2012 Amalgamated Essay Contest
In celebration of the 2012 "International Year of the Cooperative" and Amalgamated's own 85 Anniversary celebration, cooperators are invited to participate in an essay contest. 

If the people who created Amalgamated could see our cooperative today, would they
be pleased or displeased with what they saw?
Entry by Jay Hauben, 4/20/2012 

Will Amalgamated Survive?

Unless we create a community embracing the cooperative movement, this
             enterprise of ours, successful as it may be, will eventually lose its value.   
                                                                                            Abraham Kazan, 1929

The Amalgamated housing cooperative is based on a vision that emerged from discussions among Abraham Kazan and other Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union people. That vision was of working people cooperatively controlling more of their own lives and eventually society. The first practical step to the fulfillment of their vision was to organize the Amalgamated Housing Corporation to build and own and operate a 303 unit cooperative apartment development.

The goals of the Founders of our Amalgamated cooperative were (1) decent, permanent housing affordable by people with low or moderate income, (2) cooperative solutions to problems of everyday life (3) leading to a cooperative community more than just a place to live, and (4) a model that would help spread cooperative housing as a solution to the social housing problem.

The cooperative housing experiment that was initiated in 1927 is now 85 years old. The buildings and grounds for the most part are still decent. The initial investment in 1927 was $500/room. The rent was $11/room/month. For the average worker the investment was the equivalent of the income from a whole year’s work. The rent was about 23% of the family’s income. Today, the required investment is also about one year’s income for a low or moderate income person. The rent is about 25% of such income. On that score, the cooperators, management and Boards, with the help of NYS and NYC, have successfully maintained this important aspect of our co-op.

The Amalgamated model did spread. Perhaps 35,000 units of similar cooperative housing were built in NYC including Rochdale Village, Penn South and Co-op City. The democratic involvement of cooperators has helped these co-ops resist privatization and given them the strength to survive and continue to serve along with the Amalgamated as the model that the Founders sought to create. In the US today there is a serious housing problem as witnessed by the sub-prime mortgage and foreclosure crisis. It would serve American society well if the cooperative housing model initiated by the Amalgamated was seriously considered as part of the solution needed for there to be decent housing for low and moderate income people.

Originally there were many cooperative solutions to everyday problems, like the co-op store, co-op bus, and co-op library. There are fewer such solutions today. Over the years, there were many cooperative activities like drama clubs, women clubs, youth orchestra, choral groups, etc. And there were institutions like the Education Committee, the House Committee and later that Liaison Committee which involved more cooperators in the governance of Amalgamated. The Education Directors hired by the co-op carried on a constant education program about the history, principles and international practice of consumer cooperatism. Such education and living together, governing together, and sharing ownership gave rise for many of the cooperators to a very deep felt cooperative spirit.
Despite the impressive set of cooperative activities in the years that span from the birth of the Amalgamated until now, more recently the original direction and hopefulness seems to have diminished. We have a great diversity of cooperators but less encouragement than in the beginning for the expression of differences and dissent. As former Education Director Judah Goldstein wrote, “Dissent is the life blood of democracy and our cooperative is founded on cooperative participatory democracy.” The Founders would, I expect, challenge us to better appreciate and incorporate the newer diversity and guard against stifling of dissent and differences of opinion or approach.


The Founders would be encouraged by the continuing publication of the Community News but would wonder why not all letters to the editor are published. They would welcome the History Club and some of the more substantial lectures and events in Vladeck Hall. But they would worry what has happened to the necessary education about cooperative history and principles, about the vision of a Cooperative Commonwealth. They would encourage us to take up a serious and deep searching discussion and debate over what has happened to the co-op spirit they worked so hard to build.

In 1929, Kazan offered this warning to the pioneers:

“It was offered to us to demonstrate that through cooperative efforts we can better the lot of our co-workers. We have also been given the privilege to show that where all personal gain and benefit is eliminated, greater good can be accomplished for the benefit of all. It remains for the members of our Cooperative Community to exert their efforts to run this cooperative and make it more useful, and more interesting, for all who live in these apartments. Our members have to remember that unless we create a community embracing the cooperative movement, this enterprise of ours, successful as it may be, will eventually lose its value.”

I think this challenge and warning applies to our Amalgamated community today.
----------------------------------------------------

Entry by Ronda Hauben, 4/20/2012
The Vision that Inspired the Amalgamated Pioneers
In his article “A Dream Come True” commemorating the 20th anniversary of Amalgamated Housing Cooperative, Sussman Lipshitz describes the dream of the pioneers as “their dream of a cooperative commonwealth.” He writes, “A cooperative house was to be the first step in that direction.” (“Story of a Co-op Community”, p 48)
This reference provides a glimpse into the vision of a more cooperative society that was behind the efforts of the Founders of the Amalgamated. They saw the creation of such a society as the goal, with the provision of decent affordable housing for workers and others of moderate means, as but part of the process to work toward this grander vision.
It is important to look to see if this vision has been embraced and even expanded in the years since the beginning of the Amalgamated Cooperative Housing experiment.
Over the years there have been various ways this vision has been implemented. One of the most important examples has been in the work of the artists who have been supported by Amalgamated. A second example of the spreading of this vision has been in the lessons that are passed down by the cooperators to the upcoming generations.

A third example of how this vision has been implemented is in the creation and activities of the Co-op History Club that has been meeting for almost three years and has also held a series of programs for a broader audience.

From the early days of the Amalgamated Cooperative, several artists have been able to have low cost studios in the housing complex. One of these artists who fortunately is still living in Amalgamated is Honey Kassoy. Honey and her husband Bernie were part of the rich tradition of artists excelling in their work because of the support they got from the Amalgamated. Also, these artists were part of an active collaborative that carried out programs for the larger cooperative. Honey tells the story of the cooperative efforts of these artists to put on Artists Balls for several years. The theme of these Balls changed each year. They were artistic and entertaining events.  Appropriately Honey’s art work includes several pieces of sculpture of collaborating groups of people.
Similarly, in learning from the pioneers who helped to form a bridge between the earlier generation of Amalgamated pioneers and the later generations at Amalgamated, the long term continuous work and activism of Frank Schonfeld provides an important inspiration. As a young man, Frank studied the tenets of the Rochdale Cooperative principles. Subsequently, he played an active role at Amalgamated for many years until his recent passing.  Frank’s effort to continually contribute to the consideration of the issues that were in contention demonstrates the essence of the cooperative spirit. This is to be an active participant in the struggles to determine the decisions that will be made in the governance of the cooperative and in the community.

In summarizing the Co-op History Club’s contribution to carrying out not only education about the origins and development of the cooperative, but also in learning about and passing on the vision that has given life and spirit to the cooperative,  events presented by the history  club to the whole cooperative stand out. At one such event, Emma Jacobs, who as a student at Columbia University had done a senior thesis studying Amalgamated, told of how Kazan’s goal was not more moderate good quality housing for the people of New York, though that was the focus of much of his work. But his goal was to build a cooperative society, to support the means by which people would become more cooperative. Similarly, at a program at Vladeck Hall sponsored by the Co-op History Club, pioneers of Amalgamated shared their experiences over the years. They especially highlighted the important role in building a cooperative played by Herbert Liebman the Education Director at Amalgamated for fifty years. 
While there are various examples which can demonstrate some of the precious ways that the vision of the Amalgamated pioneers has been carried out and passed down to succeeding generations, such activities do not always get as much support from the Amalgamated  Administration as they deserve. Too often there are only small announcements that can easily be missed about these events, rather than leaflets prominently placed in each building to display a pride in activities that support the vision represented by the Amalgamated Founders. But such problems can be remedied. What is important is that activities representative of the vision of a more cooperative society be valued and supported so that this precious gift from the early Founders can continue to inspire the evolving development of Amalgamated today. 

----------------------------------------

Entry by Elizabeth Grachev, 4/19/2012
The great Russian writer Maxim Gorky was approached by foreign journalist in 1932-33 who asked him what Russian people think of Revolution in Russia. Gorky answered that he does not know the answer and gave him advice to travel through all the Russia to find out the answer.  It is impossible to know what all people really think of some issues. 

The same story is here in the Amalgamated. You can’t answer for people especially for those who are not here anymore. You can’t see with their eyes. They were another generation with only their thoughts and views. 

We are in the age of Internet all over the World – we changed a lot for the last ten years – our attitude, judgment are so different. We have food, we do not know that feeling of not having a room with a bed for ourselves. To have your own apartment was a dream. People of that time were pioneers in many ways, but the major thing they had in common – is a dream of a better life. Now we do not have such great desire people had before - because we achieved somehow a level of comfortable life. We are lazy and deteriorating. 

Those people were fighters, dreamers – very often hungry, but they were better than us in many ways – they worked together in order to improve life for everybody and thus  - The   Amalgamated was a wonderful place to live.

The spirit of those people helped them to survive through hard times. 

There is no spirit anymore present in the Amalgamated. The Co-op spirit is dead.
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