Popular Culture, Social Change and a Co-operative “Movement”

By Greg O’Neill, May, 2003

One of the most significant recent developments in redrawing the geo-political map of Canada was the creation of the Nunavut Territory. I am fortunate enough to have been involved in the Co-operative Movement in Arctic Canada for some time and have had the chance to work with the remarkable people of Nunavut.

As the Inuit of Nunavut have moved towards establishing their identity as a separate territory in Canada, they have looked to the elders of their society to provide guidance in how that should be done. A truly remarkable piece of work has been completed recently in Nunavut that is the collection, through interviews with elders, of Inuit traditional knowledge or Inuit Quajimajatuqangit (IQ). This term has been translated as “things that we have always known”. 

 IQ is a living technology. It is a means of rationalizing thought and action, a means of organizing tasks and resources, a means of organizing family and society into coherent wholes. There are 6 principles that incorporate the body of knowledge collected. They are,

1. The principle of serving or being of service,
2. The principle of consensus decision-making,
3. The principle of lifelong skills and knowledge acquisition,
4. The principle of collaborative relationships or working together for a common purpose,
5. The principle of environmental stewardship, and
6. The principle of being resourceful to solve problems.

Taken together these principles, remarkably similar to the Co-operative Principles (http://ica.coop/en/whats-co-op/co-operative-identity-values-principles), define a collective self-reliance. It is not surprising that all the communities in Nunavut with one exception are served by Co-operatives.

But I think the point of this information is even more striking and important to us. The elders who contributed to creating this body of knowledge have seen the transformation of their society from one in which small family groups lived in nomadic camps to life in modern communities. Their lives have spanned social evolution in one lifetime that has taken several thousand years for “western society”.  IQ perhaps, allows those of use who are not Inuit a glimpse into the traditional knowledge that guided our ancestors and allows us to recapture the things that we have always known and recently have forgotten.

It is not human nature to aspire to an individualistic form of organizing the economy. The roots of our social organization are based on "sharing and caring" - consensus decision-making and collaborative process. It is basic to human survival that we have to share what we have in an equitable way for the collective human race to survive. It is not only ethical but also practical.


As we have moved to a more convenienced way of life it has become possible for a few to acquire unimaginable wealth and to create a belief that it is possible for everyone to do it. This belief system of perpetual economic growth through a Darwinian concept of economic development, as expounded by Milton Friedman and the Chicago School of Economics, is an aberration and a fairly recent view of economic development.
 
The Co-operative concept of organizing economy is the natural way for humans
to organize things. What the people in the streets at the G8 summits or the demonstrations against the war in Iraq are protesting is a loss of our human-ness.

The example of Inuit traditional knowledge is a very profound one and it is very clear how the guiding principles of life have informed the way in which Inuit have developed their economic infrastructure. But there are many other examples of how culture and the creative forces inherent in all of us have been instrumental in reminding us of “those things that we have always known”.

At the turn of the 20th century, most of us now reading this paper would have only limited education. If we lived in the cities, many of us would have been working in factories from childhood. We would be working in factories that had no standards for health and safety. Many of us would be dead. Many of us would be living in houses that were owned by the factory owners and buying our food from stores that were owned by the factory owners. The factory owners would decide how much they would pay us, how much to charge for rent and how much to charge for our food. We would be eternally in debt to those we worked for. 

      Sixteen Tons        by either   George Davis (1930s)   or   Merle Travis (1947)

       https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5pfVvqLM_e4 - performed by Merle Travis
I was born in a drivin' rain

Fightin and Trouble been my middle name

When I come round better step aside

Well a lot of men didn't and a lot of men died

Some folks say a man's made out of mud

A poor man's made out of muscle and blood

Muscle and blood and skin and bones

A mind that's weak and a back that's strong

(chorus)

16 tons and what do ya get

Another day older and deeper in debt

St. Peter don’t ya call me cause I can’t go

I owe my soul to the company store

When I was born that sun didn't shine

Along came a man who worked in a mine

I shovel 16 tons of number 9 coal 

And the foreman said, 'well bless my soul'

(chorus)

If you see me comin better step aside

A lot of men didn't and a lot of men died

Got one fist of iron and the other of steel

If the left one don't get ya then the right one will

(chorus )

Much of the abundant life that we enjoy today came from the efforts of those who organized themselves collectively into unions and fought to change the conditions of working people. The struggles of union organizing, the strikes and the battles of working people from the Winnipeg General Strike to Bloody Thursday on the Waterfront of San Francisco to the battles of the South African Labour Unions in support of the African National Congress are part of our collective heritage. Though this history is not taught in the schools to our children, the songs and other forms of artistic expression that supported and were created by this movement that transformed society are part of our culture.

There are many who contributed to the body of music, poetry, novels and plays that has become part of culture and heritage. There are the songs of Woody Guthrie, Lee Hays, Pete Seeger and The Weavers, the poetry of John Dos Passos, the novels of John Steinbeck and the journalism of Dorothy Day to mention just a few. The labour movement was buoyed by the creativity of those involved in its struggles and it became the spirit of the movement. 

The works of these people not only enrich our lives because of their intrinsic artistic value, they inspired people to fight for a change that has led to a fundamental improvement in our quality of life. We now have child labour laws and universal access to education. We now have minimum wage laws.

The point here is that artists have been present in the significant “Movements” for social change. The poets, the singers, songwriters help us to gain perspective and inspiration.

There were Bob Dylan, Allen Ginsberg, Joan Baez, and Phil Ochs, creating songs of inspiration for those marching for Peace in the 1960’s.

There were Gilles Vigneault and Pauline Julien inspiring the French-speaking people of Quebec to fight for equality.

The rousing lyrics of “We Shall Overcome” was a force that energized civil rights marchers in the face of armed opposition, injury and death.

If we are to have a Co-operative Movement, we need spirit and passion. The goal is to germinate Co-operative enterprises in all fields of human enterprise. The conditions for a new explosive effort in Co-operative development exist. 

It may be possible to engage those actively involved in protesting the G8 and channel that energy into creating a constructive alternative to the corporate reality. It may be possible to engage people like Michael Moore, Bruce Cockburn, Tracy Chapman and the new musical and literary voice of young people's dissatisfaction with the way things are in promoting the alternative. Anyone reading this paper can be a part of it. How do we engage those who are willing to risk serious personal injury at the police barricades set up at those G8 meetings and channel their energy into a positive, productive activity? 

We need to say loudly and clearly what we are for. The most successful movements are those that are very clear about their purpose. It is easy to be against something. Anybody can be a critic. We want to be creators. In Canada there is such a diversity of groups, some social, some political, some based in CED work, some cultural, some in the labour union movement, some religious and those in the Co-op sector already committed to building a movement. How often do these diverse groups get together? How many of these groups exist in other countries? Let's have our own international Co-operative summit. Let's bring these groups together in one place. Let's entertain ourselves while we do it. Let's invite the successful international Co-operatives to strut their stuff along with the green entrepreneurs, the artists and others that celebrate life. Let's have a good time doing it. Let's celebrate the joy, hope and spirit that is the basis of our Co-operative principles. Let's let it loose. Let our Co-operative Movement be an explosion of creativity that is irresistible. 

Big Idea

Song, by Greg O’Neill (2003)
I’ve been thinking about this planet

The highest mountain, the deepest sea

So much room for hopes and dreamin’

What a wonderful world this could be

What a wonderful world this could be

I’ve been thinking about my place in this

What I take and what I give

What gets left for the next generation

Depends upon the life that I live

What kind of life will I live? 


But I see the fire on the mountain


I see the oil spread on the sea


I see the poor people starving


While the rich ones take the cream


Imprisoned by their greed


The dogs of war are running


The corporate suicide machine


Those who stand against it


Are clubbed and gassed and blamed


While the thieves escape unscathed

But I see a road to a shining mountain

I see us marching hand in hand

Every colour, every nation

Every child every woman and man

Every child every woman and man

I see the strong ones carry the weaker

I see us sharing gifts and dreams

This song’s about Co-operation

And the kind of world it could 

What a wonderful world it could be


We build this road as we travel


Our destination – the common good


Who will join us on this journey?


We’re only missing you


We’re really missing you

(NOTE: To listen to this song, go to a site created by Hazel Corcoran, Greg O’Neill, & Len Krimmerman:    http://bigidea.mvmnt.ca/ .  Scroll down the site to find an mp3. The site is a bit dated as we have not had time to put into it, but mostly it's still relevant.)
