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I bow to the economic miracle, but what I want to show you are the neighborhood celebrations.


—Chris Marker, Sans Soleil

















Introduction



Equitable Pioneers


My maternal grandfather came into the world just north of Johnstown, Colorado, in 1916. It’s a place of high, dry plains under the Rocky Mountains, which stretch far off along the western horizon. On cassette tapes recorded a few years before his death, he and my grandmother bicker about those days. She’d come from Lincoln, Nebraska, and, like my grandfather, was the child of German-speaking migrants whose ancestors had lived for centuries in Russia’s Ukrainian conquests. She complains that his parents were hard and cruel for not keeping him in school longer than it took to learn reading and some math. He fires back, not kindly—saying you can’t apply “modern standards” to the way it was then and there, when he slept with his brothers year-round in an open lean-to on the sugar-beet farm where the family tenanted, no heat or light at night except what scarce wood could provide. My grandparents were about the same age, and of the same peculiar ethnicity, but town and country then were two entirely distinct worlds.1


Modern standards eventually came to the farms around Johnstown, but not inevitably. Although cities like Lincoln had electric lights by the time my grandmother was born there, electric companies had no interest in stringing power lines to dispersed farmhouses. Electricity arrived only in the 1940s with the expansion of the Poudre Valley Rural Electric Association—a company organized and owned by its customers, set up with financing through the Rural Electrification Act, which President Franklin Roosevelt steered through Congress in 1936. Poudre Valley REA is still running, still a cooperative, and is an aggressive adopter of solar farms. It’s part of a resident-owned grid that delivers power to about 75 percent of the territory of the United States.


As a teenager, my grandfather moved in with his older brother in Greeley, where he started working at an auto-parts store. He made extra money connecting power lines to German-speakers’ farms and selling them their first washing machines. After a wartime spell in the army, he began a career as a roving hardware-store manager, then as an executive, and finally, as the director of Liberty Distributors, which became one of the larger hardware firms in the country during his tenure.


Liberty’s members, and my grandfather’s bosses, were regional hardware wholesale companies; together, they bought saws and sandpaper and other goods that would be sold in local stores and lumberyards. Each member company held one share and one vote, and members split any surpluses. It was a co-op. Since the onslaught of big-box chains, it’s mostly thanks to co-ops like this that the small hardware stores my grandfather loved can persist at all. Perhaps the co-op model helps solve a family mystery, too—how Grandpa managed to build a national company without becoming especially rich.


Liberty did about $2 billion in business annually in today’s dollars during the early 1980s, serving three thousand or so stores. The company’s mission, according to the company handbook, was to fulfill its members’ “continued desire through a cooperative effort to meet with the economic pressures facing each business.”2 It also allowed a more flexible arrangement than the conformity expected by other co-ops such as Ace Hardware. But, like them, its job was survival.


Liberty is not the only co-op I’ve encountered in my family’s past. When I take a ride in a nearly automated tractor with one of my grandfather’s nephews, who still farms near Greeley, he tells me about how he brings his sugar beets to Fort Morgan for processing. He is a member of the Western Sugar Cooperative, a descendant of the same Great Western Sugar Company that brought our ancestors to Colorado after they arrived at Ellis Island in 1907.3 Thanks to the co-op, he keeps up the old family crop.
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A map of Liberty Distributors’ member wholesalers, from the 1980 company directory.








Nobody told me when I was growing up that this particular way of doing business had so much to do with our family history. Why should they? Why would the kind of company matter?


More than a century later, here I am. I was raised back east, lived on both coasts, and then wound up moving—returning—from New York City to Colorado with my wife and our unborn son, who would enter the world an hour’s drive from the nameless spot where my grandfather did. Compared to what it was in his time, Colorado is another kind of place, a land of ski resorts and hydraulic fracturing and tech startups. Cooperative business shores up the area’s burgeoning affluence—the mortgage-lending credit unions, the babysitting time-banks, the consumer-owned REI stores for skiwear and climbing gear. High-country electric co-ops helped plan out some of the famous resort towns. But Colorado is still a place where people have to create an economy of their own to get by. When I take a ride with an East African driver-owner of Green Taxi or meet a child-care co-op member who speaks only Spanish, I remember my grandfather’s immigrant parents a century earlier.


It wasn’t investigating my family history that put me on the lookout for cooperatives. I started looking because of stirrings I noticed as a reporter among veterans of the protests that began in 2011, such as Occupy Wall Street and Spain’s 15M movement. Once their uprisings simmered, the protesters had to figure out how to make a living in the economy they hadn’t yet transformed, and they started creating co-ops. Some were doing it with software—cooperative social media, cloud data, music streaming, digital currencies, gig markets, and more. But this generation was not all lost to the digital; others used cooperation to live by dirt and soil.


The young radicals turned to the same kind of business that my buttoned-up, old-world, conservative grandfather did. Following them, I began following in my grandfather’s footsteps before I even knew it.


Both he and the protesters professed principles derived from a small group of neighbors in mid-nineteenth-century Britain—the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers. These Equitable Pioneers were mostly weavers working too hard for too little in textile mills, and they set up a store where they could buy flour and candles on their own terms. Equitable co-ownership and co-governance were practical tools for accomplishing this task. Through their democracy, they cut costs, ensured quality, and spun the threads that would help stitch together a global movement. But any movement can fray with time. Each generation has needed its own equitable pioneers. And these pioneers, I’ve learned, can leave marks far beyond their neighborhood stores.


Co-ops tend to take hold when the order of things is in flux, when people have to figure out how to do what no one will do for them. Farmers had to get their own electricity when investors wouldn’t bring it; small hardware stores organized co-ops to compete with big boxes before buying local was in fashion. Before employers and governments offered insurance, people set it up for themselves. Co-ops have served as test runs for the social contracts that may later be taken for granted, and they’re doing so again.


This book is a sojourn among the frontiers of cooperation, past and present—cooperation not in the general sense of playing nice, but in the particular sense of businesses truly accountable to those they claim to serve. It’s about the long history and present revival of an economy in which people can own and govern the businesses where they work, shop, bank, or meet, sharing the risk and the rewards. These represent a parallel and neglected tradition that runs alongside the usual stories we tell ourselves about how the world as we know it came to be and what is possible there. New cooperators are rearranging this tradition into inventive, networked guises, as if the future depends on it.


Cooperative enterprise can be as old as you want it to be, and a lot of the basic ideas go back as long and far as human economies in general. I’ll offer a partial history in the coming chapters, told through the eyes of those reliving pieces of it now. This history carries evidence, from one century to another, that people can govern their own lives, if we give ourselves the chance. Cooperation is tradition and innovation, homegrown yet foreign to the ways of the world around it. It’s part of my family’s story, and it’s a new generation of equitable pioneers. It’s like the French peasant-prophet Peter Maurin used to say about things of this sort: “A philosophy so old that it looks like new.”4 It’s a philosophy whose discreet return I’ve had the chance to witness and document, a philosophy of utopian trouble and dull practicality, a philosophy carried out over and over, yet one that we habitually forget or outright deny we are capable of fulfilling. Well, we are.
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It’s really not so surprising that I didn’t grow up knowing of my grandfather as a cooperator. After World War II, in a United States still reeling from the labor struggles of the 1930s and fearful of communist revolutions abroad, an implicit deal was struck: democracy would be for the voting booth alone, not the boardroom. Law and culture concurred. Most large co-ops that persisted—Liberty Distributors among them—did their best to blend into the corporate order. Vulnerable as they were to Red-baiting, democratic businesses cast themselves as good-old American capitalism.5


This strategy, however, meant forgetting part of why those co-ops were created in the first place. The social reformers at work during my grandparents’ youth had a habit of invoking the vision of a “cooperative commonwealth,” an economy made up of interlocking but self-governing enterprises, which put control over production and consumption in the hands of the people most involved in them. Those people would choose what to produce, how to do it, and what to do with the profits. The commonwealth, and the gradual, evolutionary process of getting there, offered an antidote to the authoritarian tendencies then ascending on the right and the left; for six-time Socialist Party presidential candidate Norman Thomas, writing in 1934, “the only effective answer to the totalitarian state of fascism is the cooperative commonwealth.” Farmers had been setting up purchasing and marketing co-ops for decades to counteract the power of urban industrialists. W. E. B. Du Bois, meanwhile, was documenting and celebrating the commonwealth among the “communal souls” in African American cooperative businesses.6


All this rested on a faith that ordinary people could choose their destinies. One of the most memorable slogans from the labor struggles in those days was a saying of child-laborer-turned-organizer Rose Schneiderman: “The worker must have bread, but she must have roses, too.” If “bread” was the buying power of wages, “roses” was the right to the free time that came from reasonable working hours—time for enjoyment and self-management. Schneiderman said those words in a 1912 speech to a room of a few hundred wealthy women in Cleveland. Women’s suffrage was the immediate subject and crusade of Schneiderman’s speech, but to her, the ballot meant more than voting for politicians every few years. It was the key to a commonwealth. Her organization during that period, the Women’s Trade Union League, regarded “self-government in the workshop” as an overriding demand; the momentary struggles over hours and wages and suffrage were a means to that end. The International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, for which she had also worked, pursued the commonwealth by organizing co-owned apartments for its members.7


Serious businesspeople nowadays tend to regard any alternative to the investor-owned corporation as aberrant or impossible. But the alternatives actually preceded the models that prevail today. In Britain, the first legislation for co-ops passed four years before joint-stock companies got their own law in 1856. Legal scholar Henry Hansmann has suggested that we regard investor-owned companies as a distorted kind of cooperative, bent in service of investor interests over anyone else’s.8 The kind of business that now seems normal was once strange; someday it might seem strange again. Perhaps the strangeness is creeping back.


Surveys suggest that something like 85 percent of workers worldwide don’t feel engaged in their jobs. As a stopgap, consultants teach corporate managers to instill the fictional “sense of ownership” that so many people want to experience in their economic lives—for employees, and consumers as well. The internal website for Walmart “associates” is MyWalmart.com; “It’s your store,” Albertsons supermarkets used to tell their customers. Harvard Business School’s Francesca Gino, among others, has documented productivity benefits when employees experience “psychological ownership.” A pair of former Navy SEALs turned executive coaches preach “extreme ownership.” But keeping up this facade is hard work, especially when it has no relationship to reality. It could be more efficient to set up at least a partial ESOP, or employee stock-ownership plan. Partial employee ownership, as at Southwest Airlines or W. L. Gore, is a long-standing tradition in US business, but even that rarely comes up in the management lit.9 Strange indeed. Why does it seem so hard to take the desire for genuine participation seriously?


As I began encountering the new cooperative frontiers, I learned to notice remnants of past and partial commonwealths still at work around me. When I travel now, I see them fly by everywhere, points of interest missing their commemorative plaques. In the most drab of parking lots, I look around and there they are, dotting the strip malls. These traces of commonwealth have begun to seem like a secret society, an inverted reality lurking inside what claims to be reality, economies that reject the rules by which the economy supposedly plays. In these traces, even tucked within competitive markets, cooperative advantage holds its ground.


Each example pokes a hole in the usual story about how the world came to be as it is, challenging tall tales about progress made from competition and the pursuit of profit. No, there have been other principles at work.


Pass a Best Western hotel or a Dairy Queen or a Carpet One on the highway—can you see the purchasing co-ops built into their franchise models? How about in an antique store that doubles as a sales office for State Farm, still a cooperative-like mutual owned by its car-insurance policyholders? In a Whole Foods Market, and even its adopted parent, Amazon, perhaps there are still ghosts of the organic food co-ops that helped create the demand Whole Foods feeds on, and that it then swallowed. Are there traces left in Burley bike trailers, passing by on the shoulder, of the days when that company was worker owned? As I’ve driven by the King Arthur Flour factory in Vermont, or Publix grocery stores in Florida, or the New Belgium brewery in northern Colorado, I see some of the more than fourteen million US workers who benefit from an ESOP.10 Pass a cluster of solar panels in farm country, and chances are it delivers power to members of the area’s cooperative electric utility, financed by a hundred-billion-dollar cooperative bank in a city many miles away. Pick up a local newspaper in a diner, and half its heft is wire stories from the Associated Press, a co-op since its founding before the Civil War. The rusty grain silo in a farming town, the laundry service for my region’s hospitals, a brutalist credit union building I pass every day—co-op, co-op, co-op.


The International Cooperative Alliance calculates that the largest cooperatives globally generate about $2.2 trillion in turnover and employ about 12 percent of the employed population in G20 countries. As much as 10 percent of the world’s total employment happens through co-ops. According to the United Nations, the world’s 2.6 million co-ops count over 1 billion members and clients among them, plus $20 trillion in assets, with revenue that adds up to 4.3 percent of the global GDP. The country with the largest total number of co-op memberships—though many members don’t know themselves as such—is the United States, home to more than forty thousand cooperative businesses.11 A national survey found that nearly 80 percent of consumers would choose co-ops over other options if they knew they had a choice.12 I’m still learning where and how to notice them.


Portions of the commonwealth have trouble noticing each other, too. The worker-owners of an urban house-cleaning co-op might not recognize the cowboy cooperation of ranchers buying feed together, or the hackers sharing cooperative servers while pounding away at their code. A fair-trade spice distributor and a worker-owned mental-health center have offices next door to each other in my town, but they’ve never talked with each other about being co-ops. With practice, the commonwealth appears. Some of the big, older co-ops have even started displaying their cooperative identity again, as something to be claimed rather than hidden. Whether they admit it or not, they’ve each turned to democracy out of need.


Economist Brent Hueth finds that cooperatives arise most often when there are “missing markets,” when the reigning businesses fail to serve an unmet demand or utilize latent supply.13 While coffee companies ran a race to the bottom in environmental and labor practices, co-ops engineered a fair-trade movement that went the other way, from the worker-owned roaster Equal Exchange to consumer-owned grocery stores and countless grower co-ops around the world. When competing banks needed to collaborate with each other more reliably, they formed Visa and the SWIFT network as cooperatives. Democracy can be creative and flexible where top-down models fear to tread.


Still, cooperation remains a minority logic in the global economy, and the kinds of hopes that today’s equitable pioneers stumble toward are anything but inevitable. Authoritarian, neo-feudal tendencies have found fresh appeal in many quarters; surveys suggest that, worldwide, the desire for democratic politics is on the decline. Young people in the United States increasingly consider democracy—as they know it, at least—a poor way to run a country.14 Cooperatives themselves have fallen victim to this. Many large credit unions, electric co-ops, mutual insurance giants, and the like have lost the kind of member involvement that they had at their founding, and managers find it just as well not to remind their members that they are, in fact, co-owners. The result is stagnation, usually, or sometimes outright graft. If the world is forgetting its capacity for democracy, the co-ops are, too.


When politicians talk about spreading democracy, they typically have in mind an expansion to more and more countries, forcibly or otherwise, of representative governments and accompanying political rights.15 But democracy might spread in forms other than ballot boxes. It can spread like Schneiderman’s roses into ever more hours of our days, into our workplaces and markets and neighborhoods, and into what becomes of the wealth we generate. It can start to take root in levels of the social order where it was previously absent. Otherwise, democracy becomes a spectator sport—as real, and yet as out of reach, as reality TV.


When tech people talk about “democratizing” something, like driving directions or online banking, what they really mean is access. Access is fine, but it’s just access. It’s a drive-through window, not a door. Access is only part of what democracy has always entailed—alongside real ownership, governance, and accountability. Democracy is a process, not a product.


Apple’s Orwell-themed 1984 Super Bowl commercial presented the personal computer as a hammer in the face of Big Brother; later that year, after Election Day, the company printed an ad in Newsweek that proposed “the principle of democracy as it applies to technology”: “One person, one computer.” The best-selling futurist handbook of the same period, John Naisbitt’s Megatrends, likewise promised that “the computer will smash the pyramid,” and with its networks “we can restructure our institutions horizontally.”16 What we’ve gotten instead are apps from online monopolies accountable to their almighty stock tickers. The companies we allow to manage our relationships expect that we pay with our personal data. The internet’s so-called sharing economy requires its permanently part-time delivery drivers and content moderators to relinquish rights that used to be part of the social contracts workers could expect. Yet a real sharing economy has been at work all along.
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During the 2016 International Summit of Cooperatives in Quebec, I attended a dinner at the Château Frontenac, a palatial hotel that casts its glow across the old city. Quebec City has an especially well-developed commonwealth; many residents can recount a typical day with a litany of one co-op after another—child care, grocery stores, workplaces, and so on. We heard from Monique Leroux, then president of the International Cooperative Alliance, the sector’s global umbrella organization. A selection of Canada’s legislators, government ministers, and foreign emissaries rose in turn as the emcee announced their names and titles. Among them were cooperative managers from every corner of the world, dressed the way the establishment was supposed to dress before the rise of startup bros and hedge funders, enjoying a meal worthy of the lavish benefit dinners I used to attend as a freeloading guest in New York City. Their credit unions and farm co-ops and wholesalers represented a non-negligible chunk of the global economic order. And though these cooperative titans personally claimed spoils lower than those of their peers in investor-owned conglomerates—maybe a few hundred thousand dollars a year rather than many millions—the ironies of any establishmentarian gathering were present there, too.


Keith Taylor, a co-op researcher at the University of California–Davis, texted me from the United States: “i imagine youre seeing a lot of lip service for members and communities… w/no representation.” Pretty much.


Ironies and all, the fact of that elegant dinner bore a revelation. Most of the younger cooperators I’d been among the past few years, working in isolation and starting from scratch, didn’t know a gathering like this was possible. The scene in Quebec was a reminder that the cooperative movement—even its most bureaucratic participants refer to it as a “movement”—is no theoretical or utopian phenomenon. I met directors of co-ops from around the world owned by their workers, their farmers, their depositors, their residents, and their policyholders. They brought many languages and many sorts of formal dress. As a group, they had little in common except a set of agreements held and honed over time about how to make cooperation work in an acquisitive world.


The International Cooperative Alliance first met in 1895 in London. The principles it would adopt to define and guide the international movement derived from the rules that the Rochdale Pioneers set out for themselves in 1844. These principles have evolved over the years. The most recent list, approved in 1995 by the ICA and framed on the wall in the boardrooms and kitchens of co-ops the world over, are these:




1. Voluntary and open membership


2. Democratic member control


3. Member economic participation


4. Autonomy and independence


5. Education, training, and information


6. Cooperation among cooperatives


7. Concern for community




Alongside the principles, in its materials on “cooperative identity,” the ICA promulgates a list of values that inform the principles’ meaning: self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity.17 Much resides in these principles and values; their meanings will unfurl in the pages to come. I’ll refer to them again. They’re a monument as much as they’re a method. They’re violated as systematically as they’re followed across the ever-partial global commonwealth. And yet they’re a moving, beating heart.


The arteries and veins of the cooperative idea are participation and control. Those who use an enterprise should be those who own and govern it. It’s not just a vessel for absentee speculators. When participants are owners, the firm becomes worth more than what an owner can extract from it. A co-op’s members might be individuals, or businesses, or other co-ops, but in any case the model invites them to come as their whole selves. They have the freedom to seek more than profit.


Co-ops of any substantial size hire staff to manage the day-to-day, but for big decisions or board elections, the rule is one member, one vote. Investor-owned companies give greater control to those who own more shares, but a cooperative counts its members according to their solidarity, not their investment. As co-owners, they’re all on the hook for how they govern. The enterprise stands or falls by how they direct it. Thus the fifth principle—the part about education.


This kind of responsibility calls for a lifetime of learning about the particulars of the business at hand, toward the wisdom that self-management requires. Co-ops are supposed to constantly equip their members with the knowledge and skills they need to be good stewards; they are also expected to broadcast their mission and model to the public beyond. In this and much else, co-ops can team up. The sixth principle enjoins them to align their efforts through federation and collaboration, turning their cooperation into an advantage in competitive markets. Finally, because a co-op’s owners are the people who live where it operates, they have every reason to care how it affects their communities. The community is not an externality, it’s part of the business.


These principles are a series of feedback loops. Each is meant to reinforce the others to produce viable businesses that serve their members and the common good. But they’re not a guarantee of anything.


The commonwealth has stalled in areas and industries where it once thrived. A gulf separates the generations that built much of its past and the newcomers trying to reinvent a commonwealth for themselves. The newcomers conjure up experiments with Bitcoin but don’t bother voting in their local credit union’s election. And the credit union’s management may actually prefer it that way; when I asked my own credit union’s CEO if he would like to see more than the handful of members who come to the annual meeting, he said credit unions aren’t like that anymore. To vote in my mutual car-insurance company’s annual meeting, I still have to send in a request by physical, mailed letter to an address tucked away in fine print.


For people to use their power, they have to remember, or be reminded, that they have it or could have it in the first place. As much as co-ops arise out of economics, they depend on a supportive, nourishing culture from below and enabling policy from on high. They depend on a democracy that is dexterous, not fixed and frozen in time. Their lifeblood is participation and commitment. Yet the values and principles amount to nothing if there isn’t a solid basis in business.
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Does cooperation count as capitalism, or something else? Some co-op directors have insisted to me it is. If capitalism means freely associating in the economy, or ingenuity and innovation, or the rough-and-tumble of setting up a business, or price-based reasoning—then, yes, cooperation overlaps with it. But if capitalism means a system in which the pursuit of profit for investors is the overriding concern, cooperation is an intrusion. Participation is what co-ops are accountable to, not just wealth. It’s an inversion of that capitalist order, but one that can nevertheless persist in that order’s midst.


Sure, many people invest in the stock of companies with which they shop, work, bank, or insure. But that kind of ownership isn’t the same as co-op membership. The rules surrounding stock markets presume that owners want only financial gain. For instance, after the 2017 Grenfell Tower fire killed seventy-one people in London, the shareholders of a complicit supplier sued their company—not for the loss of life or the moral negligence, but for shareholder losses; ExxonMobil employees similarly sued the company over its climate-change deceptions—in pursuit of lost value in their stock options.18 Nothing else would hold up in court. This kind of system contorts the actual people involved. It sees only a tiny sliver of their humanity. These capital markets have created a machine, a kind of profit-sniffing artificial intelligence, in whose service its subjects work, buy, invent, and even rest. If we’re to take on existential market externalities such as poverty and climate change, we need companies capable of seeing the world in the way people do.
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Just as cooperatives co-created the industrial world, they are at work on what comes next. They’re vying among other candidate regimes, from the easy money of venture capitalists to the corporate darlings of authoritarian governments. And the prospects for a cooperative commonwealth may never have been better. When the Wharton School business guru Jeremy Rifkin spoke to the International Summit of Cooperatives in Quebec, he assured his listeners that their tradition was the way of the future. “Co-ops will be the ideal venue to scale this new digital revolution,” he said. “Even if you didn’t exist, you’re the model we’d have to create.”


Social movements are betting on the model, too. Some beleaguered labor unions in the United States and Europe are devising a new vocation and a new strategy through unionized co-ops—recovering a union-cooperative symbiosis that was more prevalent a century ago. Defenders of the environment, from indigenous tribes to Pope Francis, have turned to cooperation in pursuit of what has come to be called climate justice. So it appears also in struggles for racial justice; the Movement for Black Lives, for instance, uses cognates of cooperative forty-two times in the Economic Justice portion of its official platform, which insists on “collective ownership” of the economy, “not merely access.” Upstart politicians, such as Jeremy Corbyn of the United Kingdom’s Labour Party and Bernie Sanders in the United States, have put co-ops in their platforms as well.19


This isn’t new. The Scandinavian social democracies grew from the root of widespread co-ops and folk schools. The US civil rights struggle of the 1960s mobilized the self-sufficiency black farmers had already built through their co-ops. Although best known for his obstructive resistance against British rule of India, Mohandas K. Gandhi viewed the “constructive program” of spinning wheels and village communes as the real center of his strategy.20 Cooperation, however, cannot be claimed as the purview of any one political outlook or party—neither in my grandfather’s time nor today. Electric co-ops and credit unions may have found their early advocates in Washington, DC, among progressives, but they now find more affinity with right-wing lawmakers willing to roll back cumbersome regulations. The 2016 party platforms of both Democrats and Republicans encouraged employee ownership. Among younger cooperators, one frequently encounters devotees of the right-libertarian Ron Paul.


Yet the commonwealth is anything but inevitable; I would give more credit to capitalism than Rifkin did. As much as digital networks empower peer producers, they are furnishing unprecedented global monopolies and previously unimaginable feats of surveillance. There’s no guarantee that the equitable pioneers will win out. But taking cues from the shreds of past cooperation they encounter, they’re devising futures that challenge both the co-op configurations of my grandfather’s era and the imperatives that capital imposes now. The stories I’ll be telling are not about cooperation-the-venerable-achievement but cooperation-the-work-in-progress.


These newer co-ops aspire to reach further and encompass more than their predecessors. Cooperators want to confront the intersectional dividing lines of identity that too easily determine the economy’s winners and losers, including in co-ops. They exhibit a tendency that has come to be called open cooperativism, an extra emphasis on the first cooperative principle’s openness for a network-enabled age. They venture to the radical edges of transparency. They adopt complex, multi-stakeholder ownership structures to account for these complex challenges; I know of at least one co-op that reserves a board seat for the Earth itself.21 Rather than merely serving their members and their members’ surroundings, these cooperators want to do good in the world beyond. They secure B Corp certifications, based on metrics of social impact, to prove it. They share common property in ways that seek to dispense with property altogether.


If this is where the cutting edge points, it’s toward a kind of paradox: employing the method of cooperative ownership so as to wither ownership away. The new equitable pioneers have bold ideas, as their predecessors did, but they also run the risk of capriciousness, of neglecting sturdy institutional forms on behalf of a specious liberation.


Among the enigmatic utterances of the philosopher Jacques Derrida was a habit of referring to “democracy to come.”22 Democracy can never be a static or stable condition, he believed, because its most basic commitments are forever in tension with one another—equality and diversity, freedom and accountability. We never quite possess democracy in any full sense, except to the degree that we strive toward it, attempting to reconcile its tensions by kneading them over and over into our lives. These are the tensions, for instance, between the dignitaries’ dinner in Quebec and the wry text messages of my friend Keith, or between data-sharing over cloud servers and old-fashioned property. Without continual striving, what once seemed like democracy becomes ossified and unresponsive. What we discover from this striving today will shape the social contracts to come.


One can’t know when or where the breakthroughs might occur. A commonwealth arises from the persistent hope that more and fuller democracy is possible, and through the persistent risk that human beings might trust themselves and each other with their destinies. In this book I’ve attempted to compose a portrait of that risk, and of that hope.
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All Things in Common


Prehistory


Gregorian chant and free jazz are two kinds of music that sound nothing alike. One came from the monasteries of medieval Europe, where nuns and monks intoned scriptural verses in unison. The other was an invention of African Americans who were in but not of the white monoculture of the 1950s and early 1960s, discarding fixed melodies and rhythms for cacophonous liberty. It is hard to imagine forms more different. Both, however, are the sounds of self-governance.


The band plays in the dark. People onstage and off go about their business. The percussionist pounds out one beat for a while, then changes to another. The upright bassist thumps along to that same beat, until venturing elsewhere, then reconverging some minutes later. Same with the piano, the sax, and whatever else is in that session. A lot of the time they’re each in their own tempo and key, if any, working something out for themselves. And then they come together—when they feel like it—and it’s a relief to a listener used to more dictatorial orchestration. Harmony becomes precious when it’s not a given, and soon the discord obtains a beauty of its own. That’s the sound of freedom and free association, of living by choice and not coercion.


Sun Ra, an Afrofuturist composer with free-jazz influences, proposes playing a song, in his 1974 film Space Is the Place, so as to “teleportate the whole planet”: “Then we’d have a multiplicity of other types of destinies. That’s the only way.”1 These sounds are accompaniments to surviving by improvised economies, to living in a world whose rules aren’t for you.


The monks sing to the dark. It’s before dawn between the cold stone walls of the chapel. Every morning of their lives, they utter first the same words: “Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will proclaim your praise.” Their voices are one, as much as is possible for fallen, sinful beings with only the aid of grace. This is work; they call it the Divine Office. Soon the sun will rise. After more prayers, the monks go out into the fields and barns that surround the cloister and begin the manual work that helps maintain the monastery, with the same lockstep as that of their prayers in the chapel.


In the chapel many of them are tired, but they stay awake for each other like fellow soldiers on a battlefield. A short monastic poem, found in a twelfth-century French manuscript, reports the responses of God, the devil, and the abbot to a young monk who falls asleep during prayers. The devil is optimistic about winning the monk’s soul for himself. The abbot asks for help from God, who declines to intervene in such a minor incident. No one takes the matter as seriously as the monk himself, who expresses his regret in gruesome form: “Sooner would I have my head cut off than fall asleep again.”2


This is the music of mutual accountability—whether in the stinging shame of sleep or in the slow finding of a common beat. This is ora et labora, the ancient mixture of prayer and work that goes back to the apostle Paul making tent pegs to support his preaching. This is kujichagulia and ujamaa, the Swahili notions of autonomy and cooperation, adopted by descendants of slaves. The music is part of these. And it’s part of a usable history for those turning to cooperativism again.
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There’s a temptation, in the course of a book such as this, to abuse our ignorance of the prehistoric past by claiming it as a time in which we all cooperated. One could begin even before there was a human we—enter tales of evolutionary history that stress the survival value of symbiosis and sociality among organisms instead of ruthless, solitary competition.3 Picture the blobs in primordial goo feeding each other useful enzymes, or bonobos licking filth off their young. In the long, grand story of the universe, cooperation has been a fact of nature. But resist the easy way out: it is not the only fact. The friendly and the cutthroat have each contributed to our mysterious origins, and it’s at least partly true to emphasize either one.


I will not dwell much, either, on the early human side of what museums consider natural history—our mythologies of tribal, “primitive” societies, which rest on an assumption that general facts hold consistent for a tremendous range of groupings of human beings across ages and biomes, societies either too remote or too extinct to talk back. Even Margaret Mead, an anthropologist not shy of drawing strong conclusions, could conclude little more from her editorship of a volume titled Cooperation and Competition Among Primitive Peoples than that “competitive and cooperative behavior on the part of individual members of a society is fundamentally conditioned by the total emphasis of that society”—that is, it depends. But suffice it to say that in societies without stockbrokers, where survival is a daily activity carried out among a smallish number of interdependent people, economy ends up being a more egalitarian affair than the rest of us are probably used to. It’s no accident that some newfound cooperators today have taken to calling their transnational affinity groupings “neo-tribes.”4


The Nobel-laureate political economist Elinor Ostrom spent decades studying how various communities the world over manage what she termed “common-pool resources”—the stuff they share and use together. These systems might govern fisheries or forests or waterways or bodies of knowledge through strategies formed over centuries. Ostrom found that such systems exhibit certain features. As if echoing the cooperative principles listed earlier, she identified seven main “design principles”:




1. Clearly defined boundaries


2. Local rules adapted to local conditions and needs


3. Mechanisms for those affected by the rules to change them


4. Monitoring of participant behavior


5. Appropriate consequences for rule violators


6. Processes for conflict resolution


7. Free and flexible self-organization5




To these Ostrom added an eighth principle, for larger systems: a pattern of nesting, so that smaller decisions happen in smaller groupings, which in turn defer to larger institutions for larger challenges—the principle of federation. This, like Ostrom’s other principles, overlaps plentifully with modern cooperation. Her findings point toward a vast prehistory for this subject matter.


Cooperative precedents appear around the world, from lending circles referred to in Confucian texts to African merchants’ caravans. But the lineage that I will dwell on here is one that happened to achieve particular influence in the global economic order, starting with the civilizations that formed around the Mediterranean Sea. There were the ancient Jewish Essene communes, which in some respects prefigured the farming-village kibbutzim that helped build modern Israel. Islam likewise instituted the principle of the waqf, a set of shared property held in perpetuity for the common good, and takaful, a system of mutual insurance. Such institutions existed throughout the region, from Greek secret cults to Roman burial societies. They could be subversive enough that Julius Caesar tried to ban them.6


Traces of a commonwealth appeared with particular vividness in the Christian church’s first days. Twice in the Book of Acts, soon after Jesus leaves his followers to their own devices, they begin pooling property. Here is the first time, in Chapter 2:




Awe came upon everyone, and many wonders and signs were done through the apostles. All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their property and possessions and divide them among all according to each one’s need.7





The same practice reappears in Chapter 4, where, just after another experience of “signs and wonders,” we read that “the community of believers was of one heart and mind, and no one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they had everything in common.” The next chapter tells the story of Ananias and Sapphira, who die sudden deaths after attempting to withhold from the community part of their earnings from a sale of land. When their story ends, again, “Many signs and wonders were done among the people at the hands of the apostles.”8 Evidently, there is a link between the experience of divine activity in the world and the sharing of property among members of the Christian community; dishonest dealing in this arrangement has dire consequences. The lesson of Ananias and Sapphira casts its warning from St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, where a depiction of it appears on the canvas over the Altar of the Lie.


A chapter later, the apostolic commune experiences more growing pains. The original apostles find the task of resource management beyond their ken; the needs of widows are being neglected. They ask the community to select seven trusted representatives to carry out the distributions.9 Their cooperation, as in modern cooperatives of any significant scale, required electing a board.


This cooperative imprint in its scriptures keeps coming back to haunt Christendom, despite its most imperial pretensions. Monasteries first appeared in the fourth century, just after the emperor Constantine made Jesus Christ the official god of Rome. Strenuous believers fled to the desert, where they could practice their faith in solitude and simple communities, away from the corruptions of empire. The economic spirit of the apostles reappeared among them. Citing Acts, the North African, early fifth-century Rule of St. Augustine instructs monastics, “Call nothing your own, but let everything be yours in common.” About a century later in Italy, Benedict of Nursia went further in his rule, stipulating, “As often as anything important is to be done in the monastery, the abbot shall call the whole community together,” discussing the matter with everyone before making a decision.10 The Rule of St. Benedict prescribes election of the abbot by the community and expects the community to support itself through shared businesses. Both rules emphasize obedience to the abbot or abbess over democratic deliberation. But they also enjoin an egalitarian spirit and a collaborative economy.


The spirit of Acts returned in force during the thirteenth-century mendicant movement, when barefoot preachers spread across Europe, contrasting their poverty with the lavish lifestyles among church officials and in wealthy monasteries. Clare of Assisi, Francis of Assisi’s friend and colleague, enshrined in her rule for Franciscan sisters a particular measure of countercultural self-governance. The draft of the rule that Pope Innocent IV proposed for her order required that the sisters’ elected abbess gain the approval of the male friars’ minister general, a provision St. Clare struck from the final version. She also added the practice of a weekly meeting—which apparently the pope deemed unnecessary for women—in which the sisters would gather to confess their offenses and discuss “the welfare and good of the monastery.” She stressed the inclusion of all community members in this process, noting, “the Lord often reveals what is best to the lesser among us.”11


As Clare and Francis’s movement grew in influence, church leaders sought to manage it. The most contested question was that of whether Franciscan communities would have to hold property or retain radical poverty.12 Some early Franciscan scholars developed sophisticated legal arguments to insist that the friars could have use of goods like food and clothing without actually owning them. They cited the economy of the Garden of Eden to this effect, a state of nature in which the first people shared stewardship of the whole world. But this strategy foundered, and church law would require their order to hold its own property. Rome deemed ownership necessary to protect the Franciscans’ poverty and communalism from an acquisitive outside world.


If possession for the sake of sharing seems like a contradiction, it wasn’t a new one. Gratian’s twelfth-century Decretum, the compendium of canon law that thereafter steered governance in the church for eight hundred years, held that “all things are common to everyone.” By the lights of natural law, at least, private property is an aberration, though under the conditions of fallen human society it’s a necessary arrangement. This paradox has come to be called, including in the current Catholic catechism, the universal destination of goods.13


What a strange phrase: the universal destination of goods. It holds that everything—in the final analysis, even if we can barely act this way here and now—is somehow everyone’s. This doesn’t pretend to offer a practical business model, yet it asks that any provisional, proprietary business somehow reflect the communal reality beneath. And as impossible an expectation as this seems, it keeps coming back.
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The cave dwellings in Matera, Italy—the Sassi—are said to have been inhabited for nine thousand years. Staggered terraces of masonry facades line ragged cliffs that fall into canyons. After World War II, the Sassi became the country’s most notorious slum, and the government emptied residents into modern apartments on the plateau above. For decades the ancient caves lay empty. Pier Paolo Pasolini and Mel Gibson both filmed movies about Jesus there. In the 1990s, a band of cultured squatters began to move in and renovate, leading the way for a tourist industry in the otherwise sleepy city. UNESCO declared the caves a World Heritage Site; the sides of Matera’s police cars now boast “Cittá dei Sassi.” Most of Matera’s sixty thousand residents, however, live not in that romantic past but in a present where it’s not altogether clear what they have to offer in the global economy. Decent work is hard to find, and the city is hemorrhaging its youth.


In early 2014, the ancient caves of Matera became home to an experiment: an unMonastery, the first of its kind. For the dozen or so unMonks who moved there from across Europe and North America, plus the hundreds following their progress online, it carried the quixotic hope of an underemployed generation regaining control of the technology that increasingly commodifies and surveils their lives. Monasteries ushered civilization through the Dark Ages, harboring scholars and inventors and the technology of writing; perhaps unMonasteries, sparing the dogma and self-flagellation, could keep alive the promise of a liberating internet.


The unMonastery’s gestation began in 2011. The Council of Europe’s ominous-sounding Social Cohesion Research and Early Warning Division sought, in the words of its chief, “to have a better idea of the extent of insecurity in society.” The international body sponsored the invention of what came to be called Edgeryders, “an open and distributed think tank” of people working through an online social network and a series of conferences. Anyone could join, but those who did ended up being mostly young, tech-savvy, and entrepreneurial, and mostly from Western Europe. What united them was not a political ideology, but the dead-end conditions of austerity and the hope of figuring out better ways forward. They produced a report about the economic crisis, which they called a “guide to the future.” Soon the council’s funding ended, but Edgeryders pressed on as an online network with more than two thousand members and an incorporated entity. The group began presenting itself as a company in the business of “open consulting.”


At the end of their first meeting in June 2012, a small circle of Edgeryders, with glasses of wine in their hands and under the shadow of a Strasbourg church, dreamed up the unMonastery. The idea was this: find a place with unmet needs and unused space that could lend a building to a group of young hackers. Live together cheaply, building open-source infrastructure with the locals. Repeat until it becomes a network.


The unMonastery vision went viral among the Edgeryders. It fit into a widely felt longing at the time, evident in many parts of Europe and North America where protest had been breaking out, to start figuring out practical alternatives to the failed order. This was the period, too, of National Security Agency whistleblower Edward Snowden’s leaks, of persecuted hacker Aaron Swartz’s suicide, of blockades against techie commuter buses in San Francisco. Google became one of the world’s leading lobbyists, and Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos bought the Washington Post. The internet could no longer claim to be a postpolitical subculture; it had become the empire.


As tech achieved its Constantinian apotheosis, old religious tropes seemed to offer a return to lost purity, a desert in which to flee, the stark opposite of Silicon Valley. A bonneted “Amish Futurist” began appearing at tech conferences, asking the luminaries about ultimate meaning, as if she came from a world without the internet. Ariana Huffington cashed in with her mobile app, GPS for the Soul.


For a year and a half, the unMonastery idea developed and grew. Edgeryders brought their favorite conceptual vocabularies to bear: social innovation, network analysis, open source. They also brought their experience with hackerspaces, makerspaces, and co-working. Alberto Cottica, an Italian open-data advocate and leading Edgeryder, perused the Rule of St. Benedict and discovered its author to be a network-savvy, evidence-based social innovator.


“Each monastery is a sovereign institution, with no hierarchy among them,” Cottica explained in the Edgeryders’ online discussions. “The Rule acts as a communication protocol across monasteries.” He compared Benedict to Jimmy Wales, the founder of Wikipedia, and Linus Torvalds, creator of the open-source operating system Linux. “The rule was—still is—good, solid, open-source software.”


In Brussels, Cottica learned about Matera’s bid to be declared a European Capital of Culture by the European Union and saw an opportunity for his fellow Edgeryders. The bid proposal centered around the theme of “ancient futures”—“in order,” it said, “to give voice to forgotten places, areas often pushed to the outskirts of modernity, yet which remain the bearers of deep values that remain essential.” The committee in charge of the bid came to recognize the unMonastery concept, with its supporters throughout the continent, as a useful addition to Matera’s portfolio. The city agreed to provide a small cave complex, as well as €35,000 for travel and expenses for four months, which stretched to six.
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Dinner outside the unMonastery’s caves.








The presiding unAbbot was Ben Vickers, twenty-seven years old, with patches of gray on either side of his well-trimmed hair and a hooded black coat worn over his banded-collar black shirt. While also more or less retaining his post as “curator of digital” for London’s Serpentine Galleries, Vickers was the unMonastery’s theorist and coordinator; the others generally praised his ability to digest and summarize their various points of view, and to document them on the online platforms they used to communicate. He blasted George Michael songs while setting up breakfast and found a certain glee in the prospect of failure—a turn of mind probably honed during his days in doomed anarchist squats. Documentation, he believed, can trump even failure; others can study the attempt, tweak it, and try again.


Visible from what became the unMonastery’s patio, down one cliff and up another, were dark abscesses in the rock, their interiors still bearing remnants of paintings from past use as churches and hermitages. Where the monks and nuns who once lived there had hours of structured prayer each day, the unMonastery had documentation—the basic act of piety in any open-source project. Before an algorithm can be copied, adapted, and redeployed, it must be radically transparent. Monks expose themselves to God through prayer; unMonks publish their activities on the internet.


Some of the documentation looked outward. Maria Juliana Byck, a videographer from the United States, was working on a project to map common resources in town, to help Matera residents—the Materani—connect with each other and collaborate. There was an “unTransit” app in the works for local timetables and workshops on the gospel of open data. Also underway on the Materanis’ behalf were an open-source solar tracker, an open-source wind turbine, and coding classes in the unMonastery caves for adults and kids.


As in real monasteries, much of the unMonastery’s piety went toward scrutinizing the minutiae of daily life. This was of particular concern to a pony-tailed, thirty-one-year-old software developer named elf Pavlik, who had been living for five years without touching money or government IDs. With nearly pure reason, he implored the others to document more and more precisely what came and went, from food to tampons, so they’d learn to budget not by cost but in terms of the resources themselves. Using a software package called Open Energy Monitor, they kept track of the unMonastery’s electricity usage minute by minute, room by room.


Keeping track of the longer view was the job of Bembo Davies, a Canadian-turned-Norwegian widower and grandfather, a veteran of the circus and stage who updated his WordPress chronicle in august prose. Accompanying material evidence—skeletal floor plans, a mannequin’s headless torso—came from Katalin Hausel, an artist who once helped rewrite the official history in her native Hungary. They talked about the unMonastery, even in its first months, as at the beginning of a two-hundred-year history. It didn’t seem like so much time to ask for in a place that has been around for millennia.


The unMonastery sat on more precipices than one: it was an emissary of the hubristic tech culture it represented, but also a patient attempt at redemption. While planning ahead for centuries, the unMonks practiced the one-step-at-a-time philosophy of Agile software development; if breakfast wasn’t on the table on time, or when they worried about whether they’d done any good for Matera whatsoever, they reminded each other, “Everything’s a prototype.”
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The days and nights I spent embedded in those caves were manic with the spectrum of old and new realities that my informant-hosts were trying to stuff into their experience: tech culture, monk culture, nonprofit culture, local culture, art culture, protest culture, entrepreneurial culture, recession culture—all in the space of a few months and a finite budget. They might have called themselves a cooperative were it all not so ephemeral. The want of clarity wasn’t so different from what one reads in the sayings of the early Desert Fathers and Mothers, the progenitors of Christian monasticism; none of them knew what they were really up to. Those possibly lunatic ancient hermits kept going around asking each other, in every way they could think of, “What are we doing here?”


Monastic rules, like company bylaws, establish a discipline. They take raw, human material and provide a form into which we can proceed and persist, by which we can tolerate the inevitable coming and going of inspiration. But discipline is no good, either, without the grappling. This is why I don’t think we can understand the cooperative past or imagine a cooperative future without these errant, fumbling stories. Like most stories, you don’t get to know the end until you get there, if there is an end at all.
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On a windy day in May, gusts swelled through the unMonastery’s first-floor caves, blowing from the walls various colored sticky notes and hand-drawn posters made in meetings heady with excitement and hope. They were schedules, sets of principles, slogans to remember, lists of things to do. A maxim for the Edgeryders’ doctrine of do-ocracy, for instance: “Who does the work calls the shots.” These relics remained on the floor for hours, apparently provoking insufficient motivation to pick them up.


There had been a kind of monastic routine at the unMonastery in the first weeks. At specified times, the group would sit in circles to share feelings and discuss concerns. A flying drone once captured footage of the theatrical morning exercises that Bembo Davies led. But by May, the circles and the exercises were on indefinite hiatus.


After the seven o’clock wake-up bell rang half an hour late one morning, Davies groaned, on the way to the shower in his underwear, “We’re sliding into a prehistoric condition.” He lamented on his blog that people had been reverting to talking about the laptops they’d brought as “mine.” Benedict’s rule has harsh words for private property: “Above all, this evil practice must be uprooted and removed from the monastery.”14


A few months in, the unMonastery’s communications had become a jungle of platforms, many of them proprietary, with few clear lines between inward and outward: the public Edgeryders website, public Trello boards, a closed Google Group, and public folders full of Google Docs. The “ideologically coded” unMonastery website that elf Pavlik had designed was badly out of date and difficult to use, so a Facebook page had become the main means of sharing information with the world. Before, one unMonk had always refused to use Facebook on principle; it was only after coming to this supposedly open-source hacker commune that he felt compelled to start an account. The unMonastery’s vision of an open-source way of life seemed at risk of becoming a wholly owned subsidiary of the status quo.
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Software developer elf Pavlik in the unMonastery kitchen.








Back and forth, they debated what the real problem was: The decline of ritual? Attempts to revive the morning exercises kept failing. The lack of ties with people in Matera? They knew there were grumblings among locals about why the city was spending money to support a bunch of foreigners. Too much software, or not enough? Alberto Cottica warned from afar over the Edgeryders platform about fixating on technology rather than on actual social interactions. They disagreed about the rules that governed them, as well as whether there were any in the first place. Losing patience in a tendentious meeting, Rita Orlando, one of the unMonastery’s Materan allies, begged, “Let’s try to think like a company, even though we are not a company—please!” A company, at least, has to concern itself with doing something of value for someone else.


The last two months of the experiment proved eventful, at least. “Most of the demons have scurried off and work ethic is buzzing away at a good clip,” Bembo Davies reported in the last days, with his usual obscurity. Pavlik brought a new cadre of hackers in for a spell, and dozens of local children attended coding classes. A video of a “co-napping” experiment on the streets of Matera went viral online, though it made some Materani cringe. The wind turbine and unTransit projects came closer to having prototypes of their own; they would carry on even though the unMonastery prototype would be closing. A pack of young locals got to work editing their documentary about it. Ben Vickers scrambled to assemble the unMonks’ fervent documentation into the “unMonastery BIOS,” named after the initialization firmware in a computer—a box full of lessons and design patterns for the iterations to come. He alternated between grandiosity and humility. Vickers wrote, on a thread on the Edgeryders website, that the “unMonastery for me is not a utopian project designed to solve the woes of the world, it operates at the scale of the invention of the fire hydrant.”


Rita Orlando lived in Matera before the unMonastery came and remained after it left. She felt frustrated with the aftermath. People in town mostly just saw the project’s foreignness and naïveté, not its promise or vision. “We’ve been too short on time,” Orlando said.


Before the end of 2014, at least in part thanks to the visibility the unMonastery lent it, the European Union named Matera one of the 2019 European Capitals of Culture. A few of the unMonks stayed in town; others tried to open a new unMonastery in Greece. They’re still trying to see whether the unMonastery is a protocol that can travel, that can go to other places with unused spaces and unused people who want to do good. A lot of aging religious communities are meanwhile trying to figure out how to put their empty buildings to use these days, while preserving some kernel of their traditions.


The prefix “un” has its uses—for marking a new beginning, for putting aside certain inadequacies of the past—and yet one cannot go on negating and reinventing everything forever. Ancient monks had to learn this, too. First the desert hermits, then the Benedictines, then the Franciscans—each fled the world but then became part of its ongoing reality. A time may come when spiritual-social-technological institutions with features such as those of the prototype in Matera will be content to drop the “un” and call themselves, simply, monasteries.


Metaphors have their usefulness, in the meantime, and the distant Middle Ages offer new cooperators an ample supply of them. While monasteries sought to keep souls apart from the world, another set of institutions served those in the midst of it, where other strategies were needed for imitating the Book of Acts.
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Some months after my time in Matera, I joined Chris Chavez, Jerone Hsu, and Dan Taeyoung as they splayed themselves out along a suspended I-beam and stray ladder on a roof in the Hell’s Kitchen neighborhood of Manhattan. We talked about their new co-working space and the history of the world. The three of them, in their late twenties and early thirties, were overseeing a renovation of the structure beneath them. First built in 1919 as a garage, it was being transformed to include an art studio in the basement, an open-plan office and café at the ground level, and a room for workshops and meditation on the second floor. Chavez greeted construction workers by name as they passed by.


The three began to tell me where they situated their plans, world-historically speaking. “It took a few hundred years to get over the hangover of the Industrial Revolution,” Chavez said. He explained that this hangover has lasted well into the digital age, manifesting most recently in the instability wrought by ever-looming waves of automation. It was now time, they believed, to restore a preindustrial template to prominence. They’d decided to reinvent Prime Produce, a small nonprofit that Hsu had founded some years earlier, by modeling it after a medieval guild.


The idea came to them the previous spring, when they organized a retreat for entrepreneurs on the grounds of Bluestone Farm, a community of eco-feminist Episcopal nuns in Brewster, about an hour upstate on the Metro-North Railroad. After some years engaged in varied forms of entrepreneurship, the three were trying to figure out what forms of organization would best suit their peers’ shifting work conditions. Neither unions nor chambers of commerce seemed suited to a generation that can’t count on having a fixed place of work. The Reverend Leng Lim, a minister and executive coach who lived across the street from the nuns, suggested that Chavez and his compatriots look into guilds.


From roughly the turn of the first millennium to the French Revolution, guilds organized Europe’s urban economies. They were associations of independent craftspeople, setting standards for their lines of work and cultivating lively subcultures around their labor. They typically held legal monopolies over crafts in particular jurisdictions; one guild’s members might be responsible for all of a town’s stone carving, while another would control the market for blacksmithing. Members were also expected to have each other’s backs. In Wage Labor and Guilds in Medieval Europe, Steven A. Epstein, a historian at the University of Kansas, cites a tenth-century guild that obliged members to rally for mutual defense and vengeance against clients who failed to pay up. “The members also swore an oath of loyalty to each other,” Epstein writes, “promising to bring the body of a deceased member to a chosen burial site and supply half the food for the funeral feast.”15 One of Prime Produce’s initial members told me that Chavez recruited him with a copy of Epstein’s book in hand.


This guild’s dozen or so members didn’t have plans for funeral insurance just yet, and they weren’t defining themselves around a particular trade or industry. They included an architect, an accountant, a food-and-beverage vendor, and a painter. The typical co-working space is run by a company that workers pay for use; by contrast, Prime Produce would make many of its members co-owners of a cooperative, which would manage the proceeds of their dues and pay rent to the sympathetic investors who owned the buildings. Chavez explained that co-ownership can be a way to opt out of the broader economy’s pressures—and to reclaim the former meanings of words from before they were conscripted to capitalism.


“The word ‘company’ doesn’t need to exist in a market logic,” he said.


Members of medieval guilds typically progressed in rank from apprentice to journeyman to master craftsman—distinctions still used by some trade associations today. Prime Produce would also incorporate three tiers, but based on levels of commitment rather than on experience and proficiency. As a rite of passage, new members would each receive a pair of slippers to wear while inside the space—a “differentiating mechanism,” Chavez said, between members and visitors.


Prime Produce wasn’t alone in looking to old guilds as the way of the future. Some see a model for organizing freelancers in Hollywood’s guild-like set-worker unions, which establish industrywide standards as their members bounce from production to production. Jay Z’s Tidal streaming platform sold itself to consumers as a kind of guild for musicians; a group of Silicon Valley business writers has organized itself into the Silicon Guild to help amplify each member’s networks; some gig-economy workers have an Indy Workers Guild to distribute portable benefits. In the twentieth century, Charlie Chaplin and his friends formed United Artists to produce their own films, and photographers such as Henri Cartier-Bresson and Robert Capra formed Magnum, a cooperative syndication guild. Less glamorously, the professional organizations for doctors, lawyers, real estate agents, and hairdressers have clung to the guild model, complete with monopoly powers recognized by governments and peers.


As we talked on the rooftop, Prime Produce’s founders freely mixed medieval idiom with that of Silicon Alley. Taeyoung cited the computer programming guru Donald Knuth’s dictum, “Premature optimization is the root of all evil.” That is, if they decided too much ahead of time and in too much detail, they wouldn’t be as flexible or as iterative. Hsu described what Prime Produce was doing as “crafted social innovation,” a form of “slow entrepreneurship.” The guild’s appeal wasn’t just nostalgic to them but was a means of navigating an often lonely, attention-deficient economy, by cultivating habits of excellence and communizing resources like office space, companionship, and broadband. Adding to the stew of anachronism, Chavez referred to the old guilds as “catalysts” for a better kind of technological progress. “They blocked innovation that dehumanized work,” he said. “Guilds were always responsible to people first.”


Others might object. Adam Smith referred to the guilds’ price-fixing practices as “a conspiracy against the public,” and at the start of the French Revolution, they were among the first features of the ancien régime dispatched to the institutional guillotine. The usual story since has held that guilds in fact stymied efficiency and technological innovation. Epstein’s book sought to correct this narrative, as does the work of the Dutch social historian Maarten Prak. Guilds, Prak told me, “were not opposed to innovation per se; they were opposed to machines taking over.” When factory production replaced craft guilds, “work was transformed from rather boring to hopelessly boring.” Products became cheaper and more uniform, with fewer workers required to make them. But gone, too, was the fingerprint of the craftsperson. Prak also stresses the importance of what he calls “formal anchoring” for medieval guilds—establishing arrangements with local governments—to sustain themselves “for a longer period than the enthusiasm of the founding members.”


Politics meant legitimacy, but it also meant collusion. “It was a sort of deal between small businessmen and the authorities,” says Sheilagh Ogilvie, an economic historian at the University of Cambridge who is more critical of the guilds’ legacy than Epstein or Prak. Ogilvie believes that guilds enforced an exclusionary economy, barring from their trades whomever they happened not to like, which often meant women, Jews, and immigrants. It was only in the last gasps of the guilds, after they’d lost most of their monopolies and had their most discriminatory habits banned, that Ogilvie thinks their nuisance was minimized.


Thus far, at least, Prime Produce’s membership had considerable ethnic, gender, and occupational diversity. And rather than making political deals, the founders seemed content with the synergy of their slippers and their good works. Despite various delays and hitches, no one had yet dropped out. “The ingredient that plays a central role in all this is trust,” Qinza Najm, an artist who planned to work in the basement studio, told me. After a burglary and a lousy contractor delayed the opening more, they held events about prepackaged culture and participatory design in their construction site.






[image: image]

Qinza Najm, Saks Afridi, and Jerone Hsu on the roof of the Prime Produce building.








Before the afternoon on the rooftop was over, another master-member, Marcos Salazar, came to visit. He was taller than the others, his attire less laid-back. Salazar worked as a consultant for cultivating “purpose-driven careers, businesses, and lives.” He also organized events for social entrepreneurs in the city and planned to hold some at the Prime Produce space when it became ready.


“I’ve heard a lot about guilds,” he said, as if he’d heard about enough. But when I asked about the slippers, he shrugged and looked at the founders uneasily. They smiled. They hadn’t mentioned that part yet.








[image: ]











The practical guilds worked alongside the mystics in the monasteries. Each arranged a sort of business meant to put property and commoning into balance. But as the signs and wonders of modern progress began to appear, spreading by printing presses and colonial expeditions, the scales tipped squarely to the side of property. It was a change noticed well enough to merit bloody resistance.


During the torture that preceded his beheading in 1525, the German preacher Thomas Müntzer reportedly confessed to believing that omnia sunt communia—all things are common. Perhaps it matters little whether this report from the torturers was truly the position of Müntzer and the popular revolt that he helped lead, or merely a concoction they devised in order to hasten his demise; in either case, they deemed professing this teaching of the apostles and principle of canon law as evidence justifying his execution. The torturers’ account went on to say that he believed property “should be distributed to each according to his needs, as the occasion required. Any prince, count, or lord who did not want to do this, after first being warned about it, should be beheaded or hanged.”16


Müntzer was a contemporary of Martin Luther’s who was less adept at siding with the ascendant elites. His movement fell under the swords of princes, as did Müntzer himself. But remnants of the “radical Reformation” of which he was a part persist today in the intentional economies of such Anabaptist sects as the Amish and Mennonites. The Calvinist variant of the Reformation’s communal impulses, too, found expression among the Puritans who settled in New England. Although the Puritans’ initial experiment in shared farmland and produce was short-lived, their legacy has lived on in New England’s town meetings and the congregationalist governance structure that still holds sway in much of US Protestantism. It appears, too, in the medical cost-sharing organizations that offer a faith-based alternative to the corporate health insurance system.17


None of these old communards exactly correspond with cooperative enterprise in the modern sense. In certain respects they challenge cooperative principles; expressly religious communes have tended to privilege poverty over ownership and obedience over autonomy. But such precursors do suggest that when modern cooperation did arise, it did not do so as a rude break with the past, but in continuity with customs of commoning and cooperation that people had lived by for ages.
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