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Self-organising society = Civil society (?)
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Women Strikes 2020

mnm;..mn,n inPL
most of Ukrainians hosted by ordinary people

m —
© quichar response
+ no procadures.

private transport organised by ordinary people  * 1o pebtics

No organised public transport from border areas
location system for at least first three weeks

© super-hard legal procedures for coops.

Statistics:
> more that Smin escapees crossed UA-PL border:
»-1.5 min n first three weeks:

> more than 300K passersbys in first fem weeks:
> estimated total of 800K:
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“The Role of Cooperatives and Peace in a Multicultural Society: From the Experience of]

Ukrainian Refugee Assistance”
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(This is a report and reference material prepared after the seminar.)

Building peace with Cooperatives:.

From the Experience of Ukrainian Refugee

Assistance in Poland

LANDSCAPE

On 24th of February 2022 Putin® s Russia
attacks Ukraine, threatening the relative
international mir in Europe and the whole world.
Millions of people are forced to leave their homes
and families, as plenty civilian facilities are under
heavy and unpredictable bombing.

More than 6 million Ukrainians, mostly women and
children, are crossing the Ukrainian-Polish border
looking for a safe place to wait out the war1. Over
800 thousand of them are passing through
Warsaw, turning the capital city into a transit point
for the next couple of months, while Russia
advances in occupying territories2.

During that time the chaotic exodusis managed by
grassroot self-organised groups of ordinary
citizens. They rush to help escapees securing
them with information, food, transits,
accomodation and basic needs supplies. Local
and national authorities have not responded
auickly enough or on the necessary scale.

In coming months all kinds of aid - not only
accomodation, but also transits, food and material
supplies - are still provided by bottom-up groups,
local institutions, ngoses and free-market
enterprises - supported financially by international
humanitarian organizations, big corpo
foundations and private donors - sometimes with
the local authorities help, sometimes with, or
without their permission.

INTEGRATION CENTER

In March, together with the local council (Praga
South district) and socially engaged enterprise
(Ubrania do Oddania), we opened a humanitarian
aid point for people fleeing from the war in
Ukraine. As everybody else, we shared our unigue
skills, experiences and resources to organise the
information point, computer corner, freeshop, kid
zone and integration workshops.
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Humanitarian aid is organised for refugees and
with refugees - including interested groups
themselves into aid and self-helo activities. The
Integration Center is run by the amazing Ukrainian
women crew. We provide information, material aid
and psychosocial support, focusing on tools and
possibilities to achieve self-sufficiency -
strengthening sense of subjectivity and increasing
self-agency, which helps to avoid so-called
learned helplessness.

We take care of urgent needs of people affected
by the war, as well as we look after one another.
Friendly and safe environment helps to feel the
sense of a true community - a women
self-support group providing backing, assistance
and encouragement, as well as significant
relationships in the circumstances of concern,
anxiety, confusion and alienation from family and
friends.

[For more look for the Integration Center
description attached P59~1].

BROADER CONTEXT

Within less than half a year the population of
Poland grows by the size of two capital cities more.
Estimated 70 percent of the escapees are still
hosted in private homes, taken care of by ordinary
people, as there are no regular state refugee
camps throughout the country3.

After six months the aid still depends on the
involvement of the Polish society - be it a private
person, an organization, an institution, company,
large corporation representative or a local
government. We are still sharing our own
resources to help handle the crisis. At the same
time the government entities are still silent, as in
Poland we are facing a deepening institutional and
constitutional crisis followed by, not only, state
structures breakdown4.

The conseguences of such circumstances are
much more far-reaching and not limited to the
refugees’ matters, as they affect both other
emergencies and regular activities. Sylwia Chutnik,
the Polish feminist writer and social activist,
claimed that our state is better operated by
crowdfunding campaigns, as much of the funds
cut short by the government - yet critical for the
citizens - are raised right there5. Another social
activist Danuta Kuror calls this phenomenon ,a
self-organising society” , which - in contrast to
civil society - is not a ,third part” complementing
governmental and business sectors, but operates
regardless of any official structures, where the
right to decide is not centralized in any form but
belongs to small groups of initiatives®.
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COOPERATIVE REPUBLIC

These circumstances are undoubtedly similar to
the 19th century partitions of Poland scenery,
when in the absence of the state its role was
substituted - at least at the most basic, local level -
by social and economic self-organizations?.

During that time many theories have emerged on
how the Polish State was supposed to be
organised when eventually independent. Edward
Abramowski’'s anarchist concepts were
particularly recognizable among the sprouting
cooperative movement at the Polish lands,
claiming to replace the state, which normally does
not serve its citizens, with a truly democratic
association of voluntary assosiations and
cooperatives, showing the best moral and civic
qualities8.

,Once Poland regained independence, the state
was supposed to perform only two functions:
protect its citizens against external enemies and
grant freedom of associations in the constitution.
The remaining rights and duties were to be
formulated by the associations themselves. The
main objective was to grant people freedom and
their own place in the community. Solidarity was
supposed to guarantee that the reborn Polish
state was to be democratic. Abramowski did not
see democracy as merely a political system, but as
the work of a new type of man - a socialised
individualist, able to both realise his ideals, creating
communities with similar people, and respect one
another’ s views9.”

The cooperative movement shows a great
potential of reinforcing and strengthening
democracy in practice10 - by introducing it to
economic, private and everyday-life spheres.
Determining not only the way we work and
operate, but also the way we think live,
communicate and interact. Thus in this approach,
cooperatives are not only considered as a
business model proposing a  different
organizational culture within the enterprises, but
also presented in a broader context of a collective
movement for socio-economic transformation -
capable of achieving economic, equally moral
renewal of society11.

POTENTIALS AND LIMITATIONS

Recent catastrophic events along with ongoing
crises face no response, deliberate ignorance or
even calculated fueling from the national
authorities. On the other hand shifting approach
of the citizens and their reaction to public issues -
are pretty much grounded indicators “that it’ s
not only the ruling class that is unable to rule, but
that the ruled are also unwiling to remain
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passive12” . And it is not limited to the Polish
political scene only.

As the authorities are not able to address ongoing
crises - more than that - are responsible for the
world and internal conflicts for most, this is a bold

proposal to abandon the oppressive and
malfunctioning statusqguo-the  division into
nationstates  and centralizedpolitics,.  And

however utopian it may sound, for the brief
moment it seemed achievable and even upcoming,
as the self-organised bottom-up groups emerged
and managed the crisis - took almost full control
paying no attention to the sluggish (in)actions of
the state.

[For the elaboration of potentials and limitations of the
development of the cooperative movement in Poland
check Coops are cool13 article attached P6 9~].

FURTHER REFLECTIONS

As one of the panellists - and also a person
actively involved in extensive refugee assistance - |
tried to answer the stated guestions considering
the role of cooperatives and peace in a
multicultural society. As | am not an international
relations specialist14, my reflections are grounded
on my experiences as a community worker and
social activist, as well as my knowledge gained
during sociological studies. Therefore, more than
an expert indicating what should be done, | shall
share the concept how we operate15 - aiming to
prove that this approach implements the
principles and values of the cooperative
movement, making not only cooperatives relevant
to meet similar challenges at micro-scale, but also
the cooperative movement predetermined to
enhance the systemic changes in the macro
dimension.

SPACE FOR INTEGRATION. In line with
Allport’s intergroup contact theory16, we have
created a space for integration among various
groups that helps to reduce prejudices and
stereotypes that we observe still vivid these days.
We also cared to meet all conditions stated by
Allport to facilitate this process, that is egual
status, common goal and cooperative work of the
members, as well as institutional support for the
contact.

INCLUSIVE, RESPONSIVE AND
WIDE-RANGE SUPPORT We provide support
responding to personal needs and lacks -
focusing on restoring dignity and empowering
self-agency. We include refugees in organising
humanitarian help, creating an opportunity for
purposeful work, meaningful relations and positive
engagement which can also facilitate trauma
healing processes.
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MEANINGFUL DIALOGUE. Being social
workers we are taught, when witnessing violence,
to address and take care of the victim rather than
to confront or try to stop the abuser. Therefore we
focus on preserving and advancing dialogue with
and between the afflicted so that they know they
are not alone or abandoned in their distress and
can explore shared experiences.

In Warsaw, there is another cooperative which
operates in a similar approach - social kitchen
coop Stuszna Strawa, which employs refugees
to provide meals for refugees in need. But what is
more intriguing is that the mentioned bottom-up
groups - resulted from voluntary commitment
actually joining in financially, since sharing their
own resources mostly: largely autonomous being
independent from outside powers structures.
orgnanising own trainings and support for
volunteers and new humanitarian workers. flat
structured and something-lke  dynamically
governed. not to forget highly cooperative with
one another and obviously concerned for
community - have implemented most of the values
adopted by the cooperative movement.

FOLLOWING QUESTIONS

From the very beginning of the war, | have been
wondering, and this gquestion is still valid: what
does it take for Russian citizens to realize - as from
the beginning of the war people in Russia seem to
be even more successfully subjected to
far-reaching propaganda and extra effectively
indoctrinated - that they are in fact very much
oppressed themsleves, by the same terrorist state
of Russia itself? When and if Russian society is
ready to reach for their freedom?

As far as the humanitarian collective help in
Poland is concerned16 - being more than a vital
reminder of vox popul; but actual fulfilment of
self-organised society taking over - my recurring
curiosity remains: is there any chance and on what
conditions these bottom-up groups, already
meeting beliefs and ethics of the cooperative
movement, can become coops”? What is needed to
transform this ad hoc solidarity mobilization into a
durable, sustainable practice of social organising?
Eventually, can the cooperative movement be
considered a way to fully just, multicultural
societies and thus become a method for a
peaceful (r)evolution?
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