “neutral core” of post-Fordism. He states:


    […] it is necessary to rise up from these “bad sentiments” [i.e. opportunism and cynicism – KS] to the neutral core, namely to the fundamental mode of being, which, in principle, could give rise even to developments very different from those prevailing today. What is difficult to understand is that the antidote, so to speak, can be tracked down only in what for the moment appears to be poison (Virno 2004, 84).


    Later Virno emphasizes that “we can hypothesize that every conflict or protest [in post-Fordism – KS] will take root in the […] »neutral core« which, for the moment, manifests itself in these rather repugnant forms [i.e. of opportunism and cynicism – KS]” (Virno 2004, 88). When Virno discusses the “neutral core”, he is speaking about forms of social organization specific to flexible capitalism. When these conditions are articulated in accord with capitalism, we see “bad sentiments” such as opportunism, cynicism and fear emerge. When targeted by progressive social formations, the same conditions of production can give rise to modes of collective autonomy, direct democracy and self-governance.


    From structural opportunism to entrepreneurs of the self


    Structural opportunism is not a moral stance, but a highly individualistic relation of production, arising because art workers – always moving between projects – need to chase interchangeable opportunities. My understanding of this situation is inspired by a non-moralistic definition of opportunism, which Virno forges to discuss flexible labour markets in post-Fordism:


    The roots of opportunism lie in an outside-of-the-workplace socialization marked by unexpected turns, perceptible shocks, permanent innovation, chronic instability.
Opportunists are those who confront a flow of ever-interchangeable possibilities, making themselves available to the greater number of these, yielding to the nearest one, and then quickly swerving from one to another. (Virno 2004, 86)


    People chase the flow of interchangeable opportunities by turning their reputations, social contacts, skills and emotions, into capitals. This enables them to gain access to future opportunities and offers them the ability to stir networks in a direction considered as advantageous by their “owners”, thus harnessing social and individual labour in the network-specific value form. In this manner, structural opportunism moulds art workers into entrepreneurs of the self, one of the dominant modes of subjectivation in artistic circulation. Foucault dissects this figure in the context of neoliberal discourse, in which an “entrepreneur of one’s self” is “one’s being for oneself one’s own capital, one’s own producer, one’s own source of earnings” (Foucault 2010, 226). In other words, a cultural producer is structurally enticed to consider his/her own knowledge, skills, emotional capacities, social networks as a form of capital to be invested in for future gains.


    In this wicked manner, labour power is ideologically presented as if it was a capital, which is simultaneously true and not true. It is not true, because just like on a classical labour market, the labourers are in a drastically disadvantaged position, and enhancement of their labour power mainly serves people who purchase such luxury items – the capitalists themselves. On the other hand – and here artistic circulation proves an interesting case in point – in the situation of structural opportunism specific to flexible systems of production, people who capitalize on themselves (and others) are better able to find better opportunities and thus secure access to pools of accumulated social labour. Given an advantageous situation a micro-entrepreneur can outsmart the system and build his/her position to pick and choose jobs, opportunities and construct his/her professional portfolio, one not bound to a single employer nor subsumed by a given work discipline. This capacity of some to move freely is unequivocally praised by such sociologists such as Jean-Michel Menger, who generalizes from these exceptional situations by presenting them as entrepreneurial models for other precarious workers (Menger 1999). Clearly, however, such is not the case for majority of people operating on the artistic circuit, not to mention other precarious people. Freedom – as sociologists Andrew Ross and Guy Standing have proven – becomes precarity when not coupled with other resources like education, social contacts and means of subsistence, the lack of which drives people into a state of unwanted dependency, forced to beg for any work whatsoever and chase opportunities without rest or remorse (Standing 2014; Ross 2009).


    But there is another important side effect to becoming entrepreneurial. The entrepreneur of the self is not only individually responsible for his/her own success when competing on an open market with other entrepreneurial individuals. Such an entrepreneur establishes an instrumental relation to his/her inner and social self, eradicates bonds of solidarity with other cultural producers, and tries to outcompete them in securing individual access to opportunities. And this access is mediated by the capitals at his/her disposal, as in the process of acquiring social and symbolic capitals he is not only capitalizing on his/her own labour, but also – or even especially – the labour of others.


    Social and symbolic capital



    As I already indicated in the introduction, to analyse the complexities of artistic circulation, I refer to a sociological notion of social and cultural capitals inspired by the theory of Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu adopts Marx’s notion of value as objectified human labour. In capitalism, labour is harnessed in capitalist value form and ultimately transformed into capital, which enables its owner to claim a share of future social production. Bourdieu’s sociological amendment to this notion sees him focus not on economic capital, but rather he uses it as a model to understand the social reproduction, class distinctions and hierarchies structuring such social fields as art or scholarship and the strategies of actors operating within them (Bourdieu 1996).


    Both social and symbolic capitals are objectified human labour that determine the success of strategies aimed at the future acquisition of a position, a job, a reputation. Even though they are not directly expressed in money form, they are potentially convertible into financial gain. As Hans van Maanen suggests, social and symbolic capitals operate on three different layers: first, on that of embodied knowledge and social skills; second, on that of field-specific reputations and social contacts; and third, on that of the institutionalized knowledge and social density to be found within the structured fields themselves (Maanen 2009, 55–60). It is precisely this latter aspect of objectified social labour – of all the accumulated past and present efforts of people according to social field – that is akin to the general intellect.


    On a structural level, artistic networks operate as generators of social and symbolic capital, expanding connections by means of projects, which can, but do not have to, be subsequently turned into a capitalist value form. They can be monetized when a market niche is found, for example by tourist industries or owners of real estate, who operate in cities such as Venice or Barcelona, and raise rents by enhancing the atmosphere forged by past and present generations. But these capitals can be harnessed – by corporations, capitalists, states or municipalities – in their raw form without being converted into monetary equivalents in order to acquire prestige or enhance soft power. Generally speaking, the collective and frequently underpaid or even unpaid labour of the multitude of artists, who still sacrifice themselves for the sake of art, maintains art’s aura as something special and worthy of sacrifice. Abbing suggests that this aura serves as a resource for the elites of the sector, who cynically benefit from the sacrifices others make (Abbing 2014). Diedrich Diederichsen and Ratajczak propose to consider this generalized aura of art as anchoring the prices of particular artworks (Diederichsen 2008; Ratajczak 2014). This is still a matter of discussion though, as other theorists like Luc Boltanski rebuke the relationship between socially generated values and market prices, and instead focus on the arbitrary evaluations made by bigger market players, who operate as if they were totally independent in their judgements (Boltanski 2014). I think this latter argument holds, but only if one limits the analysis to the prices of individual artworks. If one considers the art market as a social universe, it is hardly conceivable – at least as it currently operates – that it could work as well as it does without the general aura of art as something precious and worthwhile. The use-values produced and maintained by throngs of art producers and lovers, being mostly symbolic in nature (captured in the notion of symbolic capital), play their role as anchors of a general, positive evaluation of art, thus enabling speculations (just as general demand for wheat sustains the speculative behaviour of people who invest in financial instruments around fluctuating wheat prices).


    The weakening of artistic autonomy does not mean that the fields in question are directly incorporated, but rather that they are formatted to enhance the generation of such forms of capitals, which can be more easily subdued in heteronomous pursuits. The good instance of this tendency is corporate sponsorship of art. For example, in a case disclosed by the activist group Liberate Tate, the Tate group in the UK has an established partnership with British Petroleum to art-wash its drilling operations (Evans 2015). When such deals are made, a general social labour, condensed in artistic circulation, is turned into capital controlled by more powerful players and directed for their own sake, thus enhancing brands, attracting visitors and legitimizing corporate agendas by granting art an aura. Another example here is the non-profit industrial sector – named as such by the activist group INCITE! from the USA (INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence 2009). Both non-governmental foundations and state agencies format circulation through their project-related modes of cultural funding, which stimulates the continuous flow of cultural projects, thus amplifying the over-production of artistic events with quantifiable outcomes. This means the social labour underpinning them is expressed in a networked value form that is easily capitalized by the funders themselves and other capitalist enterprises.


    Capitalization of labour by entrepreneurs of the self


    What unfolds on a structural level is mirrored at the micro-scale of projects and personal trajectories. Apparatuses that regulate structural opportunism both facilitate and enforce the acquisition of capitals, i.e. objectified social labour, by individual cultural producers. In fact, the individual capacities of a successful networker are grossly enhanced as a result of such acquisitions. Artistic circulation is underpinned by pools of dormant knowledge and connections, which in themselves are results of past and present human labour, itself able to be temporarily amassed for any artistic project. For example, when a freelance curator organizes a large, prestigious exhibition, s/he might not own anything personally; however, because s/he is given temporary access to accumulated capitals, s/he is able to pull off very ambitious undertakings in a relatively short time. But artistic circulation is a winner-take-all economy, as Abbing shows with reference to the general artistic context (Abbing 2002). To understand this disparity Sholette devises the notion of artistic dark matter (Sholette 2011), a theoretical metaphor suggesting that people at top of the hierarchy – famous artists, curators, institutional functionaries, gallerists – accumulate capitals and resources at the expense of people who reproduce the circulation, but who are by themselves relatively deprived of visibility and connections. Sholette contends that the labouring multitude remains dark, not acknowledged in the universe, and is sustained by its continuing efforts. Yet again, similar to the case of prices of artworks, a more nuanced approach is required. The trajectories of successful entrepreneurs of the self are very rarely directly related to the abuse of any individual labourer. They are underpinned by the general social labour of artistic dark matter, which is a dynamic category made up of people who are not recognized for their efforts at a given moment (due to the winner-takes-all logic, this means the vast majority of the artistic universe). Moreover, and this is a fundamental difference between “regular” capitalists, as Marx described them, and the entrepreneurs of the self who compete for social and symbolic capitals, expropriation is here not mediated by contractual employment. On the contrary, the capitals in question are of a contextual nature; they cannot be quantified or monetized directly (though they can be moulded into forms that are prone to capture), and not extracted by employing anyone. When I say that such capitals are invested, I do not mean it in the literal sense of investing money as capital in the pursuit of surplus value. Rather, I have in mind people who invest – their reputations, knowledge, social contacts – in their undertakings, and a few of whom are far more successful than others, not only in terms of recuperating their own investments but also a disproportionate portion of the accumulated social labour. In such situations, the distinction between labour and capital is not predefined, as it is in regular employment wheres capitalists purchase labour to extract surplus value. Instead, it is processual and defined only retrospectively. For example, people may engage in a project as freelancers, such that nobody actually employs anyone. Each person invests him- or herself in it, but only a few persons will thrive by accumulating enough kudos to secure access to future opportunities. The remainder end up with naught. Only in retrospect can they be identified as labour-givers and not as accumulators of capitals. Another complication is that this accumulation happens not only (and not even predominantly) around projects, but within the vast, chaotic nexus of networks and transient relations. For entrepreneurs of the self thrive on the general social labour accumulated in circulation and not on the small bits acquired as a result of individual projects. It is important here, I think, to underline this systemic perspective. Otherwise, instead of developing a sharp dialectical analysis of circulation, we end up describing a typical tit-for-tat wherein networkers squabble with each other for bits and pieces of prestige or connections. I would consider such conflicts properly as squabbles rather than as struggles, as they usually derive – as symptoms – from a systemic arrangement that turns people into entrepreneurs of the self, obsessed with their own precious investments.


    People who manage to maintain a position in circulation are totally deprived of access to capitals only very seldom. When, together with the team of Free/Slow University, we conducted the aforementioned research into the division of labour and distribution of capitals in the Polish field of visual art, we were surprised by the general complicity of our respondents with the structures of the field. Even if people voiced more detailed concerns about their economic conditions, or the precarity or burdens of networking, they generally tended to agree with how the field is organized. When we assessed these outcomes, we concluded that the results were possibly skewed by the fact that we researched people who are still active in circulation, i.e. present and visible, and managing to acquire enough capitals to keep circulating by accessing new projects, frequently at the cost of their own unpaid labour or other sacrifices. The ones who are really deprived are the ones who have withdrawn from circulation or were excluded from it. Such exclusion, as Boltanski an Chiapello argue, is a double deprivation and a form of exploitation embedded within a connectionist society (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005, 346–355). On the one hand, the excluded do not have access to circulation and are downgraded to the status of an anonymous resource; they are mobilized only for projects initiated by others and from which others benefit the most. Adding insult to this injury, the excluded are deprived of access to the only platforms that would enable them to voice their concerns publicly, to denounce the experience of injustice. This is because, in circulation the only platforms of public visibility are those accessed via circulation. As a result, the excluded disappear, their presence is eradicated, they become a real dark matter and a potential hotbed for resentment or action.


    In the cruel economy of artistic circulation, capitals are not equally distributed. Their acquisition depends on a general standing in hierarchy and is contextualized by a portfolio of capitals at the disposal of a networker. Basically, the rule is that the person with the largest amount of capitals will benefit the most from any given project. On the other hand, others may also benefit from taking part in a project enhanced by the capitals of somebody more famous than themselves, someone able to count on the connections, visibility or knowledge that s/he brings. But in a larger picture, even small differentials accumulate over time and constitute skewed hierarchies between celebrities and dark matter, i.e. people who manage to get access to better opportunities tend to secure even better access in the future, entering more prestigious projects at higher positions, thus making it possible to get a larger share in the future results of collective undertakings.


    This law of social accumulation, which enables people who have more capitals to acquire even larger shares of social labour, is particularly important for maintaining class hierarchies on a global scale in a seemingly horizontal or flattened world of networks and flows. When Gielen criticizes freelance curators as “joy riders” – opportunistic and cynical – who freely roam the globe in search of more interesting and beneficial undertakings (Gielen 2009, 36–37), he is actually describing people who already enjoy better positions in the network, while others are struggling to deal with the reality of precarity. But, more importantly still, the meritocracy supposedly underpinning their exploits is a convivial myth. Artistic circulation distributes its benefits mostly to people who have inherited an initial portfolio of capitals, either because of their class or because of the citizenship rent distributed in the form of free education, stipends, access to more beneficial labour markets in the countries of global North.


    In my analysis of the cruel economy of authorship, I have identified two types of labour – love and pollination – that seem to be most often exploited in cultural projects (Szreder 2013). I refer to the labour of pollination as the general social labour involved in generating the human knowledge and social connections condensed in artistic circulation. The labour of love, which George Yúdice has analysed with the example of a large art event at the US/Mexican border, is a socially necessary labour contributed by curators, assistants, volunteers, who commit themselves to a given project by facilitating the contextual work of social reproduction, which often goes unnoticed but is crucial for the success of any more ambitious artistic undertaking (Yúdice 2003, 287–337). This labour of social reproduction is structurally equivalent to the invisible labour of women, who maintain capitalist systems of production, even while not being formally employed. A general critique of authorial capture was formulated by Jan Sowa in his depiction of contemporary art, in which he points to the exploitative relation between authors and the common (Sowa 2014). [bookmark: _GoBack]


    The depreciation of support labour harks back to the art field-specific system of beliefs, which sanctifies authorial positions as carriers of social value (Bourdieu 1996, 166–173). The F/SUW research clearly confirms it. When our respondents were asked to indicate who contributed most of their time to a given project, all professional groups equally named artists and support personnel. However, when respondents were asked who contributed most to the success of an exhibition or festival and should be honoured as such, only artists and curators were named (Kozlowski, Sowa, and Szreder 2015a, 208–234). This ideologically skewed assessment was voiced by everyone, without any significant difference between artists, curators or assistants. But this symbolic depreciation is a very ambivalent mechanism looked at from the position of an individual artist who is often “paid” only in a symbolic recognition. Consequently, artists are expected to work for free, only for the promise of a future accumulation of symbolic capital. However, they often end up working for nothing, because only very few mechanisms exist for converting their reputations into “real” money; the majority of projects are unpaid, jobs are scarce and the art market serves the ideological function of arousing aspirations rather than of providing a real means of subsistence. In this sense people who work as technicians (some of them trained artists who have parallel art careers) and have stable sources of income are in a better position than artists who sacrifice their own free time for merely symbolic recognition (in this situation we could read a symbolic capital, with Abbing, as an illusionary construct).


    The entrepreneurial mode of subjectivity proves to be detrimental or even directly harmful to most people, forced as they are to compete and self-capitalize without having any means to win the competitive games of structural opportunism. But by taking part in circulation, they do generate capitals, which are siphoned off by those who can afford strategic investments, and thereby secure their privileged access to the fruits of social labour. The subjectivity of art workers, though also forged in the process of expropriation, considers this relation in accordance with its social truth, i.e. as exploitation. This progressive subjectivity tears through the ideological aspirations of entrepreneurialism of the self, supporting self-organization and motivating struggles, as a result of which both means and gains of social production can be socialized and the common instituted.


    Better social time machines 1 


    

    In the following sections, I look for varied instances of instituting the common in artistic circulation. Here, I turn more directly to empirical instances of such instituting, that is, the productive withdrawals due to which people collectively reclaim the temporal arrangements, means and results of networked production. Consequently, employing my methodological premise of following the conflicts, I do not provide an overarching definition of what the commons is, but rather look at how it is instigated by the dissenting multitudes. Instituting is understood here not only in the narrow sense of making new institutions (though I discuss a plethora of collectives, clusters and the like), but also as instituting new social norms, such as paying wages for artworks, or even instituting new, better social time machines. Following on from this premise, perhaps somewhat counterintuitively, I start by discussing the commons not as a (material or immaterial) resource but as a different approach to the apparatuses that regulate the flow of social time.


    Apparatuses that form artistic circulation organize social energies by regulating the time patterns, in which they unfold. The time of global art circulation is comparable to the time of stock exchanges, where values and stocks are flipped in nanoseconds. Framed by such temporal patterns, people speculate about the future values of artistic trajectories and art objects – commodifying them both. Such circulation is organised by the patterns of speculative time complex, as analysed by Suhail Malik and Armen Avenessian, which remixes future, present and past, eradicating spaces in which human reflectivity and agency could potentially unfold (Avanessian and Malik 2016).


    For precarious art workers, every passage from one project to another, every passing opportunity, every deadline and every application is a time machine through which the future enters into the present, only to eradicate the real possibility of changing anything, as every project, deadline and application results in yet another project, deadline and application. Having a successful career mainly means that one gets more of the same, i.e. a celebrated networker needs to circulate even more, make more projects, answer more emails and attend more events, as Hito Steyrl sensibly points out (Steyerl 2016). It sounds like an awful lot, unless one can afford to hire studio assistants. But even this might not help mitigate feelings of being spread too thin.


    Art workers, when integrated into the art market, expect returns on their current precarity. But in the cruel economy of art, many artists will never get anything except what they already know – precarity and debt. This nexus forges an iron link between debt and the art market, which is mediated, at least in the USA, by student loans, as is succinctly analysed by Sholette, who takes up the collective research done by such groups as Occupy Museums (and their project Debt Fair), Strike Debt or bfamfaphd (Sholette 2017, 53–77). Caught in the capitalist debt loop, which Lazzarato and David Graeber analyse (Graeber 2012; Lazzarato 2012), artists are forced to compete in the art market, from which they are not able to escape, but in which they are not able to succeed. It is indeed a bare art world, in which the economic underpinnings of artistic circulation overshadow its own claims for autonomy.


      Productive withdrawals, as modes of instituting the common, are also, or especially, important because they interrupt these routines, building new, better social time machines. The multitudes on strike try to establish different relationships between present and future, as they struggle to come up with alternatives to the deadened productivity of artistic circulation, in which everything moves so that nothing can change. When Liberate Tate unmakes the partnership between the Tate and British Petroleum, they operate within a clearly strategic horizon. They reinvent the Tate as an institution of the common, the aim of which should be to project a vision of the future, one that can be democratically deliberated to protect the multitude from climate mayhem. Instead of expecting individual returns on their precarity, members of this collective invest themselves in collective futures. In this sense, Liberate Tate is both a prefiguration of an institution of the common and an alliance advocating enactment of such a model in general social praxis, which is constituted in the process of dismantling neoliberal time machines.


      These better social time machines are put in motion to gain collective access to the means of subsistence. The main demand of the organizers of Art Strike in Poland in 2012 was to introduce retirement programs for artists, who are currently excluded from participating in the public pension and health systems due to their intermittent working patterns (Figiel 2014). Art Strike disrupted social illusions that such a miserable condition is the individual responsibility of entrepreneurial artists. In this way, Polish art workers resonated with other advocacy groups, like the American W.A.G.E. (Working Artists and the Greater Economy), or the Precarious Workers Brigade and Artist Union in the UK. Members of these collectives debunk the ideology of return-on-precarity, debunk the mythology inherent to most artistic circulation and unmake the concept of artists as entrepreneurs of the self. To advocate for more reasonable policies, politicized art workers underscore the strategic and general character of artistic contributions to the cultural commons, thus struggling for a collective right to the future (spelled out in the basic terms of pension, healthcare, social welfare). They do this not only for themselves, but for other precarious people as well.


    Entrepreneurship of the multitude 



    Structural opportunism is both a mode of production and a site of struggle. On the one hand, it is the self-centred struggle of networkers, of entrepreneurs of the self, who compete, one versus the many, for access to opportunities. But this negative sentiment – of cynical, opportunistic entrepreneurship, the underside of which is anxiety for individual survival – can be rearticulated differently. Characterizing art strikes, Raunig has drawn a paradoxical figure of industriousness, orgiastic, self-directed and self-governed productivity of the multitude on strike (Raunig 2013a, 121–122), which I have picked up on with the notion of productive withdrawals. When art workers strike, the argument goes, they do not rest idle; on the contrary, they generate politically charged contents, affects, situations, values and resources. These values are of a different ilk to those prioritized in artistic circulation, the organizational grammar of which aims at continuous expansion, prompting the overproduction of interchangeable projects, the content of which matters insofar as it enables the generation and privatization of capitals that express the values produced in a networked form. This is the credo of structural opportunism. When the striking multitude interrupts interruptions, which are imposed by the networked form of value to expand the circulation and speed up social production, it fills those spaces with collective activity, self-valorised as politics, joy, or both. For example, when art workers in Milan squatted Galfa Tower, a corporate high-rise in city centre, it was both an anti-capitalist statement and an art workers’ festivity, in that they refused simply to engage in making yet another project, and instead indulged in production of the sort that did not need to be expressed through individualized portfolios of social, symbolic or economic capital in order to be valorized (Spinelli 2018).


    Negri and Hardt evoke entrepreneurship of the common to talk about the self-directed labour of the multitude (Hardt and Negri 2017, 139–153). What interests me here, though, is the progressive moulding of networked production, which undoes structural opportunism. The entrepreneurship embedded in productive withdrawals challenges what happens between the individualized producer and the tenuous flow of interchangeable opportunities. Usually, this in-betweenness is traversed by individuals competing for interchangeable opportunities. But when art workers strike, they enact opportunism of a different sort, that is, the tactical seizing of opportunities for the sake of collective actions, something that Michel de Certeau discusses in the context of social movements and urban guerrilla in his Practice of Everyday Life (Certeau 1984). Such opportunists not only seize opportunities for themselves, but also create them for others. In this sense, opportunities become socialized and various semi-open structures evolve, securing access on a cooperative and not competitive basis. This notion applies to countless occupied art centres, like Isola Art Centre in Milan, S.a.L.E. Docs in Venice, or Green Park in Athens, as well as to artists-run spaces and cooperatives, like GoldexPoldex in Kraków, the Free/Slow University of Warsaw or Critical Practice in London (Baravalle 2018; Isola Art Center 2013; Critical Practice 2011; Sowa 2009; Szreder 2015b). These collectives entrepreneurially collate resources, secure access to a space, generate the willingness and enthusiasm of people, and then share them among their friends, comrades and associates, thus socializing access to opportunities.


    What is the qualitative difference between this mode of access and the one of structural opportunism? Socializing opportunities means that access is not mediated by privatized capitals but rather granted due to a shared engagement in the necessary social labour, which is an open arrangement per definition, one in which every art worker is invited to take part, and wherein only his/her willingness to engage in a process of commoning is a factor determining his/her access to the common. This engagement can take various forms. Sometimes it is about occupying, building and maintaining the space, as evidenced by the study of a group process conducted by the Macao people in Milan – 69,300 hours were collectively spent refurbishing the Macao building to turn it into a cultural centre (Spinelli 2018). In other cases, like in Critical Practice, an open research cluster associated with Chelsea College in London, group members organized collective processes based on shared enthusiasm, collating their scarce resources to facilitate carrying out a shared idea.


    Productive withdrawals are open, because the more art workers engage, the more efficient these struggles are. And the access thus generated is distributed not only among the comrades on strike, a core group of initiators, but also among newcomers, who sustain the (social) space thus emerged when the initial impulse is gone, which gets us closer to an idea of instituting. This suggests persistence in time, as well as a strategic and not merely tactical perspective. The perpetual rhythm of securing, creating and sharing opportunities is crucial for sustaining any nascent institution of the common. For example, the longevity of the Isola Art Centre, as described by Spinelli, was due precisely to the persistent openness of its organizational form. It welcomed new waves of artists-activists, who engaged in the institutional process by utilizing opportunities and generating new ones that their successors then took over and continue to develop (Spinelli 2018).


    Importantly, such entrepreneurship of the common can devolve into a core activist clique, a form of clumsy directness that distributes opportunities among closed networks of camaraderie based on personal connections. This leads only to degeneration, stalls networks and diminishes their potentials. I advocate here that the circulation should be approached dialectically, not rebuked entirely, and devolved into cloisters of localized echo chambers of like-minded individuals. It is about revamping circulation on a global scale as the entrepreneurship of the multitude moves about in the open spaces of an international network, rearticulating symbolic and social capitals as reputations embedded in struggles and movements based on distributed trust. For example, when, together with Greg Sholette and Marco Baravalle from S.a.L.E. Docs, we curated Dark Matter Super Collider, an open exhibition structure, organized in parallel to the opening of Venice Biennale in 2017, which featured dozens of examples of political art from the entire world, the process of soliciting materials activated networks of mutual trust between artists and activists on a global scale. Thanks to the open call made, dozens of examples of political art were donated to S.a.L.E., brought in suitcases by people attending the opening. As Super-Collider accelerated social energies accumulated previously in art-activist networks, it was possible to put up the exhibition with the help of the tiny financial investment of a couple of hundred euros. The social and symbolic capitals involved were socialized and distributed, fed back into the networks in which they originated, because of the programmatic inclusivity of this structure, which redistributed opportunities and visibility to people engaged in social struggles all around the world. On this occasion, S.a.L.E. operated in contrast to the typical biennale pavilion, which offers chosen individuals exclusive access. This formula is also repeated by progressive public institutions, as for example when they engage in organizing networks for the public’s benefit, as we saw with the Association and Museum of Arte Util, an international coalition of museums, artists and activists who aim to mobilize art for social utility, to harness and share opportunities – like new commissions or exhibitions – for the benefit of collective endeavour (Byrne, Medina and Saviotti 2018). In other cases, the socialization of opportunities does not have to be based on conviviality but rather feeds on tension. When the aforementioned Liberate Tate organized their actions in the Turbine Hall of Tate Modern, they seized on an opportunity for collective action, wresting the visibility granted by the institution for the sake of its progressive revamping. The value thereby generated should not be counted as a sum of capitals generated individually, but rather as an accumulation of social energy and public attention, which here eventually disrupted ties between the public art institution and extractive corporation.


    Socializing the results of social creativity 


    Super-Collider, however, was “just” a project, one made possible because S.a.L.E. managed to secure long-term access to resources and social labour, which were not privatized as individual capital to be used to extract rent or secure individual opportunities, but rather for the sake of a collective. The typical mode of capitals acquisition through capturing social labour (either of love or of pollination) is reversed in such instances. Very often instituting the common is based on mechanisms that redistribute the effects of social cooperation for the sake of the collectives involved. My discussions of capitals distribution in previous projects have suggested that involving a person with higher amount of capitals – i.e. one who is better connected, more recognized, etc. – might prove beneficial for everyone involved, as these intangible forms of capital tend to get distributed to the teams of co-operators as well, precisely because their individual success depends on the success of the collective undertaking, the chances of which are enhanced by the capitals of those involved. However, in the context of a competitive network, this tendency is overwritten by another law, according to which a person with a higher amount of capitals secures a larger share of the social product. But the entrepreneurial multitude challenges this second law of networked dynamics by redirecting reputations, visibility and connections for the benefit of the collective. This happens when a respected philosopher, like Negri, Sholette or Raunig, responds to an invite by an art-activist platform like S.a.L.E., which makes sure that the exchange is mutual and collectively enjoyed in a non-hierarchical environment. Sometimes simple gestures work best – food is shared, work is done together and credits are spread equally to everyone involved, and hospitality is mutualized by exchanging invitations. At other times, it can be more complicated. When the Isola Art Center fought against the gentrification of its home district in Milan, they deliberately utilized their social connections and international networks, calling prominent artists and intellectuals to help with their cause, and with getting things done by drawing on their participation, art, reputations (Isola Art Center 2013). Another example: when Polish art workers went on art strike, more established artists promptly voiced their support, committing their reputations to the struggle. This translated into real collective gains, such as securing exhibition fees for everyone and not just a select few. We can describe this as a mechanism of capture embedded in the entrepreneurship of the common, a radically pragmatic mode of reversing the expropriations of social labour for the benefit of the multitude.


    Another reversal of expropriation challenges the division between recognized (attributable) and unrecognized (anonymous) labour – between authorial pursuits and a labour of love or labour of pollination. As indicated above, this division of labour only seemingly works in favour of artists or people who struggle to build their individual symbolic capital, as they often end up with neither money nor opportunities, and are instead paid only in empty promises of future gains (embedded structurally in the economic architecture of symbolic capital). Instituting the common cuts through this Gordian knot by equalizing access, which is not dependant on capitals but rather defined through shared engagement. The most entrepreneurial multitudes – like the activists occupying Macao in Milan – manage even to generate financial gains, which are shared between all involved as a kind of basic income. One only needs to spend enough hours monthly on collective undertakings (regardless of whether it is more intellectual or physical) to receive a share in revenues, which are equally distributed among everyone involved, incentivizing the sharing of workloads and urging solidarity.


    Another mechanism of breaking down divisions between different professional groups involves mutualizing the benefits of projects conducted in the spirit of the common, accounting for all types of labour and forms of capitals. Simply speaking, paying wages to all, crediting everyone, multi-authoring results, creating non-hierarchical spaces where everybody can mingle together and enact inclusive forms of governance. Even the introducing of such simple measures is no small feat, and is continues to be rare in artistic circulation, which offers a semblance of flatness, while cultivating distinctions. Equalizing the wages, credits, and social contacts generated in projects, contributes to instituting the common. This is why most spaces or projects with more progressive agendas pay utmost respect to simple courtesies, financial matters, mentions and credits – rewiring the loopholes that otherwise facilitate a capitalization on the labour of others. At a more general level, equalized distribution is secured by experiments with open licencing, the creative commons, the art commons and other radical licences like copy far left, all well recognized and widely discussed as a partial measure against expropriation of social labour.


    On a political level, this kind of equalization is expressed in the political identification of art workers or cultural/creative producers, which aims at creating solidarity between professional groups that are otherwise easily exploited for the sake of networked governance, a governance that thrives on atomization, cynical opportunism and self-entrepreneurialism. Wages for art work is such an important postulate, because it disincentivizes freelancers from succumbing to competitive entrepreneurialism, while incentivizing all to struggle for a shared benefit and instituting laws of equivalence, the important side effect of which is preventing exclusions.


    As aforementioned, exclusion is the ultimate form of exploitation in our networked society. The excluded – the dark matter of the artistic universe – are utilized as a resource for the careers of those who keep circulating. On the other hand, those who circulate sacrifice a lot just to maintain themselves in circulation, they capitalise on whatever they have, in turn sustaining the sparkling careers of the few. Not only that, as Bifo Berardi and Angela McRobbie have suggested, in a system that individualizes success, failure must also be suffered in solitude, causing depression to become the professional illness of freelancers, who take individual responsibility for structurally induced risks (Berardi 2009; McRobbie 2011). In this context, instituting the common means mutualizing risks, or de-individualizing desire in order to maintain shared support structures and creating bulwarks against exclusion. All collective initiatives not mediated by the flow of interchangeable opportunities might serve as such bulwarks, because they sustain the social trust generated in cooperation and struggles. When art workers partake in becoming common, they are not alone. And this sociality has political potential, because support structures serve as spaces of mutual recognition, where people can act in front of their equals, discuss issues of importance, formulate and execute agendas. Otherwise, the excluded, those who suffer the most, remain unrecognized not only in artistic circulation but also to each other. In this way instituting the common is a condition of public action in a circulation where all that is solid melts into flows.


    Wasps, orchids and extra-institutional assemblages


    I have purposefully avoided discussion about the institutional forms that can potentially emerge in the process of constituting the common. Instead, I have focused on tracing actually existing, progressive responses to the tensions embedded in artistic circulation, tensions that revolve around the fundamental conflict between socialized labour and privatized capitals, and that address the dialectics of artistic networks, which can both condense into the poison of opportunism, cynicism and fear, or be constructed as mutualized structures of cooperation, redistribution and political action. Instituting the common, in other words, is distinguished by what it does and not by what it is. I do not for even a second presume that a university-affiliated group of researchers is exactly the same as an activist-run and occupied space. But even if they are not identical, they often share affinities, processes and struggles, insofar as they find themselves challenged by similar systemic pressures. This is another important advantage of dialectical analysis, which supports an in-depth understanding of systemic pressures as political opportunities due to their synthetizing function, whereby they form otherwise unlikely alliances. A progressive university cluster is no less exposed to neoliberal assaults on social welfare than a collective located in the midst of the most gentrified city in Europe. For this reason, more often than not such clusters transversally align themselves in progressive constellations, emerging for the sake of socializing the means and results of social labour. I think that this process would not have happened were it not for an unprecedented level of systemic integration, introduced by the ever-expanding networks (and nexuses of expropriation) constitutive of artistic circulation.


    The institutional forms of the common provoked by this tension are as diverse as the forms of life of the multitude. This diversity is mirrored by the multiplicity of terms used to denote these initiatives, as people talk about monster-, mock-, pata-, conspirational-, exodus- and alter-institutions. It is possible, though, that the institutions in question will not be single institutions at all. Just as wasps and orchids – in the account of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari – form new assemblages, mutualizing not only their habits, but also their beings, so, too, can the common be instituted as assemblages of collectives, initiatives, public institutions, individuals and affinity groups that sustain the common by reversing the expropriations of artistic circulation, mutualizing gains and seizing opportunities.


    The commons – as I have argued – is not only instituted at the micro-scale of a small collective, a cosy activist group, a passing occupation. The commons does not have to be based on principles of immediacy and direct contact; but sometimes operates on the scale of an entire country, like Polish art workers or W.A.G.E. have done in their struggles for wages and social security, or of the planet, such as when a boycott in Sydney reverberated globally, inspiring action in Saint Petersburg. The commons can constitute and revamp scenes, networks, coalitions and swarms of glocalized dimensions. Information is shared, inspiration flows, connections are made and the general intellect is activated. These are not small feats and are achieved by using a variety of means, in some cases a radically democratic form of assembly, but in other radically pragmatic entrepreneurship of the multitude, getting things done in a networked coordination. These assemblages become cradles of an entrepreneurial multitude and of industrious art workers, who collectively seize opportunities to mutualize the benefits of social cooperation, recapturing capitals and dissolving them into the common.


    
      


      


      
        1 The concept is gleaned from Suhail Malik’s lecture held at the Bartlett School of Architecture, London, March 2017.
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  Between Money and Sovereignty: Is a New Monetary Thinking Needed to Institute the Common?


  Stefano Lucarelli


  
    Introduction


    It is not an easy task to formulate a definition of money since it is a complex entity, an institutional structure that can perform more than one function. This, for example, is how Bianchi presents this fact:


    By money we mean everything that is generally accepted as means of payment for goods and services and as an instrument of the debt repayment. […] It may seem paradoxical, but because money performs more than one function and since there is no consensus among economists on the pre-eminence of one function or other (or all of them), there is therefore no consensus on the univocal definition of monetary aggregates, even restricted to a very definite historically institutional situation. Different approaches to the role of money in the system bring about different specifications of the various goods and financial activities that constitute the monetary aggregate (Bianchi 1982, 91–92).


    In other words, money is anything that is widely used in transactions to exchange value, but it functions not only as a medium of exchange or a unit of account, but also as a store of value.


    This open-mindedness, however, is not common among economists, who rather tend to establish a particular definition of money, conceived simply as means of exchange. In other words, its characteristics would be theoretically restricted exclusively to its transactional function. As John Maynard Keynes stressed, men should intend money as a mere intermediary. The problem is that money is actually managed as wealth to store.


    It is not easy, it seems, for men to apprehend that their money is a mere intermediary, without significance in itself, which flows from one hand to another, is received and is dispensed, and disappears when its work is done from the sum of a nation’s wealth (Keynes 1923, 124).


    Mainstream economists that regard money in its mechanical and often simplified sense (as in the neo-classical model) neglect de facto that money may be used as store of value for a very long time.


    In the history of capitalism, deep financial crises give rise to a situation in which money is not spent and debts are not paid. When uncertainty prevails, money is sought after and withheld to the preference of all else. It is not merely a change in the behaviour of economic agents, it depends rather on a peculiar form of monetary institutions: in capitalism money is established as a store of value. Economic historians teach us that unlike the other two functions of money (as unit of account and means of payment), the store of value is not a permanent and general feature of all monetary systems, but a distinctive feature of capitalism (Amato and Fantacci 2012a).


    In the face of economic crisis, numerous attempts have been made to reconsider and institute alternative monetary circuits, whether as local clearing houses, crypto-coins, vouchers or assets intended to be spent in specific local areas and that sometimes are guaranteed by sovereign entities, like Local Councils.1 This, undoubtedly, is a vital signal for those who hold dear the possibility of constructing forms of socialisation that do not legitimise the exploitation of one person by another, but rather promote models of cooperation and a valorisation of resources that satisfy notably collective needs.


    The purpose of my essay is to illustrate the intellectual endeavour that has engaged me for a long time now and which I have developed as part of a European project,2 i.e. the possibility of taking advantage of the monetary know-how that animates various experiments (like crypto coins and local clearing houses) by evaluating the particular ability to create a synthesis that would contribute to re-thinking money as a social institution.


    The diffusion of alternative financial and credit circuits, in which the money favours the self-management of social wealth, may in fact curb a perverse mechanism, namely: the expropriation caused by processes of abnormal indebtedness that increasingly characterises our economic systems.


    Therefore, first of all, I conduct a close examination of the main experiments with complementary currencies that sprung up in Europe after the recent crisis, making sure to distinguish between local currencies and crypto coins. I address some problematic issues characteristic of the cases studies I present below. These issues concern three main topics:


    1. the “political technologies” in which the alternative monetary circuits consist;


    2. democratic participation in the decision-making processes that characterise these technologies;


    3. the meaning of the sovereignties that they potentially define.


    Some questions born of that reflection deserve to be addressed immediately, although I will not be able to answer them thoroughly:3 as sub-sovereign entities, are complementary currencies destined to remain merely a form of monetary resistance to official monetary circuits? In other words, can they be interpreted just as a defection or exodus mechanism from the present situation, to use an interesting expression by Christian Marazzi?4 And, if so, what kind of defection are we talking about? Starting from these experiments, can we redefine the concept of monetary sovereignty and that of state sovereignty? And, if so, in view of what? How can we prevent complementary currencies from gradual becoming forms of naive or strongly identitarian localism?5


    On complementary currency: some case studies


    

    Some different monetary forms that are complementary to official currencies have recently emerged in Europe in response to the impact of the current financial crisis in the credit system. They have been variously labelled as social, local, alternative monies. However, the meaning of these currencies remains to be discussed. On the one hand, the new monies have been promoted as innovative tools for socio-territorial policies, with a focus on localist, anti-globalist or anti-capitalistic values. On the other hand, the emphasis on the value of monies as instruments of alternative territorial development runs the risk of overshadowing issues concerning the specific features of currency projects. What is needed is a more accurate reflection on the institutional implications of different types of currencies, in particular concerning the liability of those who hold them to earn or pay an interest. In times of crisis, money creation itself can turn out to be a trap, which literally leads to a war for liquidity. As Fantacci (2016) maintains:


    This “competitive struggle for liquidity” provides a crude picture of what we now call the “liquidity trap”: a situation in which money hoarding proceeds unrestrained, and conventional monetary policies are incapable of reversing or even arresting it. Any injection of liquidity is immediately drained by the unquenchable thirst of individuals and governments, without appreciable expansionary effects on expenditure, prices, or production. Consumption and investment are postponed, as long as there is an expectation of a further fall in prices. However much money may be put into circulation, it immediately stops circulating: it is neither spent nor invested, but merely hoarded (Fantacci 2016, 5–6).


    Facing this credit crunch we have witnessed extremely interesting experiments that given rise to alternative monetary circuits able to embed locally. The most famous model is the Wir circuit (Studer 2006 [1998]) that was created in Switzerland in 1934 and whose goal was to limit the effects of the Great Depression on small and medium-sized enterprises. It is a system of exchange between companies – therefore a B2B (business to business) model – that encourages transfers between production and commercial units through the multilateral compensation of debts and credits. This mechanism enables liquidity management streamlining. The production units may obtain a positive compensation6 immediately, as soon as they sell the goods or services to other circuit participants. Thus they acquire a Wir credit, which serves as means of payment. This circuit allows companies with a production surplus to make contact with other companies in need of their resources. This is how the transactional network works (fig. 1). The central office – which acts as a clearing house – establishes the credit limits for each company.


    Since 1936, the Wir circuit has been a bank under Swiss law, despite the fact that its emissions are neither guaranteed nor convertible into money as legal tender, that is Swiss francs. Since 1999, Wir Bank has also starting offering, in addition to Wir currency, banking services in Swiss francs. Since 2000, these are also available for individuals, not only small and medium enterprises. Wir operates as a cooperative. The prices of all goods and services are expressed in “Wir credits”. The employment of this circuit follows a trend that, compared to the Swiss economy flow, turns out to be counter-cyclical: when the circulation of franc slows down (for example due to an economic crisis), Wir circulation grows. This results, in this case, in the fact that the complementary currency contributes to economic stability.7




    Fig. 1. A circuit B2B
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Source:  www.sardex.net  (January 2013)
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    On this model a recent experience has been built and diffused in a place historically characterised by credit crunches and by the utmost radical uncertainty: Sardinia. The crisis that broke out in 2007 constitutes the context of the Sardex.net circuit creation. Having studied the WIR case, the Sardex.net’s promoters sought to implement the arguments of Proudhon and Gesell (Gesell 1958 [1916])8 about the role of money and credit, trying to activate a tool that would put into practice that theoretical system. In 2009, after six months of preliminary meetings with the regional companies, especially in the area of Cagliari, whose purpose was to form a critical mass, the circuit came to life. The objectives pursued by the Sardex.net network are to strengthen communities, increase prosperity and stimulate spending in the Sardinia region. As Sartori clearly shows:


    Sardex entails the creation of ties among actors that did not know each other before, leveraging or filling the void of the lack of a pre-existing rich relational network. The cultural and social embeddedness of economic action also appears clearly in a context of low levels of social capital with the fostering of a favourable context for market exchange and community building. Sardex is an integrated network of economic and social ties where a good balance of self-interested and cooperative actions has been reached (Sartori 2016, 11).


    The regulation of trade takes place between circuit members and through the use of Sardex credits. Its exchange ratio to Euro is 1:1. Upon registration each member becomes the holder of the bank account and gets a credit line at a zero per cent interest and a purchasing card that works within the circuit. The website allows all the members to create a profile that may be used to communicate all information about their business, like their products’ descriptions, or to search for other registered companies and then carry out all the transactions agreed between the parties. The most relevant relations, however, are those offline. Each company has the possibility to consult with a broker who offers advice and helps to manage transactions in Sardex. The broker tries to facilitate exchanges between companies by analysing the debt and credit positions in the circuit: growth in the number of transactions must go hand in hand with maintaining a regular level of circulating credit. In point of fact, the idea is to maintain a stable money supply per capita, able to sustain the volume and number of transactions. Credit lines are provided with a collateral consisting in a set of goods made available by the company that joins the circuit. We can imagine the collateral as the “warehouse” of the company. Just as in the case of the WIR circuit, risk management becomes risk-sharing. However, if the debt position is not hedged within twelve months by the sale of the new goods and therefore the attainment of sufficient credits, it has to be hedged in Euro. If such an event does not occur, the regular credit recovery procedure is launched. These are obviously extreme cases, which have always been avoided thanks to the workings of the Sardex.net commercial area: in fact, advisors oversee the circuit’s acquiring of potential buyers of products by an endangered company.


    Moreover, risk management also provides for hedging debt positions ex post; such debt is divided among all the members of the circuit and is to be seen as a kind of a “solidarity tax”.9


    Sardex credits lose value at the same pace as the euro: this inflation is already a kind of negative interest that weighs on the currency. Therefore, contrary to the claims of that monetary crank Silvio Gesell, Sardex does not add a further negative interest to surplus positions.


    It is a matter here of a local credit circuit, one that is business-oriented and aware of the relevance of local demand. For this reason, in June 2012 Sardex launched a business to employee (B2E) pilot project that in fact entails the possibility of creating a diversion in the liquidity flow, which may harbinger the multiplicative effects on consumption demand that characterizes the circuit (according to fig. 2).






    Fig. 2. A circuit B2B + B2E 
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    The project involved ten companies in the Cagliari zone. According to its principles, salaries are paid partly in Sardex credits. The employees of the companies can voluntarily join the Sardex.net circuit and create their own personal accounts, on which they would receive part of the salary, bonuses, wage advances or reimbursements. For example: if an employee needs an advance for an unexpected expense, he or she can make use of the Sardex.net circuit and thus avoid drawing from savings or turning to other financial institutions that would demand high interest. An employer who pays in advance with the Sardex credits will obtain benefits in terms of monetary savings in the following months. The system thus also benefits, as the Sardex credits received from the employee have to be spent within the local circuit.


    83 out of 100 employees involved in the experiment chose to open an account in Sardex. The average expense of the employees stood at 500 credits, a conspicuous amount. There were employees who spent 100/150 credits and others who received nearly their entire salary in these credits (for example those who were renovating their houses and found good suppliers within the circuit). The idea is to launch this B2E on a larger scale, but in order to do that a network is needed that would guarantee a reasonable possibility of spending (an employee cannot be forced to travel 40 km to buy something). That network would reflect the network of common currency. We are also assembling a capillary spendability in other centers of the province, outside of the Cagliari zone. Obviously, in the first phase, which was a B2B exclusively, it was not necessary. We are completing the technical tools for the next phase, which will consist in accommodating individual consumers in the circuit. The consumers will guarantee the companies their most precious asset: their loyalty and purchasing power. By choosing to buy within the circuit, they will receive a top-up of their commercial credits.10 


    In its first year, 237 businesses traded just over €300,000 in Sardex. In 2017, more than 3,500 businesses and 2,000 individuals had exchanged 140 million worth of transactions. Today Sardex arouses extreme interest in the business world. According to various media, it is one of the 28 Italian start-ups whose value exceeds one million euro.11 The expansion strategy of the circuit aims, firstly, to consolidate the regional Sardinian economy through promoting experiments involving public administrations and, secondly, at valorising skills developed over time through forms of consultancy to develop the system in other regional entities. We thus face the situation where meeting collective social needs still remains in the background. All in all, this depends on including the public administration in the circuit. For, by employing multilateral clearing houses, the public administration would be able to create greater liquidity in Sardex, which it could then forward to promote its social policies in the areas that its manages.


    Massimo Amato and Luca Fantacci fostered a project called Libra, the name for a local multilateral clearing house able to give voice directly to workers’ associations and to the variegated non-profit world, meaning it was not conceived merely as a B2B. Between 2010 and 2013 in Nantes these two scientists made sure all the conditions were there for the realisation of the project. The project consists of a credit circuit and a monetary circuit integrated in a unique local financial system. The credit circuit is designed as a clearing house meant to support exchanges between companies. Similar to the Sardex case, each company belonging to the circuit has a bank account denominated in the local currency (SoNantes), which may be used to pay or to receive payments from other companies within the circuit. Each company’s balance can therefore be either negative or positive. There are limits set on the budgetary imbalances of each company, which means they are charged not only for negative balances, but, symmetrically, also for positive ones. The companies may use their positive balances to remunerate their employees, thus fostering the local monetary circuit, which consists of two sub-circuits: in the first one, companies transfer a part of their assets in local currency to their employees as a supplementary remuneration. The employees have e-purses at their disposal, thus allowing them to use the local currency in transactions with other participating companies. If a citizen-employee does not spend all of his or her local currency, a part of the remaining balance is periodically transferred to a non-profit organisation chosen by this individual from among those participating in the circuit.


    Thus, the local currency then enters the second sub-circuit, in which the non-profit organisations, which are also equipped with specific e-purses, spend the amounts they have received (see fig. 3). This type of monetary circulation especially helps to attenuate the paradoxical situation, characteristic for periods of crisis, in which unsold goods and squandered work capacity co-exist alongside unmet needs.





     


    Fig. 3. The Libra circuit
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    Thus a local finance system is created capable of producing a set of benefits for the community. The credit granted in the local currency is completely transformed into local demand. To the individual categories of involved subjects, such a system would offer a low cost form of financing, an instrument for bargaining, and supplementary way of remunerating labour as well as a source of financing for the third sector to meet the growing needs of social services. Non-profit organisations are actually entities that are structurally in deficit, because they are characterised by higher costs than revenues. The Libra circuit offers them a financing channel that may supplement or replace traditional methods by increasing the delivery level of social services or by relieving the pressure on public budgets, thus promoting planning by reducing high levels of uncertainty and, presumably, generating broader participation. The implementation of such a system thus has an explicit and wide-ranging political value, one in keeping with the spirit of subsidiarity and mutuality. Cooperation in a local economic zone can be reinvented in an unprecedented way, such that it would liberate the relationship between the free market and decisions regarding social policies from profitability pressures. Moreover, the cost reductions involved in financing the working capital coupled with an increase in demand – which in this scheme may potentially meet the new needs of the world of non-profit organisations – could also allow companies and the public administration to increase their volume of long-term investments in euro, if they could count on better financial resources and expect increasing returns. A growth in qualified investments, given the appropriate productive specialisation of a local economic system, may stimulate aggregate demand and local income.12 The adoption of a local currency stimulates income, and the surplus may be distributed among companies and workers via plant-level bargaining. Public administrations, on the other hand, could further benefit from the existence of a clearing house as participants, since a clearing house functions as a low-cost creditor. This opens the way to fund public projects – so often barred by all the various financial restrictions characterising austerity policies – avoid the delays in payments to suppliers that weigh heavily on local economies and that, ultimately, reduce the use of costlier and riskier financial instruments, such as derivatives. In short, this institutional structure may efficiently bring out old and new spaces of mediation, i.e. old and new forms of democratic confrontation. The same criterion of crediting non-profit organisations can open a space for discussion and mediation for all those who care for collective needs.13


    Given the highly defined nature of the project, we might presage the creation of real “political technologies”: this expression is used to indicate processes of transformation and the structure that enables a consolidation of political debate, in this case an alternative monetary circuit. The integration of the local financial system in Nantes was introduced as a new social contract between the public and the private, business and workers, the world of production and the world of associations. It was launched at a time when economic tensions threatened to compromise social cohesion.14 The cooperation between the Italian founders of the project and the local institutions nonetheless failed at the threshold of the operational phase. The operational phase of SoNantes, on the other hand, has been delayed several times.15 To date, despite SoNantes being a part of the pilot currencies of the CCIA European Interregional Project,16 the complex nature of this political experiment has resulted in an extremely slow working out of agreements between the parties involved: the Crédit Municipal de Nantes, the local Chamber of Commerce, the City of Nantes and the inter-municipal metropolitan structure. The project looks like a top-down procedure whose outcomes raises numerous doubts and whose strategies seem aimed at obtaining the biggest possible electoral support and are therefore guided by a principle of political calculation. In this case, democratic participation in the decision-making process, which is a linchpin of gaining trust in the complementary currency, seems to be “the great absentee”.


    The focus on social needs as well as the awareness that the construction of a monetary circuit poses also the challenge of democratic participation, characterizes another interesting French experience: Sol Violette in Toulouse.17 The Toulouse experience – which, bear it in mind, is not a clearing union but an alternative monetary circuit – began in May of 2011, when the city launched a six-month-long experiment. Since 2007, the Sol model had existed as a political objective and was promoted by a group of activists called “Reconsidérer la richess”, who based themselves on the thought of Patrick Viveret. In 1998, inspired by Beenz, an international loyalty system intertwined with e-commerce that functioned between 1998 and 2001 (Fare 2011), Viveret conceived a loyalty system limited to the social economy and that works online. However, the project has left the web and, little by little, has transformed into a digital currency used in the context of social economy, the Sol.


    Before Sol Violette, another experiment was performed in Toulouse that had failed: a digital currency that was introduced by a top-down procedure without adequate citizen participation. The project started working only after attention was turned not exclusively to the demand for a complementary currency as such, but also to the involvement of various entities that establish an alternative political, productive and social cooperation. At the beginning there were 30 companies of sustainable development operating in the field of social economics, three district representatives and 150 individuals. The initial emission amounted to 27000 Sols (27000 euro).18 To date the local authorities cover most of the operating costs: 80 per cent is financed by the Metropolitan government of Toulouse, 15 per cent by private foundations and the rest by the participants. After paying the membership fee, members of the circuit can exchange their euros for Sol Violettes at local branches of Crédit Municipal or Credito Cooperativo. The banknotes are accepted by the companies-members of the circuit (in 2013 there were about 50 food companies) but they can also be spent on tickets for public transport and on other types of local and cultural services. A Local Committee (CLAS) organises the decision-making processes, convening the Conseil des Collèges, which represent stakeholders, General Assemblies and plenaries: regional institutions and their administrations, non-profit associations and their beneficiaries, social and solidarity-based social structures and their users, organisations and/or producers focussed on long-term development and their clients, banking and non-bank financial institutions – they all gather in the Colleges where they adhere to collective and democratic method of discussion and participation that is attentive to gender representation.





    Fig. 4. Model of governance of Sol Violette in Toulouse


    [image: pict4]

 Source: Bilan Sol Violette. Phase d’experimentation mai 2011 – décembre 2011, Tolosa, p. 15. 


    [Statuts – Statutes, Charte – Charter, Formulaire d’agréments – approval forms, Collectivité – Collective, Prestataires – Recipients, Financeurs – Financers, Solistes – Adherents, Fondateurs – Founders, Equipe – Staff]





     


    This governance model is absolutely vital for the project’s success (see fig. 4).19 The case of Sol Violette is interesting mainly for three reasons: 


    a. it is a currency that cannot be accumulated (a demurrage à la Gesell is applied, i.e. a negative interest tax on Sols that are accumulated and not spent within a reasonable time);


    b. cooperation pre-exists the monetary circuit, at least from the point of view of the adherence to a series of ethical and economic objectives and imperatives;


    c. the currency serves also as a form of income distribution: there is a project which establishes a payment of 30 Sols per month to an unemployed association (120 families). The redistribution is done on a case-by-case basis. This spurious form of guaranteed minimum social income seems to invigorate the construction of the circuit. However, this circuit remains limited by a cautious, if not meagre, monetary emission.


    The currency is a social relation even before it is a technology, which means it is not socially neutral, but at least partially crystallizes social relations which work just like institutions. If this does not occur, even the best structure imaginable – for example the Libra circuit that inspired SoNantes – does not produce good results. And vice versa: even when the technology is suboptimal and the exchange instrument has a limited potential of diffusion – as in the Sol Violette case – there may emerge a stable institutional structure with a potential for improvement through confrontation and mediation between circuit members. It does not seem that an opposition arises against the official monetary circuit in any of these cases. We are rather dealing with a form of experimental democratic accountability, one that may evolve and take a different shape: in the Sardex case we see a possible path of development according to which the business vision tends to prevail in a way that brings back spaces of mediation between capital and labour. In the case of Sol Violette we see new institutional structures whose main goal is to meet unsatisfied social needs, but needs that are still determined by the choices of a local authority that guarantees the ongoing emission of the complementary currency.


    Some notes on crypto coins


    The crypto coin experience presents a far more complex set of problems than local complementary currencies. First of all, the coin experiments are explicitly motivated by dissent against the state. This dissent presents two paths that are characteristic of anarchism: the first gives rise to the political inclinations of Friedrich von Hayek (Hayek 2001), while the second evokes the anti-authoritarian socialism typical of the thought of Noam Chomsky, but also – with all due differences – of the thought of a fair-share of intellectuals who, starting out in the so-called Autonomia, have developed political categories that are now being put to work in the debate on municipality rights (see Lotringer and Marazzi 2007, Chignola 2012, Marella 2012, Negri 2012). The currencies competition analysed by Hayek is based on the idea that all monopolies, especially those on money emission, are uneconomical because they prevent the progressive reduction of costs guaranteed by competitiveness.


    I have come to the firm conclusion that a free economic system will not be able to function effectively, nor will it be possible to suppress its worst downsides or contain the continuous growth of administration, if a monopoly on money emission is not be taken away from the government itself. I consider this objective to be so vital that it would, I believe, be essential for a free people’s constitution to establish such a principle, with some sort of a special clause, such as: “Parliament will not sanction any law that violates any person’s right to have, buy, sell or lend lend, stipulate and enforce contracts, calculate and hold their balance sheets, in the preferred type of currency” (Hayek 1986, 523).


    I will not dwell here on the analytical weaknesses of Hayek’s arguments. Suffice it to say that the rhetoric on free banking that has accompanied banking deregulation has often translated into the formation of powerful oligopolies. The great technological and social innovation characterising crypto coins consists in the central position assumed by peer to peer: the emission of these instruments, which conventionally may be used as means of payment in online transactions, does not need any emitters. It enables the diffusion of purchasing power independent from any traditional form of control, because there is no bank behind it. It is something that even Hayek did not foresee and that shows above all the ability of the online exchanges to define a virtual territory which provides a contact after contact between more currencies, able to consolidate and strengthen extant social relations beyond state control. However, this does not mean that the system that begins to take shape presents the characteristics of an alternative to capitalism. The ghost of Hayek lurks!


    We shall dwell, however, on some aspects of the technologies behind crypto coins. Let’s take the case of Bitcoin (Nakamoto 2009). As is known, the Bitcoin production is possible thanks to an algorithm: purchasing power is transmitted from one wallet to another with use of a wallet’s unique identification code. The exchange happens only when both wallet’s codes are recognised.20 Once the transaction is completed, the Bitcoin system has to confirm it. The verification process is called mining and is conducted by the users of the system themselves: they share their computer’s power, so that the mining  process may be performed. Thus the legitimisation of the exchange fuses with the creation of a new purchasing power, because users who make themselves available to run algorithms that constitute the verification process receive a fraction of Bitcoin as a reward.21 The whole process of creation and exchange of these units of account has also to maintain a certain level of security, which is provided by blocks of information ( blockchains) that prevent users from taking possession of other user’s wallets. It is a sort of a public ledger. Besides, the timestamp server helps to avoid the same Bitcoin being used in different online commercial operations. As opposed to other online payment systems, like credit cards or Paypal, which cannot function without a bank account or some other form of money deposit, Bitcoin does not force its users to deal with intermediaries, whose presence affect the total cost of a commercial operation. However, the transactional function does not exhaust the characteristics of this experience. The enormous diffusion of Bitcoin and to an even bigger extent the volatility of its value, depends on the fact that over time crypto coins have been perceived mostly as financial products. Yet, due to its construction, Bitcoin can only be deflationary in the long term. It exists within a finite range of possibilities, since its emission (mining) becomes more and more difficult because the computing power necessary for the calculations resolving the algorithms increases in parallel to the growth of the number of Bitcoin transactions. No one can raise the amount of Bitcoin beyond a numerical limit that can already be estimated. How will markets react when the Bitcoin becomes scarce? What will happen to those who have accumulated these assets for speculative motives? And what will happen to those who use it for mere transactional purposes?


    However, in my opinion, the most appropriate question, is the following: is it possible to imagine a world where the rentiers who accumulated Bitcoins in view of holding gains would be crowded out by a real revolution to come: one in which an alternative monetary circuit that is immune to speculative logics and diffused in communities of increasingly autonomous individuals is capable of creating a new monetary thinking?


    At least part of the hackers community that has developed this and other more or less similar projects did not perceive them either as instruments aimed to deprive governments of their power, as support for a competitive private market for different currencies (Jaromil 2014) or as a speculative asset able to be harnessed to favour a redistribution of resources controlled by few, or even less so as fraud or as a means to enforce the Deep Web.22 “In the hacker  mentality passion is more important than money. Social motivation is part of his job, the hacker works for the society” (Gruppo Equipo 2008). Hacker ethics is contrary to processes that are exclusive and introduced and modified by only a few. It is founded on an open-source ideology that is meant as a self-regulative process that all control. Hackers see themselves and behave as a horizontal community that quickly passes from the conceptual to the creative stage. Ideas are never imposed on others and all the attention is paid to the growth of the individuals to create space for the development of all and the development of parallel solutions (Himanen 2003) (see fig. 5).





    Fig. 5. Hacker logics



[image: pict5]

Source:  Gruppo Equipo (2008, 9).


    [Open source – self-managed process advanced and modified by all.


    Vs.


    Closed process advanced and modified by few;


    Horizontal community, which quickly passes from ideation of the problem to the creative stage.


    Vs.


    Vertical community, bureaucracy which slows the process.]





    Given the logics that characterise at least a part of the hacker community, crypto coins, and Bitcoin in the first place, are not themselves objectives. Instead they are understood to be awork in progress, a symbol of protest for network neutrality. Crypto coins could then constitute a social experiment whose goal would be to construct a new constituent sovereignty. We are certainly in the realm of the possible, and we are also in a problematic environment that needs to take material form to avoid being confined to a merely virtual reality. There is no doubt that crypto coins have incited interest in the possibility of creating purchasing power through open-source software. What seems even more interesting is the fact that they represent the means to substitute the peer to peer  philosophy by so-called speculative motive. The tendency to accumulate wealth seems somehow destined to legitimise precisely those social interactions that are propelled by a social imaginary (in the sense of Cornelius Castoriadis)23 and social behaviours that are deeply hostile towards the authoritarian processes imposed by financialisation. Yet, these potentialities cannot remain confined to the Internet, if what is aspired to is a real capability to create a political being able to participate in decisions related to the production, distribution and consumption of resources.


    Conclusions



    In the light of the above considerations, the institutional nature of money comes clearly to light. Like all institutions, money has to be understood, created and experienced as a complex set of relations able to withstand the weight of its own structure, able to survive, able to last. The longevity of a monetary circuit does not depend exclusively on mere issues of social or management engineering. Trust is decisive. Trust is a point of departure for dissolving one of the Gordian knots that has been recurring from the beginning of my essay, that of sovereignty.


    Monetary mediation provides a common area for taking decisions on the value of reality, thus allowing the management of debt and credit relations. According to André Orléan, money may become an instrument of accounts control as an anthropological expression of an absolute desire.24 For money to materialise, the problem of peaceful coexistence has to be resolved in advance; also required is some kind of a founding act that would abolish all forms of violent expropriation. In other words, money acts as a form of sovereignty (Orléan 2006) – a form that does not necessarily coincide with the state form.


    Alternative monetary circuits may be conceived in different ways and therefore used for different purposes. Complementary currencies based on the clearing principle appear better able to cope with change than other monetary systems. In other words, they are resilient, especially if they are able to create and ensure an environment conducive to constructive economic and social interaction with no imposition of top-down procedures (Lucarelli and Gobi 2016). Theoretically, they can represent mechanism of exodus or defection from the oppressive authority that forces subjects into the perverse dynamics of continuously growing indebtedness. This aspect, however, is not found in the above case studies:


    - the Sardex experience aims in this phase at valorising skills that have been developed over time through forms of consultancy in other Italian regions;


    - the SoNantes project seems to be a top-down procedure, the outcome of which raises numerous worries;


    - Sol Violette represents a set of new institutional structures whose main goal is to satisfy local social needs, but which are strictly dependent on local political authority.



    Crypto coins  are virtual currency schemes that cannot be considered full forms of money. They are a digital representation of value. On the other hand, they can be promoted with the aim of explicitly hurting state’s monopoly on money emission. They can also be promoted and coordinated by a state government with a view to introducing a new balance of powers between different levels of authority (Lucarelli and Gobbi 2016). All in all, the results depend on the collective wisdom of the decision-makers controlling these processes.


    Laurent Baronian and Carlo Vercellone (2015) underscore that money that does not obey capitalist logics should above all be used to finance welfare services and guarantee universal access to those services, and thus used to foster a model of development based on knowledge and on production by the people for the people.


    Can such a process be imagined, starting from a form of coordination between the alternative monetary circuits already at work? It is a question that may be as well phrased as follows: how may the alternative monetary circuits enhance a reproduction of labour power that would not succumb to capitalist logics, and, more generally, to logics of expropriation?


    Can we imagine that the knowledge acquired from the world of crypto currencies merges with the lessons learned from the reviewed case studies on local monetary circuits could bear fruit in the form of creating technologies and skill sets more powerful than any speculative dynamics or political calculation?


    If we have an institution of significant magnitude able to remunerate adequately the productive relations underway in one’s place of residence, it may act in concert with the satisfaction of collective needs that currently remain unexpressed.


    Experiments using crypto coins on the one hand – if interpreted through hacker ethics – and with clearing unions on the other – provided they embody a truly participatory model of governance – seem to place us on the brink of the future politics, whose problematics were hinted at by Luciano Ferrari Bravo in one of his last works. His reflection did not pertain to the common understood as a juridical principle (Negri 2010) (an expression I consider abused and that risks spreading confusion regarding these extremely important issues), but rather to federalism:


    the framework of post-Fordist production and society seems to be naturally predisposed to accept – for the globalized government’s own needs – the conceptual and institutional resources offered by a sufficiently broad concept in a spirit of federalism. […] But the metaphor of a network, of a circular interconnection of flows and processes, does not authorise envisioning a social space structured symmetrically and horizontally (i.e. devoid of any problems regarding the authorities) […]. The network does not extend along a two-dimensional plan, its cruxes are not equidistant nor equivalent. It rather shapes a general process of concentration of non-centralized power. […] In the same sense a very general hypothesis could be formulated about neo-federalism or postmodern federalism as an institutional key for global system governance structures. […] However, viewed from a bottom-up perspective, it allows us to recognise a constraint (but also an opportunity) that already lurks on the horizon of a future politics, that is the constitutive connection between global and local dimensions in the processes of identity formation and in the determination of the political agenda in the new century’s public sphere (Ferrari Bravo 2001, 122–123).


    On the other hand, when we talk about money, we are also talking about sovereignty, and when we talk about sovereignty, in play also is the capacity to govern that a collective is able to express, recognising the need for appropriate mediations both within itself and outside.25


   
    
      


      


      
        1 A nimble introductory reading is the book by Lietaer and Kennedy (2012).

      

      
        2 http://dcentproject.eu/. A project aimed at creating instruments that would favour decision-making processes done by, and the political and social participation of, European citizens. D-CENT was based on a bottom-up approach that enhances the development of long-lasting strategies that enable the management of goods and services as commons. One of the instruments developed by D-CENT is a set of digital social currencies that can be used in various contexts, but that use the same technologies.

      

      
        3 The issues in question emerged mainly during the Convegno sulla Moneta del Comune (Conference on the Common Currency) held in Macao on the 21–22/06/2014 in the lectures of Christian Marazzi and Carlo Vercellone: http://quaderni.sanprecario.info/tag/convegno-moneta-del-comune/.

      

      
        4   Marazzi here uses a concept introduced by Paolo Virno, who  summarises exodus as follows: “I use the term exodus here todefine mass defection fromstate, the alliance between general intellect and political action,  and a movement toward the public sphere of intellect” (Virno 1996).

      

      
        5 Identitarian localism in particular may develop into racism and discrimination.

      

      
        6 “All participants sign up for a membership and start with a balance of zero WIR-franc in their current account. They can start to sell goods or services to another member of the WIR network and receive WIR-Francs in return. The buyer’s bank account is debited and the seller’s bank account is simultaneously credited by the same amount.” See http://community-currency.info/en/currencies/wir-bank/

      

      
        7 The financial management of WIR Bank is extremely balanced and could be adopted by our cooperative credit banks as well, without questioning the principles from which they derive their raison d’être. As Giancarlo Beltrame demonstrates in his insightful study: “The commissional income deriving from the management of the WIR circuit turns out to play a double role in supporting revenue generation: countercyclical to compensate for the drop in interest rate differential, but also, and more importantly, structural because the commissional component of the WIR circuit proves to be the most stable in the construction of the intermediation margin and has been able to settle at a contribution level which is decisive for the characteristic net profitability of WIR Bank” (Beltrame 2014, 91).

      

      
        8   See also what John Maynard Keynes writes about Gesell in chapter 23 of General Theory (Keynes 1936).

      

      
        9   However, it should be emphasised that the credit lines are small: the quotes vary from minimum 1000 to maximum 20000 credits. On this subject see Mellone’s (2013) arguments.

      

      
        10   Federica Mellone’s interview with Carlo Mancosu, January 2013, in charge of communications in Sardex.net (Mellone 2013, 94–96).

      

      
        11   See, for example, the interview with Carlo Mancosu, published in Repubblica.it on 23 June 2014, http://www.repubblica.it/next/2014/06/23/news/dalla_sardegna_al_resto_d_italia_sardex_inventa_la_moneta_complementare_abbiamo_ripensato_l_economia-89771112/.

      

      
        12   On this matter may the reader permit me to refer to Lucarelli and Romano (2016).

      

      
        13   It is not out of the question that non-profit associations could be replaced by a municipal fund for social services. The urban precariat could thus reclaim a territory for direct representation.

      

      
        14 See e.g. La Monnaie Eutopique, 15 December 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2KJnk-Z2_tY

      

      
        15   On the reasons for the continuous delays see the speech by Massimo Amato at the conference which took place in Macao, Milan 21 June 2014: http://quaderni.sanprecario.info/2014/07/convegno-moneta-del-comune-introduzione-di-massimo-amato/.

      

      
        16   Community Currencies in Action, see  http://community-currency.info/en/currencies/sonantes/  .

      

      
        17   http://www.sol-violette.fr/

      

      
        18   In October 2013, there were 1600 individual users and 130 firms and associations. The total amount of Sols in circulation was 47918. See Bilan 2013 Sol Violette, 60, download from  http://www.sol-violette.fr/sol-violette/le-projet/documentation  . At the end of 2017, 2327 citizens and 258 firms and associations used Sols. The total amount of Sols in circulation was 54292. See Bilan 2017 Sol Violette, 4.

      

      
        19 The governance model is meticulously explained inBilan Sol Violette.  Phase d’experimentation mai 2011 – décembre 2011,  downloadable from: http://www.sol-violette.fr/sol-violette/le-projet/documentation. See also the movie: Sol Volette. L’éclosion d’une monnaie, http://vimeo.com/45862277.

      

      
        20 Correctly, it was suggested to me to clarify that in theory one can send bitcoins to a never-before-used, but valid in crypto-graphical terms, address. Such funds are “burnt”. This is unlikely, however, as there is a checksum to prevent this situation.

      

      
        21 This mechanism has already been explained on many occasions, notably by Meggiato (2014).

      

      
        22 The value of Bitcoin was highly affected, both positively and negatively, by the Silk Road, anonymous marketplace, an online commercial platform that used Bitcoin as means of payment. It operated using hidden Tor services and was shut down by the FBI for the first time on 3 October 2013 and definitively on 6 November 2014.

      

      
        23 On this point see Kavoulakos 2000

      

      
        24   Following René Girard’s perspective, violence is nothing if not the signifier of the absolute, the form and substance of absolute desire.   André Orléan considers money as a form of violence (Fumagalli and Lucarelli 2011)  .

      

      
        25 I must thank numerous people for their encouragement, teachings and exchanges of ideas, which kept these reflections alive without allowing them to sink into the irrelevance that so often characterises the economic sciences or to fall prey to the self-referentiality that often characterises politics. Massimo Amato, Giancarlo Beltrame, Emanuele Braga, Francesca Bria, Lucia Bonacci, Carmelo Buscema, Orsola Costantini, Luca Fantacci, Andrea Fumagalli, Gianluca Giannelli, Alfonso Giuliani, Lucio Gobbi, Giorgio Griziotti, Emanuele Leonardi, Christian Marazzi, Carlo Mancosu, Warren Mosler, Francesco Pezzulli, Denis Roio aka Jaromil, Marco Sachy aka Radium, Angelo Salento, Tiziana Terranova, Carlo Vercellone, Akseli Vircanen. Thanks also to the companions and friends of the Spazio di Mutuo Soccorso-Ex Mondino in Pavia (30/11/11), Rifondazione Comunista of Marsciano (3/8/12), Uninomade (13/9/12), Teatro Valle Occupato (5-6/10/12), Punto Rosso (30/10/12 and 2/12/14), SMS-Unipop of Milan (21/11/13), Sudcomune (10/3/14), Macao and Effimera (21-22/6/14) and Hackmeeting (28-29/6/14) who in these years have invited me to present and discuss my reflections on the topics covered by these notes. For the same reasons I must thank the Municipality of Bergamo (21/1/13), the BCC of Calcio and Covo (28/3/14) and Robin Hood Minor Asset Management (17-20/11/14). I would also like to express my gratitude towards Giancarlo Beltrame, Carmelo Buscema, Orsola Costantini and Adelino Zanini for their comments on the first version of this text. Thank you also to the two anonymous referees of this journal who contributed to improving a previous version of the article. Finally, I want to thank Marica Fuso Nerini, Federica Mellone, Gianluca Negro, Davide Pasini, Eleonora Semeghini and Cristina Toti: their theses, which I supervised, are remarkable contributions to the study of complementary currencies and they have been extremely useful in the elaboration of this article.
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  Democracy – Community – Social justice: The Theory and Practice of the Polish Cooperative Movement Between the two World Wars
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    Maria Dąbrowska, one of the most prominent Polish writers of the first half of the 20th century, nominated several times for the Nobel Prize in literature, assessed the first seven years of the Polish state’s independence after WWI as follows: “The ideas of Abramowski – consciously or unconsciously – permeate everything great, wise or good that happens in Poland” (Dąbrowska 2014, 45). While this assessment is marked by journalistic exaggeration, admittedly, the influence of Edward Abramowski, a non-partisan intellectual (for most of his adult life), who performed no public function (aside from almost three last years of his life when he was a psychology professor at the University of Warsaw) in Polish social life, was much greater than one might surmise from a brief analysis of his biography (Dobrzycka 1991; Lange 1928; Augustyniak 2006). The ideas of Abramowski inspired and became a program credo for a large section of the mass cooperative movement, which influenced hundreds of thousands of citizens of the Second Republic of Poland. Unfortunately, both the memory regarding Abramowski himself as well as the grand scale and accomplishments of the pre-war Polish cooperation have been but forgotten. Due to the fact that, in a formal sense, the cooperative movement was a vital element of the economy of “state socialism” before 1989, contemporary Poles do not have positive associations with it. They view it as a relic of the old system and often identify it with inner cliques, low economic effectiveness and the rough decor of the “Społem” cooperative stores, which have been pushed out of the market by competition in the form of foreign chain stores. It is a sad assessment of the movement whose goal was the total re-structuring of social relations and a peaceful abolishment of capitalism. During a cooperative convention in 1923, Romuald Mielczarski – aside from Abramowski, a key patron of the Polish cooperative movement and one of the creators of the aforementioned “Społem” – said the following when explaining the goals of cooperation and the strategies to fight capitalism:


    Cooperation states that […] the existence of capitalism is entirely in the hands of consumers and this unjust system can be gradually ousted by the cooperative system, if only consumers, uniting in consumer associations, take trade and production into their own hands. […] Capitalism indeed possesses terrifyingly large means in comparison with the consumer. […] We must remind ourselves, however, that all that wealth at capital’s disposal is nothing other than collected profit. Let consumers, organizing in their own associations, step by step deprive capital of profit and let that profit be changed into common capital, and the relation of forces will change overnight in favor of the consumers. Capitalism will lose ground and cooperation will gain it (Błesznowski 2017, 131–132).


    A spectacular historical failure of the cooperative movement, so ambitious in its original goals, should not, however, eclipse its historical significance and its impact on the social, economic and ideological changes of the inter-war period, when it could function freely and boom. This is also the position of the authors and editors of the volumes published last year, devoted to the history of Polish cooperativism: Bartłomiej Błesznowski ( Cooperativism and Democracy: Selected Works of Polish Thinkers), Filip Karol Leszczyński ( Spółdzielczość jako organizacja gospodarcza w II RP. Wybór pism) [Cooperativism as an Economic Organization in the Second Republic of Poland. Selected Works] and Aleksandra Bilewicz ( Społem 1906-1939. Idea, ludzie, organizacja, vol. 1–2) [Społem 1906–1939. The Idea, People, Organization]. These works have a prime documentary function as few sources have been published so far on the history of pre-war cooperativism. Combined, they can be an exhaustive body of knowledge about the history of Polish cooperativism and at the same time – as we will see – an inspiration for further research.


    Cooperation, or the moral revolution 


    The special position, which the aforementioned Edward Abramowski held in the history of the Polish cooperative movement, did not stem from his organizational achievements. Despite the ambitious forecasts of theoreticians, in 1918, when Abramowski was dying, the consumer cooperative in the territory of the Congress Kingdom was still relatively poorly developed, and its future, due to the course of military operations and political turmoil, uncertain (Żerkowski 1961, 17–19). Let us note that the activists anticipating the “Cooperative Republic” were mostly fascinated by numbers, statistical compilations documenting increases of turnover, assets and the number of association members. Abramowski directly contributed to their growth only to a small degree. While he was one of the founders of the intelligentsia Towarzystwo Kooperatystów [ Association of Cooperators] (Chyra-Rolicz 1989) and published in the early cooperative press, he basically did not participate in the current organizational activity. Nevertheless, he made a special contribution to the Polish cooperative movement – not only did he translate the basic principles of cooperation derived from the Rochdale tradition to the Polish reality but, most of all, he attempted to give cooperativism the status of sui generis political philosophy. It is thanks to this that the Polish consumer cooperatives movement did not end up in the next decades as simple “store-keeping”. By maintaining its clear ideological identity, it was able to keep its independent position in the conditions of the polarized political scene of the Second Republic of Poland (see: Polonsky 1972; Wynot 1974).


    Abramowski embarked on his political activity in the 1880s as a socialist and a Marxist. In November 1892, he participated in the founding congress of the Polish Socialist Party. However, during his stay in Switzerland, he had an ideological crisis and ultimately abandoned Marxism, becoming one of the most eloquent critics of socialism of the Second International period in Europe at that time. One of his students, Konstanty Krzeczkowski, later commented on this transformation:


    He left as an Orthodox Marxist and party activist, and was returning with a new theory of stateless socialism, which was his own and apolitical, he was returning as an utopian supporter of an immediate incorporation of the ideas of communism and statelessness, as an anarchist, although he may not have wanted to realize that (Krzeczkowski 1924, XXVI).


    Abramowski accused the European socialist movement, which was flourishing at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, of an economic determinism, succumbing to the bourgeois morality as well as fetishizing the institution of the state and treating it de facto as the subject of the socialist transformation (Abramowski 1904; see also Piskała 2014, 67–73). Moreover, he pointed out that the socialist parties, having gained increasingly more parliamentary influence and ability to affect government policy, essentially were not moving the realization of socialism forward, as their leaders claimed; on the contrary, they were reinforcing the ties between the working class and the existing order. At the same time, he also criticized various forms of Blanquism – a belief that a revolutionary seizure of power, which would allow the ultimate removal of obstacles holding back a society of universal freedom and social justice, was the cure for compliance eating at the European socialism. Abramowski felt that the consumer cooperative movement could overcome the crisis of emancipation politics outlined in such a way. It combined a practical fight against capitalism (by reducing trade profit) with real direct democracy practiced in voluntary associations, and a gradual “moral revolution” – the transformation of an individual’s consciousness without which any social change of an emancipatory nature would be unthinkable.


    Cooperation is the highest form of socialization. Abramowski studied its traces in individual humans and sought forms of activity which through the individual, through respect for individual needs and the exploitation of the creative energy of the entity, would give birth to a higher, more democratic form of communal life–“more democratic” meaning the kind where the particular elements and the collective are as close to one another as possible. This did not mean, however, a return toward collectivism in the pattern familiar to him from, among other places, the writings of many of his contemporary socialist thinkers; it was rather a matter of an original “social individualism,” which in fulfilling Fourier’s dream pins the individual will to collective sense and action (Błesznowski 2017, 27–28).


    Błesznowski, in his preface to the volume Cooperativism and Democracy, while reconstructing the intellectual sources of the Polish cooperativism reveals its clearly heterodox nature. Polish cooperativism was influenced, among others, by utopian socialism which experimented with new forms of communal organization, Proudhonian and Kropotkin’s mutualism as well as syndicalism with which it supposedly shared the “immanence genesis of political change” contrasted with the concept of an objective historical process that organized the strategic thinking of socialists at the time (Błesznowski 2017, 29) It is noteworthy that Marxist socialism was also an important reference point for Polish cooperativism in the following decades: on the one hand, they both criticized the main elements of capitalism and socialists were viewed as potentially close political allies; on the other, Abramowski and Mielczarski’s students rejected the concept of class cooperativism proclaimed by socialists, according to which the cooperative associations were to become yet another tool in the class warfare waged by the working class under the leadership of the socialist party. According to Abramowski’s views, cooperatives played a much more significant role – they were to become a type of laboratory for the new social order, areas where the post-capitalist form of cohabitation could be practiced without considering the “objective” premises of the new order, fetishized by the socialist of the Second International. Ambramowski, expressing this notion of the immanent essence of the social transformation, wrote:


    For the moral revolution, this core of every social transformation, to actually happen, communism must take over people to such a degree that their life, their customs, their private and everyday matters, would speak that they are communists, a new type of people, of new revolutionary morality; once among them, one could immediately feel that it is a new human world which has nothing to do with the bourgeois world, a social life developing on completely new rules, governed by new impulses and moral factors (Abramowski 1965, 190).


    This far advanced radicalism of goals resulted in the fact that the cooperative idea could be found – according to Błesznowski – in various sections of the rich tradition of the 20th century modernist “grand narratives”, fueled with the utopian desire for a total transformation of the society and establishment of a stable, harmonious order, securing freedom and well-being for the individual. Cooperativism was, however, a “pragmatic utopia”, attempting to overcome the tension between the idea and the notion of the future order, and everyday practicality and pragmatic motives, between the grand ultimate goal and even the slightest positive social changes. It also allowed for maintaining the basic integrity of the Polish cooperative movement despite profound ideological and political differences which divided its leaders or its environment (Błesznowski 2017, 43-44). Hence, it was embraced both by the “pragmatics”, mainly focused on multiplying the resources of the cooperative and improving the economic circumstances of its members, and the “idealists”, primarily invested in the question of the “moral revolution”, which was to be realized by practicing cooperation (see also Kędziorek 1969).


    From cooperatives to a mass social movement 


    In independent Poland, this idea of “pan-cooperativism”, which drew primarily from the social philosophy of Abramowski, was mostly propagated and executed by the Związek Spółdzielni Spożywców RP [ Association of Consumers’ Cooperative in the Republic of Poland], commonly referred to as “Społem” – from the name of its primary journal (in 1935, the word “Społem” was officially incorporated into the name of the organization). In the inter-war period, “Społem” was the largest sales organization in Poland and at its peak in the late '30s, it included nearly two thousand cooperatives, almost three thousand stores and about four hundred thousand members (Bilewicz 2017, 91; Żerkowski 1961, 80). Not only did “Społem” have a chain of stores offering the cooperative’s members cheap and good-quality products (counterfeiting foodstuffs was a huge problem in retail trade at the time) but according to Abramowski and his successors’ vision of ousting private capital from economic life, it also made successful attempts at creating cooperative factories (manufacturing sweets, fruit products, cosmetics, etc.), and even founded its own bank (Chyra-Rolicz 1985, 100–102). However, the significance of “Społem” went far beyond what could be gleaned from economic statistics.


    “Społem”, saturated with the idea of “pan-cooperativism”, radically critical of capitalism and pursuing its internal transformation, was not only an economic organization but first of all, a mass social movement. Aleksandra Bilewicz accentuates it strongly in the introduction to the anthology on the history of Polish consumer cooperatives before 1939 (Bilewicz 2017, vol. 1). In certain aspects, this is a pioneer work offering a fresh look at the history of the Polish cooperativism. While the previous research, conducted primarily before 1989 and prior to the system transformation, concentrated mainly on the history of the organizational structures of cooperatives and on the quantitative analysis of their development, this anthology compiled by Bilewicz is an interesting attempt at an introduction to the research on the cultural and social history of the cooperative movement. Bilewicz aims to show “Społem” not only as a complex of collegial management bodies but, most of all, as a movement based on certain types of social ties, offering its participants a wide range of experiences while employing interesting symbolic forms in its everyday activity (see: Gurney 1996).


    It is worth remembering that it was predominantly intelligentsia reformers, often university-educated, who were the pioneers and the first organizers of cooperatives in the Polish land. Until 1939, the representatives of this group played de facto managerial functions in cooperative headquarters. Nevertheless, “Społem” quickly took on a mass character and became unequivocally plebeian – the majority of cooperators were recruited from peasants, workers, craftsmen or lower rank officials (Chyra-Rolicz 1992, 47). Hence, the movement went far beyond the intelligentsia “ghetto” while elitism and paternalism, typical for the Polish intelligentsia tradition, started to vanish (see Chałasiński 1946). Cooperatives were essentially becoming a tool of partial economic emancipation but also social liberation by subverting traditional hierarchies of prestige, especially in rural and small town environments, while creating channels of social advancement for a certain group of activists of a plebeian origin.


    As a mass movement recruiting new participants and sympathizers primarily among the representatives of common people, “Społem” employed rich and suggestive symbolic instruments in its everyday activity and agitation for cooperative ideas. Thus, various kinds of celebrations were organized aimed at reinforcing identification with the movement and its goals. Also, numerous propaganda materials were circulated, such as fliers, posters, brochures, postcards, etc., whose accessible and clever forms disseminated the values and postulates of the consumers’ cooperatives. A number of them was re-printed in the anthology compiled by Bilewicz in the form of illustrations or source excerpts (e.g. fragments of poetry or drama devoted to the cooperative ideals, didactic stories or “decalogs” of cooperation principles). When commenting on these types of texts and rituals, Bilewicz suggests that the structures of “Społem” fostered a peculiar system of cooperative education shaping a spirit conducive to cooperation, active participation in deciding about the fate of the community, an open discussion and empowerment. It is noteworthy that the cooperative propaganda also frequently invoked the metaphors and cultural codes of religious genesis, relatively close and easily understood by the majority of the participants and potential sympathizers of the movement whose cultural socialization typically had taken place within the community of Roman-Catholic church. For agitation purposes, there were creative attempts at adapting, for example, traditional carols, religious formulas and elements of Christian iconography (e.g. at Christmas, the birth of the “consumers’ cooperation” was modeled after the birth of Jesus in a symbolic manger). As a result, the idea of cooperativism underwent a kind of sacralization while injecting a propaganda message, as might be expected, with additional persuasion. It is worth adding that such adaptations of religious symbols were not an exception – for instance, the Polish socialist movement employed similar devices. However, it should be pointed out that once the position of “Społem” stabilized and the first “heroic” period of propagating the ideas of the consumers’ cooperatives had ended, the emotional temperature of agitation texts and materials produced by the movement somewhat cooled down.


    With time, the tone of the cooperative press became less emotional (earlier it could be at times rather exaggerated) and more factual and practical. The language of impulse, change, ardent belief in “shaking the world at its core” and a nearly religious exaltation, which is characteristic for the initial phase of the development of a social movement, subsided, at least partly, to the rhetoric highlighting the role of an effective organization or planned action. While at this stage of its development, the Association made sure that the rationalization of actions did not replace idealism and drive, nevertheless, education started to be based primarily on transferring specialized knowledge and providing specific skills (Bilewicz 2017, 144).


    The second volume of Bilewicz’s anthology also presents sample instruction materials, advice and practical pointers for the local activists or potential cooperatives’ creators. What is particularly striking about them, and simultaneously, what was fundamentally characteristic for the Polish cooperativism overall, was a strong awareness that there were weaknesses in the conducted activity and a readiness for continuous improvement. A certain kind of (self)critical discourse was one of the key threads in the Polish cooperators’ press. They often devoted as much attention to discussing positive perspectives afforded by communal cooperative activity as listing and characterizing any possible pathologies and threats resulting from the association’s activity (e.g. Jan Wolski, the propagator of labor cooperatives, see: Wolski 2015). This is one of the key conclusions after reading six hundred pages of documents on the history of “Społem”, compiled and edited by Bilewicz: although the Polish cooperators knew the value of their accomplishments and were hopeful about the growth of their movement, they were far from sedating self-satisfaction or naive optimism. It seems that its openness to a democratic, unbridled discussion protected Polish cooperativism against these diseases eating at a number of radical movements fueled by the faith in the future transformation of the society. Democracy was not simply proclaimed in the program manifestos but usually it was actually practiced, from the lowest rank to the top of the organizational hierarchy.


    Cooperativism as a program of economic modernization 


    Undoubtedly, “Społem” was not only one of the strongest and most numerous cooperative centrals in the Second Republic of Poland but certainly the most effective in terms of propaganda as well. What distinguished it was also the fact that it inscribed cooperation into a wide project of transforming social relations. However, “Społem” was only one segment of a diverse landscape of the Polish cooperativism in the inter-war period. The diversity applied both to ideology, which has been mentioned, but also the “industry”. In inter-war Poland, aside from the consumers’ cooperatives often animated by radically-oriented activists, other cooperatives also flourished. Agricultural cooperatives conducted sales, processed agricultural products and facilitated purchases of tools, seeds, fertilizers, etc. There were savings and credit cooperatives popularized by, among others, Franciszek Stefczyk (see: Stefczyk 2017), or housing and labor cooperatives. Such multi-dimensional picture of the inter-war cooperativism emerges from the volume Spółdzielczość jako organizacja gospodarcza w II RP, edited by Filip Karol Leszczyński. The work gives voice to the cooperative activists summarizing the economic condition of the movement and searching for ways to accelerate its expansion. Leszczyński complements these reflections with a wider, systemic context of the activity of the inter-war cooperativism. While in legal terms, its developmental capabilities were secured (Chyra-Rolicz 1992, 34), the economic reality of the inter-war Poland was not conducive to the cooperators’ activity.


    Drafting their vision of the “Cooperative Republic”, Abramowski and his successors seemed to assume that the cooperatives, based on the mass consumption of staples by the associated clients, would somehow be separated from the capitalist market and as such, secured from its inherent risk or unpredictability. However, such a notion could only last in the reality of a good and relatively stable economic situation of the years preceding WWI. The inter-war period brought a realization that cooperatives were strongly dependent on economic fluctuations and any complications faced by the domestic economy also directly affected them. The revived Poland was struggling with chronic inflation (which lasted until 1924) and the consequences of military losses. After a short period of prosperity, in 1929, it plunged into another six years of deep crisis as a direct result of the collapse of the world economy, which was much longer and devastating – in light of key macroeconomic indices – than it was in the case of a vast majority of European countries.1


    Under the pressure of such circumstances, the criticism of capitalism developed by the Polish cooperative movement became deepened and nuanced. It was necessary to go beyond the rational criticism of the excessive chain of middlemen, promises to break down capitalism by intercepting trade profit by consumers’ cooperatives and general arguments about the benefits of combining small sums for the greater good. The texts of inter-war theoreticians and practitioners of cooperativism compiled by Leszczyński presented two alternative models of organizing economic life: one, based on the logic to maximize profit; and the other, on the fundamental drive to maximize social benefits. The analyses conducted by cooperators also outlined an argumentation which in a way foreshadowed subsequent theories of dependence several decades later. As noted by Polish cooperators, the market principle of maximizing profit not only meant giving consent to social injustice but in the conditions of the delayed economy of inter-war Poland, it essentially led to the preservation of its peripheral or semi-peripheral status. Capitalists, interested in multiplying their own profits, fundamentally are not prone to taking risks or capital-intensive investments in the sectors far beyond the roles “prescribed” to the (semi-)peripheral Polish economy in the international division of labor. According to cooperative theoreticians, the opposite process was to be expected – the market logic of maximizing profit is mostly conducive to directing investments to raw materials and low-processed manufacturing based on natural resources and cheap labor. In other words, despite basing Polish capitalism on the principles resembling those in the Western Europe, it was too weak and behind to offer hope for expanding the internal market, a rapid improvement of the population’s standard of living or alleviating social inequalities. The cooperative writers included by Leszczyński noted that this goal could only be achieved thanks to a rational management of any available resources and the assumption that the aim of an economy should be the best possible satisfaction of the society’s needs. Cooperatives were supposed to follow these principles and so should – at least potentially – the state. Hence, it is not surprising that the program drafted by Marian Rapacki in 1935 in response to the great crisis which clearly had exposed the discrepancy between the capital goals and the social interests, it was the state and the cooperative economy that were defined as the drivers of the country’s modernization – a modernization whose primary goal was supposed to be the expansion of the internal market, improving the population’s standard of living as well as bridging stark social inequalities. Without this – argued Rapacki – it was impossible to break the vicious cycle of backwardness but also to consolidate the newly regained independence:


    I strongly believe that both for the whole world and particularly for Poland, the system transformation is simply a matter of existence, not only because the welfare of a great number of individuals must be improved but also so that our country can exist. It shall be a weak and vapid state and it shall crumble if it tolerates the poverty of millions of its citizens. This poverty and destitution cannot be eradicated unless the present relations are rebuilt. (Leszczyński 2017, 232).


    Cooperativism – an invented tradition?


    The three anthologies discussed, particularly their prefaces penned by Błesznowski, Bilewicz and Leszczyński offer a fresh look at the history of the Polish cooperative movement. Their authors audaciously go beyond the framework set to the reflection on the Polish pre-war cooperativism by the previous historiography typically concentrated on factual data, recreation of organizational structures or reports on the contents of the cooperative press. The authors of these works attempt to inscribe the history of the Polish cooperativism into a new conceptual system borrowed, for instance, from various takes on the modernization processes and expansion of market relations, from reflections on heterodox economic and political thought or the social and cultural history. It seems that the latter perspective is particularly worth pursuing. The historiographical landscape of various radical and plebeian political movements operating in Poland in the 19th and 20th centuries remains incomplete since the focus has primarily been on the history of organizations, their leaders’ actions and official ideologies. We know much less about the motivations of anonymous activists, the affective dimensions of their engagement, the ties between them or everyday symbolic practices which often had as much effect on the face of the movement as resolutions of managements or debates of publicists. Naturally, writing this type of multidimensional history of Polish cooperativism will not be easy, mostly due to the fact that few source materials have been preserved (as a consequence of the military destruction), however, Bilewicz’s outline on “Społem” illustrates that this is a worthwhile effort. The materials which she has compiled, supported with an archival and librarian query, and perhaps even microhistorical outlines carefully analyzing the functioning of individual cooperative communities could be an entirely sufficient foundation of such an attempt characterizing the consumers’ cooperative movement.


    Finally, it should be noted that an increase in interest in the history of Polish cooperativism in recent years not only has a scientific significance but also seems to have a certain political dimension. Although the authors of the discussed works reliably present the ideological diversity of Polish cooperativism, and aside from such radicals as Abramowski, Jan Hempel or Maria Orsetti, they also include the texts of the authors leaning to the right-wing, such as Catholic priest Aleksander Wóycicki or Edward Taylor, it is still clear that they are most interested in the anti-market, communal, participatory and egalitarian threads present in the tradition of Polish cooperativism. From the perspective of the authors of these three anthologies, the history of cooperativism is not only a distant past submitted to dry research but also a source of examples still inspiring to think about politics, economics and alternative solutions of social organization. This might be the lens to consider an expression of “inventing tradition” (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1992) by contemporary progressive and emancipation-oriented circles (including the movement of the so-called “new cooperativism” [see: Bilewicz and Potkańska 2013]) in Poland, suffering from a lack of clear and direct antecedents due to the broken historical continuity in the four past decades of the “state socialism”. However, if this type of “inventing tradition” was to go beyond the process of adopting certain symbolic forms, deepening of historical self-knowledge and seeking ways to reinforce a positive auto-identification while becoming a reference point in the face of contemporary political dilemmas, it seems that the history of Polish cooperativism could be a particularly rewarding matter. Although, as Błesznowski points out, cooperativism should be categorized with the group of modern political ideas drawing from 19th century optimism and dreams of perfecting the organization of society, the program texts of cooperators and the practices devised almost one hundred years earlier still seem to match rather well the challenges faced by the contemporary emancipation movements forced to manage without a universal, class entity of expected systemic change, plurality of political identities, previously unknown subtlety of capitalism’s adapting mechanisms and progressive erosion of traditional forms of organization and political activity. It appears that in such circumstances, certain elements deciding about the face of the Polish cooperative movement decades earlier – such as pragmatism, perceiving inherent value in the process of cooperation, focus on an individual, horizontality, orientation towards creating spaces excluded from the influence of the market logic, locating sources of possible social change in social practices and not in the activity of determinisms or in a revolutionary crisis, and finally, an ideological openness and program pluralism – can render its historical and theoretical legacy surprisingly up-to-date. Hence, the works produced by Błesznowski, Bilewicz and Leszczyński will serve not only to historians, concerned with the past, but also to activists, practically oriented and hopefully looking into the future.


    
      


      


      
        1 For instance, the industrial production index between 1928 and 1932 decreased by 41%, unemployment in cities reached around 1 million, the budget deficit for the entire period of the crisis (1929–1935) totaled 1.35 billion zloty (over 50% of the annual budget spending in that period) while the consumption of the most numerous social group — peasants — decreased by half compared to the last year prior to the crisis. (Aldcroft 2006, 112-113; Landau and Tomaszewski 1999, 187–247).
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  Do Algorithms Dream of Social Strike? Review of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Assembly 


  Jan Sowa


  
    Difference and Repetition


    Reviewing Antonio Negri’s and Michael Hardt’s Assembly is not an easy task. As Assembly presents the fifth instalment in the series initiated by Empire almost two decades ago, one cannot look at it other than from the perspective set up by that latter – truly outstanding – book. It is not a question of nostalgia, but rather one of the theoretical and political evolution that we have all been through over that period. A reference to Empire is also placed in one of the closing chapters of Assembly (Hardt and Negri 2017, 263–267), so it is not just my particular fixation that links these books in one thread. Hardt and Negri are right to point out to the ongoing relevance of their diagnosis. This is one of the things that make Assembly a great read and that seduced me almost two decades ago: much of what constitutes the over-hyped, mainstream, liberal delights over the intricate wonders of globalization and consumer society (from Daniel Bell to Thomas Friedman) finds a deeper and better formulation in the thinking of this Italian-American duet, proving that critical theory offers not just the ethically right diagnosis of contemporary capitalism, but also a pertinent insight into its inner workings. The same is true for such themes as innovation and cooperation, or even the “sharing economy”, a label used to describe the new exploitative techniques of capitalism a few years back, when companies such as Uber and Airbnb made headlines for different reasons than for their exploitation of immigrants and displacement of local residents from the historical city centres of their own cities.


    What follows is not a typical review, but rather an essay inspired by the last book of this Italian-American duo. I will focus on two issues that have struck me as crucial in my reading, although they are not closely linked to one another. This doing, I will attempt only a partial and sketchy reconstruction of the thesis put forward in the book and I will take it only to the limit required by the clarity of my own argument. As a matter of fact, I do not think such a reconstruction is required at all. Assembly is not a book for a casual reader, but rather a highly specialized publication operating within a conceptual frame that is impossible to sketch in such a short text. For those who have not only been through all Negri’s and Hardt’s books since Empire, but have also followed parallel developments in post-Operaist theory made by Carlo Vercellone, Christian Marazzi, Mateo Pasquinelli, Gigi Roggero and others, Assembly brings with it little in the way of new ideas or analysis. Rather, it offers a recombination and actualization of the conceptual schemes and diagnoses made in the previous books – those pertaining to the social factory, exodus, the becoming-cognitive-of-labour, biopolitical production, the multitude, constituent power and radical democracy. These are – to stress it again – among the most interesting social and political concepts of our time. So the problem is not that they paint an irrelevant picture of the world we live in. It is that this picture brings a lot of repetition and too little difference. There has been some new and interesting social, political and technical developments in the meantime that Hardt and Negri do not take it account or do so but not in a sufficiently comprehensive way. I’m thinking mostly about two issues and these are the ones I’d like to focus on in this essay. Firstly, the shift in political hegemony: neoliberalism seems to be in retreat and liberalism surely is; both have been replaced by a right-wing conservative-populist turn that is addressed in Assembly, however with too little attention and with virtually no implications for political analysis. The second issue is the recent developments in the domain of artificial intelligence – or, if you want a less lofty descriptor, in machine learning and big-data processing – developments that make some of the basic assumptions of Assembly quite problematic. Let me start with the latter.


    Every tool is a weapon…


  

    Hardt and Negri are great Marxists. This does not mean that they are orthodox in terms of sticking closely to Scripture. Being orthodox rather implies that one starts any political analysis from the given conjuncture of social and economic factors and always refers to the level of material production and reproduction of forms of life. As various Operaist and post-Operaist thinkers have meticulously shown, contemporary capitalism functions according to a different mode of production to the one that Marx dealt with 150 years ago. First and foremost, this change involves a modification of the basic division between productive and unproductive labour. Capitalism does not produce on the closed premises of a factory, but in a wide circuit of social interactions and cooperation that encompasses our daily existence. This diagnosis is mostly associated with Mario Tronti’s notion of the “social factory” (Tronti 2016, Bologna 1976). However, it should be recalled that feminist thought has contributed greatly to this discovery, and if this contribution is taken seriously, it becomes clear that the division between what is productive and what is merely reproductive remains a fictional construction; caring labour has always been labour just like factory labour (Dalla Costa 1994, Federici 1975). Yet, it is also true that the development of capitalism has further undermined this division in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and has thus taken production to a new level of socialization. Hardt and Negri rightly point to social media and internet search algorithms as the best examples of this tendency (Hardt and Negri 2017, 118–119). As a matter of fact, the latter is an even bigger parasite than they claim, as Google’s PageRank not only extracts value from the links that people put online, but evaluates their pertinence on the basis of the clicks that we make while browsing through the search results; and pertinence is not the only “organic” component on the list of over 200 criteria that Google uses to rank the results. They also monitor how much time we spend on the page to which the search results take us.1 So we are literally working in the Google’s factory every time we use its search engine.


    Unlike “postindustrialism” or “lean manufacturing”, the notion of social factory is more than just an academic, descriptive concept. The organization of production remains closely intertwined with class struggles. This works in both ways: not only there are new strategies of resistance opening up within this new reality, but capitalism also mutates to accommodate the labour pressures as new forms of organization of production create new possibilities and platforms for the self-organization of labour and its struggles against capital. Hardt and Negri express it through the implication: “social factory => social unionism => social strike” (Hardt and Negri 2017, 147–150). Just as the social factory functions beyond the confines of industrial factory, so too does the social strike go beyond the tactics typical of the industrial, pre-Fordist and Fordist eras. Not being contained within factory, labour needs to organize beyond its walls, on the field of social life as such. Not only do the traditional unions focused on representing the full-time workers of a given branch of industry – or even individual factories – no longer fulfil their role, but they even hamper effective political action. The social factory demands a more multitudinous and social organization of struggles. Any successful resistance constructed within such frames cannot take the form of a traditional, industrial strike, as an important part of the contemporary labour force operates in precarious conditions and does not enjoy the benefits of a stable employment relationship (nor is it even employed, as is the case with those undertaking care work and reproductive labour in the household). Here is where the social strikes comes in; it is a truly post-Fordist means of carrying out class struggle. The authors argue that it is not only the most appropriate tool given the conditions of the social factory, but also the most effective. According to Hardt and Negri, the socialization of production and its becoming-cognitive entails a new advantage for workers: as labour becomes increasingly cognitive and socialized, it becomes – paradoxically, but in keeping with the “Marx beyond Marx” logic introduced by Antonio Negri some decades ago (Negri 1991) – a part of fixed capital. The fact that the production process relies on embodied knowledge and the social networks constituted by labourers independently of capital transubstantiates the workers themselves and their daily lives in the means of production (just think of Facebook as a big marketing factory, where you work every time you post a massage or a comment). Hardt and Negri are not speaking metaphorically here, but giving us an actual account of contemporary capitalism. The social strike – very much like the exodus described in detail in Commonwealth (Hardt and Negri 2009, 152–184) – is the idea that this new development must be used by turning it against the owner of capital: when society is a factory in which each moment of our existence is an element of (re)valorization, then it is also a counter-weapon that each and every one of us can use against capitalism. “Every tool is a weapon if you hold it right” – to quote the line from the song of Ani di Franc and used as the motto for Empire.


    So much for the reconstruction of what Hardt and Negri have to say. Now let’s attempt a critical examination of their argument.


    Uploading the general intellect


    Linking the evolving organization of production with changing forms and strategies of class struggle is obviously a very good idea. There are some historically and geographically invariant traits of capitalism – like the urge to accumulate and the necessary exploitation implicated in the capitalist mode of production – but much of it has been constantly mutating. After all, “the bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society” (Marx and Engels 2008, 10). As both the reformist and revolutionary strength of labour directly stems from its ability to disrupt the process of capitalist production, struggles need to be attuned to the constantly changing ways in which capital extracts surplus value. That is the rationale behind linking the social factory and the social strike. There is also an obvious consequence: as the diagnosis justifies the recipe for struggle, a flawed diagnosis of what capitalism is and how it subsumes labour under its rule risks leading us to the wrong political conclusion. It’s here, I believe, that the biggest weakness of Hardt’s and Negri diagnosis lies.


    The concept of the social factory is surely a neat and pertinent piece of critical theory. It catches in a germane way the new and original development of twentieth-century capitalism and describes an important part of the social, political and economic landscape in which we still live. One needs to remember, however, that this concept is almost half-a-century old; it is a twentieth-century concept that is slowly being made irrelevant by the latest tendencies in capitalist production. Hardt and Negri rightly illustrate their thesis with some recent advances in the field of communications technologies, such as social media and Internet search engines. However, the logic of the parasitic extraction of surplus value from autonomously organized social interactions – and thus its crucial dependence on the social – is far from unique or even dominant in the sphere of immaterial production. The essence of the revolution that in the most concise and simple way can be labeled as algorithmizing – or in a slightly more complicated but also more pertinent way as an autonomization of algorithm – is completely different. Facebook or Google may need the input of the multitude to make their algorithms work, that is not, however, how chess playing programs or self-driving cars work. They are more and more dependent on their ability to autonomously and quickly process large amounts of data and extract from them what they need in order to achieve the goal set for their algorithms. In this respect, games playing software is becoming almost entirely independent from any human input or assistance – an autonomous computing system exists that can master the winning strategies of games it does not know by just playing them with itself. The self-driving car does not rely on any multitudinous input as Google and Facebook does – its ability to drive does not depend on any other person using any kind of vehicle. Of course, these machines still need a human element in order to operate. That is true and is going to remain so for a very long time. What is crucial for undermining the theoretical-political diagnosis of Hardt and Negri is the fact that it is not a multitudinous input from any kind of social factory. These machines need highly trained and specialized assistants – engineers and beta-testers. They do not need any kind of human multitude. Their design and processing power makes them something uncanny or even creepy – they are a multitude in themselves. The ultimate goal and the logical result of their development is by no means a subsumption of any kind of living labour under its rule, but rather its complete elimination. This will soon happen, for example, with the self-driving car, the most developed of these new disruptive technologies: human drivers will be systematically and thoroughly replaced with machinic ones up to the point that only marginal human input will be needed to keep the system running.


    This is only a synecdoche of the forthcoming convulsion of our lives. The machines we are creating now are different from anything that has ever existed before. The division between manual and cognitive tasks is not important for assessing their capacities. The crucial division is routine vs non-routine tasks. For that reason, automations are going to devour many professions that demand cognitive abilities: lawyers, teachers, physicians. Of course, this will not happen at once and will take some time. However, if we are talking about the tendency at stake – and that is the logic Hardt’s and Negri’s analysis works on – what we are witnessing is the process of becoming-cognitive-of-machines and of  becoming-redundant-of-humans. The time of biopolitics is slowly coming to its end. Welcome to the era of the technopolitical.


    There is an interesting pattern in automation – known as Moravec’s paradox (Moravec 1988) – that puts the question of the living labour in an intriguing yet also a troubling perspective: machines are very good at doing what we do badly and very bad at what we do well. All the tasks that require perceptive and motor skills are very difficult to automate. On the other hand, no human being can match machines in processing large amounts of data or making billions of calculations in a fraction of a second. So, if you want to win a chess match, your best bet nowadays is to have a machine playing instead of you, but if you need to set up a chessboard for that match or to clean the table afterwards, then you will want a human. Now, the most interesting and troubling fact is that the difficulty of automating a given task is closely correlated with the evolutionary stage at which living organisms have acquired the ability to perform it. What is the easiest for machines to master are functions and faculties that only we, humans, have developed at quite recent stages of evolution: logical thinking, algebra and language. What is difficult are living matter’s first achievements in epistemological conquest: tasks linked with perception, movement and even basic manipulation. Opening a door, the recent achievement of SpotMini – the new robot made by Boston Dynamics, a leading robotic company acquired by Google in 2013 – was hailed as a major success and its video has made a hit on the internet (Hern 2018), while there are literally tens of thousands of clips proving that a cat is able to perform a similar task (just google the phrase “cat opening door”).


    All of the above, far from being solely a technical curiosity, has got some serious consequences for the conditions and possible strategies of struggle of the contemporary working class. We are very close to the moment described by Marx in his famous "The Fragment on Machines” from the Grundrisse, which should rather be titled “The Fragment on the Automatic System of Machinery”. As Marx writes:


    (O)nce adopted into the production process of capital, the means of labour passes through different metamorphoses, whose culmination is the machine, or rather, an automatic system of machinery (system of machinery: the automatic one is merely its most complete, most adequate form, and alone transforms machinery into a system), set in motion by an automaton, a moving power that moves itself; this automaton consisting of numerous mechanical and intellectual organs, so that the workers themselves are cast merely as its conscious linkages [emphasis – JS] (Marx 1973, 692).


    The same thought was expressed in a different, yet equally post-humanistic way by Guy Debord, when he described the spectacle – i.e. the contemporary incarnation of capital – as mouvement autonome du non-vivant – “an autonomous movement of the nonliving” (Debord 2005, 7).


    The crucial assumption made by Hardt and Negri, namely that the development of the productive forces of capitalism – the becoming-cognitive-of-labour with all its consequences – turns variable capital into fixed capital in the process of embodying the means of production is fundamentally wrong. If anything, the opposite is true: we are experiencing a disembodiment of the general intellect and its uploading into the system of autonomous machines. The position of living labour vis-à-vis capital does not seem to be getting better because of the (r)evolution in how capitalist production is being organized and conducted. It is rather getting more and more problematic, as living labour is not only being increasingly replaced by machinery, but also certain faculties adjudged uniquely human are being transferred to machines. Living labour may still remain a part of the system, but it is going to be less and less human labour in terms of being based on abilities that are uniquely and differentially human. In future, it may very well be that the last living labour in the history of the earth is not supplied by humans, but by some kind of augmented animals, like James, the half-dolphin-half-cyborg protagonist of William Gibson’s Neuromancer. This will be the only kind of labour that capitalism needs once all cognitive tasks have become automated.


    What is sure is that when it comes to the job market impact of automation, the situation of living labour is only going to get more and more difficult. The above-mentioned paradox that machines do well what we do badly and vice versa is going to eliminate, first, a lot of middle-tier jobs that require some cognitive skills, but not a lot of invention: routine medical advice, simple engineering, basic legal advice, secretarial jobs or most of what is still called journalism, even if as a matter of fact it is just cutting-and-pasting with a little bit of translating from foreign news outlets. As a result, a lot of middle-class, still relatively well-paid jobs are going to disappear and low-paying, low-skills job will proliferate: you will not be able to practice in a law firm, because junior legal advice will get automated. This will enable the owner of the law firm to become even wealthier, so instead he may buy a stable of expensive, luxury horses. As machines will perform rather poorly in looking after such particular animals, you will have a chance for that position.


    Thus, the old question of skills and deskilling comes back to haunt us again. What Hardt and Negri seem to imply is that the working class, now being massively invested with cognitive capacities and organizing in a more and more autonomous way is getting not only more and more skilled (variable capital becoming fixed capital via embodiment of means of cognitive production), but also more and more autonomous in exercising their skills. It is difficult to see a lot of empirical relevance for this claim. If it was true, then Amazon’s Mechanical Turk subcontractors were the avant-garde of working class and the forefront of class struggle. While some organization of gig economy workers is taking place, it looks like being a formidably difficult task, one much more complicated and less effective than traditional unions operating in the industrial factories (Kessler 2015). What is even more problematic is that a vast army of ex-workers is being pushed into the position of lumpen-proletariat or Hegel’s rabble, to use a less lofty expression. They are no longer a dialectical class: not so much exploited by capital as rather simply neglected, left outside the system, similar to many industrial workers in the US Rust Belt or the English post-industrial north. Maybe it helps to explain why they prefer to vote for anti-systemic populist parties and candidates and not for any kind of left, whether new or old? Let’s now turn to this new phenomenon in the political landscape, which, in my humble opinion, deserves more attention than it was given in Assembly.


    Talking about the counter-revolution


    

    Hardt and Negri do deal with right-wing populism in their last book, however they do it in a limited and reluctant way. This is somehow troubling, as the conservative-populist turn is the most important social and political development since Commonwealth and Declaration were published. Hardt and Negri are right in depicting these movements as reactionary – and this epithet remains correct whether you read it in a Marxist way or in its everyday sense – however after the political defeats of Occupy and Indignados and the spectacular triumphs of right-wing populist from the US to the UK, including Poland, Hungary, Ukraine and the Philippines, it is difficult to take at face value the parts of Assembly that laud young people spontaneously organizing for progressive causes. There surely have been such movements, but they have been in an equally undeniable way out-numbered and outmanoeuvred by right-wingers: populists, conservatives and (neo)fascists. I have to admit that reading Assembly from the European semi-periphery, which has become the avant-garde of reaction, I found this book completely irrelevant to any direct social or political experience I’ve had in Poland in the last years. Neither we nor any other Central European country have had any kind of Indignados, Occupy or Nuit débout movements. On the other hand, our societies have been world pioneers in reaction, societies in which conservative populists have enjoyed considerable social and electoral support since the early 1990s. However great a read Assembly might be, I found in it no tools to enable me to better understand or deal with this troubling situation. Generally, to my great disappointment, I increasingly find Hardt’s and Negri’s theory to be centred on a particular political experience of the West (from the Italian autonomist Marxism of the 1960s to the American Occupy movement), with an important Latin/Southern bias (Zapatistas, Arab Spring etc.). This problem has always been there, but I’ve paid little attention to it, something I believe attests to my subjugated status as semi-peripheral intellectual and activist. We have always lived with the assumption that history – whether bourgeois, revolutionary or reactionary – is elsewhere, that it has been happening on the streets of Paris, Rome, New York or London. We have been supposed to catch up with these developments or – at best – to supplement them with some local particular variety.


    One may think that the logic of peripheral resentment and striving for recognition is speaking through me here. Even if this is the case, there is much more to it. What we have seen over the last 30 years is a fundamental reversal of the global centre-periphery dynamics as conceptualized by various kinds of approaches to modernization, whether from the left or the right. The centre leads no longer, nor does it provide any kind of blueprint that is being realized elsewhere. Rather the opposite is true: the peripheries constitute a kind of disturbing, distorted and perverted avant-garde. The precarization of labour relations (diagnosed by Ulrich Beck in the 1990s as the “Latino-Americanization” of the labour market;  Beck 2000, 21), the fall of secularism and the resurgence of bigotry, reactionary populisms and rampant nationalisms, failing social services (just think of what is happening with the British NHS), the degradation of cities and urban spaces (to the point of London being called “Lagos on the Themes”; Elliott and Atkinson 2012, 51) – all that happened first on the peripheries and has spread to the core of capitalist world-system.


    The same holds true when we think about the recent developments within capitalism itself – namely the rise of neoliberalism. We tend to associate its genealogy with Reagan and Thatcher, neglecting the fact that the doctrine was very much shaped and tested in the peripheries: the first neoliberal state was Pinochet’s Chile and Jeffrey Sachs first introduced his thorough neoliberal overhaul of the state in Bolivia in the 1980s; neoliberalism constituted its global hegemony via and thanks to its rampant triumph in the former Soviet bloc (after all, it was precisely the victory of free-market capitalism and parliamentary democracy over central planning and party dictatorship that inspired Fukuyama (2007) to proclaim the end of history). Looking at what has been happening in the UK and the US since 2016 – Trump and Brexit – I am left with an uncanny feeling of a “Polonization” of the world politics: these are the kinds of people and situations that we have seen in Poland and elsewhere in the region since 1990 (Sowa 2018). To my big disappointment, the only attempt made by Hardt and Negri to deal with Central-Eastern Europe is a small passage on Mitteleuropa [sic!] (Hardt and Negri 2017, 134–138), a notion that had a lot of fortune with Polish liberal and conservative intellectuals in the 1990s, but seems to have little relevance for contemporary problems insofar as they are generated not by a region’s particular cultural or historical identity, but by the way it has been re-integrated within the capitalist world-system.


    My attempt to turn attention to the developments in Central-Eastern Europe should not be confused with postcolonial cry for recognition. It is not that I’d like the region to be recognized for what it is. Rather the opposite: I’d like to see it stop being what it is. However, that will not happen if we do not see the particular formation it represents and do not explore its present social and political condition. What it illustrates is not entirely in line with Hardt’s and Negri’s optimism regarding the character of multitudinous mobilizations. It rather proves the point that Paolo Virno made in his A Grammar of The Multitude – that in some circumstances there is a dark side to bottom-up, grassroots, multitudinous formation, that they do not always and not necessarily have a progressive nature (Virno 2004, 40–41). We surely “have not yet seen what is possible when the multitude assembles” (Hardt and Negri 2017, 295). But an important part of these possibilities include things that neither do we want to see. None of this negates the Spinozian optimism that Assembly is built on; it just creates an exigency to be more discriminating and to look into the actual content of multitudinous movements, not just their form. Hardt and Negri have a systematic tendency to emphasize the progressive and empowering element in every bottom-up social action and this blinds them to the sombre reality that is so difficult to overlook in Central-Eastern Europe: we are part of a movement that is to an important extend animated by cynical politicians, but is also a grass-roots, fascist mobilization that takes form of “leaderless counter-revolution”, to use the title of an inspiring book by Angela Nagle, who exposes the dark side of the internet culture of horizontality and the multitude (Nagle 2017). It is a complicated matter that requires a lot of subtle conceptual interventions and empirical research and I do not intend to deal with it here. However, I find that Hardt’s and Negri’s Assembly offers little or no help in this formidable endeavour.


    What’s to be done?


    However paradoxical it may sound, what I enjoyed the most in Hardt’s and Negri’s book is its last part, which deals first with the notions of revolution and reform, and then goes on to summarize the strategy of resistance. The kind of de-fetishization of the very concept of revolution that takes place there is an important step forward and makes a valuable contribution to a debate that we are actually not having but should be. It presents a far soberer and more practical approach to the question of the transition from capitalism to some kind of post-capitalist formation than the one offered by, for instance, Slavoj Žižek’s Revolution at the Gates (Žižek 2011). It is naïve and unrealistic to suppose that we will be only able to think about an alternative to the existing order once it is struck down by the first blow of revolutionary force. The experience of crumbling (neo)liberal hegemony that we have been witnessing in the last years shows that it will rather be those who already have a plan for a different world – in the present case the reactionary mix of populists, fascists and conservatives – that will create some kind of new order when the old one comes tumbling down. So we surely need to start to think, dream and plan now. An incredibly important political advantage of the way that Hardt and Negri have been approaching this issue resides precisely in the awakening of imagination that it offers.


    The way that the imaginary form of revolution is constructed by much of the radical left is a fetishistic and romanticized copy of bourgeois revolutions, especially the French one. To some extent Marx himself fell victim to this romantic cliché. Obviously, not every passage from one formation to the following one needs to take the same dramaturgical form. Feudalism emerged from Antiquity in a different way than capitalism did from the Middle Ages. The same may very well be true for the communist or any other post-capitalist order. The idea of the new order emerging “in the shell of the old” offers an inspiring framework when it comes to struggling for a better world. “Fuck the revolutionary moment! Fight now whatever place you occupy in the social factory!” may be a good motto for this struggle. And actually, even if the notion of social factory itself may not grasp the realities of contemporary capitalism anymore, the political recipes that Hardt and Negri give at the end of their book seem to be very clever and relevant.


    First, we need to terminate the endless discussions about the sense of social-democratic reformism. Of course, social-democracy is just a way of managing capitalism. There is no such thing as the “social-democratic mode of production” and all that social-democracy does is to tinker with modes of redistribution. However, far from hampering more radical struggles, social-democracy creates much more space for carrying them on. At least that is what the social and political history of the twentieth century attests to. As Hardt and Negri rightly point out, the crisis of Keynesism in the 1970s stemmed from social conquests and the growing expectations of the working class (Hardt and Negri 2017, 155–158). Neoliberalism rose to prominence as a reactionary formation that was supposed to contain that growing revolution. It is an empirical fact that the real increase in oppression and exploitation that this change of hegemony has entailed has not lead to any outburst of revolutionary struggles. Quite to the contrary: it has pushed reactionary politics to a new level unseen since the Second World War. (By the way, this was the lesson provided by the ex-Soviet bloc already in the 1990s, as this region went through an accelerated neoliberal reformatting early in that decade. In this respect, this region showed the future path of those countries still in the process of dismantling their welfare mechanisms.) So, looking from the standpoint of radical left-wing politics, we can safely assume that although social democracy is not our game, it does not put our cause under any important threat. It rather has the opposite effect: by providing everyone with basic social security and allowing them to live their lives in a relative stability (job protection, accessible healthcare, good quality education for all etc.), it reduces the level of fear and makes people more willing to engage in progressive actions. It also takes the steam out of the fascist whistle that always feeds on misery and suffering. The three golden decades of the welfare state between 1945 and 1975 confirm the truthfulness of this diagnosis: it was a period of intense progressive struggles when fascism was contained to a marginal underground.


    Second – and as a consequence of the above – Hardt and Negri are right when they claim that we need to employ a range of resistance strategies: reforming institutions, changing the ideological hegemony at the level of state power and creating a network of independent, horizontal counter-power not only may, but also should function in a synergic rather than a competitive way (Hardt and Negri 2017, 274–280). We waste too much time and energy on internal fractional struggles within formations lying to the left of liberalism. We should rather aim at building a complementary coalition, and not engage in a winner-takes-all competition to eliminate one another. A time may come when we will have to confront social-democratic hegemony and challenge it in another struggle, but this time is not now. It does not mean we should all engage in realizing the social-democratic program. More radical causes have to be maintained and fought for, but this struggle should target the right-wing in both its liberal and conservative incarnations, not the social-democratic centre.


    Third – and last – the emphasis that Hardt and Negri place on the importance of constructing a horizontal and multitudinous counter-power against the vertical and hierarchical apparatus of the state (Hardt and Negri 2017, 254–258) seems to be correct, even if in their own narration it is founded on questionable premises (the social factory thesis and their conviction that we are experiencing a growing autonomy of living labour). And, as a matter of fact, this strategy is by no means the invention of the authors of Assembly. Exactly the very same idea is praised by many anarcho-communist activists and theoreticians. That is precisely what Murray Bookchin endorses in his support for municipal confederationalism (Bookchin 1992, 251–288) or David Graeber in his account of the 2011 Occupy movement (Graeber 2013). We need these horizontal structures of democracy, solidarity and autonomy not because we have unprecedented capacities to build them, but because the contrary is happening: with the general intellect being uploaded to the system of autonomous machines constructed along the lines of capitalist rationality we are being disposed of at levels never seen before in the history of humankind. Rhizomatic horizontality or – to refer to the Polish anarchist Edward Abramowski – mutual help is our last line of defence. The capitalist system of the autonomous non-living has got their machines, their politicians and their soldiers. We have ourselves. Hic Rhodus, hic salta.


    
      


      


      
        1 https://backlinko.com/google-ranking-factors
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  Unlimited Capitalism and the Politics of the Common: Review of Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval’s Commun: essai sur la revolution au XXIe siècle


  Felipe Ziotti Narrita


  
    In the wake of the crisis of democratic capitalism from 2008 onwards, a new cultural divide has opened a cycle of uncertain social horizons, which takes over from the predictable processes grounded in internationalist consciousness and the moral juste milieu of transnational capitalism (Streeck 2017). A volatile scenario has formed that goes hand in hand with the spread of the economic near-crash of 2007-2008, the perpetual austerity programmes threatening social welfare, the mass migration crises (in Europe, South America and Southeast Asia), the problem of progressive durable alternatives within the transnational social movements in squares and streets, the collapse of the Latin American pink tide in 2016 and the perverse combination between the end of the commodities boom of the 2000s and the deindustrialization process in the (semi)peripheral regions of the modern world-system (especially in Latin America). A political malaise is haunting liberal democracies and a new state of things has emerged from the progressive illusions of the market economy (Fraser 2017) and from the fractures of institutional representation in the political system. The threat to democratic procedures, the rise of ultra-nationalist mass mobilizations and the polarization of social space into reified moral narratives (anti-establishment rhetoric, we/they, “the people”, etc.) (Morelock and Narita 2018) illustrate a new moment of right-wing populism and its authoritarian drifts. The general discourse of crisis, like the sword of Damocles, hangs over our heads.


    Like a phantasmagoria, at the same time as the rise of far-right movements in the green paradises of capitalist core countries and in the (semi)peripheral societies aiming at an ordered future with aspirations, the long-term stability of left-wing reformist strategies seems to melt into the air. Based on the model of grand coalition governments, the fall of the center-left government of Workers’ Party in Brazil, despite an important cycle of social development, illustrates the very limits of the leftist reformist agenda by exposing the fragility of social reforms in the wake of a disconnection from social movements and a political inability both to re-organize a fragmented social base (especially after the massive street protests of 2013 onwards) and to deal with the disciplinary practices of international market. In Greece, under the institutional coercion of the European troika and international creditors, Syriza opted to do the dirty job of implementing austerity in the wake of Brussels’s blackmail. As Costas Douzinas (2017) put it, this is an ideological aporia concerning the inability to pass through the mouth of Scylla and the claws of Charybdis. Thus abandoning a grassroots agenda and failing politically to make good on its own promises, as the strong critiques issuing from the left would have it (extending from Yanis Varoufakis’ MeRA25 to Costas Lapavitsas), Syriza eroded the potential democratic reawakening of January 2015 inasmuch as it plunged the country into a massive budget cut and submitted it to a predatory privatization process (ports, railways, power stations, etc.).


    Taking into account movements on the social terrain, the key question is how social movements and progressive collective mobilizations can enact a lasting multitudinal project that transforms and democratizes forms of life. In this sense, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2017) sketch a new ontology of the social as an effort to analyse the potential of the multitude to organize itself against both the rise of far-right movements and the “orgy of financial accumulation”. At the core of their argument lies the problem of the common, that is, a realm of resources and circuits of cooperation that can be managed socially (at once natural items, artificial environments and social relations embodied in urban space, water, language, affects, digital resources and so on). Over the last decade, thanks to the usage and private appropriation of the common, the terrain of social production has also been a field of social conflict as part of the “social being” of contemporary societies.


    The new shape of political antagonisms spreads mechanisms of reaction and common resistance across social space. The dialectic of capitalist globalization is thus far from being univocal. As a counterpart to these developments, a new moment of political subjectivity is materializing in the constitution of our modernity. In confrontation with this transnational scenario, the problem of praxis and its foundations are part of the agenda of the critical social sciences – and this is not merely an updating of strategies, but rather the theoretical effort at analysing capitalist globalization.


    This framework is part of the vast theoretical research led by French theorists Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval. Neoliberalism is not only destructive, as if its materiality could be reduced to the problem of economic (de)regulation and the erosion of social rights (Dardot and Laval 2016a). The process, consequently, cannot be reduced to an economic ideology. Rather, its ratio implies a kind of Foucauldian governmentality concerned with new behavioural patterns grounded in competition, free market ideology and procedures of power. This view, as Thomas Lemke (2011) argues, situates the problem of power beyond a perspective that centers either on social consensus or on political violence – instead, it links technologies of the self with technologies of domination (in light of the redeployment of the state) in the making of the neoliberal subject. As a new rationality, neoliberalism is productive of social relations and ways of living based on multiple forms of activity wherein individuals produce and reproduce the lifeworld according to prescribed life choices grounded in the management of individual behaviour and the population, in a biopolitical context that embraces life in its entirely – this concern is one that has attracted many authors devoted to social theory (Hardt, Negri, Marazzi, Lazzarato, Judith Revel, Esposito, etc.). The emergence of subjectivities leads the analysis of our contemporary crossroads to a theoretical and political response to neoliberalism: if every political action needs the invention of its own language, the analysis of the common tries to grasp this problem.


    From the institution of the common to the ontology of the social


    The book Commun: essai sur la revolution au XXIe siècle (2015) ( The Common: An Essay on Revolution in the Twenty-First Century), originally published in French by Dardot and Laval, proposes a critical theory of capitalism. The core of Dardot and Laval’s analysis is the problem of the common in an era of neoliberal predation, and the impasses of praxis are considered from within this general framework (Narita 2018). Against a linear narrative dealing with the triumph of market structuration and the public virtues of liberal democracy over both the crumbs of the bureaucratic collectivisms of Eastern Europe and the military despotisms of the Latin American periphery in the 1980s, neoliberal rationality poses a new set of contradictions. The common is a kind of politics emerging from this scenario.


    A politics of the common is thus a new institution of power, since its main feature consists in the government of the social ruled by society itself. The political purview here is close to grassroots democracy and to the council communism of the early-twentieth century, but the common is not a mere recapitulation of former political methods of collective action. Dardot and Laval (2015) take into account an archeology of the common, emphasizing that the contemporary notion of the common is removed from its older usages – which is to say, the common is not the substantial good of the polis nor the universality of some essence. This historicity marks not only a difference in the descriptive content of the concept, but also outlines a new historical agenda for struggles around the social. Therefore, more than a resurgence, the common is the emergence of a new political imagination that deals with a chain of equivalence that is committed to society’s transversal mobilizations against the unlimited capitalist expropriation of the social. The diffuse elements of antagonism across social space encompass a political balance of forces that are directed at a plurality of struggles (against different structures of subordination), which take place outside a narrow concept of class or a monolithic agent of social change. As Laclau and Mouffe (2014) put it in a theorization rooted in the Gramscian matrix of hegemony, an equivalential articulation among democratic social struggles is an effort to assemble the points of social conflict to undo hegemonic politics.


    The common needs a collective effort of institution. The institution of the common is irreducible to the instituted, since the politics of the common seeks to create the social-historical and its imaginary significations as a praxis emerging from society itself. Building on the late Castoriadis, Dardot and Laval (2015) understand this problem as a condition of the autonomy of social structures against the heteronomy of the market and the state. In this sense, Dardot and Laval present a nuanced argument in relation to Castoriadis’s notion of creation ex nihilo: for the French theorists, the institution of the common builds new political significations, but it is not a creation from nothing. Instead, the institution is always born from already existing historical circumstances. The common is a radical process of emancipation that deals with a set of instituting activities rooted in specific conditions and conceived as a moment for the critique of the general rationality of capitalism, that is, a new internationalism grounded in the universal dimension of contemporary struggles against the erosion of the social.


    A kind of ontology of the social encompasses the analysis. Since Dardot and Laval understand Proudhon as a proponent of the “active force” ( puissance active) of society, for them there is a creative dimension that underlies the social both as a potential political invention and a mechanism of co-action and co-production of material needs and political desires. This active force is immanent to social relations and co-operation is always a common displacement of simultaneous forces onto collective commitment. To the extent that this autonomization of society in relation to state apparatuses expresses the very constitution of the social as producer and product of a common activity, the socialization of collective wealth (Proudhon’s richesse sociale) is grounded in the common collective force that is always stolen by heteronomous structures.


    This social activity, according to Dardot and Laval, is an act concerned primarily about practices of commoning. The common is the foundational notion that guides the institution of society towards the commons. In the wake of the “founding fathers” of the problem of the common (especially Hardt/Negri, Caffentzis, Peter Linebaugh and Silvia Federici), it is worth emphasizing that this discussion refers to a rich field of social research dealing with the common and the structure of capitalist subsumption in various branches of social life. In this sense, a vast set of problems must be considered, such as lands (Bollier and Helfrich 2012), higher education systems (Szadkowski 2017), informational capitalism (Zukerfeld 2017), intellectual property and the expansion of the logic of value to the immaterial in light of TRIPS and the transnational restructuring of capitalism in the 1990s (Dyer-Whiteford 1999), and so on.


    Dardot and Laval’s (2015) research tries to unify all these branches to form a theoretical schema of political practice. Beyond a pure conceptual moment, the common is an attempt to capture on the ground the movements of society in a multiplicity of spectra. In this sense, the diffuse points of social struggles and the variety of empirical forms they may have assumed since the 1990s carry social demands for co-activity and common realms of socialization in relation to things that cannot be appropriated ( inappropriabilité). The Cochabamba water war in the 1990s, free software activists, the privatization of public spaces in Istanbul, the Lagos water crisis and the abandonment of public areas with the rise of privatized arenas of shopping malls in Buenos Aires (as Beatriz Sarlo (2010) puts it, the “freezers of our urban problems”), for example, constitute important references to this issue.


    It is worth noting that, for Dardot and Laval, the common is a principle of social activity, which is to say, a new political reason lying beneath abrupt social changes in ways of living. Nevertheless, besides the common as a kind of Proudhonian idée générale or a principle of political action, it is important to take into account the very correlation of social forces rooted in civil society so that these transnational phenomena can be grasped as the materialization of social antagonisms based on a critical platform against neoliberalism. If Dardot and Laval skillfully point to the general content of political action, their understanding of the embodiment of these struggles rests somewhat imprecise.


    In Dardot and Laval there is an absence of a theory of social movements. And this omission makes the political reference to contemporary contradictions a little bit inconsistent in relation to important forms of resistance to capitalist globalization. This kind of blind spot, for instance, is particularly relevant in Latin America, where social movements (especially in Bolivia, Brazil, Mexico, Venezuela and Argentina) have played an important role in criticizing the pervasive logics of neoliberalism within the conflictual dynamics of the public sphere since the end of the 1990s. If the common implies both the autonomy of the social and an instituting praxis committed to activities in loco, it is important to analyse social movements not merely as epiphenomena of a general sense of social struggle, but rather as a consistent realm with their own political grammar. These movements deal with grassroots conditions for common action and structures of cooperation, whereby the aspirational notion of formal citizenship has splintered into multicultural conflicts (García Canclini 1995) and fractured narratives about social exclusion.


    The politics of the common


    Serge Audier’s (2015) voluminous book on the problem of neoliberalism discusses the theories of the common and criticizes Dardot and Laval’s reading of Foucault. As I cannot discuss in depth Audier’s approche contextualiste and his attempt at proposing a “non-ideological” (sic!) reading of Foucault (which, in the wake of the works of Geoffroy de Lagasnerie, Michael Behrent and Daniel Zamora, is part of a broader discussion on the late Foucault’s ambivalent analysis of neoliberalism), I would like to highlight a specific topic concerning the common: for Audier, the common reveals a virulent attack on the juridical guaranties and mechanisms of representation, exposing an inability to grasp the conflictual aspect of politics. Audier relies on a functional regulation of liberal democracy: in his scheme, institutional crisis, the deep crisis of representation in political systems, predation of social resources and potential drifts toward autocratic rule are confined to restricted normative blunders that weaken the procedural regime of liberal democracies. Consequently, the main task would consist in correcting these occasional deviations.


    This response to the “neoliberal crisis” does not take into account the structural dimension of neoliberal rationality. A large part of the urban population only experiences the revelations of our liberal democracies as part of a precariat of the neoliberal order and lives in stigmatized spaces targeted by state-led repression, such as in banlieues, favelas, ghettos, shantytowns and slums (Mayer 2013; Koonings and Krujit 2009). Indeed, precariousness traverses contemporary capitalism in multiple contexts as new subjective structures concerning informality, insecurity and the imposition of austerity in the midst of recessionary crises. Under the mantel of entrepreneurship, the bourgeois rhetoric of self-realization underlies a celebration of a culture of risk-raking, an ideology of merit, the unpredictability of income streams and the lack of protection of the new urban multitude (Bove, Murgia and Armano 2017). In this sense, the common is not properly the incapacity of the conflictual dimension of politics. The problem is exactly the opposite: far from being a fuite en avant irréaliste, as Audier would have it, the common emerges as political practice from the structural contradictions of social system itself.


    At this point, it is important to take into account the problem of state and its interventions in social space. More than mobile techniques of governing according to competition, efficiency and utility (Dardot and Laval 2016b), the ghettoization and the erosion of welfare structures in favour of the management and ideology of market competence reinforce a massive array of interventions in cities (Davis 2006). Against the backdrop of Wacquant’s (2012) theoretical work, the issues concerned here are vast. Given neoliberalism’s redeployment of the state, its articulation of state, market and citizenship in fabricating subjectivities and social relations, now comprises the heart of critical social research. Wacquant understands this articulation as a “concrete political constellation” concerning the role played by the state in its specifying of institutional apparatuses that are involved in the constitution of market structures and that impact on social membership, citizenship discourses and disciplinary social/penal policy insofar as it aims at regulating social precariousness through moral and armed intervention in urban areas.


    As a political critique of neoliberal subjection through the management of population by the state intervention, if the common has become an important foundation of twenty-first-century social struggles, the imperatives of political action in capitalist globalization leads the common beyond the problem of the public/private split. Instead of a narrow state-oriented seizure of collective resources, the common implies a reflection on social management, against both large-scale appropriation and massive exclusion. This critique is also a political evaluation of the Left’s position in view of the fall of really existing “socialism”, since Laval and Dardot’s (2015) political effort consists in going beyond the heritage of bureaucratic collectivisms of the twentieth century.


    Here, the potential democratic cooperation arising from capitalist infrastructure is central. However, no technological determinism is implied here; it is not as if network structures are conceivable according to an immanent logic detached from the material structuration of the social system (like some Accelerationist theorists seem to believe). In some passages, even André Gorz’s approach to the rise of “the immaterial” falls into this conundrum, as he argues that informatics appears as an “outil universel” (a universal tool) that could create a common. For Dardot and Laval (2015), the common is part of our “capitalisme connexioniste”  (connectionist capitalism), but it is not limited to the potentialities of new technologies. Instead, the common is the cooperation and co-creation of the social through its institution.


    The common is not only something threatened by unlimited capitalism, but is also a component that emerges as a productive moment of capitalist globalization itself. If Dardot and Laval share this general view with the seminal post-Operaist approach of Hardt and Negri, that is also where the similarity ends. For Dardot and Laval (2015), Hardt and Negri turn the immaterial into a universal operative concept able to spontaneously generate the common (a “spontaneist scheme of the common”, according to French authors). It seems that Dardot and Laval are critical of Hardt and Negri’s notion of the hegemony of the immaterial and its autonomous movement in creating common relationships and common social forms, that is, as if its products were immediately social and common to the extent that the many singular realms of labour processes coexist with a becoming common (according to the discussion in Commonwealth and Multitude). Besides this, a diffuse definition of the problem allegedly melds different aspects (theologian, juridical, anthropological, economic and political aspects) into a vague concept that reinforces the autonomy of knowledge production in light of the immaterial and misreads the common as a set of common resources of rentability appearing mainly as targets of capital.


    The political consequence, for Dardot and Laval, is that Hardt and Negri fail to grasp the common as a principle of activity. For the French theorists, there is an important distinction between production and institution. The former, they argue, is derived from a supposed autonomization of capitalist forces and production processes (a kind of spontaneous generation), whereas the latter entails a conscious praxis.


    The critique seems a little bit misguided, insofar as it implies a dematerialization of the common (Negri 2014). It empties out the critique of the political economy of late capitalism to the extent that it does not locate formal subsumption in the heterogeneous forms of labour processes of the world-system, nor does it consider real subsumption either as the moment of a historical process in sectorial productive activities or as a structural component of finance capital producing value from a wide range of living activities. The consequence of this is a neglecting of the co-presence of these mechanisms of extraction of the common in contemporary forms of value. Instead, Dardot and Laval situate the problem simply as part of capital’s expanded reproduction. If the institution of the common offers an interesting framework in which to analyse the historical meaning of social struggles in contemporary capitalism, it is hard to grasp the new conditions of exploitation that are emerging from capitalist globalization outside the framework of what Hardt and Negri call “biopolitical production”, that is, a material process that engages social life in its entirety.


    In order to unfold the full scope of this topic, it is important to take into account the constitution of the common in light of the political subjectivity that brings it about: the multitude, which is to say, the political assemblage of irreducible singularities. As a kind of agentic structure, then, the multitude cannot be conceived as a product of spontaneous formation (as if the multitude were reduced to a physical amalgam of bodies or an aggregation produced by technological determinism), but rather as part of a broader political project dealing with a “common subject”, as Negri (2015) puts it. In other words, beyond the discussion on the spontaneist form of the common, the terrain of social production points to a potential institution of productive singularities and social antagonisms emerging from constituent power and its operative dimension in building the common through multitudinary struggles based on new materialities embedded in affective experimentation, grassroots organizations and network praxis. Dardot and Laval misapprehend the very core of Hardt and Negri’s theory of capitalist globalization, since the common, in Hardt and Negri, cannot be limited to the lack of a conscious action of institution (as Dardot and Laval put it, according to what they call instituting praxis), but represents the very materialization of class struggles and societal contradictions in globalized capitalism.



    Capitalist expansion and political ecology


    According to Dardot and Laval, in order to grasp a preliminary sketch of the nature of capitalist accumulation, David Harvey’s (2003) theory of accumulation by dispossession puts forward a new critical spirit concerning unlimited capitalism, since it points out that the structural composition of Marx’s account on primitive accumulation is still relevant from the point of view of contemporary capitalist geography. More than part of an ideological museum confined to a stage of the pre-history of industrial capitalism, the structure of dispossession (with the new enclosures) is interwoven with the new forms of management and oligopolization of the social. Since the 1970s, capitalist expansion has released a set of assets at low cost and the state-finance nexus has thus opened up new circuits for the capitalist capture of the common through various concrete mechanisms of dispossession. In this sense, the conversion of forms of property rights into exclusive private property implies an operation over the common involving the suppression of rights to the commons, an appropriation of natural resources, predation, thievery, a depletion of the environmental commons and a degradation of the lifeworld through capital-intensive modes of agricultural production.


    A fundamental relation underlies the capitalist accumulation and private appropriation (accaparement) of spaces, knowledge and natural resources: if dispossession is a moment of capitalist subjugation, this heteronomous structure of the social is grounded in the asymmetries of social system. In this sense, commodification, corporatization and propertization are in keeping with the general movement of the enclosures, and lead the analysis to the problem of imperialism in neoliberal capitalism. Dardot and Laval are close to Harvey’s historical-geographical materialism, but, in light of the recent polemic on imperialism and the extraction of the commons, the topic deserves further scrutiny as part of a broader debate. I am thinking here, for example, of Utsa Patnaik and Prabhat Patnaik’s (2016) thesis about the need for core countries to impose income deflation on small producers and the agricultural laborers dependent upon them in peripheral areas (and their study, in light of contemporary capitalism’s transnational dynamism is particularly relevant to India and the kind of “debt economy” and mass suicides of farmers, despite their perhaps restrictive dualism between a tropical landmass of noncapitalist peasants and the metropolitan structure of capitalist relations).


    To overturn the commodification process, the common entails creating social rights for the common use of goods and services (the Italian case in Naples in 2011, with the creation of Acqua Bene Comune Napoli, illustrates the potential organization of the common in the framework of participatory democracy rooted in social demands). The common forms the matrix of a collective project that leads political action beyond the public/private and market/state dualisms. Following the discussions in the Rodotà Commission in Italy, Ugo Mattei (2011) states that common goods (natural resources and cultural goods) imply a potential diffusion of decision-making structures (potere decisionale), because the act of commoning implies not only equality of access, but also direct participation in instituting political action and social organization. This principle comes from a mutual obligation committed to regulating the collective use of a common without making oneself its owner.


    This point illustrates what Massimo De Angelis (2017) calls a “commons turn” in social movements in recent years. From the multitudinal mobilizations against enclosures to the demands for production of commons knowledge (P2P, YaCy, etc.) and struggles dealing with city administration and assemblies of self-government, the emergence of common-based forms of social cooperation produces individual subjects socialized in the commons (the commoners). The commons thus operates according to a social system of use-value for a plurality of commoners; they carries a twofold dimension based on the objective structure of goods and the subjective realm concerning the democratic ownership of a plurality of subjects within which individual subjects are socialized beyond the property rights and state policies.


    A commonwealth is thereby produced by integrating the expansion of the commons systems into common ecologies. In this sense, there is a kind of denaturalization of the common, since the institution encompasses a relation with the commons that cannot be restricted to a narrow appropriation of biotic elements. Instead of a polarity between nature (as a collection of descriptive data on earthly resources) and culture (human action), this denaturalization is followed by a politicization that highlights the common as the very basis for an emergent global regime of the commons.


    The self-institution of society is a political mechanism through which collective action takes charge of the commons. This is why the common is not a thing or a substance. In other words, in light of the principle of the common, the commons are not presented as a material resource that is a priori given and available; instead, commoning is part of a political production of social relations based on the recognition of non-commodifiable domains. Instead of a relation between things, the critique of possession and dispossession implies a cultural recognition of the social tie between a thing and the kind of activity engaged within it. The common is not grasped as an external object reified in relation to social activity: the non-appropriable is not merely a physical resource, but the activity embodied in the institution of this common itself.


    This is why the common supposes a critical inquiry of the social system. The spaces of the global economy are continually being revolutionized by capital mobility, and the flows of capital, labour and wages entail multiple directions of value. The notion of an empty space, for instance, has anchored international law of the global commons (oceans, outer space, radio frequency spectrum, Internet, biodiversity, etc.) as an epistemic imaginary (Milun 2011) of the ungovernable outside. This default zone (a kind of terra nullius) is susceptible to authoritative appropriation instead of promoting effective and equitable regimes to share the benefits of the commons. In this sense, the right to the commons is the power of the living to manage land and resources collectively against expropriation and enclosures (Stengers 2015). Accordingly, a political ecology lies at the centre of the principle of the common.


    For Dardot and Laval (2015), the institution of the common deals with the ecological crisis as an expression of unlimited capitalism. If the ideology of unlimited abundance points to the “tragedy of the non-commons” (following Dardot and Laval’s own inversion of the expression popularized by Garrett Hardin), the problem points to the societal impasses of the Anthropocene. The political scenario can be considered a potential post-human narrative (Braidoti 2013; Colebrook 2014) that stretches the reference to the human to its own limits, that is, to the very limit that turns the biosphere into a planetary apparatus of production and commodification of living activities. According to the 2014 World Urbanization Prospects published by the United Nations, for the first time, more than half of the world’s population is now living in urban zones that coexist with increasing social problems in slums and all sorts of precariousness. In this context, the heavy intrusion of artificial environments of modernization processes implies not only degraded agricultural lands, synthetic products in our water, and so on, but also a permanent state of emergency regarding the human landscape. More than protecting the commons and social resources, for Dardot and Laval, the political problem is to overturn the normative imperatives of social system.



    Subjective structures of neoliberal rationality


    This new institution of society implies the organization of the social in order to build a sphere of deliberation and co-decision concerning the commons (in cooperatives, the social management of water and forests, urban space and so on). Thus, as a fundamental source of social relations, this project of emancipation lies at the core of a politics of the common to the extent that instituting praxis is supposed to create new collective horizons based on the radical imagination of a common praxis. The political imagination of the social-historical is, at the same time, an anonymous effort and a collective action by which individuals produce themselves as subjects regarding the new modes of expanded subjectivation in networks, digital media, labour, urban scenes, etc. – and this topic sheds light on the interesting problem of subjectivity in Dardot and Laval’s analysis.


    As a critical diagnosis of capitalism, the expanded process of subjectivation is linked to the modes of being in global capitalism. The new spirit of capitalism (Boltanski and Chiapello 2011) has stimulated a set of moral values that encompasses a new ethos of rational behaviour and mechanisms of socialization. Regarding individual conducts, the kinds of behaviour and social expectations demanded by capitalism imply an analysis of the ideology that justifies subjective engagement and promotes the apologia of uncertainty, reactivity, flexibility, creative and network cooperation as a coherent image of the wage-earner’s adhesion to the capitalisme connexioniste. Neoliberalism is a normative logic grounded in market and entrepreneurial capitalism, so that the “neoliberal question” (Laval 2018) implies a deep transformation in the means of government. Efficacy and management of social relations are understood in view of Foucauldian governmentality, that is, with the rise of new structures dealing with the management of the population and individuals (the framework is somewhat similar to Wendy Brown’s analysis of modern governmentality and the institutional limits of liberal democracy in the 2000s).


    In his passages of the late 1970s (which thus appeared at the dawn of the neoliberal transnational order), Foucault (2004) analyses neoliberalism within a general historical framework that deals with the art of governing. In his well-known account, classical liberal governmentality poses a limitation to governmental reason in the wake of market autonomization (which Foucault calls the “natural truth” of market structures) and the circulation of goods among political society (Rosanvallon 1999) – the market thus became the realm of véridiction (i.e. the place where the truth of governmental practices must be anchored). Building on a theoretical comparison between the Gesellschaftspolitik of German ordoliberals and researchers from the Chicago school, Foucault argues that neoliberal rationality marks a shift, since the problem is now based on the conditions of political power within the global market, turning individuals into entrepreneurs of the self by extending market rationality to other domains of social life (family, natality, penal politics, etc.). The utilitarian intervention on society, in this context, is intended to guide the motivation and the inclinations of individuals with a set of techniques and procedures committed to governing people’s conduct.


    This is why the operating mode of neoliberal capitalism is not limited to dispossession. As a diffuse mechanism of power (and here the Foucauldian notion of dispositif is a key concept), beyond a negative logic based on thievery or private appropriation, neoliberal governmentality is productive of subjectivities and social relations between people and things. This structure appears as a component of a broader process that conducts social reproduction towards competitiveness and individual performance. To this problem, the authors add the transformations of entrepreneurial capitalism, under which contemporary rationality produces and reproduces news modes of subjection (assujettissement) grounded in the management of things and people in entrepreneurial society. The domain of the social, as a field devoted to assisting collective needs in a different manner than the market, constitutes the very object of competitive logic and market efficiency. The great transformation, as it were, lies in a radical change of subjectivity.


    This “entrepreneurial government” is a key moment of this problem. The rise of a neoliberal subject is situated at the crossroads of apparatuses of performance and pleasure around flexibility, uncertainty, competitiveness, fluidity and indeed precariousness. In this sense, human capital – and the increasingly pragmatic sense this concept has assumed since Gary Becker’s first formulation – is a kind of standard for neoliberal subjectivity rooted in self-investment and a theory of consumption dealing with individual satisfaction. And this subjective turn marks an important aspect of Dardot and Laval’s argument: the transformation of hierarchical prescriptions produces new forms of subjection grounded in motivation and collaboration, since management techniques and forms of evaluating subjective involvement (standardization of procedures and decentralization of decisions) induce the individual to conform to the behavioral norm of neoliberal socialization. For the authors, this is a kind of “subjective subsumption”. Although linked to the Marxian problem of the real subsumption of labour, Dardot and Laval do not develop the full implications of this materialist backing for the production of value. This “subjective subsumption” thus appears only as a moment of “ultra-subjectivation”, that is, a particular mode of subjectivation dealing with the new mode of governmentality.


    The becoming-world (devenir-monde) of finance capital is only possible in light of this governmentality. Capital internalizes cultural practices as immanent conditions of its inner development within the world-system. Its new mechanisms of accumulation are based on the expanded subordination of the population to the moral imperatives of consumption, self-investment, citizenship, and so on. Or, to put it another way: these mechanisms produce structures of subjectivity. Despite the above-mentioned dematerialization, Dardot and Laval precisely specify the full implications of neoliberal rationality. For them, new techniques of power are intertwined with the government of individual capitals producing an ethos of self-valorization as part of a whole labour of rationalization. Investment in human capital here involves not only a social representation of individuals, but rather a disseminated form of neoliberal subjectivity.


    Dardot and Laval’s interesting account on neoliberal rationality captures both the subjective moment of heteronomy and the potential cooperative forms emerging from capitalist transnational networks. The political proposal is based on the need to reinstitute all of society in light of the social logic of the common, and this alternative traverses the main impasses of our ambivalent times in the form of social challenges committed to deepening democracy. On the one hand, the politics of the common echoes and tries to map an important cycle of struggles led by the movement of the squares and streets (15-M, the social protests in Brazil between 2013-2014, Occupy, Gezi, the mobilization of students in Chile and in Quebec in 2011-2012, etc.). On the other hand, more than a strict political formula, the common and the critique of neoliberal rationality open up theoretical and political scenarios for understanding the deflation of the multitude and, above all, our political Thermidor.1


    
      


      


      
        1 I am grateful to Krystian Szadkowski, Bartłomiej Błesznowski, Mikołaj Ratajczak, Steven Corcoran and the reviewers for their expertise, interest and critical engagement with my paper. I also thank Brazilian social scientists Sérgio C. Fonseca (USP) and Reinaldo Furlan (USP) for directing my attention to some theoretical points.
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  Call Centre: Ecrasez l’infame! Review of Jamie Woodcock’s Working the Phones: Control and Resistance in Call Centres
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    There is no need to fear or hope, but only to look for new weapons.

Gilles Deleuze, Postscript on the Societies of Control




    For six months Jamie Woodcock, like millions of people around the world and a significant percentage of students, took up employment in a growing sector of the contemporary economy, one that has become somewhat symbolic of today’s capitalism. The job he took was one that people do not want to do, but that, along with a few other jobs, is relatively easy to get: an operator (telephone consultant) in a UK sales call centre (the research that he carried out there formed the basic material for his PhD thesis). His study of this particular sector of the economy, which the majority of workers try to keep away from as far as possible, certainly provides for eye-opening observations about the world we live in. However, the book’s greatest advantage lies in its unique approach, that of co-ricerca or “co-research”. This “extravagant” approach by no means pretends to be “apolitical” or “objective.” On the contrary, the essence of it is “ferocious unilaterality” (Tronti 1966a).1 As Mario Tronti, one of the main proponents of this approach, puts it: “class science was to be no less partial than that of capital; what it alone could offer, however, was the possibility of destroying the thraldom of labour once and for all” (as quoted in: Woodcock 2017, 29–30). The science of capital, which in its rudest form is calledhuman resources management,2  aims at an efficient management of alienated labour, i.e. increasing the exploitation of the working class, while thescience of working class aims at the destruction of all society based on alienated labour, i.e. abolishing the exploitation of the working class. 


    Co-research is rooted in a radical Marxist tradition that emphasizes the importance of active, equal and partner relations between the “researcher” and the “researched,” and moves towards sublating the subject and object of study. It stems from a general assumption “that the emancipation of the working classes must be conquered by the working classes themselves” (Marx 1950, 350), rather than led by some expert or scientist. This tradition endeavours to identify the strengths and weaknesses of workers in their struggle against capital, and not simply to passively contemplate or describe this struggle. Indeed, it aims  to magnify the destructive power of workers in a bid to bring the kingdom of freedom, that is to say, communism,  nearer (because the power of destruction and the destruction of power is also the power of creation and the creation of counter-power). The “red thread” of this insurgent methodology leads from the sort of “workers’ inquiry” that Marx himself proposed, through the attempts made by American Trotskyists of the Johnson-Forest Tendency (e.g. the legendary book American Worker co-written by Paul Romano, who worked in the automotive industry, and Grace Lee Boggs, who used her party pseudonym Ria Stone) and the French group Socialisme ou Barbarie, which included many now famous members (Cornelius Castoriadis, Claude Lefort, and Jean-Francis Lyotard among others) and was active from the 1940s to the 1960s. Finally, the main inspiration for the approach is operaismo, a major current of Italian Marxism, formed in the 1960s in radical leftist milieus around journals such as Quaderni Rossi  (Red Notebooks) and Classe Operaia (Working Class), which tried to investigate the real experience of the working class struggle in the factories, and attempted to build an anti-capitalist organization in partnership with workers (Wright 2002, 32–88).


    So, how does Jamie Woodcock use the tools of this tradition? Is his research able to give us any insight into workplace realities, or attain that famous “hidden abode of production, on whose threshold there stares us in the face No admittance except on business.” (Marx 1909, 195) , the descent into which is described by Marx using categories that parallel Dante’s descent into hell? By understanding this hellish reality, can we give renewed impetus to class struggle? Does establishing a direct relation with workers lead to the creation of an organization?


    Jamie Woodcock, in keeping with good Marxist tradition, places the call centre within capital’s cycle of valorization.3 The development of this “inhuman” organization is understood as the result of the class conflict. Indeed, according to Romano Alquati, one of the co-makers of co-research, technological and organizational innovations are “the expression of capital’s past victories, an obscure flow chart of centuries of social war” (Williams 2013). This phrase finds fascinating confirmation in the pages that Woodcock devotes to computerized Taylorism, such as in the passage describing the “assembly-line in the head,” according to which the capitalist call centre is organized along the lines of a panopticon, i.e. as a space where bosses use the most modern technologies to monitor and control the workers’ moves, words and – this is the ultimate goal – their feelings and emotions. The workers are entrapped – not only are their bodies forced to sit in obligatory positions, but so also are their souls. Humiliated and infantilized during “buzz sessions,” the workers become appendixes to the great machine that connects telephones, computers, customers, and that transforms the flow of words and emotions into profits. The book’s passages about work in the call centre echo research about work in related industries, “never for a single moment permitting the reader to forget that the contradictions in the process of production turn the life of the worker into an agony of exhaustion, whether her/his remuneration is high or low” (Romano, Stone 1972, 41), whether she/he uses machine tools or a telephone and computer.


    However, the most characteristic feature of operaismo, and what constitutes its Copernican Revolution in Marxism, is its constant search for a workers’ power – a workers’ activity and subjectivity – where other currents see only subordination and overwhelming oppression.4  Its rejection of working class victimization, and its giving agency to workers both in its historical explanations and in present descriptions of the situation, is likely the reason why there has been renewed interest in Autonomist Marxism. In this respect Woodcock manages to identify workers’ modes of resistance, and even includes an interview that he conducted with an activist who successfully organized his workplace comrades to take the fight to the bosses on this very difficult terrain...


    Nevertheless, this book’s most important contribution is perhaps its analysis of the role that call centres (especially sales call centres) will come to play in post-capitalist societies, which is precsiely no role at all. In a future communist society, the creation of which is the explicit aim of co-research, every workplace will be worker- (and perhaps consumer-) controlled, and any socially useless and not gratifying activity will be abolished for want of justification; activities that do not create useful products and services to society, or the satisfaction of those who produce and perform them, will be eliminated. Sales call centres are one example of this type of work.  The destruction of sales call centres will free workers not only from work that they hate, but also customers from the unwanted cold calls that they detest.  Using the Marxist categories, we can say that since all work in this kind of call centre is focused solely on realizing surplus value for capital, from the customer’s point of view the utility value of such (unwanted) “services” is below zero, i.e. has minus value.5


    In the context of meaningless jobs, the famous operaist slogan of “refusing work” imposes itself with logical necessity. What else should we do if not reject bullshit jobs and refuse work that makes the world worse? Starting from this, we can easily grasp how the strategy of refusal is linked to the new goals of the radical movement. People who have no access to the means of production have to work, because by selling their labour they obtain income in the form of wages, which enable them to reproduce themselves as labour force, that is to survive. If we think that their work is socially harmful and we want them to stop doing it, we have to offer them another source of income, one not based on wage labour, and this leads to the demand of a guaranteed income.


    However, if we are to deal with this book dialectically and  politically, it is also necessary to identify its weaknesses and limitations. The intention here is not to detract from the importance of its contribution, or to discourage the author, but instead to  sharpen the blade of critique and make it more useful in the fight against the capitalist enemy.  First of all, we need to make an objection that applies to all studies that describe “modes of resistance” or insubordination. The operaist tradition considers these “moments of non-collaboration” in order to aggregate or generalize them, and combine individual passive resistance or sabotage into a  collectively organized action and, in the next step, a collectively active organization. 


    Obviously, non-collaboration must be one of our starting points, and mass passivity at the level of production is the material fact from which we must begin. But at a certain point all this must be reversed into its opposite. When it comes to the point of saying “No”, the refusal must become political; therefore active; therefore subjective; therefore organized. (Tronti 1966b)


    Passivity in call centres is quite easy to identify and, as the author observes, takes forms such as “slammin’, scammin’ smokin’ an’ leavin’”6 (which means: cheating, work avoidance, absence and finally resigning altogether). But how can we generalize this behaviour in a bid to create an organized rebellion or a rebellious organization? It seems that a detailed study of workers insubordination no longer provides us with any useful information for building resistance or creating an organization today. Workers also know their own behaviour, so it seems useless to present it to them. Analysing the potential benefits of this ethnography of resistance, we suspect that the only effective use to be made of it is by the management class! Thus surveillance techniques are regularly employed to minimise potential acts of refusing to work, forms of passivity towards work, and to fully subordinate workers. “If the labourer consumes his disposable time for himself, he robs the capitalist” (Marx 1909, 257). Thus, if the capitalist knows how a worker “robs” him, he can take means to prevent such a “crime.” Let us summarize: it is unclear how we can use this kind of knowledge in the fight against work or in theautovalorizzazione of the working class,7 but it is all too clear how it may be used in the self-valorization of capital...


    In fact, the working conditions of operators in call centres, rather than being the proof of the main assumption of operaismo, namely the power of the working class, seem to be evidence of its weakness; control remains in the hands of the management and management faces no opposition. By refusing to work, workers can usually gain only a few minutes of free time a day. Cheating is immediately punished by expulsion and a high turnover rate probably only results in a change of job from the call centre to an equally alienated one (see Zielińska 2018).


    It seems that hostility towards direct supervisors, which was typical of previous stages of class conflict (the previous form of “leader” or “supervisor” was the foreman, and in periods of turmoil in large factories persons in this function in the capitalist chain faced contempt, threats, and verbal or physical attacks, not to mention acts such as those of the Red Brigades in Italy8  or of James Johnson, a worker in Detroit, who shot two foremen with a M1 carbine …) has disappeared, or the book reveals no sign of it. Workplace violence, which takes the form of threats of losing one’s job in buzz sessions, or in one-on-one disciplinary meetings with forced quasi-Maoist self-criticism, is one-sided and performed exclusively by call centre bosses. Those who force workers to engage in self-criticism, who shout and impose work and humiliating rules, and who monitor goals, are only a small minority and could be forced to conform to the rules imposed by the working majority, but nothing like this happens...


    When we think about taking the initiative in the confrontation, it is possible to see the call centre floor as a site where, at this moment of the class struggle, a successful conduct of the social struggle is impossible. But perhaps worker power can be regained with the help of external groups.9 By exposing the attack against the management, external groups can (without the risk of losing a job) use the social media, street graffiti, or hand out leaflets to reveal and spread information about the shameful and inhuman practices taking place in call centres in order to cause fear and put pressure on management. The choice is clear: eitherworkers are afraid of managers, as is currently the case, or  managers are afraid of workers.


    Social scientists have only described the call centres, in various ways;  the point is to destroy them. Écrasez l’infâme!


    


    Linguistic consultation:


    Anna Dolińska, Steve Corcoran




    Woodcock, Jamie. 2017. Working the Phones: Control and Resistance in Call Centres, London: Pluto Press.


    
      


      


      
        1 This certainly does not mean that the researcher can distort or ignore any facts or phenomena encountered during the study. It simply means that the interpretation of these facts occurs from the perspective of the working class as part of the struggle to liberate them from the power of the bosses and capitalist social relations.

      

      
        2 Human resources management is not the only science of capital nor even the main one. The mainstream social sciences have done capitalism an enormous favour by presenting capitalist society as an objective thing that can only be described (albeit sometimes critically), and not understood as the outcome of human activity (or lack thereof) and as the matter of class struggle.

      

      
        3   The sales call centre where Jamie Woodcock worked is vital for the realization of surplus value, which takes the form of selling of services and/or commodities. In this respect there is a certain difficulty or contradiction in the author's perspective. For orthodox Marxists surplus value is created by the production process (even if it is the production of services) and through selling the value is only realized. By selling commodities the capital is once again transformed into money form (third part of the famous money-commodity-(more)money triad, by which capital achieves extended reproduction). So, as Jamie Woodcock writes “there need to be ways of selling them [commodities] to consumers to realize their value” (Woodcock 2017, 15). But on the next pages the author writes about the “extraction of surplus value in the labour process” from workers in the sales call centre (Woodcock 2017, 17). If value is only realized through selling, it is not extracted from the workers in the call-centre, because these workers do not create it (it’s the production workers who do so), but they only realize it. However, probably this distinction does not have such importance, because capital treats workers in call centres just as it does workers on production sites. It minimises the share of value (wherever it is produced) paid to workers in wages and maximises the amount of work, of selling (in this case it is the amount of sales, determined by sales targets).

      

      
        4 Here lies the greatest difference between the co-research perspective and critical theory, which is equally negative toward power and capitalism, but is so focused on denouncing some totalitarian system that it in some sense encourages passive sadness and grim contemplation of the enemy's power.

      

      
        5   The call centre is not the only sector of late capitalism whose product and service utility value is highly dubious and seems to have wholly parasitic character. One need only mention advertising, public-relations, finance, corporate bureaucracies with their endless procession of managers, directors, and supervisory board members, as well as secretaries who help them in their useless duties. Another example is “market research” in which social scientists find employment gathering information about consumers in order to manipulate them better. The multiplying of these curious categories of employment has provoked David Graeber to write a popular essay on “The Phenomenon of Bullshit Jobs”, which examines the enormous growth of “huge swathes of people, in Europe and North America in particular, (who) spend their entire working lives performing tasks they secretly believe do not really need to be performed.” (Graeber 2013, 10–11). It is hard not to realize that this looks like a perfect confirmation of Marx's thesis that “at a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society come into conflict with the existing relations of production or – this merely expresses the same thing in legal terms – with the property relations within the framework of which they have operated hitherto. From forms of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters.” (Marx 1977, 425). The development of forces of production has reached such a level that relations of production based on wage labour became obsolete. But as they still exist, there is still the need for wage labour to meet the basic needs, which produces such strange results as “bullshit jobs”, meaningless job, call-centre jobs…

      

      
        6   First described by Kate Mulholland (2004) in an Irish call centre.

      

      
        7   “(…) positive side to revolutionary struggle is the elaboration of the self-determined multiple projects of the working class in the time set free from work and in the transformation of work itself. This self-determined project Negri calls self-valorization.” (Cleaver 1991: XXV–XXVI)

      

      
        8   “The first activities of the Red Brigades were geared to this factory-based conflict” (Lumley 1990, 281). The victim of the first kidnapping conducted by this organization in 1972 was manager of Sit Siemens. The brutality of its' actions escalated during the 1970s, leading to shootings and murders (Lumley 1990, 279–292).

      

      
        9   The development of operaismo took place during a period of intense class struggle, but the experience of external groups in relation to workplaces appears in almost every memory from this period: “I have never forgotten the lesson we learned at the factory gates, when we arrived with our pretentious leaflets…” (Tronti 2012). Antonio Negri recounts similar memories, in (Negri 2016).
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	Edward Abramowski(1868–1918) – socialist, political thinker, social psychologist, theoretician, and popularizer of cooperativism. From his earliest years, he was connected with the workers’ movement; he helped create one of the first Polish socialist groupings, “Proletariat II.” Living in exile in Geneva, Paris, London, and Zurich, he wrote political and agitprop texts, as well as doing research in psychology and creating the innovative concept of the social self and unconscious. In 1892 he took part in the founding congress of the Polish Socialist Party in Paris. In his political theory, he criticized both state coercion and the free market, creating a model of self-organization and mutual aid based on cooperativism. In 1905 in Warsaw he co-founded the Union of Social Self-Help Societies, which led to the emergence of “Społem,” one of the largest Polish cooperatives. He established the independent Institute of Psychology, and in 1915 became head of the department of psychology at the University of Warsaw, where until his death in 1918 he gave lectures on experiential metaphysics, which were the culmination of his “ontology of brotherhood”.
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