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Reading Arizmendiarrieta. 
Symposium on the 100th Anniversary of the birth of Arizmendiarrieta, Tokyo, Japan. [date]
In the Symposium held by the Japan Robert Owen Association on the 100th Anniversary of his birth, I stated that José María Arizmendiarrieta (JMA) was the most important thinker-practitioner of cooperativism in the 20th century. The statement was intentionally provocative. I hoped to stimulate serious consideration of his work and thought and to spark curiosity.
The argument for Arizmendiarrieta as a practitioner is easy to make: starting out in a war ravaged impoverished mountain community in the Basque Country of Spain, under a Fascist dictatorship, this young priest with no personal experience of cooperatives initiated and helped sustain a process of education and organization that transformed not just the village of Arrasate (in Spanish, Mondragón) but the Basque social-economy itself, creating a network of organizations that quickly became a world reference for worker cooperativism. 
From the start of the first consumer and worker cooperatives in 1954 until Arizmendiarrieta's death in 1977, the Mondragón Cooperative Experience grew dramatically to 11,600 members and dozens of cooperatives. Since his death, Mondragón has continued to grow and evolve. Today the Mondragón Corporation comprises 261 companies employing  74,335 workers in 32 countries. 
Much has changed, fewer than half of the companies in Mondragón Corporation (just 101) are cooperatives and banking laws have forced Laboral Kutxa (formerly Caja Laboral) to diversify its portfolio, investments in cooperatives now form about 5% of the total and cooperatives get most of their capital from traditional capitalist banks and investment funds. In the 1990s Mondragón's industrial sector cooperatives launched an internationalization strategy in an effort to survive and compete on the global level. As a result Mondragón's industrial cooperatives have expanded through mergers, acquisitions, and the creation of capitalist affiliates, resulting in a new form that some have termed “multinational coopitalism.” (Errasti 2016) The wisdom of that strategy and its implications for Mondragón's identity as a cooperative experience, were called into question by the failure of Fagor Electrodomésticos in 2008. (Noyes 2015; Errasti 2016; Ortega Sunsundegi and Uriarte Zabala 2015)
Arizmendiarrieta's theoretical contributions are less known, in part because of his emphasis on practice. “Good ideas are the ones that are converted into realities,” is one of his well known adages. (Azurmendi 2013, 392) Though he wrote constantly from his early seminary days, he never wrote a book. It was not until the publication in Spanish in 1984 of the remarkable intellectual biography by Joxe Azurmendi, El Hombre Cooperativo, Pensamiento de Arizamendiarrieta (The Cooperative Man: the Thought of Arizmendiarrieta) that his writings were organized and made available to a wide audience. Japanese readers were fortunate to have the work of Hideo Ishizuka, who published　バスク・モンドラゴン―協同組合の町から (From the Basque Cooperative Town: Mondragón, 1991) and アリスメンディアリエタの協同組合哲学 : スペイン・モンドラゴン協同組合の創設思想 (The Cooperative Philosophy of Arizmendiarrieta, 1990). The Society of Friends of Arizmendiarrieta (Arizmendiarrietaren Lagunak Elkartea) has undertaken the work of promoting awareness of and reflection on Arizmendiarrieta's work and life. The first English translation of The Cooperative Man is underway, the first section, published by the US organization Grassroots Economic Organizing, is now available online
. An English translation of Arizmendiarrieta’s Reflections is now available from Solidarity Hall publishers.
Why does the theoretical work of Arizmendiarrieta deserve special attention? I want to underline three contributions that I find in Arizmendiarrieta's thinking: a concept, a principle, and a contradiction.
1. A concept: “Cooperative Experience”
According to Azurmendi, Arizmendiarrieta “tirelessly” insisted on describing cooperativism as an experience (experiencia).
 The term is unusual, normally one would describe cooperativism as a model or institution, maybe a sector or even ecosystem. But Arizmendiarrieta explicitly rejected such ideas, insisting on the concept of an experience in which “there are no dogmatic formulas, no rest, nothing is untouchable, everything must be open to revision.” (Azurmendi 1991, p. 575)
To explain his conception Arizmendiarrieta relied mostly on metaphors like his favorite verse from the poet Antonio Machado, “Traveler, there is no road. We make the road by walking.” It is a rich metaphor. Experience is based in action, movement, with no fixed path ahead (or behind
). Travelers on the road of cooperativism are required to be constant protagonists, always assessing their situation, choosing their destination, and deciding their strategy. This process never ends: the road ahead is always unmade, nor can we rely on the road already traveled to tell us where to go or how to get there. 
Experience also means doubting and revising goals and strategy. This questioning and revision extends even to cooperative principles themselves. As Azurmendi writes, “nothing is untouchable.” Whereas a model or system is defined by its rules and principles, an experience is open-ended, incomplete, in motion. This is why there can be no dogmatic formulas, no established truths on which to rely. Arizmendiarrieta produced various lists of key ideas or values but, in the end put his faith not in doctrines and formulas but in “the spirit that animates them, a complex of attitudes and principles which, because it is creative, is irreducible to a single formula.” (Azurmendi 1991, 488) Perhaps instead of principles, a better term would be “coordinates.”
 (Miller 2010, 7) We use coordinates to orient ourselves in movement; as our location and situation change, the old coordinates may no longer be useful and new coordinates may be needed. 
Coordinates are better suited for understanding changes in institutions and practices because changes do not imply “betrayal.” It is not “heresy” if we alter course.
 Instead, they ask us to consider changes on their own terms, re-thinking our goals and the meaning and adequacy of our principles and strategies. If the coordinates are no longer appropriate, what coordinates do we now need? If our practices no longer correspond to the coordinates, at what point did we stop using them and where do we find new coordinates?
The word “experiencia” also means experiment, a process of verification in practice of our theory, our strategy, and our principles. There is no guarantee of success, no necessary progress, no teleology, in an experience. 
Moreover, the concept of experience implies, for Arizmendiarrieta, not just questioning or verifying existing institutions, practice, or principles but recreating them. Regeneration and renewal – key terms in Arizmendiarrieta's conception – signify not just alterations or revisions to certain aspects, or practices of cooperation, but the recreation of the experience from the roots up. This notion of experience is strikingly similar to what Pierre Leroux and Victor Considerant, associationist thinkers of the early 19th century, spoke of as “permanent revolution” and “palingenesis.” (Abensour 2000, 88)
In Arizmendiarrieta's concept of experience, there is no fixed origin and there are no firm foundations, instead the road begins and ends with a problematic: human liberation. A problematic is a framework that makes a situation susceptible to analysis, understanding, and action. Unlike a model, an experience “is at home in the problematic,” to borrow Miguel Abensour’s phrase. (Abensour 2003, 6)  Arizmendiarrieta did not develop the argument at work in his concept of experience in the philosophical terms needed to properly understand and articulate it. Perhaps the best line of approach to this task would be through the work of Abensour and the thinkers on whom he draws, including Emmanuel Levinas, Claude Lefort, Pierre Clastres, and Pierre Leroux.
Experience also implies, finally, education. All this questioning and strategizing and regenerating requires subjects. Cooperativism is one means for realizing the project of human liberation, and like liberation itself, it is a task that must be carried out by the people themselves. The concept of an experience corresponds to Arizmendiarrieta's understanding of the human being as an "open, receptive, self-generating, reality." (Azurmendi 1991, 44) Education is the process of action and reflection through which people (re)generate understanding and protagonism, individually and collectively.
While it can not be argued that Arizmendiarrieta laid out a developed philosophy of experience, his writings reflect a profound philosophical inquiry into human nature and social change that deserves to be explored.
2. A Principle: Sovereignty of Labor
“Principles, if they are basic ones, should not be mutable.” – Hablando de Principios (Speaking of Principles), Editorial. TU Lankide May 1987
It may seem jarring to shift to a discussion of a cooperative principle, given everything said above about the inadequacy of the term as an expression of Arizmendiarrieta's thought. The quote above, from the editorial in the May 1987 issue of T.U. Lankide in which the Ten Basic Principles of the Mondragón Cooperative Experience were declared, and the list of basic principles itself, seem to be in frank contradiction with Arizmendiarrieta's conception of the cooperative experience as “a living being in a condition of permanent change.” (Azurmendi 1991, 487)
Of course, the principles were not written by Arizmendiarrieta. They were approved in the first congress of the Mondragón Cooperative Group, in October 1987, eleven years after his death. Based on the seven point International Cooperative Alliance statement of co-operative identity, values & principles, they included several principles not in that document, including the third principle – “Sovereignty of Labor” – which interests us here, and the fourth principle – “Instrumental and Subordinated Character of Capital” – to which it is closely related.
	From the Ten Basic Principles of the Mondragón Cooperative Experience
Source: October 1987, Trabajo y Unión Lankide, No. 307 Zb.

	3. Sovereignty of Labor
	4. Instrumental and Subordinate
 Character of Capital

	In the Mondragón Cooperative Experience Labor is considered the principal factor in the transformation of nature, society, and the human being, and, for this reason we:
a) Renounce the systematic employment of wage workers.
b) Assign to Labor full sovereignty in the cooperative enterprise.
c) Consider Labor the essential creditor in the distribution of the wealth of the cooperative.
d) Manifest our will to increase the employment options of all members in society.
	The Mondragón Cooperative Experience considers Capital to be an instrument, subordinated to Labor, necessary for the development of businesses and thus due:
a) A remuneration that is: 
Just, in relation to the efforts made to accumulate it.
Adequate, to ensure the availability of necessary financial resources.
Limited in its quantity corresponding to the relevant regulations.
Not directly linked to the results obtained.
b) An availability subordinated to the continuity and development of the cooperative, which does not interfere with the application of the principle of open admission. 


The term “sovereignty of labor” does not appear once in Azurmendi's book which draws on the whole range of Arizmendiarrieta's work, though we can assume Arizmendiarrieta had encountered it in his wide reading and study. “Sovereignty of labor,” sometimes “sovereignty of workers,” are terms used in the late 19th and early 20th century by French and Belgian radicals and socialists like Henry Maret and Émile Vendervelde, Irish socialists like James Connolly, and various South American writers, but they seem to have been used interchangeably with “sovereignty of the people” or the “rights of labor.” The closest formulation of Arizmendiarrieta’s may be this one, “The principle of the domination of humans over instruments, that is, the formation of power on the basis of persons.”  (Azurmendi 1991, 487)
The term sovereignty of labor is interesting. Sovereignty means full and complete power, political and social. It is the power to make and to break laws with impunity, to set and suspend the rules, to seize and dispose of property and persons. Normally, the sovereign is either a single person (king/queen) or a nominal sovereign, like “the people,” represented via some institutional system.
 In both cases, for the sovereign to rule there must be subjects to dominate: subordinates. 
For Arizmendiarrieta, “labor,” too is an unusual word. It is one the central concepts in his work. More than a factor of production, “labor is the means of a self-realization that is personal and solidaristic, of individual perfection and collective improvement...” (Arizmendiarrieta 2013, #277) Far from a sacrifice of leisure or a punishment for sin, labor is, in its most profound spiritual meaning, “co-creation with God.” For this reason he insisted on the identity of cooperativists as workers, that even as they became worker-owners, they remained workers. 
Anything that denigrated labor, that de-humanized labor or its representatives – workers – was to be fought. Every effort was to be made to transform labor itself, to make it a practice of humanity, equality, and democracy. At the same time, labor is concrete and specific, and Arizmendiarrieta dedicated much of his life to developing technical training programs and researching new production techniques and products. 
When labor is subordinate, it is not only alienated but diminished, reduced to an instrumental status. As a sovereign, labor takes on a broader meaning. In the cooperative context, labor also includes that form of labor called management, which under capitalism is separated from and above labor. Even capital is understood as a form of labor, in the sense that capital is simply past labor, value produced by workers that they then employ as an instrument of production. (It is on this basis, Arizmendiarrieta argued, that capital was due remuneration for its use.) 
If labor is sovereign, who represents it and over whom does it rule? Labor is represented by worker-owners and the force they subordinate is capital. As the fourth principle states, in the Mondragón Cooperative Experience, capital is considered instrumental and subordinate. The text goes on to specify that capital is “subordinated to Labor.” (Interestingly, these terms were not in the first version of this principle that was proposed to the First Congress. Somehow, in the course of the preparations for the congress, they were added, reflecting, it would seem, a collective determination to stress the sovereignty of labor.)
We know from Marx, whose work was familiar to Arizmendiarrieta, that capital is a social relation of production and that it flows through the economy, taking various forms, always in motion. The principle of the instrumental and subordinate character of capital seeks to restrict the power of capital in cooperatives by limiting its remuneration and denying its representatives political rights in the enterprise. Workers cooperatives provide a vehicle for this type of control, but it is a control that must be constantly verified in practice and reproduced. Because capital is the hegemonic organizing factor in our society, organizations that fail to  continually practice capital subordination may soon find themselves adopting practices that privilege capital valorization and hierarchical control. 
The subordination of capital by labor can never be more than provisionally accomplished in one firm or cooperative group. It is an ongoing task and one that places cooperativism within the larger movement for social transformation and the development of what Arizmendiarrieta called a “New Order.”
Again, sovereignty of labor (and subordination of Capital) places education at the center: to be sovereign, workers need to develop their protagonism, their individual and collective capacity for self-organization and cooperative action. (Gindin 1998) 
Though it is not a term he used, sovereignty of labor, and the subordination and instrumentalization of capital, are useful coordinates for identifying the basic problematic of the self-emancipation of labor at the heart of Arizmendiarrieta’s understanding of worker cooperativism. The question then, is whether, in the Mondragón Cooperative Experience today, these coordinates remain relevant and useful. The answer depends not on any dogma but on the strategy being pursued and their practical implementation. Arizmendiarrieta's concept of experience places this question squarely in front of us.
3. A Contradiction: Arizmendiarrieta vs. Arizmendiarrieta
An experience is not without contradictions. 
In the August 1963 edition of Cooperación, the newsletter now known as TU Lankide, Arizmendiarrieta intervened in a debate taking place in the industrial cooperatives over the question of democracy in cooperative management: whether cooperatives should permit a system of “qualified” or weighted voting in which the votes cast by a certain class of voters are given extra weight, thus giving them more influence in the decision-making process. (Arizmendiarrieta 1963)
Instead of writing an editorial – as he often did – Arizmendiarrieta published “letters” to the editor that took opposing positions. The first letter, from “a group of cooperativists,” argued in favor of the weighted vote, the second, from “a visitor” to Mondragón, argued against. In fact, both letters were secretly written by Arizmendiarrieta. (He had used this tactic several times before, Azurmendi tells us, submitting letters in the guise of a child, a woman in the community, a traveler, a person with tuberculosis...)  
The deceptive tactic enabled Arizmendiarrieta to argue for both positions, sharpening and deepening the debate without using his authority to argue for one side or the other. It reflects his faith in dialogue as the fundamental condition of learning and cooperation, and his unwillingness to try to resolve even fundamental questions on the basis of dogma.
The issue involved – democracy in management – goes to the heart of JMA's work and thought and remains important today.
I will summarize the arguments made by the “Group” and the “Visitor,” drawing on the letters in Cooperación and Azurmendi's analysis of the “exchange” in The Cooperative Man (Arizmendiarrieta 1963; Azurmendi 1991, 593) 
As Azurmendi explains, the basic problem is that, as we have seen, cooperatives need constant renewal and  innovation. It is not enough to form a cooperative business, however pure its form, and just run it. The cooperative must be able to survive in an ever-changing context in the face of competition with capitalist companies and other social pressures. Like sailors on a ship, those who have embarked on the cooperative voyage, must realize that the values they treasure, and the survival of their ship, are at the mercy of circumstances beyond their control and that therefore good navigation and piloting is indispensable. Steering the cooperative through the stormy capitalist economic seas requires vision, expertise, foresight, courage and calm authority. The question is who should pilot the ship?
In the first letter, the “Group” argues that while cooperatives must be democratic, the vote of members should be weighted according to the personal contribution made by each member, such that the vote of the “most qualified” members count for more than the votes of least qualified members. (With a maximum limit of 3:1) 
The arguments in favor of this position reflect the need for effective piloting of the cooperative ship:
· Cooperatives are in a war, fighting for a new social order, and have to wage that war in the very difficult seas of an economy in motion, undergoing constant technological change.
· Any social movement needs leaders who are tested and supported by the members. The leaders have a great burden of solidarity to their fellow members. Not everyone is suited to leadership. 
· People are different and have different skills and capabilities. It is dehumanizing to treat human beings as if they were abstract units, each equal to the next, mere numbers (1 person = 1 vote).
· The qualification is not arbitrary. Technical, personal, and leadership skills, as well as experience and commitment should all be taken into account.
· It is not unfair. The constant education of cooperative members would enable any worker to obtain these qualifications over time.
· In the necessary search for effective and bold management, democracy should not be treated as a dogma, but as a practical solution. Voting is a tool not a dogma. 
Here we see Arizmendiarrieta's concept of a cooperative experience at work. There are no dogmas, not even when it comes to democracy. The search for effective and bold management is open-ended and incomplete. The point is to strengthen the cooperative's capacity for strategic thinking and organization, including the capacity for regeneration. 
The “Visitor,” however, sees this “qualified” vote as a fraud, a kind of “aristo-democracy” that reflects the corrupting influence of the capitalist society on cooperatives, which, voluntarily or involuntarily begin to incorporate its elements.
The Visitor makes four arguments:
· Qualified voting is reactionary. It favors those already in control and weakens those who are already weaker. If you take into account the influence that the holders of the more qualified votes already exercise in the organization due to their socio-economic position, the weighted vote naturally works to their benefit.
· The qualified vote rests on a false premise. It assumes that all members have the same consciousness, and only differ in their technical capacity. So, that in taking a decision, those who have higher qualifications will be motivated purely by technical considerations. In reality purely technical decisions rarely if ever occur. There is always a human or social element, so the consciousness, the ideology of the voter is key. 
· Our ideologies are shaped by our socio-economic positions. Not all members share the same interests and ideology, consequently the weighted vote is really just a way to reinforce the domination of one ideology – that of those already in control. 
· Qualified voting, writes the Visitor, is “giving weapons to those who are already best armed.” The idea that the qualified voters will use those “weapons” to make good decisions on behalf of the others is just vulgar paternalism. 
The Visitor concludes that while the concern about leadership is valid, cooperatives should stick with “pure democracy.”
Here also we see the concept of experience at work – a defense of principle based not on dogma but on an analysis of the problematic and a preferential option for equality. We also see how the question of the sovereignty of labor looks in practice, where, as Jacques Derrida says, “the choice and the decision are not between indivisible sovereignty and indivisible non-sovereignty, but between … divisions, distributions, economies … of a divisible sovereignty.”
 (Derrida 2009, 302) “Pure democracy” is not a dogma but a claim to an equitable distribution of sovereignty.
Who won the debate? Azurmendi does not say, though he mentions that Arizmendiarrieta publicly supported weighted voting on a number of occasions. Still, “one member, one vote” remains a key coordinate on the path of the Mondragón cooperatives. The influence of capitalism on cooperatives feared by the Visitor (Arizmendiarrieta) can be seen in the various inequalities in power, knowledge and participation among managers and workers in Mondragón cooperatives today, inequalities exacerbated by the expansion of non-cooperative affiliates.  (Altuna Gabilondo, 2008; Lanki 2011; Cheney 1999; Errasti 2006)
In a model, a contradiction is an inconsistency and a flaw to be resolved. In an experience, a contradiction is a “generative theme,” to borrow Paulo Freire's term, a knot of challenges to be untangled and met. In this case it is the problem of democracy and labor sovereignty in cooperative management. On the one hand, in a volatile global market, cooperatives need leadership that is efficient and expert, both in a technical and social sense. On the other, management tends to concentrate power and knowledge in its hands, expanding its influence in governance and reducing worker-owners to “stakeholders” with little actual control. In practice, labor is re-instrumentalized, subordinated to “efficiency,” as measured by traditional standards, opening the door to capital's insubordination, with clear implications for both cooperative degeneration and cooperative regeneration.
Conclusion
I find in the thought of Arizmendiarrieta a remarkable combination of philosophical reflection, social criticism, and strategic thinking, always and utterly rooted in practice. His writings on human dignity, education, intercooperation, solidarity, social transformation, cooperative enterprise, self-management, and utopia offer rich material for reflection on themes facing cooperativists and others interested in social change today. Running through them is a call to protagonism in the cooperative experience, and the larger movement for social transformation of which it is a part, that is, a call to action and a call to dialogue with others: what are our goals and principles? How do we understand our problems? Where do we want to go and how do we want to get there? Questions we need to answer together.
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�	On the website of Grassroots Economic Organizing: http://www.geo.coop/store


�	To this day cooperativists and scholars in Mondragón commonly use the term “Mondragón Cooperative Experience” to describe the organization. (Altuna Gabilondo 2008)


�	Machado continues, “The road is made by walking and when we look back we see the path that will never be walked again. Traveler, there is no road, only wakes left on the sea.” (Machado 2014)


�	Miller, borrowing from De Angelis 2003, describes them as “coordinates for shared ethical debate and learning.”


�	In 1970, Henri Desroche observed that “Mondragón offers a good sum of cooperative heresies,” or, as the ILO put it “unconventional forms of cooperative development.” (Azurmendi 1991, 460n)


�	Emphasis mine; these words were added to the principle during the course of debate.


�	Henry Maret mocked the call for “sovereignty of the people” – “c'est un singulier souverain que vous faites! Vous ne lui donnez d'autre droit que de se nommer ses maitres. Or la souveraineté consiste non a choisir des maitres, mais a n'en avoir point.” (Maret 1885)


�	Derrida's argument is complex, but we can say that by inverting the Capital-Labor relation, cooperativism not only makes labor sovereign, but displaces the concept of sovereignty itself – there is no master, or, rather, there are only choices between distributions of mastery.






